
Journal of Resistance Studies



CONTENTS
Editorial:
Jørgen Johansen; The development and future of Resistance Studies 5
Baaz, Lilja & Vinthagen; Resistance Studies as an Academic Pursuit 10
Cathrin Wasshede; Queer Hate and Dirt Rhetoric: 
 An Ambivalent Resistance Strategy 29
Siachiyako, von Essen & Ångman; An Exit from the Garbage City:
 Resistance and “Chikonko” in ZambianWaste Management 62
Majken Jul Sørensen; Glorifications and Simplifications in Case Studies of 
 Danish WWII Nonviolent Resistance 99
Kefan Yang; Resistance or Complicity, Songs of Changkhup:  
 An Ethnographic Approach to Exploring Sipsongpanna Tai
 Lüe Oral Media in Contemporary China 138
Shane J. Barter; Under a Rebel Flag: Social Resistance under  
 Insurgent Rule in Aceh 181
Classic Book Review:
Brian Martin; Gene Sharp; The Politics of Nonviolent Action 210
Book Reviews:
Stellan Vinthagen; Riot. Strike. Riot: The New Era of Uprisings 220
Stellan Vinthagen; Decoding Subaltern Politics: Ideology, disguise, 
 and resistance in agrarian politics 224
Stellan Vinthagen; Vulnerability in Resistance 228
Stellan Vinthagen; Revolution in Rojava: Democratic Autonomy and
 Women’s Liberation in Syrian Kurdistan 233
Stellan Vinthagen; Land and Freedom: The MST, the Zapatistas and Peasant    
 Alternatives to Neoliberalism 239
Books Received 245

Cover illustration: 
Folkestrejken Copenhagen; the photo is in Public Domain



Editor: Stellan Vinthagen Deputy Editor: Jørgen Johansen
Assistant Editor: Sarah Freeman-Woolpert
Regional Editor for Latin America: John Holloway
Regional Editors for Asia: Nalanda Roy and Janjira Sombutpoonsiri
Editorial Board (more information about the Board-members at  
www.resistance-journal.org):

Almeida, Deirdre A.
Alvarez,  Sonia
Amster, Randall
Bayat, Azef
Baaz, Mikael
de la Cadena, Marisol
Carter, April
Chabot, Sean
Cherry, Janet
Darweish, Marwan
Dudouet, Véronique
Duncombe, Stephen
Goodwin, Jeff
Jackson, Richard
Kullenberg, Christopher
Lilja, Mona
MacLeod, Jason
Martin, Brian

Maye-Banbury, Angela
Ndura, Elavie
Nepstad, Sharon Erickson
Randle, Michael
Rank, Carol
Richmond, Oliver
Rigby, Andrew
Roy, Nalanda
Schock, Kurt
Schulz, Michael
Scott, James
Schweitzer, Christine
Seppälä, Tiina
Sörensen, Jens Stillhof
Sørensen, Majken Jul
Törnberg, Anton
Weber, Thomas

A huge thanks to all the anonymous reviewers.
All contacts regarding the Journal:  jorgen@resistance-journal.org
Published by Irene Publishing with support from Resistance Studies 
Initiative at UMassAmherst and Departement of Sociology and Work 
Science University of Gothenborg



Submissions
Authors should send all submissions and resubmissions to JRS to 
jorgen@resistance-journal.org.
Details regarding submission you will find here:

www.resistance-journal.org/submit/
Some articles are dealt with by the editors immediately, but most are read 
by outside referees. For submissions that are sent to referees, we try to 
complete the evaluation process within three months.
As a general rule, JRS operates a double-blind peer review process in which 
the reviewer’s name is withheld from the author and the author’s name is 
withheld from the reviewer. Reviewers may at their own discretion opt to 
reveal their name to the author in their review, but our standard policy is 
for both identities to remain concealed.
Within reasonable limits we will referee articles which do not strictly 
conform to JRS style requirements. Absolute technical requirements in 
the first round are: ample line spacing throughout (1.5 or double), an 
abstract, adequate documentation using the author-date citation system 
and an alphabetical reference list, and a word count on the front page 
(include all elements in the word count).
Regular articles are restricted to a maximum of 12 000 words, including 
all elements (title page, abstract, notes, references, tables, biographical 
statement, etc.). We also ask authors to deliver a short and more popular 
written version of their articles for a wider audience.
Book reviews are up to 3 000 words, normally shorter.
Short reviews of books, movies, web-sites etc are up to 400 words.
Comments column with research-based policy articles and comments to 
articles published in earlier issues of JRS. These are up to 5 000 words. 
Debate - Reflections are texts that enlight the reader about a specific 
topic. 
Books to be reviewed shall be sent to:JRS, J. Johansen, Sparsnäs 1010, 
66891 Ed, Sweden

4



  –THE DEVELOPMENT AND FUTURE OF RESISTANCE STUDIES

5

Editorial
The development and future of 

Resistance Studies
The launch of the Journal of Resistance Studies took place at the same 
time as the presentations of papers on various kinds of political resistance 
skyrocketed at academic conferences around the world. We see this as 
an encouragement and a clear indication that the Journal of Resistance 
Studies has an important function to fulfill. Our standard for acceptance 
is rigorous, in line with our goal to publish high-quality texts. Since the 
first call for papers, we have accepted around 10% of submissions. A 
number of the rejected texts have been of good quality, but lacked a 
specific resistance focus. This is to be expected in the process of developing 
a new academic field. In many cases, we advise the authors to submit 
these articles to other publications and we are happy to see that many are 
later published in other journals.

JRS has passed the initial hurdles and is now a well-established 
journal. This marks our fifth issue, and we already have more issues in the 
pipeline. With the help of our editorial board, a network of colleagues 
around the world, and a growing number of devoted supporters, we are 
optimistic about the future for the Journal of Resistance Studies.

The clear goals for the Journal to expand the impact, relevance, and 
importance of resistance studies have been successful in several ways. We 
now have both a Latin American editorial group and one focused on 
Asia. The special issue on ”Feminized Resistances” from last year was a 
success and will be followed by a special issue on ”Researching Resistance: 
On Methods and Ethics in Resistance Studies” later in 2017. More 
suggestions for upcoming issues are being discussed for future special 
issues. We encourage all with ideas for interesting topics to contact us as 
we are always open to discuss new proposals. 

One of our goals is to develop and define the field. What shall 
Resistance Studies focus on? We have conscientiously searched for, and 
accepted for publication, articles that expand the list of topics which can 
be analysed through the lenses of resistance studies. There are, of course, 
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no strict boundaries in this regard, but we would like to see a clearer 
demarcation of the field without becoming rigid fundamentalists. This 
is, in fact, one of the most frequent discussion we have in the editorial 
group: Does this article have enough of relevance for resistance studies? 
With the somewhat incompatible goals of searching for some kind of 
consensus while remaining open to an expansion of the field, we seek 
to invite more views into our discussions. Shorter comments as well as 
longer theoretical texts on the epistemology of resistance studies will be 
welcomed in JRS.

Still, we are struggling to find a good model for the balance between 
Open Access, non-profit operation and the need for financial support. 
We have ongoing dialogues with well-established publishing houses and 
we hope to present a sustainable structure for funding JRS by the end 
of the year. The present financial support is not a sustainable model. 
Finding more subscribers for the printed version of the journal is high on 
our list of priorities.

As the interest in the field grows and develops, there are several 
crucial questions we must ask. One important question is: Shall the 
goal of resistance studies be to develop into an independent academic 
field?  During the past decade, a number of initiatives have proven that 
the interest in resistance studies is growing, making this a possibility to 
consider and discuss. 

There is no doubt that whichever path is taken, the journal must 
remain a place to publish relevant texts on resistance studies. The fact that 
we needed a peer-reviewed journal of high academic standard was obvious 
from the beginning. JRS seems to meet that need for the timebeing. We 
hope to produce more journals and specialised editions in the future. We 
are also pleased to see that Rowman & Littlefield have now launched a 
new book series on resistance studies, and other publishers have included 
publications on resistance-related topics in their lists of new books. There 
is no doubt that we are witnessing a notable and growing interest in 
resistance studies.

We are now looking ahead and discussing the next steps for JRS. 
A growing number of universities have opened courses specifically on 
resistance studies and some have even established professorships, centres, 
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networks or other units of resistance studies. Yet it remains difficult to 
discern the best strategy for the field in the years ahead. 
When our ”sister-field”, Peace Studies, started to grow in the 1960s, 
it progressed down three main paths. Some groups, like the Peace 
Research Institute Oslo (PRIO), established independent centres outside 
the university structure. Other initiatives became new departments 
at universities, like Department of Peace Studies at the University of 
Bradford; Peace and Development at the University of Gothenburg; 
Peace and Conflict Studies in Uppsala; the Copenhagen Peace Research 
Institute; and Peace and Reconciliation Studies at Coventry University.

In all of these programs, there was a tendency over time to 
focus more on war and the consequences of wars than on peace and 
nonviolence. I would be surprised if the priorities among funders did not 
play an important role in these processes. This is not the place to discuss 
in detail why some of these initiatives have disappeared and others have 
changed their focus over time, but some lessons can be drawn for those 
seeking to establish a new academic discipline. It is no secret that funders 
have a huge impact on the focus of academic research. It would be too 
easy to conclude that by ”following the money” we can see what type of 
research to expect, but I doubt I am the only one who has experienced 
the pressure of prioritizing the interests of grantsmaking institutions 
when I formulate a research application. 

My own personal experience mainly derives from the University 
of Tromsø, which invited me to help set up a Centre for Peace Studies 
in 2000. With the clear and overt intentions of seeking ”peace by 
peaceful means” and holding nonviolence as a core principle, we set out 
with well-meaning intentions and generous grants from the Norwegian 
government. Involvement and cooperation with civil society activists 
played a crucial role the early years. However, several years later the focus 
has shifted away from nonviolence, and engagement in the civil society 
has all but disappeared. 

A third option to expand the field of peace studies was to include a 
peace and conflict perspective within curriculums and research programs 
which already exist in established academic fields like political science, 
sociology, or anthropology. This is already happening to some degree 
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with resistance studies, and we have seen many resistance-relevant 
theses on both the MA and PhD level produced at a variety of academic 
institutions.

The results of these three strategies are mixed, and no clear 
conclusion can yet be drawn. Many initiatives to establish peace studies 
have faced opposition from fields that may have seen the ”newcomers” 
as competition for funding or as too political to be considered ”objective 
academic disciplines”. I anticipate that initiatives to establish resistance 
studies will face similar reactions. There will be arguments that the 
field is ”too political” and the struggle for limited resources will make 
new initiatives possible competition in budget discussions. The largest 
and most well-established departments are more skilled at navigating 
the academic labyrinth and have a tendency to ”win” in the long run. 
Many of the early initiatives within peace studies have either been ”taken 
over” by more established academic disciplines or shut down entirely. 
The reasons for each of these developments varies, of course, and should 
be evaluated to better understand the circumstances.  Understanding 
potential problems and obstacles is a good starting point, and not being 
naive about the academic power struggle is a must.

Most of what we have seen until now is less focused on establishing 
new structures and more on less formal networking efforts. Individuals 
and small groups preparing resistance studies sessions on conferences like 
ISA and BISA are typical examples.  Many of these have been successful in 
the creation of new networks and  initiatives. This leads to more flexibility, 
but also decreased funding and less solid structures. One vulnerability is a 
critical dependency on key individuals who can function as coordinators, 
as a sort of ”glue” for these loosely-organised networks. Personal links 
have been more important than written MOUs; friendship is imperative 
to the efficiency of planning, minimal bureaucracy, and the flexibility to 
adapt to an ever-changing context.

Such a strategy does not exclude other ways of organising a new 
academic field; it may be the case that a variety of approaches would be 
wise going forward.

Resistance studies probably have closer links to radical political 
movements than most other academic fields, and hence will possibly be 
more vulnerable to critique of its academic standards. JRS has tried to 
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open the door to activist camps by asking all authors to include a popular 
version of their texts for publication on our website. We hope this will 
help us to remove the academic walls that are often built so highly around 
university campuses. Our goal is to have more academics take part in the 
activist groups of civil society, and to encourage more activists to enter 
into the campus realm. All will benefi t from wider and more intense 
cooperation of this nature.

Jørgen Johansen, Deputy Editor JRS

Th is important book by a famous 
Th ai Muslim--theoretician and 
practitioner-- carries a double 
message.  First, it puts to shame those 
who equate Islam with violence and 
terrorism, often called “jihadism” in 
a total misunderstanding of jihad. 
Second. it also puts to shame those 
who classify entire religions as violent 
or nonviolent; they may have both 
aspects, let us identify and build on 
the nonviolence, and move forward!

Johan Galtung, Founder Transcend 
International, Dr hc mult

www.irenepublishing.com
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Resistance Studies as an Academic Pursuit
Baaz1, Lilja2 & Vinthagen3

ABSTRACT
Resistance is both a common and somewhat unusual concept. It appears 
often in political debates and the media. Members of various non-govern-
mental organizations and social movements also frequently use resistance 
when they refer to their various activities. In spite of the significant growth 
regarding the use of resistance during recent years, the discussion about 
the meaning and content of the concept, the ways resistance activities can 
be understood, as well as their potential impact, et cetera, is still rather 
divided and under-developed within academia. Hence, in spite of offer-
ing a necessary addition to the earlier focus on ‘power’ within the social 
sciences, the rapidly growing field of resistance studies is still very much in 
its infancy. This article is an attempt to introduce some of our main ideas 
on researching resistance in a systematized and structured fashion. One 
of the main arguments put forward in the article is that what qualifies 
as resistance is very much dependent on context, as the aim of various 
resistance practices also varies very much; so, does its different articula-
tions as well as the ability of various activities to challenge political, legal, 
economic, social and cultural structures in society—ultimately to achieve 
‘social change’.

Introduction

… all poetics of  the dispersed marginal sexual, ethnic, lifestyle, 
‘multitudes’ (gay, the mental ill, prisoners…) ‘resisting’ the mysterious 
central (capitalized) Power. Everyone resists—from gays and lesbians 
to Rightist survivalists—so why not draw the logic conclusion that this 
discourse of  ‘resistance’ is the norm today (…)? (Žižek 2002: 66)

1  School of Business, Economics and Law, University of Gothenburg
2  Karlstad University and School of Global Studies, University of Gothenburg
3  University of Massachusetts, Amherst and Departement of Sociology and 
Work Science, University of  Gothenburg
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A few year ago, when Tep Vanny and her associates of the Boeung Kak 
13—a group of impoverished middle-aged mothers, homemakers and a 
grandmother who resided around the Boeung Kak lake—did not only 
refuse to move from their houses and sheds, but also decided to enter the 
streets of Phnom Penh and express their profound and deep dissatisfaction 
with local politicians and businessmen, the national government, the 
increasing problem with land-grabbing in Cambodia and ultimately 
the effects of neo-liberal globalization—this could be understood as 
‘resistance’; resistance against a policy or practice that marginalizes them 
(even further) and which they are simply not willing to accept any more. 
In their ‘doing’ of resistance, the women have been very creative and 
have, in addition to using national legislation as well as submitting a 
complaint to the World Bank, also, among other things, displayed the 
close historical connection between the ruling Cambodian People’s Party 
(CPP) and the Khmer Rouge (KR) in their street protests as well as 
using humor on different occasions; for example, by donning bird’s nests 
complete with chickens on their heads, thereby defending their role as 
‘mother hens’, and exposing their bare breasts outside the Cambodian 
parliament, with the aim of demonstrating the vulnerability of being left 
with only their bodies (Brickell 2013). Following the protests, the World 
Bank stopped its payments to the Cambodian government and shortly 
after, some, but not all, families living around the lake were given titles for 
the land on which they have resided for many years. The protests—which 
are still ongoing—have inspired other resistance activities, not only in 
Phnom Penh but also in other parts of Cambodia and possibly abroad.

Tunisian street vendor Mohamed Bouazizi set himself on fire in 
December 2010 in response to the confiscation of his wares and what 
he experienced as harassment and deep humiliation inflicted on him by 
municipal officials. His act could be understood as a more dramatic form 
of ‘resistance’ than the one played out by the women of the Boeung Kak 
13. Bouazizi’s act of self-demolition is generally considered a catalyst 
for the Tunisian Revolution and, by extension, the wider Arab Spring - 
‘resistance encourages resistance’.

A young girl, perhaps no more than 10 years-old, detonated 
powerful explosives concealed under her clothes in January 2015 at a 
market full of people in northern Nigeria, killing some 20 people and 
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wounding many more. This could also be understood as ‘resistance’; 
however, a very drastic, violent and destructive, not to say ‘irrational’, 
form of resistance. It is not certain that the girl even knew that she was 
carrying a bomb. Whether or not this act of resistance against perceived 
westernization will promote Boko Haram’s goal to establish an Islamic 
state in Nigeria, still remains to be seen.

When right-wing extremists gather in a European capital to protest 
against the official immigration policy and are being disturbed and 
interrupted by anti-racists, this could be interpreted as two groups not 
only performing resistance in regard to the government and its official 
policy, but also as the two groups resisting one another. Whether or 
not the two groups that are resisting each other is best understood in 
terms of resistance or in terms of ‘political struggle’ is, however, open for 
discussion. 

Less obvious, but no less important than the examples above, is 
the resistance performed by thousands of women in Teheran, who on an 
‘individual’ and ‘non-organized’ basis are wearing sandals (and hereby 
showing skin), colored hijab and/or makeup. By this, the women are, in 
a rather subtle way, challenging local Islamic moral codes as interpreted 
by the influential clergy and implemented by the morality police in the 
country. Conversely, the insistence of female French Muslims wearing 
hijab in schools could be considered as resistance against the legal ban 
of wearing conspicuous religious symbols in French public primary and 
secondary schools. The practical effects of these acts of resistance still 
remain unclear. It is, however, quite clear that the action per se is creating 
a lot of emotions and, by this, functioning as a catalyst in a heated debate. 

Even more subtle forms of resistance than the examples from Iran 
and France can be identified. One example is when organizations that 
work against gender-based violence (GBV) in Cambodia, change their 
programs to focus primarily on men; both in the capacity of ‘trainers’ and 
‘participants’. In these men’s groups, resistance practices against violent 
gender norms are played out. Different gendered images of identity and 
men’s understanding of a violent masculinity, which previously resulted 
in GBV, are being questioned and, by extension, ‘renegotiated’. By this, 
the male trainers turn into agents of resistance, carrying out resistance on 
behalf of the Cambodian women.
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Yet another example from Cambodia is the resistance performed by 
various non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in relation to the KR 
Tribunal (formally known as the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts 
of Cambodia, ECCC), who by re-categorizing the earlier practice of 
‘arranged marriages’ into ‘forced marriages’ and by this, are transforming 
a local practice from a ‘tradition’ into a ‘crime’—‘the crime of forced 
marriage’. Also, when speaking about the ECCC, the resistance carried 
out by the lawyers defending the ones prosecuted at the Tribunal should 
also be mentioned. In the ECCC, a number of lawyers following the late 
Jacques Vergès’ ‘strategy of legal rupture’ seek to reverse the legal process, 
by turning the prosecutors into the ones who are being prosecuted and 
hereby resisting the entire process of transitional justice that is currently 
taking place in Cambodia. This resistance activity— which was applied 
by Vergès for the first time when he was defending different FLN 
activists struggling for national independence in the late 1950s and 
early 1960s and taken to never seen heights when he defended former 
SS Officer Klaus Barbie in 1987—aims at revealing the hypocrisy of 
different (international) criminal courts as well as the interests of power 
establishing and supporting them. In doing so, the lawyers potentially 
relativize, as well as other things, the suffering of the victims of the KR 
period. What then are the ethical implications of this type of resistance, 
which ultimately challenges not only the victims’ claim to seeking justice, 
but also the legal process and, by extension the entire liberal post-Cold 
War order and the current politics of global governance? In Japan, various 
civil society-based organizations are working with very subtle means 
by seeking to ‘queer’ time in order to resist worldwide environmental 
degradation. Resistance activities have many faces and are connected to 
one another in complex webs.

In New York City in October 1998, Reclaim the Streets, displayed 
an example of ‘constructive resistance’, suggesting alternatives rather than 
just ‘being against’ as demonstrating. Stephen Duncombe, author of the 
path-breaking volume, Cultural Resistance Reader (2002), described the 
event in the following way:

Instead of the exhausted march, chant, and civil disobedience 
protest model that we (and the police, media, and the public) were used 
to, we had created our own liberatory culture—at least for a little while—
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had demonstrated it to the world. In place of the sour Lefty cry of ‘No! 
We’re against it’, we yelled triumphantly: ‘Yes! This is what we’re for’ (p. 
3).

From the examples above follows that what qualifies as resistance is 
very much dependent on context, as the aim of various resistance practices 
also varies very much; so, does its different articulations as well as the 
ability of various activities to challenge political, legal, economic, social 
and cultural structures in society—ultimately to achieve ‘social change’. As 
indicated above, resistance does not per se mean being against something, 
but could also be constructive—establishing ‘creative’ and ‘constructive’ 
alternatives to existing institutions and practices. A very good example in 
latter this regard of this is the Landless Workers’ Movement (Movimento 
dos Trabalhadores Sem Terra, MST), a social movement in Brazil with 
more than 1.5 million ‘members’, who fight not only for general access 
to land, but also for an ‘alternative social covenant’ that would provide a 
self-sustainable way of life, characterized by equal income distribution, 
non-racism and non-sexism. Put somewhat differently, previously there 
has been a tendency to address resistance primarily in terms of organized 
protests, demonstrations or as violent revolts. Resistance is, however, 
better understood as multidimensional, unstable and a complex social 
construction in dynamic relations that are related to differences of 
context. Resistance thereby displays an impressive variation; it can be 
anything from violent to non-violent, confrontational to circumventing, 
deconstructing to reconstructing, productive to hindering, individual 
to collective, accommodating to enforcing, and materialistic to virtual. 
Needless to say, other continuums could be used to catch the manifoldness 
of resistance and resistance activities. The examples above are just a few. 

Resistance is both a common and somewhat unusual concept. It 
appears often in political debates and the media. Members of various 
non-governmental organizations and social movements also frequently 
use resistance when they refer to their various activities. In spite of the 
significant growth regarding the use of resistance during recent years, 
the discussion about the meaning and content of the concept, the ways 
resistance activities can be understood, as well as their potential impact, 
et cetera, is still rather divided and under-developed within academia. 
Hence, in spite of offering a necessary addition to the earlier focus on 
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‘power’ within the social sciences, the rapidly growing field of resistance 
studies is still very much in its infancy. 

There are multiple reasons for the current growth of resistance 
studies. One important reason is the so-called ‘post-structural turn’ 
within the social sciences. In this regard, David Couzens Hoy (2004: 11) 
writes: 

… from the poststructuralist perspective, a society without resistance 
would either be a harmless daydream or a terrifying nightmare. 
Dreaming of a society without resistance is harmless as long as the 
theorist does not have the power to enforce the dream. However, the 
poststructuralist concern is that, when backed by force, the dream 
could become nightmare.

Over and above anything, it is the focus by various post-structuralist 
scholars on the different ways that discourses constitute subjects—i.e. 
the ways in which our established manner of speaking also shape who 
we become as individuals—that has made concepts such as agency and 
resistance popular in current social science research. Generally speaking, 
post-structuralist scholars focus on the possibility for the subject to relate 
critically to various discursive ‘truths’; they look after possible ‘escape 
routes’ from determinism and discursive power over individuals.

The study of resistance is not limited to the post-structural turn in 
social sciences, and scholars other than post-structuralist ones carry out 
interesting research on resistance. But, the post-structural turn has been 
very important for the development of resistance studies and in spite of 
several other interesting ‘turns’ in social sciences—for example, ‘cultural’, 
‘historical’ and ‘material’ turns—the post-structural perspective still plays 
a key role in the development of resistance studies. The perspective is still 
very much in development and ‘interacts’ and ‘integrates’ in interesting 
ways with later ‘turns’ in the social sciences, not least the ‘affective’ turn.

Mapping and Situating Resistance (Studies)
Resistance Studies combines several theoretical traditions, including, for 
example, the state-oriented, structuralist and public scope of ‘contentious 
politics’ (which itself is a combination of social movement studies, 
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revolution studies, and studies on guerrilla warfare, civil warfare, and 
terrorism). But it also includes informal ‘everyday forms of resistance’ 
within subaltern studies, the history-from-below movement and 
‘autonomist’ approaches to radical politics within post-Marxist and post-
structuralist studies. Resistance studies could and sometimes do also 
draw on the many specialist fields that at least tangentially engage with 
it: gender studies and feminism, queer studies, peace studies, political 
science, sociology, critical race studies, anthropology, pedagogics, 
psychology, media and communication studies, (critical) legal studies, 
heritage studies, design and crafts, et cetera.

The many disciplines, models, theories and discussions relate 
because ‘resistance’ challenges all forms of ‘domination’—not just the 
particular territorial configuration of power relations that we call the 
‘state’, but also the exploitative practices, commodification, fetishism, 
alienation, and economic injustices of capitalism, the discursive truth-
regimes and normative orders of status quo, as well as the gender, race, 
status, caste and taste hierarchies of the sociocultural sector.

Historically, studies of resistance have gone through the same 
stages as the studies of power; an early focus on the more obvious and 
dramatic forms of resistance, and later a recognition of subtle and 
diffused articulations. Early studies focused on the public, collectively 
organized, confrontational and violent forms of resistance to state power, 
capitalism and dominance (by scholars such as Tedd Gurr and Charles 
Tilly). Typical examples are revolution studies with its strong focus on 
armed revolutionary groups, as well as social movement studies with its 
attention to massive demonstrations, protests or riots. The contemporary 
field is more diversified, yet still dominated by a focus on public and 
collective confrontations. Still, ‘resistance’—in the tradition of, for 
example, James Scott, Asef Bayat, Michel de Certeau, Judith Butler, 
and Antonio Negri—takes another turn. This kind of resistance might 
be hidden or disguised, or a subtle change of everyday repetitions, or it 
might be driven by a desire for escape and survival that is not framed as 
‘political’ at all, in which the recognition by others of what one does is 
not wished for, and might even be something one actively tries to avoid.

In mapping and situating (the field) of ‘resistance’ it seems to 
be useful to describe its relation to other commonly used and related 
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concepts, such as ‘agency’ or ‘social movements’. In what follows we 
consider ‘agency’ as a wide concept that captures subjects’ capacity 
to do things, which might involve resistance, but it does not have to. 
Agency reveals processes of self-reflection and studying these processes 
demands targeting dominant subject formations from ‘within’. The 
subject is a product of matter and discourses, and as such it is never 
decided. Instead the subject is constantly reconstituted in a process that 
might include an active and reflecting attitude, and the possibility of 
resistance by identifying and questioning the discourses that hails us 
into certain positions (Lenz Taguchi 2004: 16). Thus, even though the 
prevailing material and discursive contexts of a society frame our room 
for maneuver, the concept of agency displays the possibility of resistance 
towards the pressure of hegemonic discourses.

Resistance is also closely entangled in subject-positions and affects. 
Affects and emotions, however, have not been the core of resistance 
studies. Still, they have played a silent but fundamental role in many 
theories of resistance. James Scott, for example, brings in fear of reprisals 
and repressive actions as an important aspect, without emphasizing 
‘emotions’ as an important aspect (Scott 1977, 1990). Affects become an 
engine that creates emotions, motivations and various resisting practices. 
This is because to hate, desire or love are relational and embedded in 
social contexts that create the possibility for us to communicate and 
share affects/emotions, while we still have an individual attachment to 
the emotion. 

Overall, we understand ‘resistance’ as a practice that might be played 
out by organized larger groups and movements as well as subcultures 
and individuals, based on everyday relations. It might be articulated 
through or against power-relations, nonviolent or violent practices or 
be inspired by other resisters (copy-cat resistance). Resistance is an act 
or patterns of actions, which might undermine or negotiate different 
power-relations, but sometimes ends up reproducing and strengthening 
relations of dominance (Lilja and Vinthagen 2009). For example, the 
latter is a pattern often seen as power holders mobilize their forces to 
suppress resistance, creating ‘irrationality’ within resistance. 

As underscored several times above, resistance is a complex and 
broad umbrella concept, which needs to be elaborated in specific 
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contexts with specific aims and ways of acting. We therefore should not 
limit our understanding of resistance to particular forms of resistance, 
such as: riots, protests, sabotage, strikes, social movements, revolutions, 
mimicry, ‘talk-back’, slander, work-slow and the like. The still emerging 
field of resistance studies needs to take on the whole range of resistance 
articulations. We need to consider the subject in all of its manifestations, 
mechanisms, actors, techniques, and dynamics, and in all of their 
historical, cultural, and political contexts.

Resistance Studies as an Academic Pursuit
Taking the above into consideration, it appears timely to seek 

to systematize and investigate, in a more concrete manner, different 
forms of resistance, the relations between power and resistance and, by 
extension, the dynamics of resistance as well as the role and impact of 
various resistance activities in (understanding) social change. Our point 
of departure is simply that today there are certain individuals who work 
in academia and describe what they are doing as resistance studies. We are 
interested in discussing and problematizing not only what the individuals 
who are studying resistance are actually doing, but also what they should 
be doing. In particular: what is and what should be the subject matter with 
which students and researchers of resistance studies are concerned? What 
approaches and methodologies are helpful in studying resistance and 
how should the student of resistance studies choose among them? What 
are the necessary ethical concerns of studying resistance? Is it possible to 
chisel out some guidelines that an academic specialist in resistance studies 
should follow in pursuing his/her work in academia and society at large? 
If yes, what would such guidelines look like? (Cf. Bull 1972).

The Subject Matter of Resistance Studies
In spite of what has been argued so far, research on resistance does have 
some common features. First of all, resistance studies, generally speaking, 
focuses on some sort of practice or activity, most often performed by an 
agent in opposition. The oppositional dimension of resistance seems to 
vary, however, since constructive resistance or resistance owed to self-
loyalty (Arvidson and Axelsson 2017) are less concerned with the ‘against’ 
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part of the resistance-power relation. Resistance is often productive, 
plural and fluid as well as integrated into everyday social life.

Secondly, the lingua franca of the field includes concepts 
such as: rejection, challenge, struggle, change, subversiveness and 
constructiveness (cf. Hollander and Einwohner 2004). In spite of 
these similarities, in particular the focus on various practices, resistance 
studies is, however, as already indicated, not a homogeneous field, with 
common concepts, definitions, methodological approaches, methods 
and normative consensus, but rather it is a research interest that moves 
between established disciplines and fields, uses various concepts and 
methodologies, and has very different aims. Sometimes researchers direct 
their focus on resistance against various discourses. At other times, the 
focus might be directed on resistance as an organized practice against 
certain individuals or a collective of individuals, such as decision makers 
or decision-making organizations (Lilja and Vinthagen 2009; Holland 
and Einwohner 2004). To conclude, the field is wide and so it should be. 

Even though resistance is perhaps best described as a multi-
dimensional and floating phenomenon, performed by different agents, it 
is still possible to identify a number of analytical dividing lines between 
various traditions within the field in order to establish some kind of 
overview. One such dividing line is between those doing research on 
organized and more concretely politically articulated forms of resistance 
(for example, the practices of various social movements, forms of 
organization and discourse) and those focusing on the more hidden and 
less visible resistance performed more or less on a daily basis (everyday 
resistance). Organized resistance most often aims at obtaining public 
attention, to confront and articulate demands. For those performing 
everyday resistance, the aim is rather to achieve various effects without 
being visible (in public) and achieve various goals in a more non-
confrontational manner. Other markers, dividers or fields should also be 
mentioned. Jocelyn A. Hollander and Rachel L. Einwohner (2004), for 
example, speak about a division between intentional and non-intentional 
resistance, between those researchers who claim that actions without 
intention cannot qualify as resistance, as well as those who argue that 
practices that are not clearly expressed by those performing the practice 
as resistance do not qualify as resistance. 
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Another contested issue within resistance studies is if an act needs to 
be acknowledged or recognized as an act of resistance in order to qualify 
as resistance. One voice in this debate is James C. Scott, who argues that 
certain resistance practices, especially in relations characterized by strong 
domination, are purposively hidden by those performing the acts and 
that this quality of the act does not disqualify it as being a resistance 
act (Scott 1985). The point is to hide the practice, in order to not be 
discovered or acknowledged as an act of resistance. At certain times, it 
is a matter of survival where resistance is disguised as ignorance, loyalty 
or inefficiency. Other scholars, claiming the opposite, needless to say, 
contest this opinion (See further Hollander and Einwohner 2004). 

Research on resistance is thus a broad church. Some 100 year ago, 
William James wrote, when he was trying to describe the approach of 
‘philosophical pragmatism’, as follows: ‘the tower of Babel [is] monotony 
in comparison’. This image accurately captures the state of the art within 
resistance (studies) today. Resistance studies does not have a coherent, 
easy to digest and agglomerated edifice. Over and above this, the term 
‘resistance’ invites misunderstandings by those who are accustomed to 
its common use in everyday language where it simply means opposition, 
which is a meaning that disguises the complexity of the concept. 

Approaches to Resistance Studies
In the study of resistance, it is crucial as to how power is understood 
and defined, since resistance always exists in relation to power. Different 
understandings of power give various spaces for resistance and, by 
extension, make different forms of resistance relevant or necessary to 
understand. The concept of power, just as resistance, is contested within 
the social sciences and it is literally impossible to find a generally agreed 
upon definition. In a historical perspective, it is possible to speak about 
an expanded understanding of power, and today the concept includes 
not only a formal order and capacity by an elite, but also various social 
(informal) processes and constructions of identities.

By tradition power has been associated with the military power of 
the state or the ability by someone to make someone else act in accordance 
with his or her will. Foucault, along with other scholars such as Steven 
Lukes and Pierre Bourdieu, contributed to revolutionizing this traditional 
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understanding of power in the 1970s by analyzing power in relation to 
various practices—moving the focus of research from what is power to 
how is power performed. Foucault, as argued above, introduced concepts 
such as disciplinary and capillary power to the discussion. Given that our 
understanding of what power is has turned more complex and nuanced, 
our theories and understandings of resistance need to follow since where 
we find power, we also find resistance. More on the relation between 
power and resistance follows below, particularly in chapter 3.

While resistance studies has a rather distinctive subject matter—
resistance practices—it is not in the full sense a subject. We cannot say, 
as we can of, for example, mathematics or economics, that it not only has 
its own distinctive field of inquiry, but also its own recognizable point of 
departure, methodologies, methods and techniques. Resistance studies, 
just like other multi-, inter- and/or or trans-disciplinary attempts, is the 
scene of contending points of departure, methodologies, methods and 
techniques (cf. Bull 1972: 255). 

Multi-, Inter- and Trans-Disciplinary Research
By tradition, most fields of inquiry within the social sciences, like politics, 
law and sociology, are intra-disciplinary; i.e. they work within their own 
distinctive field of inquiry. Multi-disciplinary research is characterized 
by people from different disciplines working together, each drawing 
on their disciplinary knowledge; interdisciplinary research, seeking to 
integrate approaches and knowledge from different disciplines, using a 
real synthesis of approaches; and trans-disciplinary research that seeks to 
create a unity of intellectual frameworks beyond disciplinary perspectives.

Considering the multidimensional character of resistance studies, 
the field is probably best understood as an academic pursuit located on the 
edge between multi- and inter-disciplinarity. It integrates knowledge and 
methods from different disciplines, fields and approaches (for example 
politics, law, sociology, but also, other multi- and/or inter-disciplinary 
fields of inquiry, such as peace and conflict/development studies, 
revolutionary studies, social movement studies, terrorism studies and 
subaltern studies) and most often seeks to understand various resistance 
activities based on this. As it stands today, resistance studies does not 
qualify as a trans-disciplinary field of inquiry and it is questionable if 
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should strive to become one, since many interesting resistance practices 
are most likely best understood based on the ‘friction’ between different 
disciplines. Considering this, we seek to, as much as possible, benefit 
from our wide collective disciplinary background and the integration of 
our various perspectives. 

Qualitative vs. Quantitative Approaches 
Even though we focus on resistance from a post-structural point 

of departure, it should be emphasized that there is nothing per se that 
disqualifies the application of quantitative methodologies and methods 
in researching resistance and social change. Qualitative and quantitative 
methods could of course also be combined. A very good example in 
this regard is the book, Why Civil Resistance Work: The Strategic Logic 
of Nonviolent Conflict (2011), written by Erica Chenowth and Maria J. 
Stephan. Until the publication of this book, few scholars had attempted 
to empirically examine the relative effectiveness of violent and nonviolent 
resistance, respectively, in a systematic way by comparing them with a 
historical perspective. Chenoweth and Stephan are, in fact, the first to 
develop a unique dataset of global reach (comprising no less than 323 
campaigns between 1900 and 2006) to compare and test the outcomes 
of these two strategic choices over time. In addition to using their unique 
dataset, the two authors also draw on qualitative evidence from four 
case studies (the Iranian revolution between 1977 and 1979, the people 
power movement in the Philippines, between 1983 and 1986, the First 
Palestinian Intifada, between 1987 and 1992, and the Burmese civil 
resistance, between 1988 and 1990) in developing their key arguments: (i) 
power depends on the consent of the civilian population; consent, which 
far from being fixed, can be withdrawn and reassigned through collective 
action; and (ii) strategies other than violence are the most effective ones 
in creating political and social change (Masullo J. 2013). This book is a 
fine example of empirical research on resistance, which highlights some 
important dimensions of resistance, but, due to the chosen perspective, 
ignores others.
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Detachment vs. Commitment in Resistance Studies
The origins and character of resistance studies—in particular regarding 
the discussion on commitment vs. detachment or, put somewhat 
differently, the tension between, on the one hand, the academic goal 
of value-free analysis and, on the other hand, advocacy—is in several 
regards reminiscent of for example peace studies (including peace and 
conflict studies, peace and development studies and conflict resolution). 
Peace studies has, since its inception after the end of the Second World 
War, struggled to be accepted as a full member of the social sciences. On 
occasions, it has been rejected and criticized by other fields for crossing 
the line between neutral analysis and advocacy, and turning research on 
peace and conflicts into ‘peace activism’ disguised as critical theory. By 
imposing particular definitions of not only what defines peace and a 
peaceful society but also how different conflicts should be interpreted 
as well as who should be empowered and excluded, respectively, the 
scientific legitimacy of peace studies is, it has been argued, compromised. 
The critics argue that political laden and biased approaches have produced 
ideologically distorted curricula; models and analyses that have damaged 
the integrity of peace studies as an academic pursuit (Steinberg 2004).

 The opposite criticism has, however, also been put forward, namely 
that peace studies is not at all or at least not sufficiently critical, but quite 
unreflectively sets out to solve various conflicts and, among other things, 
rejects the constructive potential of conflicts. Put somewhat differently, 
peace studies:

… takes the world as it finds it, with the prevailing social and power 
relationships and the institutions into which they are organized, as the 
given framework for action. The general aim of problem-solving is to 
make these relationships and institutions work smoothly by dealing 
effectively with particular sources of trouble (Cox 1981: 128–29).

It is argued that critical theory is, in contrast to problem-solving 
theory, holistic rather than analytic. ‘It does not’, Robert Cox (1981: 
129) writes:

… take institutions and social power for granted but calls them into 
question by concerning itself with their origins and how and whether 
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they might be in the processes of changing --- Critical theory is directed 
to the social and political complex as a whole rather than to the separate 
parts. 

Problem-solving theory could then be considered to be conservative, 
while critical theory could be considered to be utopian, or at least in 
favor of social change, and to questioning established power structures. 
The observations above—the difference between critical and problem-
solving theory, the line between neutral analysis and advocacy, as well 
as researching utopia—are also highly relevant for the emerging field of 
resistance studies.

 As we know, resistance studies focuses on resistance, and in particular 
on resistance activities and social change. Even though the chief study 
objects, the resisters and their resistance activities or practices, often, but 
not always, are critical, not to say radical, resistance studies is not, any 
more than peace studies equaling peace activism, a critical undertaking 
per se. Resistance studies can be critical as well as normative, but it does 
not have to be.

 As a researcher, however, it is of great importance to be aware of 
when the focus of the research is ‘empirical’—that is when the aim is 
to describe, explain and/or understand particular resistance activities 
and their role in achieving social change—and when the focus is 
normative or constructive and ultimately directed towards giving (policy) 
recommendations, regardless if these recommendations are ‘problem-
solving’ (conservative) or ‘critical’ (radical). Put somewhat differently, 
in order not to undermine the legitimacy of resistance studies, it is 
essential that scholars pay attention to the difference between analysis 
and advocacy. A resistance studies scholar can also be an activist, but (s)
he does not have to be one. There is nothing that contradicts this. There 
is, however, nothing that automatically makes an activist a better scholar 
of resistance.

 Medicine is mainly about educating doctors who can cure diseases, 
and law, as conventionally understood, is more about educating legal 
practitioners, such as judges, prosecutors and (defense) lawyers, rather 
than scholars who are (critically) seeking to understand and change the 
law or the role of law in society. Exceptions to this general rule exist. 
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Resistance studies is ultimately about seeking to understand various 
resistance practices and, by extension, their role in social change rather 
than educating activists. Resistance studies could, but does not have to, 
provide guidelines of how a desired social change can be achieved. 

 Considering the above, resistance studies can, analytically speaking, 
be studied in three different categories: ‘empirically’, ‘normatively’ and 
‘constructively’. Each category of problem and type of theory deals with 
different questions. If the focus is empirical, normative, the spotlight 
is directed towards which resistance activities are preferable or most 
effective, and also what is the desired outcome of a resistance activity—
what type of social change that the resistance practice should result in—
and how all this can be justified. Finally, if we as scholars are interested 
in what the future social order could look like and what role resistance 
can play in achieving this utopia, then our focus is constructive; i.e. 
we are interested in giving recommendations of how we can achieve 
as much as possible of what we desire, given the circumstances of the 
world, or, perhaps more correctly, how we think it is socially constructed 
(cf. Lundquist 1993: 1998).

If we are going to be able to say something about the future, how 
the future ought to be and how this can be achieved, both ‘ought’ and 
‘can’ questions need be dealt with. It is, we think, meaningless to discuss 
the characteristics of the future without addressing what it actually can 
be. Furthermore, it is highly inappropriate, not to say unethical, to seek 
answers to questions about what the future could look like without 
considering if this is also desirable. The idea that it would be possible to 
go directly from normative to constructive theory is, at best, meaningless 
and, at worst, dangerous. It is neither possible, we believe, to go directly 
from empirical to constructive theory, because then we exclude the human 
ability of self-reflection and to act differently. Hence, constructive theory, 
which can serve as a foundation for various (policy) recommendations 
on resistance, resistance practices and social change should be based on 
empirical as well as normative theory; practical advice—recommendations 
and guidelines—should be constructively founded (cf. Baaz 2002; 
Lundquist 1993: 85; 1998: 28; Rothstein 1994).



Journal of Resistance Studies Number 1 -  Volume 3 - 2017

26

Normative Points of Departure
The ‘ideal type’ of researcher, which has guided us when writing this 
book, could be labeled ‘the critic of power’. This type of researcher is 
essential in any democratic society, since (s)he strives to take a critical 
position (it can be positive or negative) to those in power, as well as 
the exercise of power and seeks to challenge all manifestations thereof. 
This role requires that we as scholars of resistance studies have a credo 
that invites us to seek alternatives to the currently dominating power 
structures, rather than to act as ‘servants of the power’ or ‘useful idiots’ 
(unconscious problem-solving). We truly believe that autonomous and 
critical social science research, including resistance studies, is essential for 
any democratic society (as well as any other type of society) (cf. Lundquist 
2001: 37–9). This is not activism, but rather to be taken seriously in the 
role of a scholar.
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This article is a lightly edited version of the introduction chapter of our 
monograph, Researching Resistance: A Critical Approach to Theory and Practice, 
which will be published by Rowman and Littlefield International during the end 
of 2017. The book is a first attempt to bring together some of our main ideas on 
researching resistance in a systematized and structured fashion. It is also the first 
volume in a book series on resistance that will also be published by Rowman and 
Littlefield International. The three of us are members of the editorial board of 
the book series. In addition to introducing our views on resistance studies as an 
academic activity, we see this article as an appetizer for not only the forthcoming 
book but also for the entire book series
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Abstract
This article examines the queer use of hate and dirt as a form of resistance. 
Through analysis of a selection of Swedish queer activists’ self-representa-
tions on the Internet, the article’s aim is to describe and problematize the 
queer use of hate and dirt, and point to some ambivalences and risks with 
this resistance strategy. The three cases selected are situated in the queer 
activist milieu in Gothenburg, Sweden: The Day of Hetero Hate festival; 
the Black Rainbow Riot block in the annual Rainbow Walk of the HBTQ 
Festival; and the music video Cry Alliance Of Our Hatred. Ambivalences 
and risks in the emotional speech acts of queer activists are analyzed, first 
by looking at Michael Cobb’s research into religious hate rhetoric as a 
potent form of queer expression, and Mary Douglas’ discussion of dirt as 
having creative potential, and then by critically examining the use of hate 
as resistance. The concept of abjectification, which signifies an active and 
strategic use of the abject position, is central in the understanding of hate 
and dirt in this article. The queer use of hate and dirt is found to have at 
least four purposes: resistance to normalization and assimilation; emotion 
channeling; construction of a strong ‘we’; and a way to experience plea-
sure, laughter and joy. It is also shown how this strategy risks reinstating 
hate and excluding many people, even queer activists, from the activism/
community.

Introduction

Enduring existence in a heterosexist society gives birth to black 
thoughts, a hatred towards the oppression. To be able to turn darkness 
into light, night to day, hetero to homo, we first have to recognize the 
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hate, give it a platform and let it speak, otherwise our joy and efforts 
will always be superficial. (Pleasure in Struggle/Kamplust 2010)1 

The queer use of the emotion of hate for strategic and political 
purposes has been a subject of research primarily in the US and UK (e.g. 
Robson, 1994; Cobb, 2005, 2006; Jeppesen, 2010; Harvey, 2012), while 
in the Nordic countries it is practically uninvestigated. As in the quote 
above, from the website of Gothenburg’s Queer Institute, hate is used 
by different political groups, for example the Black Panthers (e.g. Doss, 
2001; Wendt, 2006), animal rights activism (Jacobsson and Lindblom, 
2016), AIDS activist groups such as ACT UP (e.g. Gould, 2009; Harvey, 
2012; Hirschman, 2012), Pink Panthers (Jeppesen, 2010) and, further, 
hate is often discussed in relation to class struggle (e.g. Linderborg, 
2012). In this article the characteristics of the queer use of hate and how 
it is connected with a celebration of dirt – here referring to something 
that arouses loathing, is deemed filthy and therefore rejected – will be 
discussed and problematized. This is done through analysis of a selection 
of self-presentations on the Internet by queer activists from Gothenburg, 
Sweden.

Sweden is ranked the second most open and tolerant country in the 
world regarding attitudes toward people who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
trans or queer (from now on LGBTQ) (European Social Survey, 2013). 
The gay liberation movement in Sweden has been active since the 1950s 
and has achieved several victories regarding laws to protect the rights 
of LGBTQ people. In 1979, homosexuality ceased to be registered as a 
psychiatric disease; in 1995 it was made possible for two people of the 
same sex to register their partnership; in 2003 it was made legal for same-
sex couples to be considered for adoption of children within Sweden or 
from abroad; in 2005 lesbian couples in Sweden were granted the right 
of insemination and in-vitro fertilization in state hospitals; and in 2009 a 
gender-neutral marriage law was introduced. As late as 2013, the demand 
for sterilization of transsexuals before surgery was abolished.

The gay movement’s struggle for acceptance of LGBTQ has meant 
a fight against the dirty, bad and sinful attributions to homosexuality. 
Through the victories that the gay movement has won, Swedish 

1   All translations from Swedish to English are by the author. 
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homosexuals and bisexuals are, at least in the legal sense, almost ‘clean’ 
and integrated into Swedish society.2 Queer activists often position 
themselves in opposition to this through their critique of what they 
conceive of as assimilation and normalization. Dirt and hate are central 
to this resistance. They argue that dirt is needed as a kind of weapon 
against the supposedly pure, which they consider synonymous with the 
normative, bourgeois and assimilated (Wasshede, 2012). When analyzing 
different aspects and meanings of dirt, it becomes clear that it is tightly 
interwoven with the use of hate.

In this article it is not the queer movement or the events per se that are 
analyzed, but discourses about them, that is, representations, films, talks 
and stories about these events such as they are presented in a selection of 
the movement’s self-presentations on the Internet. Through this we will 
hopefully achieve a deeper understanding and problematization of how 
hate and dirt are used as tools for resistance in contemporary Swedish 
queer activism. The analysis aims to answer the following questions: How 
are hate and dirt performed in the self-presentations of queer activists and 
how is this performance motivated? In what ways do hate and dirt relate 
to each other? Which ambivalences and risks emerge in the resistance 
strategies analyzed?

Disposition
In the following section the theoretical perspectives for the analysis will 
be presented, and then the method and material will be discussed. After 
that, the three cases of queer self-presentations on the Internet – The Day 
of Hetero Hate, Black Rainbow Riot, and the music video Cry Alliance 
of Our Hatred3 – will be analyzed in turn. Finally, the results will be 
discussed, with a special focus on problematization of the hate and dirt 
strategies. 

2   Transsexuals are consciously excluded here since the gay movement has not 
previously worked for transpersons’ rights, and since transpeople have not yet 
gained the same acceptance in society as have LGB people.
3   The Alliance was a collaboration between four political parties: Moderaterna 
(the Moderate Party), Folkpartiet (the Liberal Peoples Party), Centern (the 
Centre Party) and Kristdemokraterna (Christian Democrats).
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Hate, dirt and abjectification – theoretical concepts 
and earlier research 

In this article emotions are seen as something social and relational, not 
as something we ‘own’ or that are intrinsic to us (e.g. Thoits, 1989; 
Fineman, 2000; Hochschild, 2003). It is in our interactions with others 
that emotions take place. Emotions are also very material; they are felt in 
and/or through the body, they are often expressed physically, and it is, as 
Sara Ahmed (2004) writes, the contact between bodies that gives rise to 
emotions. In this article, emotions are analyzed in the form they take in 
texts and images on the Internet. Thus, it is emotionality in speech acts 
that is the primary focus. Even though bodies do not meet in a physical 
manner on the Internet, they are central in the self-presentations. Ahmed 
speaks of emotions as performative, i.e. as something that is performed 
repeatedly, that exists in motion and that moves us. In this article, another 
aspect is added: they make a social movement stronger (e.g. della Porta 
and Diani, 1999; Mouffe, 2005). Through sharing emotions, a strong 
‘we’ is created – something which implicitly also means that an ‘other’ is 
generated. Boundaries are drawn between the ‘we’ who share emotions 
and are supposed to belong to this emotionally marked community, and 
the ‘them’ who do not share ‘our’ emotions and who do not belong in 
‘our’ community (cf. Hutcheon, 1994). 

The emotion examined in this article is hate. When Ahmed 
discusses hate, she returns several times to how we direct our feelings of 
hate towards those that we suppose have caused our pain. Her analysis 
concerns groups that hate ethnic minorities and LGBTQ people, and 
it is the majority’s Own Country or Love that are seen as threatened by 
‘dirty others’ who make claims on holy symbols (Ahmed, 2004). Love is, 
according to Rita Kirk Whillock (1995), a precondition for hate, since 
hate results from a feeling that something one loves and values has been 
threatened or violated. Since it is the ‘others’ who are seen as having 
inflicted harm on us and our beloved, it is deemed legitimate to feel 
hatred towards them. Unlike Ahmed and Kirk Whillock, who portray 
hate flowing from dominant majority groups toward minorities, this 
article focuses on the opposite; the hate is performed by those ‘dirty 
others’, i.e. the minority. 
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Hate is here understood as related to dirt through the loathing and 
disgust that hated bodies arouse. The hated bodies often become carriers 
of dirt and/or are seen as dirt. Ahmed (2004) argues that some bodies, 
for example those of queer and black people, are always more likely to 
be hated than others, and that feelings of loathing are attached to those 
bodies more than to others. An important aspect of this is what Ahmed 
calls the ‘stickiness’ of bodies. Some emotions, signs or words stick more 
to some bodies than to others and become attached and associated with 
those bodies. One example of this is how the epithet pedophilia often 
sticks to homosexuality (e.g. Cobb, 2005, 2006). This is due to earlier 
histories and associations. Signs become sticky through repetition; if 
an epithet is used about an object often enough, it seems to become 
something inherent in the object. People hear or see the association 
often enough to believe that it is the truth about that person/body/group 
(Ahmed, 2004; cf. Butler, 1997a). 

Another way to understand why some bodies are more hated than 
others is to use Julia Kristeva’s (1982) concept of the abject. Kristeva 
describes the abject as a non-object and a non-subject, and she writes: 
‘It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what 
disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, 
rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite’ (Kristeva, 1982: 4). 
Judith Butler describes the abject as ‘that which has been expelled from the 
body, discharged as excrement, literally rendered “Other”’ (Butler, 1990: 
133). The ‘other’ comes into existence through this very expulsion. Sara 
Edenheim clarifies this process even more when she defines abjection as 
an emotion – an emotion of panic, disgust or loathing which is triggered 
by the sight of something: ‘It is the observer that creates the abject, not 
the thing/form that is observed.’ (Edenheim, 2005: 74) 

Mary Douglas’ (1984) excellent description of how dirt becomes 
dirt is an important piece in the understanding of the queer use of dirt. 
She describes the process in different steps: ‘from the beginning’ we 
are located in an undifferentiated, formless, ambiguous state, and with 
the purpose of creating order we start to differentiate and construct 
boundaries between different areas, things and phenomena. Things that 
are unproblematic in themselves, become dirty when in the wrong place; 
one example is that hair and nails are seen as natural when attached to 
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bodies – if they are on the right part of the body and on the right body 
– but disgusting when detached from the body, especially on a plate of 
food. LGBTQ persons are often seen as transgressing borders, and in 
the process of differentiation they are often considered inappropriate, 
offensive and as threats to the ‘good order’. They are therefore rejected. 
In this phase they have an ambiguous identity that threatens to violate 
the ‘correct’ subject. After being rejected, a process of pulverization, 
disintegration and decomposition takes place, a process that goes on 
until every facet of the identity of the ‘inappropriate’ is eliminated, i.e. 
until it is unidentifiable and has no power to act. This phase corresponds 
with making LGBTQ people invisible, or killing or imprisoning them. 
The rejected are transformed into a ‘stack of junk’ and are no longer 
dangerous. They are in a defined place: a rubbish heap, closet, prison 
or cemetery. But if we ‘poke around’ in this space, the rejected can 
become re-established and potentially dangerous again. This is how 
dirt can become a weapon to be used in resistance strategies. Dirt has, 
according to Douglas, a creative power and a potential for change, while 
purity is characterized by the opposite: ‘Purity is the enemy of change, of 
ambiguity and compromise’ (Douglas, 1984: 161-2).

Hated bodies that are forced to be carriers of dirt, loathing and 
disgust (LGBTQ persons in this case) can react in many different ways. 
They can, for example, resign themselves and accept that they ‘are’ 
disgusting, thereby internalizing a sense of self-loathing. They can try 
to prove their innocence, that they are not dirty but as pure as normal 
people are believed to be (as in the gay liberation agenda). Or they can 
use the anger that arises in them as a result of being hated unfairly. 
Anger can take many forms. It can be sublimed into other feelings or 
into artistic expressions. It can be acted out with physical violence. And 
it can, as in the case of the queer self-representations studied here, be 
acted out with verbal and visual rhetoric about hate and violence. Begoña 
Aretxaga (1995) describes yet another way of handling the imposed hate 
and disgust in her analysis of IRA prisoners’ ‘Dirty Protest’ at the end 
of the 1970s. She highlights the importance of not seeing the use of 
dirt as a free-floating strategic tool, but rather to see the deep personal 
commitment and the physical and psychic pain that accompanies it. The 
IRA prisoners resisted the discipline, the assaults and dehumanization by 
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refusing to wear prison clothes or leave their cells, even to visit the toilets 
– visits that were surrounded by harassment and violence. Naked and 
dirty, they protested by smearing their excrement and menstrual blood 
on the walls of the cells. Deprived of everything, their bodies were all they 
had left. Aretxaga argues that this exposure of dirt is about the right to 
exist and be recognized as subjects: ‘(---) from abjects of a defiling power, 
the prisoners had come to be the subjects that controlled it’ (Aretxaga, 
1995:137). 

In order to understand how queer activists, like the Irish prisoners, 
use the abject position to create resistance, I suggest we use the verb 
form of abject: abjectification (Wasshede, 2012). The focus is on 
the making, the doing, rather than being made abject. It is not about 
demanding respectability in spite of one’s abject position, but actively 
using that position to destabilize the order and creating an alternative 
logic, an alternative order, in which dirt challenges the primacy of 
purity and boundaries between purity and dirt are destabilized. This 
also means challenging boundaries between the normal and the deviant, 
the intelligible and the unintelligible. Further, it can also be seen as an 
attempt to control the dirt. To avoid going insane as a result of oppression 
and humiliation, the prisoners, as well as queer activists, try to prevent 
and undo the risks of being dragged down into the dirt. They are, so to 
speak, already there. The activists’/prisoners’ embrace of dirt shows that 
the dirt is not dangerous to them, that they are not afraid of it. Dirt is 
only dangerous to order, purity and boundaries.

Michael Cobb argues that religious hate speech is an opportunity 
for queer people. First, queers are given existence through the hate that 
is directed towards them; they become the hated ones, and second, 
because queer use of religious hate rhetoric may be seen as a rhetorical 
position aimed at undermining the hate that is directed towards one’s 
own group (Cobb, 2005, 2006; cf. Harvey, 2012). Unlike Butler’s 
concept of resignification, Cobb (2005, 2006) does not aim to change 
the meanings of the words, but to use the emotional and religious power 
that lies in the words. The adoption of religious hate speech is seen as 
giving access to words associated with sovereignty and enabling arousal of 
emotions (Harvey, 2012). Further, Cobb sees the potential of using hate 
in politics, among other things, as a way to highlight the shortcomings 
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of liberalist classic citizenship politics: ‘I am hopeful that this kind of 
emotional, racially inflected language is the twist we need for a political 
sphere that is hyperemotional, full of suspicion and hate, and not willing 
to be rational.’ (Cobb, 2005: 270-71; cf. Doss, 2001) Sandra Jeppesen’s 
analysis of queers vomiting and having sex in public space as an act of 
resistance to normalization and consumerism within the gay movement 
and society at large is another example of the interpretation of hate and 
dirt as productive resistance strategies (Jeppesen, 2010; see also Robson, 
1998). 

It is often argued (e.g. Cobb, 2005, 2006; Butler, 1997a) that it is 
important to distinguish between linguistic hate – the words, the rhetoric 
– and feelings of hate and/or hateful actions. According to this logic, 
queer activists can use hate rhetoric even though they don’t actually hate 
someone or something. Another way to disarm hate of its dangerous 
potential is to see the hate as a sort of lie or storytelling. Cobb says that in 
order to avoid becoming too vulnerable or ‘too real’, we can use figures, 
tales, and even lies to tell our stories. This is one way to understand the 
self-presentations that are analyzed in this article; not to see them as 
truths, as authentic descriptions of queer activists or their ‘real emotions’, 
but as figures and stories that are used rhetorically, politically, strategically 
and as a means of channeling emotions. 

Departing from a feminist, biological and psychoanalytical frame, 
Elizabeth A. Wilson (2015) problematizes the fact that we always strive to 
understand and translate outwardly-turned hostility, such as hate, from 
oppressed groups, such as queers, as something morally good. We tend to 
see it as a political aggression working for the good, for a better society, 
and we often perceive the oppressed/queers as heroes (cf. Whillock, 
1995). But, asks Wilson, what if we accept the negativity of that hate 
and tolerate its capacity for harm? Wilson argues that feminist politics is 
most effective when it is able to tolerate its own capacity for harm and 
does not try to ‘make itself pure of heart’ (Wilson, 2015: 6, 166). Further, 
Wilson claims that politics always involves hostility against the objects 
that we love, and that this hostility/hate results from the loss of those 
we originally love and hate ambivalently, i.e. our parents or caregivers. 
Unfortunately, she does not elaborate on what the psychoanalytic theory 
of ambivalence and loss of the loved/hated ones might mean for queers 
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and queer politics. However, Wilson criticizes Butler’s (1997b) definition 
of gay melancholia as just sorrow over a homophobic culture, and 
compares her definition of it with her (Butler’s) definition of heterosexual 
melancholia as something much more complex, emanating from the 
prohibition and loss of homosexual/same-sex desires (Wilson, 2015: 87-
89). Wilson stresses how gay melancholia is not just depression turned 
inwards, but also an outwardly-turned aggression stemming from the loss 
of the love for the opposite sex; the heterosexual desire. In this article, 
I will explore what such a theoretical claim might do to the analysis of 
queer use of hate and dirt.  

Reading Kirk Whillock (1995), it is obvious that hate is considered 
harmful. She describes it as aiming at extinction of the hated one. Andy 
Harvey is also skeptical towards the use of hate speech and wonders how 
we are supposed to be able to distinguish between emancipatory violence/
hate and so-called conservative violence/hate. He also warns about the 
double nature of hate rhetoric; it is both a disguise of queers and a queer 
advantage (Harvey, 2012: cf. Butler, 1997a).

Abjectification as a strategy, as it is used by queer activists in 
Gothenburg, is however characterized by the combination of pain, dirt 
and hate on the one hand, and on the other hand, pleasure, humor and 
irony. It resembles the strategy of the traditional jester, to turn things 
upside down and to fool the authority/king in order to undermine it/
him. Humor and irony create spaces where one is temporarily allowed 
to criticize, say one’s meaning, make fun of and laugh at the authority. 
Anna Lundberg emphasizes the importance of the grotesque body in this 
type of ‘laughter culture’, and describes how this grotesque and shameless 
body wallows in its existence, celebrating things that are usually seen 
as ugly and abominable (Lundberg, 2008; cf. Bachtin, 1986). But, as 
Linda Hutcheon rightly claims, there is nothing inherently radical 
or subversive in irony. It can just as well be used to reinforce power 
(Hutcheon, 1994:10). According to Hutcheon, irony is a ‘negative 
passion’, often characterized by a judgmental and hostile attitude, a tone 
of mockery or contempt and tightly connected to the power. To use the 
language of power always carries the risk of being reassimilated – or being 
perceived as reassimilated (Hutcheon, 1994). Another critical question 
regarding irony is where the limit for the irony and humor is drawn; who 
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understands it and who is excluded from it? According to Hutcheon, 
irony is a ‘risky business’ since it is the interpreter who has the power to 
decide whether the irony works or not (Ibid.: 11-12; cf. Butler, 1997a; 
Harvey, 2012). Counter-hate speech is always dependent on parody to 
work, says Harvey, and he continues: ‘The hate-filled text stands, usually 
quite clearly, in the background and irony is the rhetorical mechanism by 
which the parodic text can be distinguished from the original’ (Harvey, 
2012: 200). The parody is thus dependent on the ‘source’, i.e. the hate 
speech directed at queers, to work. If it were decoupled from it, it would 
no longer be a parody. 

One could thus ask how effective the strategy of using hate is in 
terms of how it is received by people ‘outside’ the community. When 
dirt is (metaphorically) thrown in the face of the oppressor, it is seen 
as a hateful act and people often have a hard time understanding the 
logic behind such acts. In his analysis of the Black Panthers in the US 
in the 1970s, Simon Wendt (2006) claims that the use of violence and 
hate was counter-productive since people only saw them as violent and 
ignored their actions, or missed other parts of the activism, such as social 
activities. He further argues that the militant rhetoric within the Black 
Panthers was primarily a psychological rather than physical imperative, 
and a way to assert and nurture black manhood (Wendt, 2006: 158-161; 
cf. Doss, 2001). 

It is important to note that hate rhetoric produces effects; it is not 
harmless or innocent. Language is powerful, and a threatening speech 
act takes place materially. It augurs what might happen, since it refers to 
something that bodies can do. Furthermore, it is not possible to control 
the effects of speech (Butler, 1997a; Cobb, 2006; Harvey, 2012). Hate 
is productive – but what does it produce? Can an oppressed group win 
something through the use of hate? Is queer hate good and emancipatory 
by definition? What about unforeseen effects? 

Method and material 
The selection of the cases analyzed in this article is based on a 
combination of spatial, temporal and theoretical considerations. The 
Internet has become an important space for activism, due to its high 
capacity to spread ideas rapidly and widely to many different contexts 
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(Colbert & Courchesne 2012; Craig 2013). Some elements of queer 
activism in Gothenburg take place on the Internet and consist of websites 
with articles, videos and photos from actions, political statements and 
information about upcoming activities, as well as videos on YouTube. 
2010 was an election year in Sweden, the year when the liberal-bourgeois 
Alliansen (the Alliance) won, accompanied with intensified activity 
among Gothenburg’s queer activists. The three cases analyzed in this 
article are to be found in this mobilization before the election and they 
all deal with the theoretical issue at stake: use of hate and dirt rhetoric. 
They have all attracted a lot of attention and ambivalent feelings, and 
have been targets for discussions both in media and activist contexts. 
This makes it possible to call them ‘critical discourse moments’, which 
means an intensification of societal debates related to mobilization in 
social movements (Gamson and Modigliani, 1989). There are some other 
productions on the Internet made by queer activists in Gothenburg at 
this time, but the three cases chosen are the most salient and widespread.  

The Day of Hetero Hate is an eight-minute-long video produced 
on 28 August 2010 about the celebration of Hetero Hate Day, filmed 
by Gothenburg’s Queer Institute and Queers against Capitalism 
(The Day of Hetero Hate 2010). The Black Rainbow Riot is a nine-
minute-long video from the Rainbow Walk at the HBT Festival4 in 
Gothenburg in June 2010, filmed by Gothenburg’s Queer Institute and 
Regnbågsrabulisterna/Rainbow Rabble-Rousers (Black Rainbow Riot, 
2010). Cry Alliance of Our Hatred is a music video made by Göteborgs 
Förenade Musikalaktivister/Gothenburg United Musical Activists, 
Transmilitanta Brigaden/the Transmilitant Brigade, Pantermilitanterna/
the Panther Militants, and Gothenburg’s Queer Institute (Cry Alliance 
of Our Hatred, 2010). The parts about menstruation and dildos used for 
analysis in this article are taken from the 25-minute-long film Moralists 
Instruction Musical, made by HeteroHatisk Filmproduktion/Hetero 
Hateful Film Production (Moralists Instruction Musical). Beside these 
films, I have used quotations from interviews with queer activists on the 
blog Queers against Capitalism (Queers Against Capitalism, 2010). 

4   In 2011, the ‘Q’, was added, i.e. the festival was named the HBTQ Festival. In 
2013, the festival was named West Pride.
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In spite of the heterogeneity and the conflicts that sometimes 
characterize the queer activist climate in Gothenburg, the Gothenburg 
Queer Institute has served since 2007 as a gathering point for queer 
feminists of all genders in the city, both for those who have dedicated 
themselves to it, and for those who problematize the rhetoric and the 
strategies that it advocates.5 Gothenburg’s Queer Institute is not an 
organization in a traditional sense, with membership, board and annual 
meetings. Rather, it is a flexible and changing network, where new 
affiliations are constantly formed and old ones are broken. In spite of 
this changeability the network is constant, and continues to produce 
websites, initiate political actions and create new groups. 

In the analysis the discursive analytical tool ‘figures of speech’ 
(Ahmed, 2004) is central. Through focusing on how figures and signs 
are put together, how they are colored by earlier compositions and 
associations, and in which social norms they invest, we may be able to say 
something about a phenomenon. I have found figures of speech to work 
especially well as a tool for analyzing visual material, such as Internet 
representations, since ‘figures’ appear in the material in both concrete and 
symbolic ways. Further, figures of speech can be seen to have a mediating 
role between the material base and the discourse (cf. Asplund, 1981). 
The material, the discourses and the figures of speech affect each other, 
but not in a reductionist way. To understand a discourse analytically you 
need to understand a figure, and to understand a figure you need to 
understand the material base to which it responds (Ibid.). Each of the 
figures in the material, for example the flower phallus in the music video, 
says something about the material base, since it is represented materially 
in one way or another. What I want to emphasize here is that figures 
of speech are not ‘only’ symbolic provocative expressions, but grounded 
in materiality. Different figures are associated with different emotions 
(Ahmed, 2004) and those emotions are described and discussed in the 
analysis. 

5   According to informal conversations with activists, there has been critique 
against Gothenburg’s Queer Institute, for example from antiracists who deem 
the institute too Swedish and white, as well as from class activists, who deem it 
too elitist for its use of academic language, for instance.
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Analysis

The Day of Hetero Hate
The Day of Hetero Hate has been celebrated in Gothenburg every year 
since 2007. This ‘anti-heterosexual festival day’, arranged by Gothenburg’s 
Queer Institute, is a day when activists meet and celebrate their hetero 
hate. Actions and happenings that have taken place over the years include 
a trip on a ‘sexual revolutionary tram’, queer historic excursions in the city, 
anti-marriage manifestations, parties and cultural events. On the website 
for the Day of Hetero Hate, called Kamplust (Pleasure in Struggle), it is 
declared that one of the reasons for the celebration of hetero hate is to 
overcome the divergence between love and hate. In order to feel deep 
happiness and love, queer people have to see and acknowledge their hate 
of the oppression that they experience living in a heterosexist society. 
This message is printed against a pink background filled with hearts. The 
vision is formulated as follows: ‘Taking the spirit of our souls seriously 
and letting the creativity that flows from our hands collaborate with 
the longing of our hearts, the pleasure of our bodies, the lucidity of 
our minds and the endless possibilities of our genders.’ Further, those 
who participate in the celebration of the Day of Hetero Hate are said 
to ‘contribute to the jettisoning of hetero patriarchy and to give new 
possibilities for the creation of an equal, creative and loving world’. The 
points of departure for hetero hate are formulated as follows:

- It is not strange that we hate hetero society once we realize that it is 
not at all made for us, even though we are forced to live in it.

- It is not brutal when we express our disgust in words; the real brutality 
lies in the physical, structural and discursive violence that is constantly, 
constantly directed towards us.

- It is not too provocative to point out individual heterosexuals and 
let them personify heterosexism; it is necessary that they start taking 
personal responsibility. We queers have no other choice than to 
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personify the deviation, on a very personal level. Now it is time for the 
straight people to come out as norm persons.6 

Queer activists hold up a mirror and let the hate return to the place 
from where it came. In doing so, they strive to undermine the hatred 
that is directed towards them (cf. Aretxaga, 1995; Cobb, 2005, 2006). 
The embracing of hateful words puts hate in focus and challenges the 
meanings it carries. If interpreted as a form of resignification, the activists 
aim to take control of these words and their content (cf. Butler, 1993). 
Following Cobb (2005), it is however the emotional arousal that is the 
working tool here, not the potential shift of meanings of the words. 
Are the activists creating a ‘hyperemotional political sphere’ and if so, 
for whom? To celebrate hate is in itself an infringement of the rational 
thinking that they see as a dead-end politically (cf: Robson, 1998; Doss, 
2001; Cobb, 2005; Jeppesen, 2010). The activists’ combination of love 
and hate may be seen in the light of how love is said to be the prerequisite 
of hate, since it is loved ones/things that are mourned through hate (cf. 
Kirk Whillock, 1995; Ahmed, 2004; Wilson, 2015). 

In the queer activist texts above, the hate is not only directed 
towards oppression, but also towards heterosexual people, which makes 
the strategy of hate rhetoric problematic. In the archive of Kamplust’s 
celebration of The Day of Hetero Hate there was a picture of a female 
figure with a weapon who takes aim at heterosexual people, for example 
the former Prime Minister and his wife, Fredrik and Filippa Reinfeldt. 
Reinfeldt with wife are used as a figure that symbolizes ‘the Heterosexual 
Couple’, heteronormativity, the bourgeoisie and the (Swedish) state, 
and when the sniper scope is directed towards this figure it triggers a 
flow of associations and emotions. When the message that it is time for 
heterosexuals to come out as norm persons is combined with this image, 
with potentially deadly violence, it becomes hard to distinguish between 
the linguistic, rhetorical hate and the hateful act itself. The negativity and 
potential harm of hate is not taken seriously enough, even by the queer 
activists themselves (cf. Wilson, 2015). 

6   This text used to be on the Pleasure in Struggle/Kamplust website, but is not 
accessible anymore.  
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For counter-hate to work, it is necessary for the irony to be obvious 
and to help the spectator distinguish between the ‘original hate’ and 
the parody of hate (Harvey, 2012). In the picture described here, this is 
not obvious. For many spectators, the picture implies a serious threat to 
specific individuals and thereby appears to be morally objectionable and 
unintelligible.7 The collision between the vision of a loving world and the 
violent picture is probably an intentional performance of ambivalence 
and a striving for hyperemotional politics (Cobb, 2005; Harvey, 2012) 
that aims to grab attention and trigger emotions and confusion: ‘Are they 
serious? Or…?’ In addition, the ambivalence provides a way of dealing 
with emotions, i.e. a channeling of the feelings that have developed as a 
result of living in a world in which LGBTQ people still risk harassment 
and death. Following Wilson (2015) it is also possible to interpret this 
as a channeling of feelings of loss of loved/hated ones and loss of the 
possibilities of heterosexuality. Another interpretation of this picture 
is that the activists use what Cobb (2006) calls ‘lying’ as a way to tell 
their story. The stories, in this case images, are used strategically and say 
nothing at all about the ‘true’ emotions or plans of the activists. At the 
same time, speech acts and images are not innocent. They have material 
effects and take place materially, i.e. words and images do something. The 
weapon directed at the Reinfeldts is a threat about something that bodies 
could do, about harmful effects – and, in addition, the interpretation of 
the message is in the hands of the interpreter and therefore out of the 
control of the queer activists (Hutcheon, 1995; Harvey, 2012; Wilson, 
2015).

Since 2010 was an election year in Sweden, the hate was primarily 
addressed to the Alliance. On the website of Kamplust one can read:

The Alliance is today the biggest obstacle to the happiness of 
humanity and therefore has to be outmaneuvered from real political 
influence. Everyone that votes for the Alliance is straight. Long live the 
transmilitancy, everything for everybody – death to the Alliance. (---) 
the war against the Alliance [is] something that all the good powers in 

7   There was a hateful debate about this on Newsmill in 2011, a site that is now 
inactive.
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the society can join. Regardless of whether they use creative art attacks 
or brutal, anti-social confrontation methods, everyone has something 
to contribute. (Pleasure in Struggle/Kamplust 2010)

A distinction between good and evil is sketched out. The evil 
ones – people who belong to the Alliance – are said to prevent human 
beings from being happy, and therefore should be eliminated. Humor is, 
as I see it, present in the words ‘Everyone that votes for the Alliance is 
straight’. In the movie The Day of Hetero Hate 2010 (2010), humor is also 
expressed in the ways the war against the Alliance is embodied: cheek-
to-cheek dancing and gymnastics accompanied by the song Cry Alliance 
of Our Hatred in front of the Conservatives’ (Moderaternas) polling hut, 
and jumping on pale blue ‘conservative’ balloons. In an interview on the 
Queers Against Capitalism blog, one of the activists explains the humor 
and symbolism of the violence:

Speaking for myself, symbolic violence (understood as symbolism or 
rhetoric alluding to violence) can be many different things: a way to 
modify respect for established power, a code that signals radicalism, 
a therapeutic tool for dealing with frustration and anger, or absurd 
humor. (Queers against capitalism, 2010)

From this statement it is obvious that the activists see the violence 
as taking place at a symbolic level and that hate is considered a rhetorical 
resistance tool. The expression that most clearly captures the ambivalence 
in the strategy is the formulation: ‘our pleasurable hetero hate’ that appears 
in the blog Queers against Capitalism (2010). The hate is portrayed as a 
pleasure, something to enjoy, maybe in line with what Cobb (2005) calls 
hyperemotional politics. The hate rhetoric can be seen as generating the 
power that is needed to prevent oppression from making queer people 
passive, ashamed and bound by the dirt that weakens them. According 
to this view, hate gives them power and strength. Shame is an emotion 
that is thoroughly discussed in research (e.g. Scheff, 1990) and often 
used in queer politics. The gay liberation movement tried to turn shame 
into pride, and queer groups have used shame in a more ambivalent way 
in order to deconstruct definitions of shame and use it for queer politics 
(e.g. Jeppesen, 2010). Since the hate is outwardly directed, it changes the 
feeling of being the one hit by the hate. If we follow Wilson’s theories 
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(2015) here, two things are implied: first, that the hate expressed towards 
heterosexual people such as Reinfeldt originates from a hate for the loss 
of something loved/hated, maybe one’s parent of the opposite sex or the 
possibilities of heterosexuality, and second, that this hate is to be taken 
seriously, and that we should acknowledge its potential for harm. From the 
opposite perspective, Lundberg (2008) writes that the ambivalence that 
is central in laughter cultures implies that mocking is never unilaterally 
negative or destructive, but also life-giving and generative. 

Black Rainbow Riot
At the end of the HBT Festival in June 2010, a big parade called ‘The 
Rainbow Walk’ was organized through the centre of Gothenburg. 
Responding to this, Gothenburg’s Queer Institute and a group called ‘The 
Rainbow Rabulists’ arranged a Black Rainbow Riot, which according to 
them was an anti-capitalist, anti-racist and anti-sexist queer alternative to 
the liberal and assimilationist politics that the HBT Festival was deemed 
to pursue. On the website of Black Rainbow Riot one could read:

We are a black block that constitutes a symbolic (but quite concrete) 
reference to the politics that the rainbow liberalism tries to belittle, 
disqualify and dismiss. (---) We want to make visible the queer potential 
in the deviant, not learn how to fulfill the expectations of norm society. 
As grassroots activists, we are at the center of the queer movement. No 
hetero collaborators have the mandate to speak for us, and the LGBT 
movement cannot out-define us unpunished. (Black Rainbow Riot, 
2010)

The resistance is addressed specifically to the HBT Festival and the 
gay movement, but on the website it is stated that the struggle goes way 
beyond that. The Black Rainbow Riot also claims to revolt against the 
nation state, the meat industry and wage slavery, and they encourage 
prospective participants to ‘take the opportunity to demonstrate against 
everything you want’. Dancing, speeches, confetti and soap bubbles are 
promised. Under the banners’ tab, it appears that several of the slogans 
that the organizers had published on the website, for use during the riot, 
have been censored by the board of the HBT Festival, since they were 
deemed too violent and hateful. This illuminates the tension between 
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the gay movement and the queer movement; a tension that ought to 
be analyzed with caution. Queer activists often appreciate the work of 
the gay movement and they sometimes even participate in this work. 
Thus, there is no sharp boundary between the different forms of struggle. 
Even so, it seems remarkable that one group of queers deems attacks 
on another group of queers productive. They risk losing an ally in the 
struggle against heteronormative oppression and they risk weakening 
the movement as a whole. However, since the gay movement is seen as 
‘hetero collaborators’ and as supporting the capitalist project by making 
gays a strong consumer group, it is not as remarkable as it may first 
appear. Jeppesen’s research about vomiting in public as a queer strategy 
of resistance actually includes examples of queers vomiting on the stairs 
of gay shops, as a way to show disgust for queer consumerism (Jeppesen, 
2010). This kind of direct action can be a productive and radicalizing 
force for the gay/queer movement, but it can also be destructive and 
weakening. 

Among the remaining slogans on the website we find: ‘Free asylum 
for all queers’; ‘We hate your lives, we hate your children, middle 
class leave the city’; ‘Destroy children families and small enterprises’; 
‘Hormone rain for every child’; ‘Ban boys’ sports’; ‘Introduce male taxes’ 
and ‘Abort heterosexuality’. These slogans are evident examples of how 
the activists combine hate rhetoric with irony and humor. The question 
is: who is embraced by this irony and who understands it? Is it directed 
only at those already within the emotional community (Hutcheon, 
1995)? Jumping on blue conservative balloons may lead to some laughter 
from outside spectators, while the slogan ‘hormone rain for every child’ 
appears unintelligible to everyone not involved in the queer movement 
or unfamiliar with trans issues. Importantly though, the aim is not to 
make others laugh with you. It is, as Lundberg writes, the very process, 
the doing, that is in focus, not the result nor the spectators (Lundberg, 
2008). Openness to the unforeseen, the unpredictable, is important, as 
is having fun.

It is striking how frequently the activists use the figure of ‘the child’. 
The child is hated, showered in hormones, crushed in its family form, 
aborted if it is expected to be heterosexual, and forbidden to participate in 
sports – if it is a boy. The child is often associated with innocence, purity 
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and hope for the future (Smith, 2011). It is a holy thing, or symbol, that 
is in focus. If I understand Cobb’s (2005, 2006; cf. Harvey, 2012) theory 
about religious hate speech as a potential for queers, this is a productive 
way to use it. The child – and the nuclear family – are cornerstones in 
the religious hate speech against gays and queers, and to delve into that 
hateful language, using the same themes and symbols, may give queers 
access to the ‘sovereign’ language/world. It certainly arouses emotions 
in the surrounding audience and in the field of politics. But since it is 
impossible to control the effects of such speech, it is dubious whether it 
has the effects that the queers count on. Yet, for queer activists, it is not 
important to appear rational, intelligible or nice to anyone. The activists 
have been asked why they arrange such a block and why they call it a 
riot. In an interview on the blog Queers against Capitalism (2010) an 
activist responds as follows: ‘It is not because we plan stone-throwing or 
burning cars. Those kinds of things are not promoted. Instead, it can be 
understood as a linguistic resistance and a queer strategy.’ He says that it 
is impossible to escape the negative words that are directed towards queer 
and radical activists. According to him, it is better to embrace the words 
and make them your own: ‘If you say we are perverts and a threat to the 
family – sure! If you say that as soon as we gather in public space the riot 
is not far away – well, then maybe it is so.’ It is the produced uncertainty 
that is seen as the effective tool in the resistance. 

In the film Black Rainbow Riot 2010 (2010), parts of the riot 
are documented. In the film, we follow a pink and black car pumping 
out music and bearing banners such as ‘Intersectional solidarity – the 
unity of the queer collective’ and ‘Revolutionaries never walk in straight 
lines’. From the car, people are chanting ‘We are angry, not nice, we are 
intersectional’. When the riot reaches the halfway mark, it is met by a 
counter-demonstration; some members of the religious sect ‘The Word 
of Life’ (Livets ord) are standing with big signs with slogans such as: 
‘God loves you’ and ‘Do not delude yourself ’. In the film we can see 
how the queer activists are booing, dancing, getting close to the religious 
demonstrators and screaming: ‘Fags hate God’ and ‘We are here, we are 
queer, we’re gonna fuck your children’. Satisfied by their victory, we see 
the queer activists move on, having silenced the members of the religious 
sect (Black Rainbow Riot, 2010).
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It is obvious that the activists use abjectification here; they are 
playing with the image of homosexuals as pedophiles. In the debate on 
YouTube linked to the film, this is played down when an activist writes 
that ‘everyone is somebody’s child’ and that it obviously is grown-up, 
consenting individuals that are referred to (Black Rainbow Riot, 2010). 
This shows how difficult it is to fully use abjectification strategies. ‘We’re 
gonna fuck your children’ is a provocation, an attack on something holy, 
that actualizes something objectionable and dirty. The activists take a big 
risk by using these words, but in a queer spirit they don’t care too much 
about the risks – they rather see them as assets. The abject is excavated 
and used (cf. Douglas, 1984). Cobb discusses this strategy and argues 
that the connection, or in Ahmed’s (2004) words, the stickiness, between 
homosexuality and pedophilia is something that queers have not chosen 
themselves and that they cannot escape. A more fruitful strategy, according 
to Cobb, is to do as the activists in Gothenburg do; use the horror of 
pedophilia as ‘a queer advantage’, with the aim of expressing queers’ anger 
and resentfulness (Cobb, 2005, 2006). Besides working as a channel for 
emotions, it can function as a moment of surprise; as a very provocative 
act that arouses a lot of emotions. If the stickiness between homosexuality 
and pedophilia is so strong that the stigma can’t be washed away, we can 
see the use of pedophilia rhetoric as a last desperate way out: ‘this is how 
you see us, here we are, we can’t get away from here’. Following this logic, 
the activists appear as people who have nothing to lose. 

In the last minute of the film, we can see participants in the riot 
perform a choreographed dance to the music video Moralists Instruction 
Musical: The Revolutionary Conduct (2010). Hate rhetoric is used, as in 
the following lines from the song: ‘Before, when I was alone, it was hard 
to carry, all my hatred, and it was only mine, a pure private thing. But 
now, we are so many standing here, and with an organized anger, the 
hate carries us instead.’ These lines implicitly state that it is only when 
hate has become a collectively experienced emotion, which has also been 
verbalized collectively, that it can work as a strategy that gives restitution. 
The relation between private and public is also central here. When 
handled alone, in private, it appears as heavy and unproductive, but when 
expressed publicly together with others, it gives power – to act, to move, to 
change. The hate carries, it is said. The words about organized anger show 
the process behind hate as resistance; the aggression and the anger need to 
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be organized in order to work as a tool of resistance. Without organization 
it is ‘only’ an emotion.

In the music video there is a humorous scene in which queer 
activists succeed in silencing the figure of ‘heteronormative man’ by 
showing him a dildo and placing bloody menstrual products on his body. 
Menstruation blood is often considered dirty per se (e.g. Malmberg, 
1991), and it becomes double dirty when it appears in the wrong place. 
The used hygiene products are disentangled from the hidden place in 
the trousers; the pad is put on the man’s mouth, the tampons are hung 
as earrings and the menstruation cup is emptied over him, then placed 
on his head as a hat. The whole scene is formed as a parody of a Swedish 
nature TV program called Hajk and the tone is jovial, informative and 
objective. The intimate physical act, with its flair for details, that is 
performed is characteristic of the laughter cultures that Lundberg (2008) 
discusses. By demonstrating his/her/hir8 gender through the display of 
an enormous dildo and bloody pads and tampons, the wished-for gender 
ambivalence is achieved through an abjectification strategy. 

Cry Alliance of Our Hatred
Before the national election in 2010, some queer activists – United 
Musical Activists, the Transmilitant Brigade, the Panther Militants and 
Gothenburg’s Queer Institute – made a music video as a contribution 
to the political debate: Cry Alliance of Our Hatred (2010). The music 
video, which was spread via social media, is a pastiche of Bonnie Tyler’s 
song ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart’. Some of the original scenes, such as the 
beautifully decorated table that ends up covered in a mess of food and 
drinks, or the recurring image of faces being transformed into masks, are 
re-used in the queer music video, with a queer touch and with its own 
dirty symbols.

Dirt/the abject is used in many different ways in the video. The 
opening scene is clearly inspired by Bonnie Tyler’s opening scene. Tyler’s 
flowing fabrics and 1980s hairstyle are replaced by figures of blond, long-

8   Hir is a gender-neutral pronoun, used in objective, possessive and 
reflexive form, see for example https://genderneutralpronoun.wordpress.
com/tag/ze-and-hir/
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haired women dressed in pink, fluffy dresses with lots of tulle, dancing 
in a green and beautiful forest. Dirt, seen as the ambiguous or improper, 
which provokes loathing and becomes rejected (cf. Douglas, 1984), is 
already present; the figures wear excessive and vulgar make-up and their 
genders seem ambiguous. In the next sequence, a transformation takes 
place; the dirty approach is reinforced at the same time as a process of 
purification takes place. The dirt is symbolized by the female figures 
smudging the lipstick away, pulling off their wigs and putting on berets 
and green military clothing. It is a complete destruction of the beautiful, 
feminine illusion and a reinforcement of ambiguous and transgressive 
gender. The scene shifts to a concrete jungle underneath a bridge, with the 
figures wearing fake mustaches and sideburns, and militant marching with 
red banners. This transformation can thus also be seen as a purification 
process, in which the characters throw away the false and fake, and dress 
up in something more truthful. But this is only an illusion; they take the 
parody to the next stage. They deconstruct the militant marching and 
the demonstration of power with the help of the next scene, in which an 
almost naked human being, with angel wings made of bracken blades, 
breasts covered by flowers, and genitalia concealed by a flower phallus, is 
walking into a muddy puddle, accompanied by song lyrics that express 
doubts about how a democratic society is possible when ‘the macho left 
is marching in straight lines’. The nudity, the gender ambiguity and the 
dirty puddle here constitute dirt symbols, and the use of them can be 
analyzed as resistance to ‘straight lines’, i.e. a resistance towards the pure 
and ordered. A phallus made of flowers is not in itself a dirty symbol, 
but it is definitely a way to express disorder and aims to provoke feelings 
among the audience (cf. Cobb, 2005, 2006). As I see it, the fact that it is 
made of flowers strengthens the ironic intent, which makes it work as a 
resistance tool (cf. Hutcheon, 1995; Harvey, 2012). 

Even in a dance scene that works as a ‘liberation scene’, in which 
activists dressed in white and colored clothing come together, dirt is 
present, this time combined with hate rhetoric. Genders are unclear, the 
‘fuck finger’ is held high and they sing about their uniting hatred of the 
bourgeois/conservative Alliance. A child and a pregnant woman take part 
in this scene. The pure and innocent figure of ‘the child’ (cf. Smith, 2011) 
is again polluted by hate rhetoric. The ‘pregnant belly’ of the woman is an 
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ambivalent figure, since it carries connotations of the holiness of life, while 
also representing the unruly female body that swells all over (Johansson, 
2009). The use of the child and the pregnant woman in queer hate rhetoric 
may be seen as being in line with Cobb’s (2005, 2006) argument about 
using the very same holy symbols that religious hate rhetoric uses in order 
to achieve access to ‘sovereign worlds’ and arouse emotions (cf. Harvey, 
2012). Interwoven in this scene is a ‘coffee gathering’ that corresponds 
with the sequence in Tyler’s video where some formally dressed men are 
gathering around a table. Some very gender-ambiguous ‘aunt’ figures are 
holding a coffee reception in the countryside. An embroidered tablecloth 
with the text ‘Crush the gender roles’ hangs on a rock and the aunts wear 
nice ‘aunty’ clothing. The idyllic scene is destroyed when coffee cups are 
crushed and the aunts smear cream pastries in each other’s faces, then lick 
it off and caress each other’s thighs. There is an obvious sexualization and 
pollution of the coffee gathering. Even if it is far from the queer vomiting 
and public sex that Jeppesen (2010) describes, it has connections with 
this resistance strategy. Instead of hiding and closeting queer desire, it is 
exposed in a vulgar, smudgy and shameless way. Some people probably 
even feel strong disgust looking at this scene, which makes it even more 
effective, following the logic of this sort of queer resistance. As Harvey 
writes: ‘In raw moments of sexual pleasure, intimacy and disclosure we 
can make our most intense connections to others, but only if shame is 
productively transformed into dignity, joy and pleasure’ (Harvey, 2012: 
476). Vulnerability is an essential part of this, according to Harvey, since 
it is ‘more honest’ and paves the way for non-authoritarian social relations 
(Ibid.). 

In one scene, we return to the flower-decorated human being in 
the muddy puddle. Muscular, with hairy armpits and dirty hands, s/he 
is standing, tossing a cobblestone up and down in one hand, threatening 
and close-bitten. The ‘cobblestone’ is a figure that recurs in several of the 
filmed queer manifestations in Gothenburg. Most often it is made of foam 
rubber, but here, in the puddle, it looks like an authentic cobblestone. The 
cobblestone carries very specific connotations: hatred, threats of violence, 
riots and memories of the violent events in Gothenburg in 2001, during 
an EU summit when a young man was severely injured by a bullet from a 
police officer’s gun. It still conveys these earlier meanings, but in the new 
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context new meanings are generated (cf. Butler, 1997a). It can be soft, 
it may cause laughter, and when handled by a flower-decorated naked 
human being, a distance to violence is created, something that enables 
the communication of irony. The video closes with the activists walking 
away from a meadow, turning their backs on the audience, their ‘fuck 
fingers’ raised, singing: ‘Cry Alliance of Our Hatred’.

Seriousness and humor are mixed throughout the music video, 
something which should make the irony obvious to the spectator 
(Hutcheon, 1995: Harvey, 2012). But, as Hutcheon (1995) claims, it is 
not likely that everyone is reading the message in the same way. In the 
case of this music video, many people just saw the hate and the use of 
dirt, which resulted in hate attacks on the activists on the Internet (Cry 
Alliance of Our Hatred, 2010).

Dirt is performed through the picking up of abject phenomena. 
The activists are ‘poking in the garbage’ (Douglas, 1984) and by doing 
so they are transcending and challenging boundaries. Crude make-
up, smudging, gender mixing, hatred, broken china, licking, obscene 
gestures and the wrong things in the wrong places are portrayed and 
used in a confrontational manner. The naked human being is literally 
standing in dirt, in a kind of dirty puddle; a symbol of how embodied 
the abject is, showing how queer people are anchored in the rubbish 
heap. Abjectification is about using the dirt as a starting point, making 
it visible, demanding space for it and thereby challenging boundaries 
between purity and dirt, showing that purity is an illusion (Douglas, 
1984; Wasshede, 2012). The body is tangible and central in the music 
video: naked, dirty, painted, dancing, marching, pregnant, licking 
– abjectification is a very embodied resistance strategy. An interesting 
aspect in the video is the transformations of figures that take place, for 
example from ‘young girl in pink’, via ‘the militant macho leftist guy’, 
to the ‘petting, coffee-drinking aunts’. The figures are performed in a 
stereotypical and grotesque manner, with surprise moments that turn the 
order upside down, probably hoping for utopian laughter and catharsis 
(e.g. Bachtin, 1986; Lundberg, 2008; Johansson, 2009; Wettergren, 
2009).
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Abjectification problematized – conclusions
Hate and dirt are performed in a variety of ways in the three cases 
analyzed for this article. The hate is often explicit in the song lyrics, 
slogans and articles on the websites. It is directed towards heterosexuality, 
heterosexual people and the bourgeois Alliance, but also towards the 
figures of ‘the child’, ‘the LGBT movement’ and ‘God’. As a background 
to this hate rhetoric, we also see weapons, military uniforms and black 
clothing, flowers, hearts, balloons and the color pink. On the one hand, 
the hate takes place as a celebration, with music, confetti, dance and 
speeches, and on the other hand it takes place as a form of threat. Dirt is 
not performed so explicitly in the texts, but symbols of dirt often occur 
in the visual performances. The use of dirt, i.e. abjectification, aims to 
destabilize the division between purity and dirt, and ultimately shows 
that purity is an illusion. The body is a battleground on which symbolic 
clothing, excessive make-up, sexualization, desires, blood, smudging 
and constant gender ambiguities are exposed. In addition, the body 
comprises the visible part of the power with which they wallow both in 
the dirt/the abject position and in the pleasures of life. With their bodies 
they demand space in the world; ‘the body itself becomes the message’ 
(Jeppesen, 2010: 472). To put these bodies at the frontline is not only a 
provocative act of resistance, it is also a way to expose vulnerability.

The meaning of the use of dirt and hate is multiple. First, it is 
about resisting normalization and assimilation. The logic is that through 
normalization and assimilation we will be deprived of the power that 
dwells in the disordered and ambiguous (Douglas, 1984). Second, it 
is about emotional work. Hate rhetoric in the form of abjectification 
is a way to channel feelings of grief, pain, anger, etc., (Cobb, 2005, 
2006). Third, it provides a breeding ground for the creation of a ‘we’ 
and a common platform to struggle from. Strong emotions and passions 
contribute to this (Hutcheon, 1994; della Porta & Diani 1999; Mouffe, 
2005). Fourth, the use of hate and dirt seems pleasurable and offers a 
way to have fun. The mix of hatred, dirt and humor may create space for 
liberating laughter (e.g. Lundberg, 2008; Wettergren, 2009).

Turning one’s hatred towards the world that considers you sick, 
disgusting or sinful is, according to Ahmed, a way to restore oneself. 
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She argues that the hatred uncovers the historical process in which the 
human being has been exposed to a violent exclusion and made into an 
‘alien’. Ahmed writes about this in connection with colonized people: ‘To 
undo the violence of such a history the native must expose the violence 
and channel himself against it’ (Ahmed, 2010: 168). This description 
of how the oppressed must expose the violence and channel him/herself 
towards it is central for understanding the use of hate and dirt. The 
activists actually repeat the hate that they criticize, with the effect that 
they appear to be as hateful as their enemies. The spectator sees a violent 
activist and not the process behind it. However, an expression of hate can 
never have exactly the same effect as the original/previous hate, that is, it 
is not the same hate, the same emotion, that is repeated. The unforeseen 
in the hate and dirt rhetoric means that change can take place and new 
life and bodies can be possible (Butler, 1997a; cf. Lundberg, 2008). But it 
also means that the hate can be interpreted as plain hate, i.e. as a harmful 
emotion (Kirk Whillock, 1995) that is counter-productive since it makes 
the activists simply look violent, hiding other parts of their political work 
(cf. Wendt, 2006). 

The queer resistance that has been analyzed here is hard to read, 
since it is not easy for ‘outsiders’ to interpret the activists’ messages. 
Spectators and/or those addressed by the hate seldom have access to 
the language and the symbols used, resulting in problems sensing the 
irony with which the seriousness is mixed (Hutcheon, 1995). Further, 
the spectators probably do not embrace the discussion about the creative 
potential of dirt (Douglas, 1984; Bachtin 1986; Lundberg, 2008). 
They tend to see the already rejected and disgusting as confirming how 
disgusting they are, something that leads the viewer to reject them again. 
They only take them seriously – here literally – and miss the play with 
ambivalence that exists in the performances of hate and dirt. This does 
not seem to be a problem for the activists though; on the contrary, they 
are in a pleasurable ‘here and now’, experiencing the possibilities of the 
doing, the abjectification. Lundberg formulates this attitude as follows:

The interesting thing is to find connections, interstices and places for 
comic mutations and meetings, and whether someone watches or not is 
not important. This is important: it is the production of the comic that 
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awakens pleasure, not primarily showing it to someone who appreciates 
it or rejects it. (Lundberg, 2008 p. 19)

This may seem contradictory, since the activists move in public 
space and say that they want changes. We face another ambivalence here: 
at the same time as it is very important that others see, react and act, the 
activism is not driven by determined goals, but instead takes place as 
a happening, a performance, where (almost) anything can happen and 
where their own pleasure is in focus (cf. Jeppesen, 2010). 

Hate is seen as a ‘bad’ emotion since it represents a lack of control, 
emotional maturity and cultivation. Further, it is about what hate does 
and what it aims to do: obliteration. Hate hits where it hurts the most 
and tries to destroy the hated object (Kirk Whillock, 1994; Ahmed 2004, 
2010; cf. Hochschild, 2003). Obliteration can be understood as the 
opposite of life; death – something that contributes to the condemnation 
of hate strategies. At the same time, it is important to highlight that 
not all hate is deemed bad or objectionable. To hate terrorists is deemed 
legitimate, even expected, while hate aimed at invisible, structural 
violence, such as racism and heteronormativity, is often deemed a bit 
strange or inconvenient by the majority of the population. This is a 
question of power relations and interpretative prerogative. Hating the evil 
appears to be legitimate, but what is deemed evil varies. Since structural, 
invisible violence is part of our normal power apparatus and most of the 
time is not seen as something evil, the queer activists’ hateful reaction to 
it is deemed unintelligible and rejectable – and in its turn worth hating.

It is important to note that it demands a certain privilege to be 
able to practice the form of hate rhetoric that is discussed in this article. 
You need to have access to the language and the representations that 
are used, and you also need to have access to the social network that 
constitutes the resistance culture. Ahmed claims that participation in the 
resistance depends on access to the capital needed to endure the risks that 
the resistance entails (Ahmed, 2004). People that lack enough capital 
may refrain from certain forms of activism, but on the other hand, people 
with extremely little capital may feel like they have nothing to lose, and 
therefore are able to participate in the struggle. 
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The gay movement has an ambivalent relationship with queer 
activism, which can be explained by the fact that the gay movement has 
to handle some of the critique and discontent that queer activists give 
rise to – the dirt spills over on to them. On the other hand, the gay 
movement gets more space to maneuver thanks to the queer movement, 
since the queer activists demarcate an outer limit for possible and 
conceivable resistance. This has the effect of making the gay movement’s 
activities appear feasible and reasonable, which makes it easier for them 
to succeed in their political demands. The ambivalent relationship is 
further strengthened by the harsh critique and the hatred that queer 
activists direct towards the gay movement and the assimilation politics it 
is said to pursue. As a result of this critique, there is a risk that the long-
standing activist efforts of homo-, bi- and transsexuals all over the world, 
which sometimes involve risks to their lives, become invisible. Directing 
hate towards ‘your own’, could be described as the ultimate ambivalence. 
When the queer group Folkkampanjen mot hbt-festivaler/Folk Action 
Against LGBT Festivals (2010) asked people to burn the rainbow flag, 
this ambivalence, put in a global context, became even more distinct 
– and the strategy more problematic. Burning the rainbow flag is not 
an option if you live in a country where you struggle for your right to 
live and be protected against violence by the law. This intentional split 
that queer activists create within the broader LGBTQ movement may 
be a radicalizing power but at the same time may weaken and destroy 
the movement. Harvey (2012) claims that in the end it is a question 
of judgment whether the strategy is effective or not. This discussion is 
beyond the scope of this article and something that needs to be further 
researched. 

The queer use of hate and dirt strategies may seem peripheral, as 
something easily dismissed. But, as has been shown, these strategies 
teach us something about our society. In spite of juridical progress and 
openness towards LBGTQ people, hate and disgust for human beings 
that deviate from the heteronorm are still common. The dirt still sticks 
to queer bodies and the strategic exposure of hate and dirt can be 
understood as a way of coping with this – always with unforeseen effects. 
This article has shown how resistance and queer strategies are deeply 
complex and not only stem from conscious and rational choices of ‘the 
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best ways’ to put up resistance, but also from sometimes hidden emotions 
and desires. Wilson’s (2015) words about accepting the negativity of hate 
and its capacity for harm, when it comes to feminist politics, are adding 
something to the analysis of queer resistance. It is not only a joke, not 
only a performance for fun. Hate can never be a positive feeling and 
our aspirations to frame it as working for the good actually weakens its 
power. Further, Wilson locates the hatred in the loss of those who we 
both love and hate ambivalently from the beginning, i.e. our parents of 
all genders. As far as I know, there are not many queer theoretical texts 
that illuminate the grief or longing of LGBTQ people for heterosexuality. 
My guess is that this is due to forced demands to defend the ‘deviant’ 
sexuality and the LGBTQ community from attacks and utterances about 
‘the right and natural form of sexuality’. But if heterosexuals mourn their 
lost same-sex relations/desires/homosexuality (Butler, 1997b), of course 
queers can mourn their lost hetero-sex relations/desires/heterosexuality 
too. 
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An Exit from the Garbage City:
Resistance and “Chikonko” in Zambian 

Waste Management
Siachiyako1, von Essen2 & Ångman3

Abstract
This study examines citizens’ responses to exclusions, injustices and power 
asymmetries in the context of public participatory processes in solid waste 
management within the Mtendere township in Lusaka, Zambia. Inter-
views and field observations illuminate experiences of disenfranchisement 
from public spheres and a collection of everyday resistance practices that 
bear resemblance to one another through their ‘exits’ from these spaces tak-
en by the citizens. We show how, and with what implications, Zambia’s 
decentralisation policy toward grassroots structures for planning in solid 
waste management conditions can be understood as a phenomenon of 
everyday resistance by the citizens of Lusaka. Accounts of citizens’ lived ex-
periences suggest that socio-economic, political affiliation, gender, age and 
litigation are often used to exclude them from participatory processes. The 
role of trust and distrust respectively open and close (sometimes involun-
tary) exit doors from the public, meaning citizens resist authority through 
distance. The resulting responses include counterpolitical processes on the 
part of households to voice displeasure (“chikonko”), such as indiscrim-
inate waste disposal, rumor spreading and keeping ideas to themselves. 
The study first represents a case of the everyday – household waste disposal 
– becoming politicized in the context of a power struggle. Second, it shows 
a case of spatially-conditioned resistance that takes on different properties 
of communication and public manifestation  depending on where it is 
enacted.   

1  Clive Mutame Siachiyako, Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences
2  Erica von Essen, Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences
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Introduction
The failure of distorted, exclusionary or absent participatory arenas 
sometimes leads citizens to resist and circumnavigate these spaces (Bond, 
2011; Johansson & Vinthagen, 2014). Betrayed by the government’s 
promise to provide meaningful communicative spaces on common issues, 
citizens are forced to seek relief elsewhere or to voice their displeasure 
outside these spaces using the alternative means at their disposal. We 
refer to these as exits that constitute political statements, and at the same 
time they secure practical liveability. Exits in this way bear similarity to 
everyday resistance (Scott, 1985). In this paper, we explore the meaning 
and implications of these exits in a theory of everyday resistance that 
has been fortified by a spatially-grounded Habermasian framework about 
citizens entering and exiting the public sphere. We are concerned above 
all with how exits transgress the everyday, the private and the routine, 
and thus “transform into overt acts of politics” (Adnan, 2007, p. 2010).

In our context, when some households practice noncompliance with 
waste management policy by disposing of their waste unlawfully, it may be 
easy for authorities to dismiss these as “non-political acts of irresponsibility” 
(Hàjek, et al., 2014, p. 404). But when such noncompliance starts to add 
up across neighborhoods, the normative dimensions of a phenomenon 
of resistance may gradually testify to the failures of arenas for public 
participation to include citizens. This is recognizable within Scott’s 
(1985) influential writing on everyday resistance and its categorization 
into public and disguised resistance –“infrapolitics” (see Hall 2015 
for typologies) through which the subaltern survive and undermine 
exploitive domination in enclaves (Vinthagen & Johansson 2013). All 
in all, the everyday resistance literature concedes the transformation of 
individual ostensibly ‘non-political’ acts into politics, but there is little 
agreement as to how this transformation takes place. 

Apart from the sheer aggregate consequences of individual acts of 
noncompliance, we understand the constitutive process of resistance as 
comprised both by the manner of, and scale at which private acts impact 
public goods (see also, Dobson, 2003) and by retroactive signification by 
the resistors. That is, we understand resistance as something that is not 
ontological but produced as a result of people speaking subversively about 
their acts or the acts of their neighbors. The process in effect describes a 
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phenomenon whereby private acts are transformed via context, analysis 
and discourse into public ones—what everyday resistance sociologists 
often refer to as semiotics of dissent (Vinthagen & Johansson, 2013). 
In our case, semiotics refers both to how covert actions transform into 
overt ones (Adnan, 2007), and how everyday practices transform into 
political statements (Scott 1985). We contend that apart from the 
obvious discursive exercise, the increased enactment and popularity of 
some practices in the context of a resistance struggle help transform it 
from everyday action into everyday politics. It can be noted that in recent 
neo-Marxist social movement studies, this phenomenon is sometimes 
referred to as the ‘activation’ of already present cultural customs or 
everyday behavior into political statements (Nilsen, 2009).

 In our case, the private task of taking one’s trash out from one’s 
home receives political and public implications in a context where 
citizens experience profound disenfranchisement and injustice at the 
hands of so-called “participatory” waste management regimes. The 
physical manifestations of such noncompliance may be unpleasant in 
Lusaka, Zambia, where waste is rising rapidly and streets are littered 
with waste following the introduction of the polluter’s pay principle, 
which has required actors to co-create waste management systems 
through “people spirited participation” (Lusaka City Council 2008 p. 
03). Exclusions from participatory arenas, the sense that directives were 
imposed on households, distrust in waste managers, and a perception of 
administrative deceit (double charging for waste management through 
municipal taxes and polluter’s pay principle) as a form of corruption, are 
some ways citizens problematize waste management in Lusaka. Lusaka is 
thus littered with heaps of waste that form a breeding ground for vectors 
of diseases and result in the blockage of drainage systems during the rainy 
season, resulting in floods (Lusaka City Council , 2007). But more than 
that, the cumulative expressions of Lusaka residents’ resentment of the 
waste has led the city to be deemed a “garbage city”, linked to broader 
civic cynicism (Shalala-Mwale, 2012)

 In this study, the aggregate pattern of resistance is unusually 
palpable; it can be seen and smelled. Yet it is also significant for the reason 
that, as a context of resistance, residents’ handling or non-handling of 
waste transcends the boundaries between the public (the health and safety 
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of the city environment) and the private (one’s personal waste in one’s 
home). In using waste disposal, in part, as a means of communicating 
disenfranchisement to government over illegitimate waste management 
policy, citizens of Lusaka de facto weaponize private aspects of their 
everyday life into political statements of disavowal (as in Nilsen’s social 
movements, 2009). We examine their resistance through the novel 
concept of ‘chikonko’, which comes from our respondents, and denotes 
acts harbouring displeasure. We further seek to expose links between 
citizens’ strategies of resistance and their perception of the lack of public 
participation in waste management. 

In making this connection, the principal contribution of this study 
derives from showing how noncompliant citizens drift in and out of 
the boundaries of a distorted arena for public participation, depending 
on their actions (see also Ceva (2015)). Sometimes, they either seek or 
become actively pushed toward ‘exit doors’ to this sphere to practice 
solidarity privately across neighbour households, away from the power 
asymmetries they face in the public sphere (Tew, 2006). The spatiality 
of resistance is hence manifest in a public sphere with multiple doors 
through which citizens both willingly and unwillingly exit using forms 
of everyday resistance involving the material aspects of solid waste 
management. Their practices are often consistent with Scott’s infrapolitics 
in that they “promise vital material gains” and “require little or no formal 
coordination” (Scott 1989, p. 350). If the contemporary complaint across 
many Western nations is that politics has become trash, in Lusaka, trash 
has become politics of resistance. 

In what follows, we present the findings of an empirical case study 
of resistance in the context of a public participation deficit in waste 
management in Lusaka, Zambia from 2015-2016. Our theoretical 
framework draws from Habermas’ public sphere theory, Fraser’s critique 
of Habermas in the form of counterpublic theory (corresponding to 
the exit stage) and, finally, the role of trust and distrust as conditioning 
openings and closings of these exit doors to the public. In this way, we 
understand resistance as taking place in a multilayer spatiality between 
the public, the private and the counter-public, where the rebuilding of 
trust through reinvigorated public participation premises may facilitate 
re-entry and reconciliation with public dialogue. In the analysis, the 
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importance of chikonko as a simultaneous exit strategy and as an attempt 
at communicating feedback to policy-makers and the broader public is 
emphasized in what we contend is a novel and Habermasian (counter)
public sphere informed contribution to theories of everyday resistance. It 
is one that captures the dialectic inherent in resistance of belonging and 
detaching from the mainstream public (Sziarto & Leitner, 2010). First, 
we offer a brief description of the case to expose the material dimensions 
of what is becoming a Zambian waste management crisis.

Understanding the problem  
of waste management in Lusaka

Solid waste management generally is a complex, uncertain and multi-
scalar environmental problem that affects many actors and agencies 
(Reed, 2008). It is particularly problematic in Zambian cities. The 
situation around waste management is especially severe in Lusaka due 
to its higher population stimulated by socio-economic factors in recent 
years. The city’s population growth rate is 3.7%, with a population of 2.8 
million  (Central Statistical Office, 2013). Additionally, Lusaka’s annual 
domestic and commercial waste generation is estimated to have risen by 
141% from 220,000 metric tonnes in 2000 to 530,000 metric tonnes in 
2011, with per capita generation at 0.38kg/person/day (Ntambo, 2013). 
Less than 40% of the waste is collected and disposed of at landfills, 
while the rest of it is burned, buried or dumped in drainage systems, 
open spaces and roadways (Shalala-Mwale, 2012). The low rate of waste 
collection has led the city to be littered with different sorts of waste 
attracting discontent among citizens; earning it the “garbage city” label 
and associated cynicism (Shalala-Mwale, 2012). 

As waste management proves increasingly problematic, improved 
grassroots involvement has been sought through participatory planning as 
one of the practices encouraged under the decentralization policy aimed 
at, inter alia, effecting ‘people-spirited solution seeking’ (Government of 
Zambia , 2013). On this rationale, the Lusaka City Council implemented 
a participatory alternative to top-down planning (Lusaka City Council, 
2008). Decentralization policy has many objectives, including: 
empowering local communities by devolving decision-making authority; 
designing and implementing mechanisms to ensure grassroots integrated 
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planning and budgeting; developing local authorities’ and communities’ 
capacity in development planning, financing and managing service 
delivery in their areas; and providing a legal and institutional framework 
to promote local decision-making autonomy (Government of Zambia , 
2013). 

The Ward Development Committees are responsible for facilitating 
grassroots participation, functioning as the port that captures local 
communities’ views, needs and interests in the context of waste 
management and disposal. To enhance household participation in waste 
management at the grassroots level, wards have been further divided into 
Waste Management Zones. Zones are cardinal grassroots structures for 
primary beneficiaries or those likely to be affected by any intervention to 
be involved in decision-making or outcome evaluation of interventions 
(Ministry of Local Government and Housing, 2002). Ward Development 
Committees are required to work with households and waste collectors 
(Community Based Enterprises for peri-urban or low income townships 
and Franchises for high income areas) to develop waste management 
plans in these zones. 

Despite pursuing such ostensibly participatory approaches, solid 
waste management has remained problematic and faces resistance from 
many residents. This has resulted in uncollected waste and thus made the 
city extremely dirty (Meulenbeek, 2011). The city’s sprawling peri-urban 
townships are most littered with waste, leading to annual health and 
environmental risks such as outbreaks of diarrheal diseases, soil and water 
contamination (Chaampa, 2014). This exemplifies that private actions 
taken in one’s home can have public consequences (Dobson, 2007) 
and must be partly governed on the understanding of this boundary 
transgression. 

No doubt this has formed part of the rationale for coordinating waste 
through public participation in Lusaka. It has entailed a shift both from 
the notion of “professionals know best” and from the liberal notion that 
citizens’ private affairs should be left to their own devices, toward seeing the 
potential benefits of grassroots’ knowledge in collective decision-making 
(Hansen, 2014; Juarez & Brown, 2008). But as illustrated by the current 
state of affairs, most citizens do not experience being heard in the public 
or even at grassroots levels where the rhetoric around public participation 
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is championed. They contend that technocratic rule, coercion, exclusion 
and litigation now replace dialogue to secure compliance.

Theoretical framework

Public sphere 
We refer to the public sphere as an arena for deliberating common issues 
between citizens. This study ascribes importance to the public sphere’s 
capability to serve as an emancipated, critical lifeworld realm. Habermas 
seminally views the public sphere as a communicative grounding for 
society and institutions. His public sphere is rooted in spatial ontology; it 
denotes meeting places for the public to discuss and express their desires 
and needs without coercion (Habermas, 1990 [1983]). But to fully 
understand the public sphere, one must also frame it in process ontology: 
the public is something that one does, by having one’s discourse transcend 
the local, the particularistic and the personal to assume an abstract 
political nature. This means, for example, that one neighbour talking 
to the other neighbour about problems with disposing household waste 
does not automatically take place within the remit of the public sphere. 
But when they begin to link up their personal experiences, interpret their 
meaning, articulate critiques on the justice of waste management policy 
or begin to envision alternatives, citizens become participants in a public 
sphere of their own making. In Habermas, the public sphere serves a dual 
function in relation to policy and law. On the one hand, it legitimates 
public policy by undergirding it with public deliberation. On the other 
hand, it also contests such policy when it is seen to be unjust, illegitimate 
or deliberatively unequal.  

The public sphere is most productively channelled, in Habermasian 
theory, through processes of public participation that proceed according 
to deliberative principles. Such communicative spaces allow people to 
think, talk and act together openly and with a commitment to make 
a difference regarding the common good in a particular community, 
whether addressing collective solid waste or social rights. At any one 
time, these processes and spaces are vulnerable to the encroaching effect 
of an instrumental steering logic of the state system, with its technocratic 
rationality. But they are also vulnerable to deliberative inequality between 
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participants and authority, or between groups of citizens. Sometimes, 
certain social groups may be so disempowered in relation to authority 
or others that they see little meaning in trying to discuss issues in 
these settings, which they perceive to be colonized by privileged elites. 
Actors with social power are able to derive systematic benefits from the 
subordination of others using many methods such as coercion. In the 
process they inhibit the ability of other actors to develop and exercise 
their abilities as well as expressing their needs, thoughts and feelings 
(Tew, 2006). 

Exiting the public sphere
When citizens perceive the public sphere to be stacked against them, some 
may become adept at resisting or subverting expectations of them from 
powerholders (Tew, 2006; Butler, 1993 [1997]). Empowered actors often 
build structures that strengthen their control (Fairclough, 2001), limiting 
further the freedoms of expression and assembly of subordinates. Citizens 
in coercive environments tend to find cooperative strategies in seeking 
‘exit doors’ to survive outside the coercive or distrusted environment 
(Tew 2006). Marginalized groups (Frasian subaltern counterpublics –
Fraser 1997) in the public sphere may form parallel discursive arenas, 
taken as enclaves comprised of disenfranchised, disempowered citizens. 
Senecah (2004) describes how people, when they or their views have not 
been given serious attention in participatory processes, in their frustration 
find alternative ways to make people pay attention to their ideas and 
preferences. Such alternative ways are manifest in counterpublic enclaves 
and may materialize as counterpublic acts or discourses (Fraser, 1997; 
von Essen, 2016). Such resistance may be  aimed just as much at securing 
a pragmatic liveability away from the spaces of power as enacting changes 
in the premises of the public sphere. 

Habermas’ interpretation of such exits is that they are fundamentally 
about the latter: they have a forward-communicative function to appeal 
to formal bodies to change to become more inclusive of an issue or a 
social group. Scholars seeking to adapt Habermasian public sphere theory 
to everyday resistance accordingly describe the spatiality of these exits 
as movers or conveyor belts of “marginalized issues and concerns from 
informal arenas of civil society to formal decision-making environments” 
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(Smith & Brassett, 2013, p. 525). Others have similarly resolved exits as 
the body’s warning system: pain from these exits signals disease and need 
of ‘medication’ (see Martin, 2008, on Varieties of Dissent). A contribution 
from communication scholars to theories of everyday resistance is hence 
that these exits are active petitions for change as much as they are passive 
escapes for relief (as in Hardt & Negri, 2004).  

Distrust as exit, trust as re-entry
Our final theoretical appeal is to the role of trust as a participative lubricant. 
Here, we pay particular attention to how trust opens and closes doors the 
public sphere for citizens. Trust is an epistemic attitude involving reliance 
in the expected positive behavior of whom or what is trusted (Allwood, 
2014). According to Tsang, et al., (2009), trust’s prominent role is in 
facilitating collective actions and providing legitimacy to institutions or 
policies. When trust is eroded, actors avoid communication aimed at 
understanding each other and instead act strategically to attain their goals 
(Hallgren, 2003). Scholarship on participation processes considers trust 
(and its restoration) a vital component for a thriving public participation 
process in which all feel empowered to be heard on common issues. 
Citizens’ trust in institutions, in local community leaders, or in themselves 
as political actors equally empowered in this arena affects their likelihood 
to participate in participatory processes or resist and exit it where there 
is distrust (Hallgren, 2003; Ångman, 2012). Trust is central in social 
relations, and in a socio-cultural understanding trust is not an entity but 
a process which, along with distrust, is constantly constructed and re-
constructed (Carey, 2007). As is the case here, exits from negotiations 
may both signal and reproduce a loss in trust, depending on the dynamics 
of the interactions in these processes (Valsiner & Cabell, 2011).

 Laurian (2009) contends that distrust can depreciate levels of 
participation among actors; making others exit the process on belief 
their views will not receive uptake. Distrust can often come about from 
the sorts of power asymmetries outlined above, including deliberative 
inequality. Distrust in the processes of the public sphere causes citizens 
to strengthen allegiance to, and solidarity within, parallel spheres. This 
may be a double-edged sword for many citizens, as it often consolidates 
their separateness and further erodes their access to the public and the 
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belief that it can ever reconcile them (see, for example, Krange & Skogen, 
(2011)). It is not uncommon for authorities to seek to contain, condemn 
or otherwise control these parallel spheres through coercive power rather 
than trust and reconciliation. In this way, although exit was intended 
a means of escape from the spaces of power (Vinthagen & Johansson, 
2013), it may also disempower citizens by consolidating distrust and 
precluding future openings.  

On the basis of this theoretical appeal, we submit that acts like 
chikonko may in this way be understood as the result of systematic 
distortions in the public sphere. The term “systematic distortion” 
(Habermas, 1987) usually characterizes an entire communicative system, 
while “discursive closure” refers to the suppression of a particular conflict 
(Thackaberry, 2004). These comprise discursive ways of closing down 
perspectives and blocking the development of mutual understanding; for 
example, by apparently engaging people in participation without taking 
their views into account, or by disqualifying someone from participating 
because of gender or political affiliations. With this in mind, waste 
management resistance in chikonko functions both as an exit door from 
the distorted public participation processes offered by the Council, and 
as an alternative counterpublic expression of resistance and solidarity by 
disfranchised citizens who distrust formal channels. 

Method
This study was conducted using a phenomenological epistemology, 
which involves capturing lived experiences as perceived by actors in 
a situation (Cresswell, 2014). The phenomenological epistemology 
is a qualitative approach that necessitates suspending (‘bracketing’) 
taken-for-granted assumptions to gain insight into how actors perceive 
phenomena, their motivations and actions in relation to their individual 
experiences (Schutz, 1967; Inglis, 2012). The study was conducted 
phenomenologically by the principal researcher in Mtendere Waste 
Management Zone 11 in Lusaka.  The zone was not chosen out of its 
extremism or unusualness, but because it provided an important context 
for seeking deep understanding of behavior in real-life and its meaning, 
which could be attained by the principal investigator. Actors’ views on 
participatory practices at the grassroots level provided valuable insight 
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into their lived experiences and subjective interpretations of the situation 
(Lester, 1999), including how they made sense of their predicament in 
waste management, and how they understood their own actions and 
those of peers as partly communicative acts of displeasure. 

This study utilized a case study approach, which focuses on 
interactive social processes (Silverman, 2014). The use of the term 
case study in this paper refers to the study of a social phenomenon to 
develop descriptions and explanations of what is happening within 
and between social institutions (Yin, 2011; Cresswell, 2014). Lusaka 
waste management can be considered a case study of a broader societal 
manifestation of the lack of public participation, the lack of or restricted 
access to public spheres, and the different responses this generates at the 
grassroots level. Consistent with the phenomenological approach used 
in everyday resistance studies (see Ortner, 1995), methods utilised in 
this inquiry included individual and focus group interviews, personal 
observations and document analysis. These sources provided insightful 
realities and differences between what is planned for (in policy papers) 
and actual practices. Respondents’ accounts provided the basis for a 
thematic analysis of patterns. 

Data collection  
Data collection was performed through semi-structured interviews, focus 
group discussions and observations. Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted in person with Lusaka City Council officials and focus group 
discussions with households. The principal researcher, who is a native 
speaker, additionally conducted observations (by sitting at the waste 
disposal facility) on households’ actions and those of the waste collecting 
company in the zone; and general discussions on waste management on 
the Lusaka City Council Facebook page. Relevant themes and patterns to 
theories and concepts used in the study from respondents’ lived experiences 
and tone of language or reactions to issues on the Council Facebook page 
were open coded (assigning a word/phrase) or thematically 10 analysed 
to organize the data. This process constituted the study results and a basis 
for analysis/discussion. 

Maps for waste management districts and zones were obtained 
from the Council for choosing the waste management district and zone, 
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and the waste manager in a particular zone for the research. The waste 
manager in the research area (zone 11) provided a list of households in 
the zone. The principal researcher selected households to interview from 
the list. The households were randomly selected using basic formula of 
selecting every 5th household from the list. 

Respondents interviewed included the owner of a Community-
Based Enterprise owner (who was also an executive member of the waste 
collectors’ association and was thus wearing two hats, speaking in specific 
to the zone and general about issues affecting waste collectors), a Ward 
Development Committee member and households. At the Lusaka City 
Council, respondents were units responsible for Waste Management, 
Health and Environment; Communications and Public Relations; and 
Peri-urban management. Focus group discussions with households were 
used as principal data collection for the lived experiences of city residents 
faced with the problems of waste management. A total of 12 households 
and one Community Based Enterprise (waste collector) were interviewed. 
The number of household members per group interview was between five 
and nine. They included the young, adults and elderly who reflected a 
variety of lived experiences relating to solid waste management. The total 
number of respondents that featured in this study was 17, comprising 
of four council officials, a waste collector and twelve households. 
Households (except three) were sceptical or unwilling to engage in waste 
management discussions on record for fear of being victimised if their 
views were discovered by the authorities. Views of households from focus 
group discussions were thus captured through note taking rather than 
audio recording. 

Documents on participatory processes and solid waste management 
(such as waste management strategic plans; guidelines on the 
establishment, management and operations of a ward development 
committee; and national decentralisation policy) were also obtained 
to supplement interviews and observations. Multiple data collection 
approaches are important for triangulating views about a phenomenon 
and patterns attributed to it (Shenton, 2004; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008), 
particularly in a case study in which there is scope for rich empirical data.
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Analysis of findings and discussion 

Public spheres: forbidden spaces? 
One of the goals of the decentralization policy in solid waste management 
was to achieve a people-spirited participation process that could involve 
communities (Ministry of Local Government and Housing , 2013). 
However, findings from this study suggest that the Lusaka City Council 
was perceived as reproducing many of the problems of a centralized and 
technocratic waste management regime. Respondents argued that the 
actual spaces in which citizens were engaged as public participants were 
circumscribed by both practical and symbolic barriers. 

First, households in Focus Group Interview 3 purported they “did 
not know where” other actors meet for grassroots planning. Second, 
there was genuine concern by a majority of those interviewed that 
processes of exclusion disqualified them from participating. Identities 
such as not being “some of us” emerged from households (Focus Group 
1 and 7) who viewed themselves disqualified from public spheres due 
to their socio-economic, gender or political status. Third, households in 
Focus Group 3 also felt their ideas were simply not appreciated in waste 
management. This was traced to a paternalistic climate on the part of the 
Ward Development Committees.  According to the Ward Development 
Committee respondent, planning was done by the Committee’s executive 
and the ward councillor, and involved informing the people about the 
decisions made. This is contrary to the Ward Development Committee 
guidelines that provide for sub-planning units in each zone, known as 
the first level of participation for ordinary citizens (Ministry of Local 
Government and Housing , 2013). 

Other narratives (from the Community Based Enterprise –waste 
manager – and Focus Group 2) showed that rather than the force of 
the better argument providing basis for actions and decisions, the force 
of coercion by the Lusaka City Council was used to intimidate citizens 
into compliance. Threats, house calls and arrests were frequent and 
contributed to an atmosphere of households feeling policed. The Lusaka 
City Council had established a Fast Track Court to speed-up waste 
management-related prosecutions. The council conceded that litigation 
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is not part of decentralisation, but a means to secure citizen compliance 
with waste management systems. Households seemed to view the public 
sphere as tantamount to an increased vulnerability to policing, and to 
litigation in particular.

Given the state of the public sphere over waste management, 
households (Focus Group 1, 6 and 4) recalled seeking relief outside of 
power structures. Here, they could bypass the public by operating in 
subaltern counterpublics that materialized when denied access to the 
public spheres to voice issues. By subaltern counterpublics, Fraser (1992) 
refers to parallel discursive arenas for subordinated actors who create and 
circulate counterdiscourses that form oppositional identities, interests, 
and needs. Here, people’s dissatisfaction in the public sphere’s failure to 
deliver on normative promises of inclusivity and deliberative equality 
precipitates resistance –see Habermas, et al., (1974). Such resistance, 
then, takes place within the remit of the newly configured or activated 
subaltern space of households and their informal networks.

Disqualification: the birth of chikonko (expressions of 
displeasure)?
Respondents during Group Interview 2, 5 and 7 argued they were mainly 
disqualified and excluded from participatory processes based on them 
not being “some of us” – considered as have-nots, belonging (or suspected 
to belong) to opposition political parties, being young or female. 

“There is this question about who is talking; it is a woman, youth, 
political supporter from the opposition parties or someone with a high 
social economic status in society? If you are not part of them, your 
views mean nothing. We are silenced in most cases. But still more we 
can’t live with waste; we have to find a way to get rid of it even though 
our views don’t count.”

Households’ inclusion or treatment of their views thus seemed 
contingent on the aforementioned divides rather than residency in a 
particular waste management zone affected by poor waste management. 
Intimidations or threats of arrests and prosecutions for noncompliance to 
waste management systems were sometimes used to suppress actors and 
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their views. For example, households in interview group 3 indicated that 
they were told to comply with waste management systems or they would 
be arrested and prosecuted without explanations by the Lusaka City 
Council on issues raised by end users of waste management services. These 
exclusions silenced households at a fundamental level of participation. 
This further suppressed their willingness to engage in these sorts of public 
participation processes. At the same time, citizens may “anonymously” 
resist waste management systems in a manner Scott termed “undeclared 
forms” (Scott 1989, p.37), which the waste manager felt was chikonko 
(displeasure). The waste manager contended that:

“This place is messed up after the weekend. People throw waste 
anywhere they find space. It’s not like two or three people throw banana 
piles by the roadside. It is littered with heaps of garbage bags.”

In group interview 3, households contended that their divergent 
views tended to be considered anti-government and led them to be 
victimized physically or verbally. They thus tended to keep their thoughts 
and ideas to themselves for fear of their utterances being construed as 
subversive. It is contended that discursive closures of this kind impede 
genuine dialogue by privileging particular actors, worldviews or discourses 
over others (Deetz, 1992; Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). 

The Community Based Enterprise (waste manager) interpreted 
some households’ resistant actions towards waste management systems 
as communicative actions of chikonko (displeasure). The term chikonko 
is derived from Nyanja, one of the Zambian languages, and means 
harboring something negative. As an enterprise owner explained: “It is 
like telling someone that they are not happy with the way things are done 
somewhere.” The Community Based Enterprise interpreted that chikonko 
was an expression of having bottled things up in private for some time, 
and then letting out one’s frustration into the public sphere. Elaborating 
on chikonko, the enterprise owner stated that: 

Some of the household’s behavior looks like chikonko. It is like they 
want us to know that they are not happy with something. How can I 
explain a situation where households heap four or seven bags of waste 
by the roadside or throw it in the middle of the road? It is difficult to 
understand them.” 
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The Lusaka City Council viewed actions the waste collector described 
as chikonko as the physical manifestation of people’s unwillingness to 
pay for waste. If chikonko were communicative acts of displeasure by 
citizens toward the city council, moreover, prosecutions by the city 
council held a similar function. The municipality emphasized that “we 
introduced the Fast Track Court to prosecute waste management defaulters 
to make them comply.” They were manifestly deployed as a “warning to 
others that the law will visit them” if they do not comply. To households, 
Ward Development Committees which were supposed to be the primary 
link between community members, ward development agencies (such 
as Community Based Enterprises) and the Lusaka City Council mainly 
seemed to facilitate arrests and prosecutions of households that were non-
compliant with solid waste management systems. 

The practical implications of a public sphere in which ‘grassroots’ 
initiatives were a reproduction of the coercive powers of the state was a 
discouragement of citizens against entering into popular participation. 
The lack of collaboration created a vacuum, making households feel they 
had nowhere to go when they had problems. Some households (Focus 
Group Interview 4 and 6) nevertheless argued that “if the Lusaka City 
Council engages us, we can have a point of talking to them,” but that no 
such initiatives were underway. They also felt that Community Based 
Enterprises lack the necessary capacity to manage public meetings, and 
ultimately had no mandate over public issues. “We have public institutions 
to talk to when things are not going well. We do not believe in Community 
Based Enterprises taking our issues to government.” The citizens do not 
trust the City Council enough to expect that any “normal” manner of 
engagement will produce any result, but they continue to communicate 
through the act of “chikonko”.

Strengthening of alternative moral collectives (‘networks’)
The vacuum created by the lack of participation was increasingly replaced 
by subaltern solidarity: households developed a strategy of shielding each 
other against litigation for non-subscription to solid waste management 
systems. They argued that they prefer protecting neighbours who help 
them when in need. As one contended: “It is hard to survive here if you 
are not in good terms with others”.  For example, households shielded 
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each other against waste management prosecutions to preserve socio-
economic benefits derived from their social networks, on which they 
simultaneously increased reliance for things like social assistance and 
financial aid in Mtendere township. Households (in Focus Groups 3 and 
7) stated that:

 We depend on each other during funerals, weddings or for financial 
support for business. We have financing cycles, where we lend each 
other money at no interest. But if you are not in good relations with 
others, you will be alone. 

But there were limits to solidarity as imparted by the coercive 
regime. With the enforcement of solid waste management policy by the 
Lusaka City Council, reporting each other to the Ward Development 
Committees for noncompliance with waste management systems was an 
increasingly common experience of our respondents. They saw that one 
testament to this was that reported households were often summoned 
to the Fast Track Court for prosecution in a way that could only have 
been made possible with neighbors reporting to alert the council to the 
noncompliance in the first place. Thus, tensions and exclusions from 
community social networks arose among households for reporting others 
over waste management. 

This was problematic inasmuch as community networks are the 
glue that holds people together. But these had arguably also become more 
important institutions in the face of waste management injustice. In this 
way, as Cox & Nilsen  (2014) contend of the growing popularity of black 
churches during the Civil Rights Movement, neighbor connectivity in 
Lusaka was a way of life that had been re-activated, or taken on new 
import, under current conditions of oppression. In so doing, it had 
shifted spatiality; once thought of as a private matter, the assertion of 
these communicative networks now constituted a challenge to public 
institutions. In other words, where the private and public spheres were 
previously separated to households, in which networks were firmly 
located in the former, respondents now discursively drew in the role of 
informal networks in challenging formal institutions in the public.

But the spatiality of these networks also had an opposite effect 
connected to a counterpublic’s simultaneous attachment and detachment 
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to the public. Namely, they provided a severing of ties to the public 
in the face of injustice. For example, households opted to shield each 
other against arrests over waste management. The representative of the 
Community Based Enterprise was also discouraged from constantly 
reminding households to pay for waste collection for fear of being called a 
“wizard” (or bad person) and losing out from social networks in the area. 
The networks provide social, financial and moral support to members 
since most of the households in low-income townships like Mtendere do 
low-earning blue-collar jobs and small scales businesses (Hansen, 1997).  
Informal money lending circles provided within households’ networks 
are thus highly valued sources of finance. In this sense, money and its 
exchange is concentrated in the private sphere and prevented from leaking 
out into the public sphere, becoming tangled up with public authorities 
that one does not trust. It represents the consolidation of assets in a 
counterpublic and, with it, a shift in the spatiality of society away from 
centralized authority to informal networks. 

Households were also discouraged from contribute towards 
improving solid waste management due to feeling that the system was 
imposed on them and compliance was  secured by coercion rather 
than legitimacy. They thus opted to keep ideas to themselves or go to 
the media instead of using official channels, an example of ‘resistance 
through distance’ (Lilja & Vinthagen, 2009). Indeed, their shared 
experience and principal logic of resistance was that of withdrawing from 
the public spaces to use alternative channels. It should be acknowledged 
that whereas actors in waste management expressed low zeal to participate 
in public spheres, there are cases in Zambia when participatory processes 
have been successfully delivered. For example, the Energy Regulation 
Board in 2015 reconsidered hiking the hydroelectricity tariff after public 
submissions against it during public sittings. One participant during the 
sittings stated: “We managed to get the domestic fixed charge maintained. It 
would have gone up 300%,” (Mwebantu Media, 2015). The actors’ lack 
of involvement and enthusiasm in participatory processes of solid waste 
management could be attributed to (inter alia) views that things were 
imposed on others or past experience that such processes were associated 
to the speaker’s socio-economic status.
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Communication practices, ‘exit doors’ and rumors 
Building long term relations of mutual trust in the public sphere is 
difficult when communicative circumstances among actors deteriorate 
into talking behind each other’s backs, including the spreading of rumors 
and veiled or explicit personal threats (Hart, 2003). Respondents’ (Focus 
Group Interview 1) narratives in Mtendere Waste Management Zone 
11 were heavily characterized by rumors. One such rumor suggested 
waste collectors were secretly political party agents. This rumor held that 
Community Based Enterprises had been established as political payback 
to political supporters. A second rumor supplied ‘explanations’ on the 
introduction of the polluter’s pay principle as a duplication of payment 
to make money from them because they lack information on how it came 
about. 

People use rumor as public communication, infused with personal 
assumptions about how the world works (Rosnow, 1991). Amid distrust 
in participatory waste management processes, rumor was used here for 
sense-making to help citizens cope with uncertainty and worrisome 
situations in their lives. But it was also used as a politically-situated 
counter-narrative that accused other actors of conspiracies or harm, and 
sought to allocate blame or consolidated distrust in everyday reproducible 
narratives. In this, it permeated the boundaries of the private (everyday 
talk) and the public (political talk) and became a means of resistance. 
As noted in the previous section, networks rather than specific persons 
had become the actors in solid waste management. This facilitated the 
use of rumors as a depersonalized or anonymous cycling of partially 
political critique through households, ensuring a diffuse ‘news on the 
wind’ quality to rumors (Scott, 1992) where no one person could be 
formally arrested. 

To this end, rumors were most easily reproduced when there 
were information gaps. Here there was a divergence between the views 
of the Lusaka City Council, who argued that it was incumbent upon 
households to correct any information ‘deficit’ they might experience in 
regard to waste management practices. Households’ counter-view was 
the concession that “responsible citizens are usually in the minority when 
it comes to seeking information on acting responsibly”, suggesting they had 
other more important things to concern themselves with, and that the 
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council had a duty to keep the public informed if they wanted to prevent 
a climate of rumors from forming –see Lusaka City Council Facebook 
page (2015). It can be noted, however, that some respondents recalled 
instances where households did seek clarity over some issues. Some 
responses by the Lusaka City Council were snappy and discouraging 
closures. For example, on the Council Facebook newsflash about an old 
woman convicted by the Fast Track Court over waste management, one 
person commented: “Why troubling the old lady? Or maybe I am behind, 
are rubbish pits not allowed anymore?” The Lusaka City Council responded:

 Town life is not for you; go to the village. Your thoughts are so 
retrogressive and hypocritical. People complain of the city being dirty, 
but when we take action others are condemning. It does not make sense 
(Lusaka City Council , 2015). 

With such a tone, it could be hard for the person who asked to 
have trust in a discursive process with the Lusaka City Council. The 
development of distrust is an on-going process and the City Council is 
depreciating trust by discursive closures such as the one in the example. 

This was also exacerbated by the fact that Lusaka City Council 
felt that there has been “enough of talking” and the time had come to 
properly enforce the by-laws on waste management, a technocratic 
turn. According to the City Council, the talking stage was under the 
Sustainable Lusaka Program, a donor-driven initiative that ended 
in 2004. This program viewed participation as a time-bound activity. 
However, it can be noted that ‘talking’ with households has been mainly 
one-directional dissemination through mainstream media (television, 
radio and newspapers), and online via the website and Facebook. 

Communication by the council also mainly targeted waste 
collectors and cooperating partners. The sensationalist dissemination 
of court convictions of waste management defaulters in the media was 
used to warn households about the consequences of non-compliance. 
Although the council does not have unilateral control of the media, 
publicizing convictions in popular news outlets was within their reach. 
Respondents believed this to be a consciously coercive approach. At the 
same time, households also questioned the validity of these convictions 
since many of the offenses seemed engineered or unjustified in light of 
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insufficient information in the public domain. Commenting on the 
Lusaka City Council Facebook posting, a participant wondered: “But 
how can I be prosecuted when no waste company came to my home asking 
me to join the scheme? Where is the offence?” (Lusaka City Council, 2015). 
It is argued that actors’ dissatisfaction with public participation can 
arise when insufficient communication deprives less informed actors 
knowledge of the scope of issues to be deliberated; thus distorting the 
public sphere as meeting space as equals (Thomas, 2005). Hanna (2000) 
views information as one of the biggest issues in participation, in terms 
of who controls it and whether it is trustworthy. 

Some households confessed to having found alternative ways of 
getting around some of the issues they faced in waste management. Some 
disposed of waste anyhow, while others formed informal associations 
(networks) to meet their needs and discuss matters affecting them. Here, 
then, the seeds of a subaltern counterpublic can be clearly identified. 
Other counteractions included colluding with waste collectors’ workers 
to have the waste disposed. The manner in which some households chose 
to dispose of their waste clearly transcended everyday liveability; it was 
done in such a way as to communicate their discontentment toward the 
City Council, the ward committees and indeed the broader public. As 
some households put it, “Nobody wants to be surrounded by garbage”. To 
them, the strategy of chikonko was an unsightly but necessary endeavour to 
petition decision-makers to reconsider current solid waste management. 

When the public sphere is discursively closed, it suffers a crisis of 
democratic legitimacy (Habermas et al 1974). Lacking credentials of 
democratic legitimacy, it is also lacking in the necessary trust to re-invite 
participants to correct such a deficit, as was the case here. On Markovits 
(2005) argument, resistance to precisely such deficits by citizens can draw 
attention to democratic shortfalls and re-invigorate the debate, akin to 
Habermas’ conveyor belt metaphor of resistance, taking neglected issues 
into the public debate. Chikonko, while unsightly and immediately 
harmful to public health, could thereby provide opportunities for the 
correction of deficits. Actions by households to dispose garbage along 
roadways, incomplete buildings and open spaces or the subversive act 
of subscribing to waste collectors outside their waste management zones 
could be seen as expressions of displeasure directed towards gaining 
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the attention of those in waste management planning, policy-making 
or waste collection and disposal. The actions, while disengaging exits, 
communicate deficits also on the purported grassroots sites originally 
meant for “public spirited participation” where actors were supposed to 
meet and “ask each other and share views on what they hope for in their 
wards” (Lusaka City Council , 2008).  

Distrust
We have noted trust as an important “glue” or “lubricant” in participatory 
processes (Raitio, 2013) and that its denigration is both reflected 
and results in poor quality of interaction between citizens and state 
agencies. The narratives on waste management in Mtendere were heavily 
characterized by distrust of authority, or even of neighbors following 
suspected reporting of non-compliance. At the same time as they are 
clearly functions of this distrust and power asymmetry, one can thus state 
that rumors, lack of information and inadequate deliberative actions 
have also exacerbated levels of distrust. 

There were many facets of the distrust narratives. On the part of 
households, their distrust arises from past experiences of dishonesty in 
their interaction with waste collectors, Ward Development Committees 
and the Lusaka City Council. For example, households noted that 
waste collector workers sometimes disposed of waste within zones or 
burned it at the primary disposal sites, instead of having it disposed 
at the landfills. The legacy of these actions undermined households’ 
trust in waste collectors. Another facet was distrust toward the Ward 
Development Committees who were supposed to empower households 
against the City Council, but who respondents saw as often complicit 
with them. Indeed, ward development committees are supposed to be the 
link with grassroots communities, but these committees mainly focus on 
arresting and facilitating the prosecution of noncompliant households. 
Respondents from households argued that the Committees’ failure to 
take action when issues were brought to them eroded the covenant of 
trust that was supposed to undergird the public sphere. 

The third facet pertained to growing mistrust between households 
in the neighborhood. While there was solidarity as a subaltern, the 
actions of some households to turn on others, and accusations of non-
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paying households conspiring with waste collectors’ workers to collect 
their waste for small amounts, were profound impediments to wanting to 
enter into any kind of participatory process that was premised on mutual 
trust. Indeed, when suspicions, distrust and rumors pervade the narratives 
of households, citizens become guarded and self-interested, turning away 
from furthering the common good (McMillan, 2013). Accordingly, 
cooperation and active civic culture also diminish. Eroded confidence in 
solid waste management systems and grassroots participatory processes 
was exemplified by households’ claim they would rather “keep ideas to 
themselves” in the present situation: a de facto exit from the public that 
betrayed them.

Openings for improvement 
While having these problems of legitimacy and distrust, participatory 
spheres may showcase openings that can be used to build relations towards 
a shared vision on managing waste. A “discursive opening” may be sought 
where participants can further discuss and explore meanings, procedures 
and established meanings of participation –see (Deetz, 1992; Ångman, 
2013). Consequently, a way to attain deliberative standards in the public 
sphere is to search for and cultivate the “openings” for renewed culture 
of popular participation. Rendered less abstractedly, in the context of the 
solid waste management the first step would be to search for openings 
that would increase the level of trust to make actors willing to engage in 
conversation in the public, with the Committee as an auxiliary resource 
rather than a watch-dog over Lusaka citizens. Improved trust among 
actors could be sought by acting on causes of mistrust that preclude 
openings. Some issues raised included inaction on matters presented 
to authorities, information void, dishonesty and “imposing things” on 
others in a paternalistic-technocratic vein that contradicted the grassroots 
rhetoric championed by the Council. 

The gradable nature of trust (Allwood, 2014) means that trust is 
something that can be lost or gained step by step. This means time-bound, 
one-off participation is poorly positioned to cultivate trust, especially in a 
context of amutual skepticism. As Reeds (2008) contends, participation 
is a process—not an event—that requires on-going involvement of 
actors. Mistrust, exacerbated by time-bound and systematically distorted 
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communication, can thus result in loss of willingness to interact in the 
future. There is, however, also the possibility that trust is low but at a 
sufficient threshold to at least initiate interaction, in a way emphasized 
by Markovitz (2005): triggering events can unlock blockages and open 
up debates. This fact can in itself be called an opening, since it could 
encourage both authorities and citizens to accept and engage in smaller 
steps towards a more constructive communication in the public sphere. 
As a respondent noted, households were cautiously optimistic about 
reconciliation – provided it be initiated by the Council (“[Then] we can 
have a point of talking to them.”). In this way, one could argue that they 
saw themselves as already having taken the first step toward a renewed 
discussion, simply by visibly resorting to chikonko as a call for dialogue.

Given present inadequacy in information transparency, this aspect 
must be addressed first. Clear, timely and publicly available information 
on solid waste management systems must be one of the key steps toward 
reinvigorating the public discussion. As it was demonstrated, households 
often call, visit, email or post on the Council Facebook page to know 
more about solid waste management. This is a site which needs to be 
harnessed. The Lusaka City Council should utilise various communicative 
and, perhaps more importantly, at least minimally interactive platforms 
and act on issues actors bring out through those channels rather than 
ridiculing people (that town life was not for them and they should go to 
the village because their thoughts were retrogressive and hypocritical –see 
Facebook page for Lusaka City Council (2015) – over their views or for 
seeking clarity). 

In terms of clearing the murky climate of rumors around Lusaka 
solid waste management, this will be a longer-term process that only 
starts with information dispensing, but will principally be addressed 
by neutralizing the power differentials in the public that divide some 
narratives into subaltern rumors and others into official transcripts. 
Consistent with the literature of everyday resistance, we understand 
power differentials and closures as drivers to rumors, not merely as a lack 
of information (Scott, 1992; Skogen & Krange 2003). Re-invigorated 
deliberation could help minimise rumours by clarifying issues and 
positions that underlie the rumours and by providing a process in which 
citizens can be heard equally.  Trust must be rebuilt through information 



Journal of Resistance Studies Number 1 -  Volume 3 - 2017

86

sharing and deliberation in new, corrected participatory spheres 
(Luarian, 2009). Luhmann (2005) links trust to participation through its 
growing relevance in complex issues and its ability to mobilise particular 
public involvement to enhance the degree of participation. With trust 
in others, in the system and process, there is a possibility for actors in 
solid waste management to actively participate in collective actions 
without resistance. Deliberative approaches can foster collective learning 
on what is working or not, system limitations, and emerging issues as 
other actors interact in waste management zones; it can possibly create 
more responsive and proactive actions plans towards waste management, 
instead of seeing them as colonized or exclusionary spaces. 

It is contended that when the public is involved early, when their 
views are obtained, reflected upon and possibly included in decision-
making, the chances of public trust in the system and support increases. 
For example, after analyzing citizen participation in Boston Southwest 
Corridor project in the 1970s and 1980s, Crewe (2001) posited that the 
more designers valued citizens’ input, the more appropriate their designs 
became to users. Facilitators of participatory processes in the project 
obtained better ideas that made their final plans more widely accepted 
and much easier to carry out. Similarly, in solid waste management, 
actors’ views could be obtained and unclear issues clarified. Mistrust 
could reduce actors’ need for and willingness to resort to resistance, but 
also their present unwillingness to listen, reflect and understand the 
position of others. Investing in deliberative processes could thus enable 
actors to meet in a non-coercive atmosphere to discuss, learn and provide 
preferred actions over the problem (Lukensmeyer & Torres, 2006). In 
other words, we see that solutions do not lie in empowering resistors 
in their resistance tactics to become more skilled political players. This 
will rather escalate distrust and consolidate their seperation (Skogen 
& Krange 2003). Solutions instead lie in correcting the public that 
precipitated their resistance in the first place. 

Conclusion: practicing what is on paper 
Everyday resistance to the waste management regime in Lusaka took 
mostly disguised patterns or exits. Although people sometimes went to the 
(social and mainstream –newspapers, television or radio) media to protest 
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poor waste management, they tended to act quietly by indiscriminately 
disposing of their waste. Everyday resistance acts by residents of Lusaka 
show how people counteract and create parallel arenas to express their 
views (see Frazer 1997 –on subaltern counterpublics). In our case, 
Lusaka residents opposed the waste management regime by finding 
‘exits’ to counteract or collude with each other to ‘protect’ themselves 
from the repressive regime. In this sense, consistent with Scott (1992), 
their resistance practices bore resemblance to each other. Furthermore, 
residents who identified themselves with the phrase “not some of us” 
(have-nots) resisted suggested ways of improving managing waste when 
called upon by the City Council, as they felt their ideas were not valued. 
The subtle subversions of the “imposed system” resulted in huge heaps of 
garbage that accorded Lusaka the cynical characterization as a “garbage 
city.”

The waste management case in Lusaka testifies to a situation 
in which the public has been abandoned and replaced by alternative, 
non-deliberative means. Instead of open dialogue, the City Council 
for example communicates through the coercive power of the law, and 
households communicate in turn through the subversive acts of dumping 
household waste on the street. In this way, both the City Council and 
citizens may be said to have lost faith in the ability of public dialogue 
to solve the problem of littered streets. The City Council viewed 
such dialogue in instrumental terms of a required time-bound step to 
legitimate the new management. In the end, they openly admitted to 
being “past the talking stage”. Fast-track persecutions, threats, arrests and 
direct enforcement of policy had replaced the intended public-spirited 
discussion on the grassroots level, comprising a rationalization of the life-
world in Habermas. Rationalization was sometimes literal and directly 
motivated acts of resistance by those victimized by it. This occurred first 
of all because fast-track courts orient toward technicalities and expert 
knowledge rather than social justice and popular participation, so their 
presence compels everyday resistance outside legal channels (Johansson 
& Vinthagen 2013). Everyday resistance becomes mainly justified in 
light of the City Council’s ability to subjugate participants in courts while 
giving the appearance of dispensing a neutral form of justice (see Martin, 
2008)). The City Council’s claim to the state’s legitimate use of violence, 
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enforcement and legal coercion further circumscribes the official arenas 
in which citizens can voice their concerns, compelling them to adopt 
infrapolitics. 

 Households, in one sense, showed similar disillusionment over the 
possibilities for public dialogue to resolve the situation. They responded 
to the coercion of the City Council by keeping things to themselves, 
going to the media, circulating rumors, or communicating displeasure 
indirectly through chikonko. They can thereby be understood to have 
partly exited the public sphere and having surrounded themselves in 
subaltern spheres where solidarity and empowerment through everyday 
resistance were practiced. On the other hand, we stress that their 
withdrawal from the public sphere had a pernicious side that created 
a breeding ground for rumors and distrust, furthering the gap between 
citizens and authority, and thus resulted in mistrustful neighbor conflicts 
around reporting noncompliance. 

We believe the will to re-enter the public, or rather a new 
undistorted public with a basic commitment to deliberative equality, was 
latently present in some household focus group interviews. Such wills 
must be cultivated rather than their resistance tactics. We contended 
that households can be engaged discursively when the atmosphere is 
cordial. Creating a cordial environment where actors feel safe to meet 
and deliberate could provide an opportunity for co-creation of solid 
waste management systems actors might support, and will be one of 
the small steps towards an increase in trust—a minimum threshold of 
trust to start interaction. The autonomous assembly of households into 
informal associations mobilized from their networks also testifies to a 
desire to transcend the particularities of their struggles at home to join 
hands in a coalition that can hold the authority accountable – in effect, a 
means of becoming a (counter)‘public’ of their own making (Colquhoun 
& Martin, 2001). On this view, we argue that Lusaka citizens’ exclusions 
from the extant public participation processes in waste management were 
not as self-willed as they may appear in the term “exit doors”; they were 
ultimately grounded in exclusions. To this end, rather than viewing Lusaka 
residents as entirely powerless victims retreating into subaltern spheres, 
their strategies of resistance also showed ingenuity in circumventing the 
distorted public. 
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In the end, the case study reveals a spatiality of resistance. 
Households in Lusaka drift in and out of a public sphere that is perforated 
by exit doors and openings, which have been created as a result of power 
differentials and distrust manifest in discursive closures. Once outside 
of the public that excludes them, households are freer to voice their 
displeasure through subversive acts, both in an attempt to establish an 
alternative counterpublic and to compel the hegemonic public colonized 
by the Lusaka City Council to change. In this way, their everyday 
resistance finds similarities that can be partly explained in Martin & 
Varney’s (2003) words as a heuristic device publicizing communication 
distortions. Indeed, while some acts of resistance tended toward 
disengagement and denunciation of authority, the more communicative 
practices of cluttering streets with waste may paradoxically be seen as 
an opening—an overt statement that change is needed, and a call for 
dialogue. Finally, the cumulative consequences of the acts, the fact the 
waste manager framed as ‘chikonko’, and the reaction of the City Council 
to suppress any insurgence suggests that a private act became both public 
and political. 

Our contribution has been to show that in the context of everyday 
resistance, the transformation of an everyday practice into a political 
practice is mediated both by semiotics (meaning-making of these 
events) and perhaps more importantly by spatiality, via transgressing the 
boundaries of the private. The Lusaka waste management situation shows 
that exits are not mere escapes that indicate coping, avoidance and survival 
on the part of exiters (as in Vinthagen & Johansson, 2013). When placed 
in a Habermasian public sphere framework, exits are communicative 
of systematic distortions and of the (however latent) will of citizens to 
remedy these deficits by re-integrating into, rather than escaping from, the 
public. We believe this highlights an underacknowledged link to Scott’s 
(1992) understanding of rumors: it should be understood as something 
more than the backstage “griping and grumbling” (p. 188) of private 
citizens; it is also an implicit or explicit critique of power asymmetry and, 
consequently, communicative of this situation. Further, resistance scholars 
should not seek to empower or laud exits as empowering stratagem that 
successively chips away at the regime, but critically understand them as the 
impetus and trigger for entrances/openings to a more inclusive politics.
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Note
1. A household here refers to a group of persons who normally eat 

and live together under the same roof (blood relatives or not) and make 
common provision for essential living needs and have one person heading 
the household (Central Statistical Office, 2012).
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Abstract
Danish resistance to Nazi occupation during WWII is frequently used in 
literature on civil resistance as an example of how nonviolent resistance 
has been improvised. Considering the newest historical research, this study 
has analysed six English language texts about Danish resistance written 
with the explicit purpose of investigating it as nonviolent resistance. Al-
though some of the texts are relatively accurate, others include mistakes 
and myths, and there is a tendency to glorify the Danes. The majority of 
the texts are found to simplify a complex reality, especially when it comes 
to the interactions between sabotage and nonviolence, as well as internal 
Danish differences. The craving to tell the story of the good Danes against 
the evil Nazis apparently makes it difficult for the authors to find room 
for the contradictions, internal power struggles and less flattering aspects 
of the resistances. These findings are problematic for the applied field of 
civil resistance which aspires to provide research that can be useful for 
present and future struggles.    

Introduction
History is always interpreted and re-interpreted through the eyes of 
people living later. Thus, as the field of sociology of history shows, history 
can never be completely objective and the final account can never be 
written. Later generations might view past events in a new light, based 
on their present situation. These aspects of historiography also must be 
taken into consideration when it comes to the way certain historic events 
are used as cases for the study of nonviolent resistance. Literature on 
civil resistance and nonviolent action focuses on how to fight occupation, 
injustice and dictatorship without arms. This body of literature frequently 
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references aspects of Danish resistance to German occupation (1940-45) 
as an example of how civil resistance could be improvised against Nazism. 
My study explores the following questions: How does literature written 
from this perspective frame the Danish resistance? What is emphasized or 
omitted? What are the consequences of the emphasis and omissions when 
it comes to improving understandings of the potential of nonviolent 
resistance in other places and contexts? 

The study analyses book chapters and database and encyclopaedia 
entries in light of the newest Danish research on the occupation and 
resistance to it. These sources were not always available to the authors of 
the texts due to time and language barriers, but it is important to revise 
the analysis of nonviolent action when new information about existing 
cases becomes available. Accurate accounts and analysis makes it possible 
for practitioners of nonviolent resistance to make informed choices about 
the best possible way forward. One should be aware of the limitations 
of what can be learned from a case,1 but nevertheless use the benefit of 
hindsight to make proposals for the future. 

Critical re-examination of well-known cases of nonviolent action 
is not new. Thomas Weber has investigated Gandhi’s Salt March, and 
Mary King has forced the community of nonviolent researchers to revise 
their accounts regarding the achievements of the campaign for Dalits’ 
right in Vykom in the 1920’s. Both these campaigns have had legendary 
status, but later research has brought new information to light.2 To 
my knowledge, there have not previously been any attempts to make a 
systematic examination of all the texts which present a certain case like 
my study of the Danish case.

1  Brian Martin, “Social defence: arguments and actions”, in Shelley Anderson 
and Janet Larmore (eds.), Nonviolent Struggle and Social Defence (London: War 
Resisters’ International and the Myrtle Solomon Memorial Fund Subcommittee, 
1991), pp. 89-99.
2  Mary E. King, Gandhian Nonviolent Struggle and Untouchability in South 
India: The 1924-25 Vykom Satyagraha and the Mechanisms of Change 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); Thomas Weber, On the Salt March: 
The Historiography of Gandhi’s March to Dandi (New Delhi: HarperCollins 
Publishers India, 1997).
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This article first introduces the “basic narrative” about the occupation 
of Denmark, followed by a presentation of the methodology and the texts 
which are the data for the analysis. Subsequently I introduce the case of 
Danish resistance to Nazi occupation in 11 points. In the analysis of the 
data, the study investigates to what degree these points are included and 
if any themes are framed in a way which does not seem reasonable when 
taking the historical research into account. Some of the texts still stand 
strong, while others include one or more problematic aspects. Especially 
worrisome are accounts which do not fully recognize the way that 
sabotage and nonviolent action reinforced each other, and those which 
have uncritically accepted the myth of national unity. The last part of the 
article discusses the reasons why some texts tend to simplify and glorify, 
and what consequences this has for research on nonviolent resistance.

The basic narrative and some national myths
In the book Besættelsestiden som kollektiv erindring (The Period of 
Occupation as Collective Memory), Claus Bryld and Anette Warring 
analyse how the occupation has been presented, understood and used 
politically in the 50 years following the liberation.3 They have identified 
the “basic narrative” as it has existed almost unchanged and unchallenged 
in Denmark since 1945. 

The basic narrative begins with the shocking and surprising German 
assault on small, neutral Denmark on April 9, 1940. Unable to defend 
itself with military means, the Danish government sets out to negotiate 
the best possible arrangement which will spare the Danish people from 
the war. With time, the government is forced to give in to new and more 
far-reaching German demands. Sabotage against the Germans starts in 
1942. Danish support for the resistance movement grows; with weapons 
and explosives smuggled in from Sweden and even more from England, 
the sabotage becomes more organized and effective. In August 1943 
the cooperation policy with the occupiers comes to an end when the 
Germans demand that the Danish authorities introduce the death penalty 
for sabotage. Afterwards a unified Danish society stands up against the 
Germans before the country is eventually liberated on May 5th 1945. 

3  Claus Bryld and Anette Warring, Besættelsestiden som kollektiv erindring, 
Historieformidling (Roskilde: Roskilde Universitetsforlag, 1998).
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This basic narrative has been almost completely hegemonic in 
Denmark, but it reflects a compromise reached between the established 
political parties and the resistance movement during the particular 
political situation that existed in the summer of 1945. Bryld and Warring 
find it amazing how uniform the story is across time and through various 
methods of dissemination.4 The narrative ignores internal Danish 
divisions, especially when it comes to how the end of the cooperation 
policy was reached. In the basic narrative, the break was sought by both 
the resistance movement and the politicians, but this is not an accurate 
portrayal of how the situation unfolded. It is based on a myth which 
both the resistance movement representatives and the politicians had 
an interest in upholding. The organized resistance movement is always 
included in the narrative although it was extremely small in terms of 
numbers, and accounts have focused on the violent and masculine forms 
of resistance, with male saboteurs as the main actors. Sometimes the 
policy of cooperation, social isolation of the Germans and celebration of 
the King and everything Danish is included in the narrative and referred 
to as a form of “passive resistance”. In the basic narrative there is no space 
for dissenting voices with other experiences of the war, and everyday life 
as it transpired for most people is absent. Another feature of the narrative 
is how it ends in May 1945, omitting the juridical process against 
collaborators and Nazis. For instance, the death penalty was introduced 
retrospectively, and harsh punishments meted out against small scale 
collaboration, while the bigger fish walked free. Another aspect left 
out of the dominant narrative, identified by Bryld and Warring, is how 
the occupation completely changed Denmark’s position in the world. 
From being neutral, the occupation experience was now used to justify 
Denmark’s membership in NATO and to promote increased military 
spending as “unavoidable”.

Methodology of the study
For this study, I have identified all the case studies of Danish WWII 
resistance which appear in the literature of civil/nonviolent resistance in 
English. It includes one monograph in which Denmark is the only case, 

4  Ibid., p. 55.
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one book of comparative history which uses many Danish examples, 
three book chapters in collections about nonviolent resistance and civil 
resistance, one encyclopaedia entry, and one database entry.5 Reading 
these, I identified the events and themes they include as important for 
understanding nonviolent resistance in the Danish case and grouped 
them into 10 main categories. Some of the events are covered only by 
one source. Subsequently, I analysed to what degree these accounts of 
resistance fit within the basic narrative identified by Bryld and Warring. 
In the next step, I did a preliminary coding of one text according to 
the 10 points, but realized I needed to be more detailed in order to do 
a meaningful analysis. Thus I created a number of sub-points for each 
main point, between two and six, which are listed in Appendix A. I then 
did a new preliminary coding of another text, finding that the sub-points 
worked quite well, but revising the sub-points a little and adding a main 
point 11. Next I coded all the texts to see what is included and excluded. 
Finally, I analysed to what degree each account and the correlations 
between events which they present seems reasonable considering the 
newest historical research. For this part, I paid special attention to how 
internal Danish differences are treated, since this is a central problem 
with the basic narrative. 

Lennart Bergfeldt’s monograph Experiences of Civilian Resistance: 
The Case of Denmark 1940-1945 holds a special place in this study.6 This 
is a thorough investigation of resistance in Denmark, written from the 
explicit perspective of investigating civil resistance. It is Bergfeldt’s PhD 
dissertation, and with 451 pages it is no problem to cover all the 11 
points, some of them extensively. It investigates both the violent and 
nonviolent aspects of resistance, and how these two forms interacted. 
Much attention is also given to internal Danish and German differences. 
At first Bergfeldt’s thesis was treated as one of the texts to be analysed, but 
since it is the only major work on nonviolent resistance in Denmark and 

5  For some reason, there are no journal articles in English covering this case 
study. One of the book chapters has a corresponding 30 minute film which I 
have not included because of lack of space and because analysis of pictures differs 
considerably from analysis of written text.
6  Lennart Bergfeldt, Experiences of Civilian Resistance: The Case of Denmark 
1940-1945 (Uppsala 1993).
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very thorough in itself, I instead used it as a source of information for the 
11 point account below. 

11 essential points in the analysis of Danish 
nonviolent resistance

As described above, the 11 themes included here were picked from the 
texts I analyse in this study. However, facts in the following account are 
based on Bundgård Christensen et. al’s book Danmark Besat (Denmark 
Occupied). This is a book of almost 1000 pages written by four historians 
and covering all aspects of the occupation. Resistance is treated as one 
theme among others, together with e.g. aspects of everyday life and the 
development in the war elsewhere. Information from Bergfeldt’s thesis 
has been used as a supplement source when it comes to nonviolent 
resistance and specialist accounts for certain central events. 

1. Context of the war
An analysis of resistance to the occupation of Denmark only makes 
sense in the context of WWII. During WWI Denmark had remained 
neutral, and when the warnings of war started to sound during the 
1930’s and other countries increased their military spending, Denmark 
instead disarmed considerably in an attempt to appease the big German 
neighbour to the south. 

Events in Denmark and the development of the resistance were 
influenced by the broader war. It is especially important to keep in 
mind that until 1943 and the German loss at Stalingrad, Hitler seemed 
invincible and, as one of the texts in this study put it, “Europe seemed to 
have become German for a long time to come. The future seemed Nazi.7” 

Equally important is to understand Hitler’s intentions for Denmark. 
In sharp contrast to the situation in Eastern Europe, the destiny of the 
Danes was to become good Nazis once the war was won. In the meantime, 
Hitler wanted Denmark to be a model protectorate. The fewer German 
soldiers and administrators which were required, the better. Danish 

7  Jacques Semelin, Unarmed against Hitler: Civilian Resistance in Europe, 1939-
1943 (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1993), p. 33.
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industry and especially food production were important as the war went 
on. 

2. The German memorandum and the policy of 
cooperation
The basic narrative of the Danish occupation is correct in its claim that 
to most Danes, the occupation came as a complete surprise. The majority 
of the population woke up one morning to an occupation which was 
already complete. Most Danish troops surrendered without any struggle, 
which was also ordered by the government. The Danish government was 
presented with a peculiar memorandum from the occupier, which stated 
that German troops were in Denmark to protect its neutrality. Thus, 
in contrast to all other occupied countries, the Danish parliament and 
government continued to function, the King remained the constitutional 
head of state, and the armed forces and police were still under Danish 
control. At the time of occupation, the government was led by the Social 
Democrats, but on the same day three non-extremist political parties 
were invited to join a broad coalition government. Both the small Nazi 
party and the Communists were kept in the dark. This was the beginning 
of what has been called the negotiation policy, the cooperation policy and 
the collaboration, depending on political attitude to the path chosen by 
the Danish government. I use the most neutral term: the cooperation 
policy. 

A basic characteristic of the cooperation policy was to negotiate, 
delay and drag out decisions for as long as possible. Formally, it was 
an equal relationship between two independent countries, and the 
negotiations were carried out by representatives of the two ministries 
of foreign affairs. However, everyone involved knew that if the Danish 
government did not do as it was told, the occupier could always establish 
its own administration. However, until 1943, there was a mutual 
interest in letting the Danish government administer Denmark’s affairs. 
However, some concessions made in 1941 were especially problematic 
in relation to the Danish constitution and Denmark’s reputation in the 
allied countries. On June 22, after war broke out between Germany 
and the Soviet Union, German authorities in Denmark demanded 
that all major Communists in Denmark be interned. Two months later 
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the Danish parliament unanimously passed an unconstitutional law 
which outlawed the Communist party8.  The Danish government also 
had to give its permission for the establishment of Frikorps Danmark 
(Free Corps Denmark), which was to be included in the German army 
and fight the Soviet Union. Although the Danish government never 
encouraged anyone to fight for Germany, Danish soldiers could join 
and the recruitment efforts were legitimized through promotions on 
the national Danish radio broadcasts.9 5500 Danish men fought in the 
corps.10 In November 1941, German authorities also succeeded in getting 
the Danish government to sign the Anti-comintern pact and officially 
become an ally of Germany, Italy and Japan, although Denmark did not 
participate in the war.

An important figure for the cooperation policy was Erik Scavenius, 
who became foreign minister in July 1940 as one of the non-elected 
members to facilitate the relations with the Germans. When the prime 
minster was forced to resign in 1942, Scavenius became the new prime 
minister. Many of the elected politicians in the government thought that 
Scavenius gave too many concessions too easily, but he often managed 
to get things the way he wanted by threatening to resign.11 Likewise, he 
could also use the same threat to make the Germans give in. Both the 
Germans and the other members of the government knew that it would 
be difficult to maintain the cooperation policy without Scavenius. 

The parliamentary election, held on March 1943, was a peculiar 
event in the Danish occupation history. For the Danish politicians it 
was important to follow the constitution, to show that the population 
supported the cooperation policy, and to marginalize the Danish Nazi 
party. They also used the election campaign to distance themselves 
from Scavenius’ line in the cooperation with the occupiers. For Hitler 

8  Claus Bundgård Christensen et al., Danmark besat: Krig og hverdag 1940-45, 
3. reviderede udgave (København: Information, 2009), p. 270- 76.
9  Ibid., p. 182.
10  Peter Scharff Smith, Niels Bo Poulsen, and Claus Bundgård Christensen, “The 
Danish Volunteers in the Waffen SS and German Warfare at the Eastern Front,” 
Contemporary European History 8, no. 1 (1999).
11  Bundgård Christensen et al., p. 292.
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and Werner Best, the German plenipotentiary and the highest ranked 
German in Denmark, the election was part of the propaganda about the 
model protectorate, and they did not interfere in the electoral process.

The small resistance movement which had emerged was split in the 
recommendations it was making to the voters. The national-conservative 
part recommended to vote for particular candidates who had remained 
within the governing coalition, while the part of the illegal press 
dominated by the Communists urged people to vote with blank ballots. 
Voter turnout was almost 90 %, and parties in the coalition government 
received 95 % of the votes. Despite economic and political support from 
Berlin, the Nazi party was humiliated12 and only gained three seats in the 
parliament, the same number it had won in the last election before the 
war. Only 0,5 % followed the recommendation to vote blank, and the 
result has been interpreted both as a defeat of Nazism and as substantive 
support for the cooperation policy.13 However, just a few months later 
much of this support had vanished, as the events of the summer 1943 
showed (see point 6). 

3. Early protests and national symbols
Although the large majority of the Danish population followed the 
government’s request to remain calm and refrain from activities that 
could provoke the Germans, there were some early incidents of protest. 
One of the most famous is the “10 Commandments to the Danes” that 
the high school boy Arne Sejr claimed to have distributed already in the 
evening of April 9 in his hometown Slagelse. Different versions of the text 
circulated during the occupation, commanding Danes to do bad work for 
the Germans, to destroy what was important for the Germans, not shop 
in Nazi shops and “treat traitors as they deserve”.14 Another phenomenon 
was den kolde skulder, literally “the cold shoulder”, an attitude of distance 
and turning one’s back on the Germans. Although the impact of this 
attitude should not be exaggerated, it annoyed the Germans enough for 

12  Ibid., p. 418.
13  Ibid., p. 408-22.
14  Ibid., p. 167.
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them to mention these incidents in reports to Berlin.15 Another response 
to the occupation was that many people rallied around national symbols 
and cultural events. In the summer of 1940, song festivals were arranged 
around the country with thousands of participants collectively singing 
Danish songs, including the national anthem.16 The King, Christian X, 
who had never been particularly popular, also became a symbol of Danish 
unity. Although he himself would have preferred a quiet celebration of his 
70th birthday in September 1940, “a sea of people” greeted him during 
this car journey through Copenhagen. Throughout the war he remained 
an important figure for many people.17 During the first summer of the 
occupation, new organisations working on various aspects of national 
unity were also established; especially important were the Danish Youth 
League and The Council of Elders.18

The first public mass protest against the government policy of 
cooperation occurred in November 1941 when Scavenius, the Danish 
foreign minister, signed the Anti-Comintern Pact on behalf of Denmark. 
The protest was initiated by students, but it is not clear how many people 
participated. 169 people were arrested, and unrest and fist fights between 
Danish civilians and German soldiers continued for five days, although 
on a lesser scale than on the first day.19

4. Organised resistance
The first organized resistance in Denmark was initiated by children 
of high school age, the most famous being the seven boys from the 
“Churchill Club” in Aalborg, who stole weapons and sabotaged the 
Germans with arson and vandalism during the first half of 1942 before 
being caught and sent to prison.20 Larger scale organized resistance began 
when escaped Communists started to organise. Other early recruits to 
the resistance movement came from the conservative-nationalistic side 

15  Ibid., p. 168.
16  Ibid., p. 196.
17  Ibid., p. 198-99.
18  Bergfeldt, p. 107.
19  Ibid., p. 115; Bundgård Christensen et al., p. 296.
20  , p. 359-60.
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of the political spectrum. For organized resistance, contact with England 
was important and the British “Special Operations Executive” (SOE) 
operating underground all over occupied Europe had a Danish division 
which focused on providing training and explosives for industrial and 
railway sabotage. 

The resistance movement in Denmark must be understood as a 
development over time. It does not make sense to talk about the resistance 
as though it was undertaken by one unified organisation. At first, 
resistance was only carried out by a tiny minority on the extreme ends 
of the political spectrum. It never became a mass movement (although 
Danish self-consciousness imagines otherwise), but over the years people 
with more moderate ideologies also became active. After the election in 
1943, different parts of the organized resistance movement began to see 
a need for better coordination and the first contacts were made, but it 
was not until the collapse of the cooperation policy in 1943 that the 
“Freedom Council” was established. It consisted of representatives from 
some of the biggest and most influential groups when it came to sabotage 
and the illegal press, and after the people’s strike in 1944 contact was 
established with the politicians. After the armed forces were disarmed in 
1943, officers in cooperation with politicians started to organize armed 
groups of “reliable” men who were ready to support the British troops in 
the case of armed conflict in Denmark. In this instance, “reliable” meant 
non-communist. After the war, it was discovered that these groups had 
been given more weapons than the active sabotage groups because the 
political elites did not trust the Communists (who dominated much of 
the resistance movement) and thought they might use the liberation as an 
opportunity to try to take political control. 

5. Sabotage and violence 
The resistance movement is the part of the occupation that has been covered 
most extensively by Danish historians, but usually the focus is restricted 
to the type of resistance involving sabotage aimed at industrial targets 
or transportations that benefited the Germans. Sabotage was strongly 
condemned by the government behind the cooperation policy, and for 
the first two years the police eagerly pursued all resistance activities. From 
the summer of 1942 to August 1943 the eagerness declined, and after the 
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collapse of the cooperation policy the Germans themselves investigated 
the resistance movement.21 Sabotage was met with heavy reprisals from 
the Germans when hostages were killed, and Danish cultural institutions 
were sabotaged as revenge. An important aspect of the sabotage, though 
difficult to quantify, is the influence on Danish and German morale and 
its impact on gaining the respect of the Allies.

6. Summer 1943 – strikes and the end of the 
cooperation policy
Sabotage increased during July and August 1943, but from a nonviolent 
resistance perspective this period is important due to the wave of strikes 
that swept over many provincial towns. The development varied from 
place to place. Sometimes it was Danish provocations of German soldiers 
who ignited the unrest, other times sabotage and riots played varying 
roles before strikes were organized. An important aspect of the uprising 
was the harassment of local Nazis, collaborators and girls who were 
socializing with the German soldiers. Windows were broken, shops and 
apartments set on fire, and the girls had their hair cut off. Historian Hans 
Kirchhoff has documented the developments in August in detail and 
shown how support for such activities seemed to be widespread, although 
only a limited number of people were organizing it and actively carrying 
out vandalism.22 Part of the background to the uprising was the changing 
situation at the war front. When Italy surrendered in July 1943, many 
people thought the war was nearing an end.23

An important early event happened on the shipyard in the town 
Odense on July 28th 1943, when an almost completed minelayer which 
had been built for the German navy was sabotaged. The Germans 
responded by posting armed guards on the ship, which provoked the 
workers to immediately stop working. Other workers within the iron 

21  Bergfeldt, p. 277.
22  Hans Kirchhoff, “Augustoprøret 1943: Samarbejdspolitikkens fald: 
Forudsætninger og forløb: En studie i kollaboration og modstand” (PhD thesis 
1978, Gyldendal, 1979).
23  Bundgård Christensen et al., p. 454.
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and metal industries also went on strike in sympathy, and in the end the 
Germans had to give in and remove the guards. A week later, another 
act of sabotage triggered events in the fishing town Esbjerg, when a store 
house was set on fire by a local Communist sabotage group. The Germans 
imposed a curfew that generated substantial unrest, and some days later 
a workers meeting called for a general strike until the curfew was lifted. 
The workers also asked the shop owners to join in the strike and keep 
their shops closed, resulting in a “town strike”.  These two rounds of 
strikes and unrest in Odense and Esbjerg were provoked by sabotage, but 
in Copenhagen and Århus (the two largest cities) where even more acts of 
sabotage took place, there were no similar uprisings. Thus, the sabotage 
can only be understood as one factor in the events.24 The most intensive 
period of the strikes in the provincial towns started in the middle of 
August, involving about 10 % of the workforce.25

In the end, continued unrest caused the Germans to give the 
Danish politicians an ultimatum: Either you agree to several non-
negotiable conditions, or we take control. The ultimatum demanded that 
the government immediately declare a state of emergency, forbid strikes, 
and introduce the death penalty for sabotage and weapon possession. 
The government turned down the ultimatum, and on August 29th it 
ceased to function. The Germans disarmed the Danish armed forces and 
declared a state of emergency. 

Kirchhoff’s most important finding for revising history-writing in 
Denmark was his documentation of how the collapse of the cooperation 
policy was a result of pressure from below. Contrary to what had been 
claimed in the consensus myth that had dominated for more than 
30 years, the government had not sought this break, but tried to find 
solutions to continue to govern. 

7. Rescuing the Danish Jews
In 1943, the Jewish community in Denmark consisted of a little less than 
7700 people. Most of these had lived in Denmark for generations and 
were well integrated into society. In the first period of the occupation 

24  Kirchhoff, p. 225.
25  Ibid., p. 190.
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they had been protected by the Danish government, which had refused 
all attempts to introduce any kind of discrimination. The German 
authorities seemed to be aware that if they wanted the cooperation policy 
to continue, this was a subject which was off limits. After the collapse of 
the cooperation policy in August 1943, the German plenipotentiary in 
Denmark, Werner Best, initiated the deportation of the Danish Jews as 
an attempt to improve his own position in the internal German struggle 
for power.26

The arrest was planned for October 2, but the shipping expert at the 
German embassy, Duckwitz, informed several Danish politicians about 
the plans, and they in turn spread the word to the Jewish community. 
Thus, only 202 Jews could be found in their homes on October 2nd. 
The rest were in hiding, waiting to escape across the narrow sound which 
separates the area around Copenhagen from Sweden. People stood up for 
neighbours and co-workers: Jews were hidden in hospitals, old people’s 
homes and private houses and transported in taxis and ambulances. 
For many Danish participants in the organized resistance movement, 
participation in the rescue operation became their entry point. There is 
no doubt that many Danes carried out courageous acts during these days, 
fearing for their lives. However, it is also part of the story that many 
fishermen demanded large sums for smuggling people in their fishing 
boats, the price depending on supply and demand.27 In addition, several 
organisers of the transports were aware that it was much less risky to 
assist the Jews than to help saboteurs to Sweden. The Danish police and 
coast guard looked the other way, or actively participated in the rescue 
operations. Additionally, the German effort to capture the Jews was not 
well organized and internally divided. The result was that 7.220 Jews 
were rescued, 474 were deported, and of these 53 died.28 

26  Rasmus Kreth and Michael Mogensen, Flugten til Sverige: Aktionen mod de 
danske jøder oktober 1943 (København: Gyldendal, 1995), p. 16-19.
27  Ibid., p. 92.
28  The numbers vary slightly between sources, these numbers are from Kreth & 
Mogensen p. 36.
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8. Uncensored information
During the occupation access to uncensored information was 

restricted, but one option was to get foreign news. The BBC in London 
broadcast 15 minutes daily in Danish, with the latest news about the 
development of the war and the resistance movement in Denmark. 
Another source of information was illegal pamphlets, newspapers and 
books distributed in Denmark. The first major magazine was published 
in September 1941 by the Communists after they had been outlawed. 
They also initiated one of the leading papers called “Frit Danmark” (Free 
Denmark) which was a collaboration between people from the whole 
political spectrum distributed all over the country with local editions.29 

In the summer of 1943, illegal local magazines were essential for 
spreading information about the strikes, negotiations and agreements 
about continuation of the strikes. They were much better informed about 
local events than the BBC broadcasts, which were sometimes incorrect 
and not very up to date as they depended on information smuggled out 
of the country.30

Bergfeldt emphasizes that the illegal press over the years played a 
decisive propaganda role in creating an atmosphere of defiance towards 
the Germans, and convinced a large proportion of the population that 
the means used by the resistance movement were justified.31

9. Copenhagen “people’s strike” 1944 
In the summer of 1944, there was another strike which showed that 
a large proportion of the Danish population was prepared to defy the 
Germans. Just like the previous summer, the development of the war in 
Europe with the allied invasion of France on June 6th raised the hope 
that the end of the war was in sight. In the area around Copenhagen, 
sabotage groups succeeded with several large attacks against factories 
producing arms for the Germans. As revenge, the Germans responded 
by executing some saboteurs who had been convicted earlier, and by 

29  Bundgård Christensen et al., p. 353-59.
30  Kirchhoff, vol. II p. 206-16.
31  Bergfeldt, p. 290.
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setting of an explosion in the popular Tivoli amusement park. A curfew 
was also introduced, forcing people to stay indoors after 8 pm on the 
warm summer nights. The workers at Burmeister & Wain (B &W, a 
large shipyard in Copenhagen) responded with a creative action – they 
stopped working at noon, in order to get their 8 hours of rest before the 
curfew started. Officially this was not a strike, the workers simply just 
made sure to have the time to attend to their allotments, which produce 
was essential because of the food shortage the war was causing. This form 
of strike soon spread, with around 80.000 workers going home early on 
the third day of the action.32 

In the evenings many people were defying the curfew; there were 
street fights with German soldiers and 12 people were killed just during 
the first two days. On the fourth day, the German authorities conceded 
by moving the curfew time to 11pm, but they sent mixed signals when 
the soldiers were still behaving brutally on the streets. By then it was 
too late to quell the unrest. When the occupier announced that eight 
saboteurs had been executed, the people of Copenhagen responded with 
a general strike. 

The Germans tried to stop the general strike by cutting off water, 
gas and electricity, but the Freedom Council urged people to continue to 
strike. The Council had not played a role in instigating the strikes and 
seemed to have been confused about what to do when the spontaneous 
actions to leave work early began. But now it came to play an important 
role in the negotiations that eventually ended the strike. 

In terms of internal Danish differences, the people’s strike was an 
important event for the Freedom Council to show its strength, and to 
draw the politicians and Freedom Council into dialogue. It was also 
important in terms of the relationship between violence and nonviolence. 

Bergfeldt has shown how the Freedom Council was aware that the 
strike was doing more damage to the Germans than sabotage and the 
unrest in the streets. He summarises that “The strike weapon had been 
very effective in a number of ways, the Council concluded in an analysis: 
economically, military and psychologically – superior to sabotage”.33 The 

32  Bundgård Christensen et al., p. 555.
33  Bergfeldt, p. 197.
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report which included the council’s analysis was written immediately 
after the events, and the council wrote that “First, the People’s Strike was, 
the largest act of sabotage ever in Denmark. No single deed of sabotage 
has cost the Germans so many lost working hours.”34 The council also 
found that the strike had been important for the relations with the Allies 
and for building solidarity within the Danish population. 

The casualties of the people’s strike had been relatively high: 97 
people lost their lives and 600 were wounded, especially due to the 
unrest in the streets. Thus, the Freedom Council was aware that the strike 
weapon had to be used with extreme care. When the B & W workers 
initiated a new strike in August, the Freedom council quickly followed 
up and declared a 24 hour strike the following day. In addition to the 
time limit, it was also accompanied by an appeal to the citizens to stay 
calm and avoid demonstrations. During the next ten days, 34 towns 
participated in the limited strikes, which were all highly disciplined.35 
On three occasions, the Council also initiated 2 minute demonstrations 
of complete standstill, which were all very successful.36 As requested by 
the Freedom Council, the strikes that occurred during the rest of the war 
were all much more controlled and disciplined than the people’s strike. 
A good example of how much control the Freedom Council now had 
was demonstrated when the railway workers went on strike in response 
to the deportation of Danish prisoners on September 14th. When the 
Germans threatened heavy reprisals, a national general strike was called 
for, but it explicitly exempted the railway workers.37 Thus, the reprisals 
could be avoided but the Council showed how easily more strikes could 
be organized.

10. Rule by department heads 
After the uprising in August 1943, the Danish government ceased to 
function. In the unpreceded constitutional situation, the highest civil 

34  The Freedom Council, as quoted in ibid., p. 411.
35  Ibid., p. 199; Bundgård Christensen et al., p. 553-65.
36  Bergfeldt, p. 198-99.
37  Ibid., p. 199-200.
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servants in the ministries became the ones to remain in contact with 
the occupier. The politicians continued to have some influence behind 
the scenes, and Danish affairs generally remained under Danish control. 
However, direct censorship was introduced and German police controlled 
the investigations of resistance activities. 

The resistance movement was very critical of how the administration 
of the civil servants continued cooperation with the occupation force. 
However, the civil servants played an important role in keeping Danes 
in German captivity relatively safe – the Communists, the Jews which 
had been caught, and the police officers who were interned in September 
1944. They also played a role in not disclosing the correct amounts for 
food production in Denmark, meaning that more food remained in 
Denmark instead of being exported to Germany. In addition, they were 
able to channel resources to the resistance movement, although it was 
later discovered (and heavily criticised) that most of the weapons went to 
the armed groups on stand-by in case of a British invasion, rather than to 
the mistrusted communist-dominated resistance movement.38 

11. Dynamics of nonviolence
Acts of sabotage have an ambivalent position within the study of 
nonviolent action because some forms of sabotage are so closely associated 
with violence. Disarming weapons with hammers and pouring sugar into 
petrol tanks are usually included as forms of nonviolent action, although 
many activists consider them extremely problematic for strategic reasons. 
However, uncontrollable forms of sabotage involving explosions and 
arson is usually considered a violent form of resistance. Although the 
sabotage of industrial and military facilities in the Danish case aimed to 
avoid any harm to human beings and could theoretically be part of the 
repertoire of nonviolent action, in this context it must be considered part 
of a militarised struggle which also involved guns, the establishment of an 
underground army and the assassination of informers. Bergfeldt includes 
sabotage as a violent form of resistance,39 and this is consistent with how 
the sabotage has been framed and perceived by the Danish public. Any 
study of Danish nonviolent resistance cannot avoid elaborating on how 

38  Bryld and Warring, p. 190-91.
39  Bergfeldt, p. 297.
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violent and nonviolent forms of resistance interacted with and influenced 
each other.

One of the main differences between violent and nonviolent 
forms of resistance is that nonviolent action allows for much broader 
participation than violent resistance. Everyone has the possibility to 
partake in a 2-minute general strike, and when the whole workplace is 
on strike it is relatively safe for everyone to join in the action. In contrast, 
sabotage activities are limited to small groups with access to explosives 
and the knowledge of how to handle them, and those who are able to 
live with a false identity. Many of the organised Danish resistance groups 
were primarily concerned with trying to do as much military damage to 
the Germans as possible. However, an organisation called “Ringen” (the 
ring), positioned in the middle of the political spectrum and popular 
among social democrats supporting the resistance, focused on broader 
civil mobilization. Its leader preferred 1000 participants to 10, even if 
they managed to achieve the same outcomes, because numbers were 
important when it came to shaping the character of the people. 40

An account of the Danish resistance to Nazi occupation which is 
especially interested in the nonviolent aspect also ought to include a 
perspective concerning the “paradox of repression”. This notion is used to 
describe the fact that sometimes repression leads to increased resistance, 
while at other times it succeeds in supressing resistance. Sometimes 
German repression managed to subdue resistance, while at other times, 
such as in August 1943 and June 1944, outrage over repressive measures 
like curfews ignited massive protest. In the Danish case, it is also essential 
to consider how nonviolent and violent methods interacted with each 
other, as the strikes cannot be analysed without considering the sabotage 
and vice-versa.

Nonviolent resistance texts  
and their coverage of the 11 points

The texts that use the Danish resistance as a case study of nonviolent 
resistance are highly varied, both in terms of length, date of origin, and 
the purpose with which they were produced. Analysing them in relation 

40  Bundgård Christensen et al., p. 646.
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to the 11 points introduced above reveals a considerable variation both in 
terms of how they treat historical facts and how they frame the narrative 
of Danish resistance.

All the accounts fit well within the basic narrative about the 
occupation of Denmark identified by Bryld and Warring. The stories 
begin with the attack on Denmark, focus on the resistance and end 
with the liberation. Only one book chapter deviates from this when it 
says: “The most significant long-term change resulting from occupation 
by Nazi Germany was the reversal of Denmark’s historic policy of 
neutrality.”41Apart from this exception, the variation to the basic narrative 
is the explicit focus on nonviolent and civilian forms of resistance. 

Denmark is analyzed as a case and has its own chapter in three 
books. The first was published in 1967 in the book The Strategy of Civilian 
Defence: Non-violent Resistance to Aggression, edited by Adam Roberts.42 
The focus of the book is what potential nonviolent resistance can have 
against foreign invasions, coup d’état and totalitarian states. The chapter 
is written by Jeremy Bennett and is based on both English and Danish 
accounts of the occupation. 

Bennett’s chapter is very close to the organized resistance movement’s 
interpretation of events. Much space and credit is given to discussing 
sabotage and how sabotage served as a motivation for strikes and unrest 
and a way to motivating people to engage in greater resistance. Bennett 
mentions the context of the war, but does not talk about the potential 
benefits of the cooperation policy, not even the widespread protection of 
the Jews until 1943. Otherwise the rescue of the Jews is treated as one of 
three events which deserve special attention. 

In Bennett’s interpretation of events, there were no resistance during 
the first year of occupation. He does not mention the early leaflets or the 
national summer of 1940. However, he does cover the King, the first mass 
protest in November 1941 and some symbolic protests. From Bennett’s 

41  Peter Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler, Strategic Nonviolent Conflict: The 
Dynamics of People Power in the Twentieth Century (Westport, CT: Praeger, 
1994), p. 240.
42  Adam Roberts, The Strategy of Civilian Defence: Non-Violent Resistance to 
Aggression (London: Faber, 1967).
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account, it is unclear how much the organized resistance changed with 
time, and in his chapter the strikes and uprisings in 1943 and 1944 are 
treated as a supplement to the sabotage. 

Writing in the 1960’s, Bennet had no opportunity to include 
findings from Danish historians who published later. Bennet gives 
much strategic importance to the railway sabotage, in line with what 
was believed at the time. This sabotage, done in the winter of 1944-45, 
targeted trains bringing German troops from Norway through Jutland 
in Denmark to defend Germany. Bennet writes of the sabotage that “A 
highly organized guerrilla campaign against the Jutland transport system 
was mounted. Trains were either destroyed by saboteurs or were delayed 
for days on end”43. This is simply not correct. As documented by Aage 
Trommer in 1971, the maximum delay of a German division was two 
days, and most acts of railway sabotage directed towards German troop 
movements resulted in a delay less than 24 hours or no delay at all.44 
However, a severe limitation of Trommer’s study is that he focused 
exclusively on the military-strategic importance of the sabotage and did 
not include an analysis of the psychological/demoralizing effects on the 
Germans, or the influence the sabotage had on creating and sustaining a 
cultures of resistance among the Danish population.

A problem with Bennett’s chapter, which reoccurs through all 
the other texts, is the way that internal Danish divisions are portrayed. 
Bennett does mention differences, but as exemplified in a quote about 
changes in 1942 it seems as though all Danes were convinced with time, 
which was not the case:

“The view was expressed that it might be necessary to provoke 
‘Norwegian conditions’ in Denmark, i.e. open war with the Germans, 
the collapse of the Danish Government, and acceptance that German 
violence would have to be met with Danish violence. This view was by 

43  Jeremy Bennett, “The Resistance against the German Occupation of Denmark 
1940-5,” in The Strategy of Civilian Defence: Non-Violent Resistance to 
Aggression, ed. Adam Roberts (London: Faber, 1967), p. 171.
44  Bundgård Christensen et al., p. 626.
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no means universal, and there were many who opposed it. It took some 
time before there was support for it.”45

The last part of the quote gives the impression that everyone 
eventually came around to view Danish violence as a good idea, which 
was not the case.

That Bennet is aware of internal Danish differences is clear when 
he talks about how the army was suspicious of the long-term intentions 
of the left-wing resistance groups.46 Nevertheless, he glosses over these 
differences when he concludes that:

“A deeply divided country will never resist anything successfully. The 
Freedom Councilwas responsible for the fact that internal strife never 
threatened resistance in Denmark as seriously as it did in other German-
occupied countries.” 47

Semelin’s book Unarmed Against Hitler was published in English 
in 1993. His interest is civilian resistance and he uses a methodology of 
comparative history, investigating only the time between 1939 and 1943. 
Semelin finds that in the documentation of WWII, civilian resistance 
is often considered a supplement to armed guerrilla warfare, wherein 
the focus is the military goals. Thus, the objectives of maintaining the 
integrity of civil society have been neglected in the study of resistances. 
These forms of resistances aimed at preserving institutions and protecting 
people who were prosecuted. Bennett’s chapter discussed above is a 
typical example of the emphasis on violence and disinterest in civilian 
institutions. Semelin does not aim to write a coherent narrative focusing 
on Denmark, but uses examples from Denmark to compare with other 
cases from occupied Europe. Altogether there are about nine pages 
specifically about Denmark in the book of almost 200 pages. 

Becuse Semelin is especially interested in how civil resistance can 
preserve institutions that are civilian in nature and remain outside the 
occupier’s control, the cooperation policy plays an important role in his 

45  Bennett, p. 162.
46  Ibid., p. 166.
47  Ibid., p. 172.
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coverage of the Danish case. Semelin does a good job in explaining the 
position of the Danish government and how it tried to do what was 
best for the population. However, although he explicitly says that it is 
difficult to know to what degree the government succeeded in protecting 
the Danish people, he devotes more space to the potential benefits than 
to the problems with the cooperation policy. Semelin is the only author 
in the dataset to point out that the Danish government actually protected 
the Jews for the three years that the cooperation policy lasted, something 
which is usually forgotten in the accounts of how the Danish people 
heroically rescued the Jews. However, when he describes an incident in 
which the Danish government handed over eight torpedo boats in 1941, 
he focuses on how the government tried to resist, whereas Bundgård 
et. al only mention how the Danish government had to make a major 
concession.48 

Semelin also makes a comparison between the situation in Denmark 
and the Vichy government under General Petain in the south of France. 
According to Semelin, the Danish government was never a willing 
collaborator, and did not take initiatives in the hope of making itself 
look more favourable in the eyes of the occupier.49 Although the Danish 
government did indeed act very differently from the Vichy government, 
there were (and are) many people in Denmark who thought that 
Scavenius, when Foreign Minister, was too forthcoming in his dealings 
with the Germans. 50

Although it is perfectly fair to explicitly focus on resistance that 
is civilian in nature, it becomes troublesome in Semelin’s case when he 
does not discuss how civilian resistance and sabotage influenced each 
other in the summer of 1943. He does mention sabotage and how it 
was difficult for the Danish government to figure out how to handle it, 
but he does not investigate the special dynamic that arose when the two 
types of resistance were combined. 

Peter Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler’s  Strategic Nonviolent 
Conflict: The Dynamics of People Power in the Twentieth Century was 

48  Bundgård Christensen et al., p. 255.
49  Semelin, p. 19.
50  Bundgård Christensen et al., 292.
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published in 1994.51 The book includes six cases which are all analysed 
systematically in relation to 12 principles of strategic nonviolent conflict. 
The case about Denmark is written in consultation with Bergfeldt, so it 
is no surprise that this chapter is by far the best among the texts in the 
dataset, and a very good introduction to the Danish case. It includes all 
the 11 main points and almost all of the sub-points. Only some minor 
themes on the list are not mentioned, like the relatively high level of 
integration of the Jewish community in Denmark. Nevertheless, there are 
a few problematic aspects of this text, especially in the analysis. Regarding 
the election in 1943, Ackerman and Kruegler write in their application of 
the 12 strategic principles to the Danish case:

“Still, the Germans had to wonder whether certain Danes were really 
collaborating with them or distracting them from achieving better 
control. This conundrum set the Germans up for a mistake in their 
control strategy: they allowed the election of 1942 [sic] to take place. 
They failed to realize that the results would lead to a consolidation 
of relatively nonpartisan leadership for the Danes, leading to more 
effective and unified Danish decisions as the fight went forward.”52 

The election, in fact, took place in March 1943 but their 
interpretation of its importance for Danish leadership and decisions 
is more problematic than getting the year wrong. Bergfeldt’s research 
concludes that the election was a “…grand manifestation of the unity 
of the Danish people against Nazism”53, but as discussed above, both 
Best and the Danish government were satisfied with the result, although 
for different reasons. People might have been dissatisfied with Scavenius’ 
line, but such an election result would not have been possible if people 
had not trusted the government.54 In my reading of events in 1943, it 
does not make sense to draw a correlation between the election result 
and the development of the resistance as Ackerman and Kruegler have 
done, simply because there is a correlation in the timing of events. Their 

51  Ackerman and Kruegler.
52  Ibid., p. 244.
53  Bergfeldt, p. 136.
54  Ibid.
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reasoning contributes to a coherent narrative about the development of 
resistance in Denmark, but standing united against Nazism in an election 
and organizing resistance are two different processes expressing different 
logics. While the election result was a defeat for Nazism in Denmark, 
expressed by a large majority of the population, the break between the 
Danish government and the occupation forces was driven by a minority 
of people. Although public opinion might have been moving in this 
direction, it did take several months and a turn in the broader war (the 
fall of Mussolini) before the sabotage, strikes and unrest in August forced 
the politicians to give in. 

Another aspect of Ackerman and Kruegler’s text that lacks nuance 
is their treatment of internal Danish differences. Early in the chapter 
they warn that “The reader expecting to find a single, coherent fighting 
organization like the Indian National Congress or Poland’s Solidarity in 
charge of an easily identifiable strategy will be disappointed.”55 Early in the 
analysis section they also state that: “Internal struggle among advocates of 
different policies, however, consumed a great deal of time and energy.”56 
Nevertheless, several places in the text exaggerate the coherence within 
the resistances. For instance, regarding the collapse of the cooperation 
policy in August 1943 they claim that:

“Best tried to establish a new, more cooperative Danish government and 
threatened direct German rule as the alternative. The Danes refused. 
After all, they had been looking for and had finally received an out from 
the negotiations policy.”57

As discussed previously, the government had not been looking for 
“an out from the negotiation policy”. The collapse of the cooperation 
policy was driven from below, something they neglect to mention.

Another problematic aspect of this text is when the authors try to 
identify actors who can represent a clear strategy. The Freedom Council 
is given this position in connection with the 1944 people’s strike in 
Copenhagen which they call “… a tremendous victory for the Freedom 

55  Ackerman and Kruegler, p. 214.
56  Ibid., p. 241.
57  Ibid., p. 227-28.
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Council”.58 Although the strike was undoubtedly a time for the Freedom 
Council to consolidate its power and become the informal government, 
the authors neglect to mention that the strikes were not initiated by the 
Council, but started quite spontaneously (although Communists at the 
work places did play a role in instigating them) when the workers at B & 
W decided to go home early to attend to their allotments. According to 
Bundgård et. al, the Freedom Council was “disoriented” by events and it 
was not until the sixth day of the strike that the Council finally published 
a statement calling for continued strikes.59 

Even if this is the best of the shorter text, the authors nevertheless 
seem to be caught in the need for “a good story” that juxtaposes the 
good Danes against the evil Germans. Thus the authors construct more 
coherence in a Danish “strategy” than what can be reasonably concluded 
from an analysis of events. 

This is evidenced in one of Ackerman and Kruegler’s assertions that 
“Denmark’s Freedom Council was created on 16 September 1943 to 
fill the vacuum left by the government’s withdrawal and to coordinate 
the new groundswell of resistance actions.”60 The Freedom Council was 
initially formed to establish contact between the different parts of the 
resistance movement, and the first contacts had been made already in 
early June before the August uprising in 1943.61 The Freedom Council 
was not immediately ready to coordinate actions, and although certain 
members might have had ambitions regarding filling the vacuum of 
the government early on after August, others certainly did not.62 Much 
resistance continued to take place outside the Freedom Council’s control, 
and it was only in 1944 when it started to also cooperate with some of the 
politicians that it makes sense to talk about it as an informal government 
filling a vacuum. 

Thus to some degree Ackerman and Kruegler’s account glosses over 
the fact that before and after August 1943 there existed two different 

58  Ibid., p. 245.
59  Bundgård Christensen et al., p. 555-57.
60  Ackerman and Kruegler, p. 229.
61  Bundgård Christensen et al., p. 508.
62  Ibid., p. 514.
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processes which worked against each other. It was not one resistance 
movement which used two different strategies as one might understand 
from their text. It was rather two different strategies for dealing with 
the occupation, which dominated at different times. First there was 
the cooperation policy, pursued eagerly by the elite, and later came the 
sabotage and nonviolent resistance pursued by the resistance movement. 
However, the two main Danish actors were competing with and actively 
undermining each other throughout the duration of the war. Although 
both sides saw the potential benefit of cooperation with each other 
towards the end of the war, they fought each other furiously until that 
point. 

The most recent book chapter covering Danish nonviolent resistance 
was published 2000 in Peter Ackerman and Jack DuVall’s collection of 
cases called A Force More Powerful.63 Denmark is the main case in a chapter 
covering Denmark, the Netherlands and resistance to the deportation of 
Jews in Berlin. Most of the chapter (24 pages) is devoted to the situation 
in Denmark. The style of writing is journalistic, and this is by far the 
most exiting account in the dataset. The majority of the references in 
the text are to two journalistic English language accounts of resistance in 
Denmark64, although other sources are used as well. 

This text covers almost all of the 11 main points; the only thing 
which is not discussed at all is the rule by the department heads. The 
large majority of the subpoints are covered, some of them extensively. 
For instance, there are many stories about the King and symbolic protest. 
The engaging style makes it a good chapter for motivating students for 
learning more about nonviolent resistance, and it covers how the Freedom 
Council came to focus more on strikes and less on sabotage towards the 
end of the war. Nevertheless, the chapter has its limitations when it comes 
to advancing our understanding of the more complex issues involved in 

63  Peter Ackerman and Jack DuVall, A Force More Powerful: A Century of 
Nonviolent Conflict (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000).
64  John Oram Thomas, The Giant-Killers: The Story of the Danish Resistance 
Movement, 1940-1945 (New York: Taplinger, 1976); Richard Petrow, The Bitter 
Years: The Invasion and Occupation of Denmark and Norway, April 1940-May 
1945 (New York: Morrow, 1974).
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nonviolent struggle, and issues related to internal Danish differences are 
especially problematic.

While it is reasonable to explain Denmark’s position as the small 
neighbour with no chance for military struggle, the authors go quite 
far in justifying the cooperation policy without explaining the extent to 
which some of the actions undertaken to maintain good relations with the 
Germans were highly problematic. This goes for the Danish government’s 
internment of the Communists, the establishment of Frikorp’s Danmark 
and the signing of the Anti-comintern pact. All incidents are framed as 
if the authorities had no choice, without mentioning how troublesome 
it was in relation to the constitution (regarding the Communists) and 
neutrality (regarding the Anti-comintern pact). However, the subjects are 
mentioned so the problem is not complete omission, but the framing. 
For instance, regarding Frikorps Danmark they write that “Little was 
done to stop German enlistment of Danish soldiers”.65 However, the 
problem was not just that the Danish authorities did not do anything to 
stop it, but that they were legitimising it.66

When it comes to the election in 1943, the authors write that it 
was one of Best’s “biggest blunders”.67 Such framing does not take into 
consideration that Best arguably knew very well what he did, and was 
perfectly aware that the Danish Nazis would not stand a chance. In spite 
of this, Best considered the fact that the election took place a public 
relation victory for Germany which could claim that Denmark was 
indeed managing its own affairs.

When recounting the events surrounding the internment of the 
Danish police after the People’s strike in 1944, Ackerman and Duvall also 
include a myth about the king:

“To the Germans, the Danish police had become undependable 
by turning a blind eye to sabotage and disorder. By the end of the 
day, close to 10,000 policemen had been arrested and disarmed. At 
Amalienborg Castle, the king’s police entourage was taken into custody. 

65  Ackerman and DuVall, p. 215.
66  Bundgård Christensen et al., p. 182.
67  Ackerman and DuVall, p. 218.
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When a German officer informed the king that he had orders to raise 
the swastika over the castle, the king refused and exclaimed, “If this 
happens, a Danish soldier will go and take it down.” “That Danish 
soldier will be shot,” the officer replied. “That Danish soldier will be 
myself,” the king responded. The swastika never flew over the castle.”68

First of all, the number of arrested police officers is wrong, only 
around 2000 police officers were interned on September 19th 1944.69 
Even more problematic than a wrong number is the fact that the story 
about the King is simply not true.70

 In Ackerman and Duvall’s text, the story about Denmark is told 
in a way that makes it sound as if a united Danish people first decided 
to try the cooperation policy, but then together moved towards more 
active resistance and ended the cooperation policy. This is similar to the 
problem with Ackerman and Kruegler’ chapter. In addition, the newest 
text also exaggerates Danish unity with a phrase like: “Hardly a corner of 
Denmark was left untouched by the impulse to embrace and dramatize 
Danish identity, if not confront the occupiers.”71 Regarding Sejr’s leaflet, 
they claim that “Before long his Ten Commandments would be passed 
from hand to hand and eventually become sacred to the Danes as they 
waged their national resistance”.72 In contrast, Semelin says Sejr’s ten 
commandments did not have any effect.73 Such exaggerations of unity 
might make a story more “readable”, but are done at the expense of 
accuracy.

The two last texts included in this study are much shorter than the 
book chapters. First there is the entry in the Global Nonviolent Action 

68  Ibid., p. 229.
69  Bundgård Christensen et al., p. 571.
70  If it had been based on facts, one would have expected such a marvelous story 
to be included in the official biography about the King, which it is not. See 
Knud J. V. Jespersen, Rytterkongen: Et portræt af Christian 10. (Copenhagen: 
Gyldendal, 2007). The events are covered on pages 498-501.
71  Ackerman and DuVall, p. 213.
72  Ibid., p. 212.
73  Semelin, p. 37.
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Database called “Danish citizens resist the Nazis, 1940-1945”.74 The 
database is an online collection of more than 1000 cases of nonviolent 
action which can be searched according to various criteria. The case of 
Denmark consists of a couple of pages with coding and approximately 1 
½ pages with a narrative. Unfortunately, the entry which was last edited 
in September 2011 has several flaws. Looking at the coding section it 
seems completely random which resistance groups get mentioned, and 
there are many mistakes in the narrative. Of course one cannot expect a 
short text to cover all the sub-points in detail, but here only 12 out of 55 
items get mentioned. For instance, the whole concept of the cooperation 
policy with its benefits and problems is left out, which also means that 
what is included about the strikes and uprising of 1943 does not make 
much sense. When it comes to what is actually included, there are several 
problems. The gravest mistake is the causal link between the election in 
1943 and increased resistance and sabotage: “This [the election] showed 
all Danes that they had an opportunity to make a difference. The voting 
action empowered Danes and encouraged resistance against the Nazis. As 
a result, sabotage increased and workers began to strike.”75 

It appears as if the author of the entry has been relying heavily on 
Ackerman and Duvall’s chapter, and what was a problem in their text 
has now been twisted further and gotten completely wrong. The quote 
demonstrates a complete lack of understanding of the internal differences 
between the politicians who supported the cooperation policy and the 
resistance movement which was behind the sabotage. In the literature 
list, one source listed is Berry Clemson’s “Denmark rising”.76 This is a 
very interesting book, but it is a novel written as a counterfactual history 
regarding what could have happened if Denmark had had a plan for 
civilian based defence and all sectors of society had prepared how to resist 
an invasion with nonviolent means. Although the book is listed as “not 
read”, there is no indication that it is not a reliable source.

74  Global Nonviolent Action Database, “Danish Citizens Resist the Nazis, 1940-
1945,” (2009), https://nvdatabase.swarthmore.edu/content/danish-citizens-
resist-nazis-1940-1945.
75  Ibid.
76  Barry Clemson, Denmark Rising (Norfolk: Cybernetica Press 2009).
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That it is possible to write a sensible short text about the case is clear 
from the encyclopaedia called Protest, Power and Change where Bergfeldt 
has written an entry of a little more than two pages called “Denmark, 
Resistance to Nazi occupation”.77 The rescue of the Jews has its own entry 
in the encyclopaedia and is only mentioned in passing. Bergfeldt manages 
to cover 23 of the 55 possible points, and although another author might 
have chosen to include other aspects, the overall impression is that he has 
summarized a complicated case quite well. Instead of dwelling on the 
details of the early protests, the August 1943 uprising and the people’s 
strike in 1944, Bergfeldt focuses on the broader picture of the context 
of the war and the different types of nonviolent methods which were 
used. Sabotage is given due credit, and internal differences both within 
the Danish and German camp is explained. The accomplishments of 
both the cooperation policy and the organized resistance movement is 
covered in a reasonable way. The main limitation of the entry is that the 
concessions granted to the occupation power because of the cooperation 
are not mentioned at all. 

In all the book chapters and shorter texts, there is either a complete 
lack of attention to problematic aspects of the resistances, or a brief 
mention in the best cases. Thus, it is only Semelin who notes that the 
Jews who escaped to Sweden had to pay for the boat trip across Øresund, 
but he frames it positively in the context of how many people contributed 
to raising the money:

“Even the Danish police took part in the rescue, guiding people in the 
right direction. Private citizens and even banks advanced large sums of 
money to cover costs, since many people did not have the money to pay 
for their trip.”78

Although it was only in 1995 that the payments to the fishermen 
became problematized in Rasmus Kreth and Michael Mogensen’s 
research on the rescue operation, it was not completely new information. 

77  Roger S. Powers et al., Protest, Power, and Change: An Encyclopedia of 
Nonviolent Action from Act-up to Women’s Suffrage, Garland Reference Library 
of the Humanities ; Vol. 1625 (New York: Garland Pub., 1997).
78  Semelin, p. 153.
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For instance, a book written for the general public about the occupation 
time with eye witness accounts published in 1969 first calculates that the 
average price was 1700 crowns, and then continues:

“Most of the money went into the fishermen’s pockets. They earned 
fortunes in the hectic October days and the risk they ran was modest. It 
could go wrong, but it rarely did. Jew castles, one called the new houses 
that many fishermen could afford to build in time following”.79 

“Jew castles” is a quite derogatory word, and says something about 
the contempt for (or maybe jealousy of ) those who profited from the 
refugees.

Another aspect of the resistance movement which can be 
problematized is the liquidation of the informers which took place 
towards the end of the war. This happened without any form of trial, 
often with little or no evidence, and although many people might find 
the actions justifiable because of the situation, it was nevertheless an 
illegal practice which ought to raise many questions. In the book chapters 
and short texts, it is only Ackerman and Kruegler’s text which mentions 
it when discussing sabotage in 1943:

“Under the aegis of the Freedom Council, sabotage groups began trying 
suspected traitors or stikkere, and eleven were convicted and executed 
in December. A total of 350 “liquidations” took place before the end of 
the war, carried out by special execution squads.”

There are several incorrect claims in this quote: First of all, 
Bundgård Christensen et al write that 409 killings took place between 
May 1943 and the beginning of June 1945. They also explain that not 
all executions were sanctioned by the Freedom Council and although 
some groups specialized in executions, many were carried out by ordinary 
sabotage groups.80 They point out that many murders which were called 
executions of informers were connected to ordinary crimes, and that 

79  Per Eilstrup and Lars Lindeberg, De så det ske under besættelsen.  “Gå til 
modstand”, vol. 2 (København: Forlaget Union, 1969), p. 100.
80  Bundgård Christensen et al., p. 621.
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sometimes others who happened to be present were killed as well.81

A book chapter cannot be expected to cover every single aspect of 
the resistance, but it is nevertheless telling that problematic aspects are 
so systematically absent. One possible explanation is that these elements 
don’t fit within a simple narrative of the good guys against the bad guys, 
but rather require nuances that are often omitted for the sake of a positive 
narrative. 

Appropriating history to promote nonviolent 
resistance?

Summing up the findings of this analysis of six texts, it is evident that 
these different texts have different problems. Whereas Bennet was found 
to exaggerate sabotage, Semelin can be accused of neglecting it, even 
if his focus is limited to civilian resistances. All the texts simplify the 
Danish resistance, especially when it comes to the complexity of internal 
Danish differences. Apparently they are all caught in the need to tell 
a “good story”, but there are degrees of simplification concerning how 
much internal differences are glossed over. I found the gravest mistakes 
in the entry in the Global Nonviolent Action Database, but have no 
possibility to judge if similar shortcomings appear in some of the other 
entries in the database. What can be concluded, however, is a very basic 
rule – stay as close to original sources as possible. The database entry was 
primarily based on a book chapter in A Force More Powerful, which itself 
was written to popularise the knowledge of nonviolent resistance and 
included a fictitious story about the King. This book chapter was itself 
primarily based on two books written in English by journalists for the 
general public. Thus, the database entry was several “generations” away 
from original sources, and it is an obvious, but nevertheless extremely 
important conclusion, that such distance increases the risk of mistakes. 

The study of nonviolent struggle/civil resistance uses historic cases in 
order to generalise knowledge about unarmed forms of struggle, with the 
specific purpose of producing insights which are useful to those involved 
in struggles for peace and justice, both presently and in the future. 
Thus, scholars of nonviolence using historic cases are actively engaged in 

81  Ibid., p. 621, 25.
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rewriting history, an endeavour which should be done carefully, and with 
a good understanding of how history is produced. A nonviolent scholar 
relying on historical material must consider when the sources he/she is 
relying on were written, for what purpose, and with what audience in 
mind. What might have been emphasised, and what might have been left 
out? Who has an interest in what perspective? Instead of blindly picking 
out the episodes of unarmed resistance and de-emphasising the rest, it 
should be a goal to actively look for conflicting facts and perspectives, 
and giving all of them due attention. 

Some degree of simplification and black/white narratives with 
heroes and villains might be justified when the purpose is to raise interest 
in the neglected topic of nonviolent resistance or in a comparison of 
many cases. However, such simplifications must accurately and faithfully 
capture the features relevant to the purpose involved. Thus, stories 
about Danish resistance which omitted the crucial element of internal 
differences do not contribute anything for more advanced understandings 
of the dynamics of nonviolent struggles and have no place in a research 
context.  If scholars of nonviolent resistance ignore internal differences 
in their attempt to create a coherent narrative, there is a high risk of 
ending up with simplified conclusions, which result in simplified models 
and theories. The consequences for the field as such might not be too far 
reaching if this happens with one case, but if this is a recurring trend, it 
will impact the whole field of study of civil resistance. I cannot judge to 
what degree the same simplifications and glorifications have been made 
in other case studies of nonviolent struggles. My study concerns one 
particular case where I have the language skills to access material that few 
other researchers with an interest in nonviolent resistance can. However, 
the shortcomings in the Danish material shown here indicate that an 
important future study will be to re-examine more case studies in light 
of the newest historical research. This might be particularly necessary 
for cases where the study of civil resistance as a field has relied on data 
from only a few scholars, or where the original material is in a language 
that few people speak. The methodology used here might serve as an 
inspiration for others.

Mistakes and inaccurate simplifications are a shortcoming in all 
academic fields, but for an applied field such as civil resistance, flaws 
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in theories and models can have consequences for ongoing and future 
struggles. Thus, buying into myths about national unity and the evil 
nature of the enemy which was a systematic problem in all texts covering 
the Danish case will not make it easier for future generations of nonviolent 
organisers to navigate in their own struggles. Accepting complexity about 
actors, motives and events is the only way to increase our understanding 
of nonviolent resistance. We need studies that fully acknowledge internal 
differences, distrust, and power struggles within resistance movements. 
Only then will we have scholarship on nonviolent resistance which can 
truly bring new insights and contribute to developing both the practice 
and research on nonviolent action.
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Appendix A
11 essential points in the analysis of Danish nonviolent resistance and 
their subpoints

1.     Context of the war
1.1.  Danish neutrality
1.2.  Military intentions with occupation of Denmark
1.3.  Food and industrial export to Germany
1.4.  Development of the war influenced motivation for resistance

2.     The German memorandum and the policy of cooperation
2.1.  The German memorandum
2.2.  The cooperation policy
2.3.  Benefits of cooperation policy
2.4.  Problems with cooperation policy (anti-comintern pact,   
         internment of communists, Frikorps Danmark)
2.5.  Election 1943

3.     Early protests and national symbols
3.1.  The King
3.2.   Song festivals/national pride
3.3.   First mass protest November 1941
3.4.   Work slow and do bad work for Germans
3.5.   Early leaflets
3.6.   Symbolic protest

4.     Organised resistance
4.1.  First initiatives from children, communists and conservative   
         nationalists 
4.2.  Support from SOE 
4.3.  Development over time from political extremes to broader   
         movement
4.4.  Freedom council after 1943
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5.      Sabotage and violence 
5.1.   The military/psychological effect of sabotage
5.2.   Glorification of masculine violence
5.3.   Extra-judicial execution of informers

6.     Summer 1943 – strikes and the end of the cooperation policy
6.1.  The origins of uprising
6.2.  Strike element
6.3.  Social unrest element
6.4.  Town shutdown element 
6.5.  The spread of the uprising
6.6.  The collapse of the cooperation policy as a result of pressure  
from             below

7.     Rescuing the Danish Jews
7.1   Position in Danish society
7.2.  Internal German divisions
7.3.  Warnings
7.4.  Popular participation in the rescue operations
7.5.  Entry to resistance movement
7.6.  The payment to the fishermen

8.     Uncensored information
8.1.  Danish illegal press
8.2.  BBC broadcast in Danish

9.     Copenhagen “people’s strike” 1944 
9.1.  Background to the strike
9.2.  Strikes more efficient than sabotage
9.3.  Limited strikes later in the year
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10.     Rule by department heads 
10.1.  Benefits (state resources to resistance movement, assisting  
Danes 
           in concentration camps, misleading Germans about food     
            production).
10.2.   Problems (continuation of the cooperation policy)

11.      Dynamics of nonviolence
11.1.   The paradox of repression
11.2.   Participation 
11.3.   Sabotage/violence in relation to nonviolence
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Resistance or Complicity
Songs of Changkhup: An Ethnographic 

Approach to Exploring Sipsongpanna Tai 
Lüe Oral Media in Contemporary China
Kefan Yang
UNESCO Regional Office for Eastern Africa

ABSTRACT
In contemporary China, many ethnic minority groups such as Tibetans, 
Mongolians, Miao, and Tai have their own oral cultures, functioning as 
oral media. Tai Changkhup, for example, verbally disseminate history 
and culture and transmit information and knowledge among the Tai eth-
nic minority in the Tai language. In a straightforward sense, these aspects 
of oral media are people in and of themselves, and can be called singers, 
poets, or chanters. Tai oral media, therefore, is the Changkhup themselves. 
Situated in a specific strategy of subaltern resistance, this research aims to 
explore a softer ‘everyday form of resistance’ - oral media resistance through 
Tai Changkhup, thereby reflecting the asymmetric power relations be-
tween the Han Chinese majority and Tai ethnic minority. Taking an eth-
nographic approach, participant observation and interviewing combined 
with individual interviews and a focus group are used for data collection. 
Thematic analysis is primarily used for analysing data. The findings re-
veal that Tai oral media functions as a form of cultural resistance against 
Han cultural hegemony in a subtle and sometimes unconscious way to 
preserve Tai traditions and identity, wherein the rituality of Changkhup 
plays a unique role in sustaining the resistance. Essentially, Changkhup 
resistance is intertwined with complicity, continuously negotiating with 
hegemonic power and reinforcing Han cultural hegemony as a result.
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INTRODUCTION

 ‘We say China is a country vast in territory, rich in resources and 
large in population; as a matter of fact, it is the Han nationality whose 
population is large and the minority nationalities whose territory is vast 
and whose resources are rich’. (Mao, 1977, p.295-96)

‘Chang-Khup’ is a Tai language term (‘Chang’ as ‘can’, and ‘Khup’ as 
‘sing’), meaning skilled chanters or singers. It is an ancient oral tradition 
which has been historically practiced by generation after generation. 
Changkhup also refers to a form of singing art. Throughout the history 
of recorded communication, human society has experienced different 
development stages of communication from oral, print and electronic 
to digital communication. Oral tradition, as the original form of 
communication, seems to be fading away in this digital age, and studies 
of oral tradition have generally been marginalised ‘only as a service 
subdiscipline’ in academia (Foley, 1990, p.1). There are various oral 
traditions still being practiced by certain groups across the globe, and 
the significance of oral traditions should be acknowledged, as they offer 
us a lens through which to ‘learn firsthand about the world of preliterate 
composition and transmission of knowledge’ (Foley, 1990, p.3), and 
more broadly, to understand the culture and history of humankind, 
particularly those who do not have their own written language system. 

In China, over 92% of the population are Han Chinese. The rest 
are comprised of 55 different ethnic groups, among which exist many 
distinct oral cultures. Beyond a form of folk art, ethnic oral traditions 
are an oral communication medium, what Ugboajah (1985) entitled 
‘oramedia’. Those who practice oral traditions hand down their history 
and culture by singing or chanting. Although the Tai Changkhup has 
been preserved for over a thousand years, the survival dilemma in the 
context of Chinese modernisation cannot be ignored, and it has been 
facing the predicament of ‘renwang yijue’ (the death of artists comes to 
the end of art). 

After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, 
ethnic minority cultures have seen some ups and downs. In 1966, the 
movement to ‘Destroy the Four Olds and Establish the Four News’ 
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began in Beijing, signifying the beginning of the Cultural Revolution. 
It quickly fanned out to borderlands, destroying ‘traditional and feudal’ 
ethnic cultures and religious beliefs. Ethnic minorities were expected to 
instantly assimilate into the Han majority nation (Yan & Gao, 1996; 
Davis, 2005). Furthermore, the ‘Speaking-Mandarin’ campaign swept 
across China, forcing ethnic groups to learn Chinese. As Benedict 
Anderson stated, ‘empires were socially imagined through the medium of 
a sacred language and written script’ (1983, p.13). 

As a result, Changkhup singers were repressed and labeled as 
revisionists and ‘Niugui (cow-devils) Sheshen (snake-ghosts)’ (meaning 
all monsters and demons) who help to restore the feudal system (Wang, 
2009, p.57), and much oral literature including the epic Zhaoshutun and 
Nanmunuona was regarded as feudal culture to serve hereditary headman 
and feudalism (Feng, 2014, p.380). Certainly, the resistance arose in 
various forms. For Changkhup, some singers escaped to Southeast-
Asian countries with their poems and scriptures, some hid or buried Tai 
literature and sung Changkhup secretly. For audiences, ‘we hid under 
the quilt and listened to radio which can receive Changkhup programme 
from Myanmar and Thailand’, as one put it. 

Back in the Tai feudal lords period, a Changkhup management 
system was established, and Changkhup singers were promoted with 
certain titles to praise the king, thereby underpinning the feudal 
regime (Feng, 2014, p.335). As Wang puts it more straightforwardly, 
the ‘Changkhup system became the tool of legitimising feudal suzerain 
system’ (2009, p.46). However, this is not to say that everyone would 
follow the Tai’s dominance. Some singers resisted the feudal regime 
by singing ‘you are the road that I do not tread on, you are the water 
which I do not drink’ (cited in Wang, 2009, p.46). Ironically, the present 
Communist government has been promoting Changkhup singers as 
cultural inheritors at different levels, sharing the same sense of hierarchies 
in the feudal age. Changkhup as oral poets are the product of the division 
of labour (Finnegan, 1977; Wang, 2009), which determines its role of 
conveying ideology. In this regard, whichever regime is in power, I believe 
that Changkhup will constantly be the political tool of legitimising and 
strengthening rule. 
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Until Reform and Opening-up in 1978, Beijing began to rethink 
the significance of ethnic minority cultures and protect residual cultures 
throughout the country. However, the ‘culture of the capital was so 
hegemonic and closed which leads to the decline of noncanonical 
regional culture’ (Mair, 1992, p.24), Beijing launched Han-centric 
‘civilising projects’ (Harrell, 1996) to simplify the alphabet of ethnic 
minorities, thus building the power of its empire (Davis, 2005, p.13), 
while making ethnic oral culture more difficult to survive. These projects 
help to constitute Han Chinese culture as ‘a tool of ruling class to 
maintain political and social control’ (Gottdiener, 1985, p.981), further 
legitimising the rule of Han people. However, questions arise in the 
post-Mao era: to what extent the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution 
impacted Tai Changkhup; whether Tai resistance exists; and how it has 
been historically shaped by Han hegemony.

This study focuses on Changkhup, the oral media of the Tai Lüe 
minority in China, which was listed as the first batch of national intangible 
cultural heritage under the category of folk arts in 2006. According to 
Davis (2005), the Tai minority practices genuine Tai culture through 
Changkhup in the ‘backstage’ (i.e. villages and temples) of Sipongpanna, 
which contributed to ‘ethnic revival’ and can be contrasted against 
twisted Tai culture performed in the ‘frontstage’ for touristic sightseeing. 
Indeed, Changkhup as Tai cultural disseminators play a vital role in 
reconstructing and developing Tai cultures. Despite the urgent need for 
the protection of Changkhup heritage, I argue that a sustainable cultural 
inheritance cannot be achieved without listening to inheritors’ voices and 
understanding the invisible power relations at play. Thereby, this research 
calls for breaking walls of ‘Disneyland’ (frontstage) by listening to the 
Changkhup songs from rural Sipongpanna.

Growing up as a Tai Lüe myself in Sipsongpanna, I am in a 
unique position to explore Tai Changkhup as a local compared with 
outside academic scholars. I have examined Changkhup as a medium by 
analysing its media elements, and found that Changkhup, as Tai culture 
practitioners, are struggling to keep their oral tradition in the course of 
modernisation and urbanisation (Yang, 2015). Building on my previous 
research since 2012, intermittent fieldwork experiences drove me to 
rethink the root cause of the Changkhup’s dilemmas that Mao’s quote 
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indicated above: unequal power relations between the dominant Han 
majority and subordinated Tai minority. By employing an ethnographic 
approach, this project aims to examine the resistance of Tai Changkhup, 
and meanwhile to demystify the so-called Tai ‘ethnic revival’ on the 
southwest Chinese borderland.

Research questions and objectives
‘Resistance’ has been studied in many ways, but very few in existing 
scholarship discuss forms of oral resistance in the field of media, 
communications and cultural studies. As such, this project is to theorise 
the oral media resistance through Tai Changkhup, how Tai oral media 
could be linked to ‘Tai-ness,’ and to further critically examine power 
relations between the dominant Han and the subordinated Tai. Thus, my 
main research question is: In which ways does Tai oral media function 
as a form of resistance towards Han cultural hegemony in contemporary 
China? 

With the question of Whether Tai oral media is a form of resistance 
as a precondition, the following sub-questions are also considered:

•   In what way does Han cultural hegemony dominate the Tai?
•   What role does Tai oral media play in preserving Tai identity? 
•   What is the result of Tai oral media resistance?
This research offers four main potential contributions. First, it 

builds on James Scott’s ‘everyday forms of resistance’, further exploring 
a ‘weaker’ form of resistance - oral media resistance. Second, it deploys 
postcolonial critique within a nation-state in the global South and applies 
western concepts of hegemony and cultural imperialism to China. Unlike 
previous studies, this research shifts the focus from power relations 
between the West and the Orient to the relationship between Han 
Chinese and the Tai minority. Third, it deepens Ugboajah’s pioneering 
study on ‘oramedia’ by conceptualising oral media as a cultural resistance. 
Fourth, it provides a brand-new perspective for studying Chinese ethnic 
oral traditions by applying the approach of media, communication and 
cultural studies. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Oral Media
‘Oramedia’ (or ‘folk media’), coined by Ugboajah, are based on 
indigenous culture produced and consumed by members of a group, 
‘they are visible cultural features by which social relationships and a world 
view are maintained and defined’ (1985, p.166). ‘Ora-Media’ transmit 
information by word of mouth and performing techniques (Mwai, 2012, 
p.30), they are an oral form of communications which are conventional 
and interpersonal, ‘with the object of imparting traditional aesthetic, 
historical, technical, social, ethical and religious values’ (Ugboajah, 
1985, p.167). Drawing on from Ugboajah, Salawu sheds light on the 
ethical paradigm of development by saying oramedia, as the foundation 
of sustainable development in Africa, are essentially oral ethics which 
can mobilise people towards ethnic revolution (2015, p.215). It seems 
that Ugboajah’s term emphasises the media function of oral tradition 
for indigenous groups, yet I challenge that his definition ignored the 
most crucial feature - the ‘rituality’ of oral media, serving to conserve 
ethnic customs and rituals, which makes oral media an essential part of 
indigenous people’s life. Putting oral media into the Chinese context, I 
therefore suggest that ethnic minority oral media are unique to a specific 
ethnic group, practiced and received by one group in their language, 
functioning as everyday rituals, and articulating ethnic groups’ history, 
culture, belief system and cognition towards the world by verbally 
singing, chanting and performing.

Ugboajah (1989) values the importance of the indigenous 
language because without it, effective cultural communication cannot 
be guaranteed through oramedia. Unfortunately, Ugboajah died before 
rolling out his blueprint of ‘oramedia’. Without knowing Ugboajah’s 
research, I started studying Changkhup in 2012 and I proposed ‘口传媒
介’ (kouchuan meijie), as the term to describe it in Chinese from a media 
and communications perspective, which is actually what Ugboajah called 
‘oramedia’ in English. In my research (Yang, 2015), although ethnic 
minority’s oral culture - Changkhup as the example - was conceptualised 
as a medium for the first time in China, it focused on Tai cultural heritage 
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protection like other similar research in China, neglecting the analysis of 
power relations and resistance. 

Overall, although ‘oramedia’ has been introduced thirty years 
ago, oramedia studies still remain untouched and there is a lack of a 
comprehensive understanding about its role as ‘folk media’ in preserving 
indigenous culture, especially as a potential form of resistance.

Oral tradition  
Some researchers have theorised oral traditions (Vansina, 1985; Lord, 
1991; Foley, 1991; Finnegan, 1992), and there are several notions 
with different emphasis, such as ‘oral poetry’ (Finnegan, 1977; Mamba 
& Malahleha, 1986; Lord, 1987), ‘oral literature’ (Finnegan, 1970; 
Ong, 1982; Canonici, 1990), ‘oramedia’ (Ugboajah, 1985), etc. ‘Oral 
tradition’ can be used, in a general sense, to describe this oral form of 
communication. In Jan Vansina’s Oral Tradition as History, he defines 
oral traditions as ‘verbal messages which are reported statements from 
the past beyond the present generation’ (1985, p.27), and states that they 
are ‘the representation of the past in the present, people can trace the 
past of illiterate groups in literate societies’ (Vansina, 1985, xii). Besides, 
oral traditions are also performed arts in which involve performers and 
audiences (Finnegan, 1970; Vansina, 1985); performers’ ‘word-power’ 
is exercised through the enabling event of performance (Foley, 1995, 
p.208). 

Oral traditions consist of three main genres - genealogies, praises 
and tales (Peiers, 1982), manifesting certain cultural practices which 
pertain to particular sections of society (Mamba, 1986, 184). Moreover, 
oral traditions follow the given formula which constitutes signs of oral 
traditional composition (Lord, 1986; Foley, 1990). As Lord argues, 
‘traditional phrases’ are tied to ‘traditional ideas and subjects of the 
songs’ (1974, p.203). However, formulas range in flexibility, and singers 
compose the tales during the performance situation itself. In this sense, 
a singer is a ‘creative artist’ (Lord 1962, p.186). After briefly introducing 
oral media/tradition, I will now turn to the specific case, that of Tai Lüe 
Changkhup. To understand interethnic power relations in China, we 
must examine how Tai has been historically marginalised as the ‘Other’.



KEFAN YANG –RESISTANCE OR COMPLICITY

145

Tai Lüe as historical ‘Other’ 
Tai Lüe (or Dai Lüe 傣泐 in Chinese) in this research refers to those 
living in Xishuangbanna Dai Autonomous Prefecture. In China, 
minorities are granted a degree of autonomy by the central government, 
but are forbidden the right of secession (Lee, 2001). Ethnic minorities 
have limited control over resources and development, and tensions 
rise when governments seek to transform their culture into marketable 
products (Yang, Wall & Smith, 2008). The relationship between Han 
and Tai can be traced back to the Han dynasty (202 BCE - 220 CE), 
when Chinese believed the superiority of humankind is endowed with 
heavenly attributes, including the potential to act humanely and morally, 
and thus Han Chinese assumed that they were superior over other 
human groups as their European counterparts did (Giersch, 2006). As 
Gladney notes, ‘minority is to the majority as female is to male, as ‘Third 
World’ is to ‘First World’, and as subjectivised is to objectivised identity’ 
(1994, p.93). I thus argue that the asymmetric power relations between 
Han Chinese and other ethnic groups in China can be compared to the 
relations between Western white ‘self ’ and the global South as ‘the Other’.

In the Qing dynasty, Tai Lüe were understood as soft, yielding, and 
promiscuous ‘Water Baiyi’ (yi夷 means ‘barbarian’), a group that should 
and could be brought under imperial control (Giersch, 2006, p.80). As 
Qing power expanded in the eighteenth century, the emperor believed 
barbarians could be civilised through exposure to imperial culture 
(Giersch, 2006), although they held that ‘the farther a people lived 
from the imperial centre, the more barbaric they were considered to be’ 
(Giersch, 2006, p.70). Gradually, the Tai elite acculturated to imperial 
ways, followed by Tai commoners as they believed that adopting some 
Chinese practices would bring them benefits (Giersch, 2006). A survey 
shows that in one 17-household village, there are 3 households whose 
ancestors are Tai, 12 households are Yi (彝), and only 2 households 
whose ancestors are Han, yet nowadays they all speak Chinese and 
identify themselves as Han Chinese (Yunnan Editorial Board, 1984). 
Accordingly, they become literate in Han language, yet illiterate in their 
own language (Davis, 2005).

When the Communist Party of China (CPC) took power, civilising 
projects were practiced by the Han civilising centre to somehow create 
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‘stigmatised identity’ for peripheral minorities (Eidheim, 1969; Hsieh, 
1987), as backward, uncivilised and dirty ‘Others’ (Harrell, 1996, 
p.6). Despite realising the asymmetrical relations, most research failed 
to clarify how Han dominance functions. To answer that, concepts of 
cultural imperialism and hegemony must be explained.

Cultural imperialism
Instead of examining cultural imperialism at a global level, I narrow down 
this concept to the national level in the context of China specifically. 
According to Tomlinson, cultural imperialism is essentially about ‘the 
exalting and spreading of values and habits - a practice in which economic 
power plays an instrumental role’ (1991, p.3). The culture dimension, 
compared to economic and political sphere, is increasingly relevant to the 
concept of ‘imperialism’ in modern society, as Tomlinson adds, based on 
how cultural factors maintain political-economic dominance. Within a 
nation-state, ‘national culture’ is the culture of dominant groups (Sparks, 
2012, p.285). The control of mass media facilitates a dominant discourse 
of national cultures, and this inevitably confronts the other levels of 
‘locality’ at which cultural imperialism operates (Tomlinson, 1991, p. 
24) while marginalizing other older means of social communication in 
modern societies (p.60). To shore up national power, cultural construction 
and reconstruction projects establish the ‘national identity’ that exists in 
people’s imagination and strengthen peoples’ sense of cultural belonging 
(Tomlinson, 1991, p.69).

Hegemony
According to Gramsci (1971), hegemony signifies one group’s dominance 
over others through coercion and consent. It is ‘the ability of one class 
to articulate the interest of other social groups to its own’ (Mouffe, 
1979, p.182). This articulation as the dominant discourse operates in 
the structures of state and civil society, producing ‘collective identities’ 
as ‘the Other’ that become ‘commonsense’ (Reddy, 2000, p.4). Mostly, 
hegemony is produced in the cultural sphere through the media, 
universities, and religious institutions to ‘manufacture consent’, and 
‘knowledge’ is socially constructed, serving to legitimate social structures 
(Heywood, 1994, p.100-101). 
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Inspired by Gramsci, Lukes (2005) identifies that hegemony is not 
only an unconscious process that is cultural and internalised, but also 
a more conscious and willful strategy of domination. Further, Gaventa 
argues that it constitutes ‘a third form of power, in which conflict is 
more invisible, through the internalisation of powerlessness or through 
dominant ideologies, values and forms of behaviour’ (2006, p.29). Indeed, 
the hegemonic social ideology makes subalterns not only accept the 
‘normal’ social order, but also involves them in an active complicity, both 
of which are ‘mystification’ or ‘false-consciousness’ (Scott, 1985, p.39). 
Accordingly, hegemony contributes to the legitimacy and superiority of 
the ruling subject. As Reddy argues, hegemony secures the dominant 
position of the ruling class by assuring the control and exploitation of the 
subaltern (2000, p.211). 

Power
In what channel can ‘false-consciousness’ thus be transmitted? This largely 
comes down to media power; according to Schiller (1976), public media, 
captured by a dominant power, can be used to penetrate social institutions 
by exercising cultural imperialism and thereby reinforcing cultural 
hegemony (Silverstone, 1999). Importantly, we need to be aware of the 
pervasiveness of power, as Foucault highlights that power is ‘ubiquitous, 
diffuse and circulating’ (Pickett, 1996, p.457), and individuals are always 
in the position of simultaneously undergoing and exercising power 
(Foucault, 1980, p.98). Unlike many approaches, Foucault believes that 
power transcends politics and it is neither an agency nor a structure, but 
that action and resistance are possible. The action to challenge power is 
the matter of ‘detaching the power of truth from the forms of hegemony, 
social, economic and cultural, within which it operates at the present 
time’ (Foucault, in Rabinow 1991, p.75).

To better understand unconscious forms of cultural hegemony, 
symbolic power becomes relevant as a power of ‘constructing [social] 
reality’ (Bourdieu, 1990, p.166). For Thompson, symbolic power is 
‘the ability to intervene events, to influence actions of others, and create 
events by means of production and transmission of symbolic forms’ 
(1995, p.17). Media technologies facilitate the information exchange 
in a way that symbolic contents are circulating everywhere. During 
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the process, symbolic power is exercised through consent and causes 
‘false-consciousness’ in which the underclass perceives the elites’ needs 
as identical to their own. As Williams (1961) put it, Chinese civilising 
projects, as examples of symbolic power, standardise language usage, 
making ethnic minorities into ‘masses’. Nationalism can be used as an 
ideological tool to construct ‘imagined community’ in a way the Han 
ruling party practices the ‘simplifying project’ (e.g. simplifying ethnic 
languages) to assimilate ethnic groups into Han culture, further culturally 
unifying the nation-state. Yet the agency of the dominated cannot be 
ignored, and will be examined through the concept of resistance as below. 

Resistance
Power and resistance as mutually-constituted categories are impossible 
to separate analytically (Willems & Obadare, 2014, p.7). As Foucault 
contends, ‘where there is power, there is resistance, and this resistance is 
never in a position of exteriority in relation to power’ (1978, p.95-96). 
Moreover, Willems argues that resistance is not only shaped by forms 
of power, but also conversely shapes relations of power (2010, p.6). 
The analysis of resistance within cultural studies is concerned with the 
practices of subordinate groups and everyday experience (Winter, 2014, 
p.251). Drawing on James Scott, resistance is not necessarily linked to 
overt rebellions; alternatively, it could be exercised through symbols in 
our everyday lives, such as rumours, gossip, folktales, and songs (1990, 
xiii). As he puts, ‘the symbols, the norms, the ideological forms they create 
constitute the indispensable background to their behaviour’ (1985, p38). 

Aligning with Gramsci, Scott recognises that elites dominate both 
the physical and symbolic means of production, and that ‘this symbolic 
hegemony allows them to control the very standards by which their rule 
is evaluated’ (1985, p.39). Compared to the Han elite ruling class, ethnic 
groups could be regarded as the subaltern class who possess less economic 
and cultural capital. As Marx (1970)’s The German Ideology notes, that 
those who lack the means of material and mental production are subject 
to those who have it. 

According to Scott, each subordinate group creates ‘hidden 
transcripts’ that represents a critique of power spoken behind the back of 
the domination (1990, xii). Beyond speech, hidden transcripts contains a 
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whole range of practices (p.14). Davis goes beyond the hidden transcript 
and suggests a resistant space - ‘backstage’ that operates below the radar 
of the state (2005, p.90), while Scott argues that the hidden transcript 
can be expressed even in ‘front-stage’ in disguised form (1990, xiii). 
On the other hand, some believe that ‘everyday resistance’ causes ‘false 
consciousness’ (White, 1986; Mitchell, 1990). As Chalcraft and Noorani 
summarise, ”weapons of the weak” may create the illusion of agency 
while reinforcing radically asymmetric relations’ (2007, p.8). 

Scott indicates that the ‘collective hidden transcript of a subordinate 
group often bears the forms of negation that would represent an act of 
rebellion’ (1990, p.115). Manifested in folktales, songs of the powerless 
can be vehicles by which they insinuate a critique of power (Scott, 1990, 
xiii). This kind of resistance is hidden and invisible just like power; the 
powerless can make their resistance ‘disguised, muted and veiled for 
safety’s sake’ (Scott, 1985, p137). But are powerless groups necessarily 
conscious of what they are doing? 

Similarly, rightful resistance is a form of ‘popular contention that 
operates near the boundary of authorized channels, employs the rhetoric 
and commitments of the powerful to curb the exercise of power’ (O’Bren 
& Li, 2006, p2). Situating rightful resistance in rural China, O’Bren 
& Li argue that people are using laws, policies and officially promoted 
values, resorting to influential allies and recognized principles to apply 
pressure and defy disloyal political and economic elites. Unlike Scott’s 
everyday resisters, rightful resistance is invariably noisy and open (O’Bren 
& Li, 2006, p.4). Otherwise, rightful resisters have a certain affinity with 
‘everyday resisters’ (Scott, 1989, p.8). Their challenges are opportunistic 
because they lack collective consciousness (O’Brien & Li, 2006, p.3). In 
this sense, what result would this ‘weak’ resistance lead to?

Scott’s idea of resistance suggests that there is hardly any absolute 
resistance, and that ‘most of the political life of subordinate groups is to 
be found neither in the overt collective defiance of power-holders nor in 
complete hegemonic compliance, but in the vast territory between these 
two polar opposites’ (1985, p.136). White (1986) therefore proposes 
‘everyday forms of collaboration’ and suspects that there is more everyday 
collaboration than resistance (p.56). After all, ‘powerless groups have self-
interest in conspiring to reinforce hegemonic appearances’ (Scott, 1990, 
xii).
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Returning to the main focus of this research, select scholars have 
examined resistance through oral traditions. McIsaac argues that ‘oral 
narrative’ is about resisting cultural domination and colonial history 
(2000, p.97). Pond examines people living in Niua island’s use of songs 
to express the hardship of lives and their independent thought in face 
of economic and political rule from the south (1995, p.49). Scheub 
furthermore illustrates how oral traditions are part of the strength of 
Africans, whereby they are able to tolerate the persistent onslaught of 
colonialism (2010, p.8). Overall, these studies revealed oral forms of 
resistance in narrative, either against colonialism or political oppression. 
Resistance through oral traditions against cultural domination requires 
further study, although McIsaac briefly touches on it.

In summary, most scholars investigate oral tradition in the African 
context (Lord, 1962, 1986; Finnegan, 1970; Foley,1990; Scheub, 1996; 
Merolla, 2012), and few have studied oral tradition from other regions. 
One of the stated reasons that scholars study African oral traditions 
is to maintain regional inter-cultural exchanges (Canonici, 1990, 
p.142), and to protect oral literature, as part of African development, 
from dying out under the influence of ‘progressive cultures’ (Finnegan, 
1970, p.520). Despite that, limited literature expounds oral traditions 
as a form of cultural resistance. In China, internal cultural hegemony 
and imperialism as well as the centre-periphery status between Han 
and Tai Lüe remained after the changes of dynasties, although Davis 
notes that Tais are reviving underground through Changkhup. More 
nuanced resistance forms must be articulated, however, in order to fully 
examine the existing power relations. Although Scott’s ‘everyday forms 
of resistance’ highlights subalterns’ subtle agency, this model cannot fit 
in ethnic minorities’ struggle in the cultural arena, particularly when it 
comes to the preservation of ethnic identity in China. Rightful resistance, 
on the other hand, seeks assistance from influential allies and combines 
legal tactics and collective actions to draw widespread attention, which 
is not the case of Changkhup. I therefore propose the term oral media 
resistance to understand Tai oral poets’ cultural resistance against Han 
cultural hegemony. Through a mixture of ‘everyday resistance’ and 
‘rightful resistance’, or something in between, Changkhup singers can be 
quiet and noisy at the same time.
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Conceptual Framework
According to Gramsci, subaltern groups can be ‘slaves, peasants, religious 
groups, women, different races, and the proletariat’ (Green, 2002, p.2). 
The Tai ethnic minority are subalterns vis-à-vis the Han Chinese. As 
evident as the western dominance in the global South, the Han ruling 
class exercises cultural hegemony through consensus, which produces 
Tai subalterns and ‘the Other’ as a ‘sort of surrogate and underground 
self ” (Said, 1979, p.3), makes Tai believe that their inferiority and 
subordination to Han Chinese is normal, and that progressive Han 
cultures will lead them to be civilised and developed. By transplanting 
Said’s critique of ‘orientalism’ and Hechter’s ‘internal colonialism’ (1975) 
to China, Schein (1997) proposes ‘internal orientalism’ indicating a 
relation between ‘imaging and cultural/political dominance’ that takes 
place inter-ethnically within China (p.73), which marginalises ethnic 
minorities to such a degree that they are essentially silenced (McCarthy, 
2009, p.35). Through ‘internal orientalism’, Han dominance over Tai 
can be justified. Oral media resistance builds on Scott’s everyday form 
of resistance, fighting back in disguised ways. It also resembles rightful 
resistance, openly proclaiming their rights in preserving ethnic identity 
and cultures aligning with national policies. Going beyond that, this 
research examines oral media resistance and to what extent oral media 
form a way of ‘speaking back’, articulating their counter-hegemonic 
discourse, and to what extent resistance interplays with hegemonic 
power. There are several ways of examining resistance; this project uses 
the lens of the subaltern strategy of resistance in a mostly cultural arena. 

METHODOLOGY
Briefly summarised, I have conducted a 20-day ethnographic fieldwork 
for data collection, during which I primarily relied on participant 
observation and semi-structured interviewing combined with in-depth 
individual interviews and focus groups. Besides this, thematic analysis 
was mainly used for analysing data. By using several data-gathering 
methods, the validity of the findings can be more secure when several 
methods produce the same results (Bernard, 1994, p.227).
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Mapping and accessing the field
The fieldwork was conducted in Sipsongpanna, China, bordering Laos 
and Myanmar. As an ‘insider’, I found it easier to access the field. 
Nevertheless, I realise that I am also an ‘outsider’ in the manner that 
I lack understanding of rural areas, where Tais practice their customs, 
traditions, and reliefs on a daily basis. Despite my Tai identity, I grew 
up in Han-dominated communities and barely speak Tai, let alone 
understanding the Tai alphabet. In this regard, the access issue of this 
project remained a challenge, although I gained greater access through 
individuals who acted as both sponsor and gatekeeper (Bryman, 2012, 
p.437). Depending on where singers live and performances were held, 
my fieldwork locations include one city, two counties and nine villages, 
wherein two of them are on the borders. In order to protect the singers’ 
identities, I did not mark the specific ‘field’ on the map.

 
Map: Sipsongpanna (Jinghong as the capital)
Map: retrieved from Davis, S. (2005), courtesy of John Emerson.
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Rationale 
Ethnography is the most appropriate method to study Tai oral media ‘in 
naturally occurring settings or fields by methods of data collection which 
capture their social meanings and ordinary activities’ (Brewer, 2000, 
p.6). It requires ethnographers to live with locals for extended periods in 
order to document and interpret their way of life, and their beliefs and 
values (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p.1). Yet a ‘micro-ethnography’ 
(Wolcott, 1990) can be a compromise for a particular aspect of a topic 
with less time needed (Bryman, 2012, p.433). Specifically, the main data-
collection method of ethnography is a mixture of participant observation 
and interviewing; participant observers frequently conduct interviews 
in the field (Bryman, 2012, p.432). I situate myself as a ‘participating 
observer’ who is involved fully in the principal activities in open settings 
(Bryman, 2012, p.442). 

Interviewing is a process of finding out what others feel and think 
about their worlds (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). With in-depth interviewing, 
researchers get to know the ‘hidden feelings or attitudes of which a 
respondent may not be aware’ (Berger, 1998, p.55). Moreover, a focus 
group engages a small number of people in an informal discussion, 
focusing on a particular topic (Wilkinson, 2004). Compared to 
individual interviews, focus groups provide a less stressful environment 
where participants share perceptions, ideas and opinions (Krueger & 
Casey, 2000). Additionally, focus groups produce ethnographically-rich 
data, and members of focus groups are similar in backgrounds and social 
characteristics (Bernard, 1994, p.229). 

During the fieldwork, some singers rejected me at the beginning 
by saying ‘I lack culture (mei wenhua), and do not know what to say’. 
In this sense, participant observation, as ‘the process of learning through 
exposure to or involvement in the day-to-day activities of participants’ 
(Schensul, Schensul and LeCompte, 1990, p.91), supplements 
interviewing, allowing ethnographers not only listen to what they say, 
but also observe what they do. 

Sampling 
Taking the advantage of the researchers’ network with some singers, 
the selection of data therefore adopts a combination of purposive 
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sampling, snowball sampling and opportunistic sampling, following a 
main rule: representatives of Sipsongpanna Tai Changkhup ensuring the 
diversity regardless of gender, age, location, titles, etc. As Bryman notes, 
‘ethnographers are forced to gather information from whatever sources 
are available to them’ (2012, p.424). 

Specifically, I recruited twelve respondents across Sipongpanna, 
living scattered in different villages. Some are old friends that I met before, 
some were proposed by singers, and the rest were either recommended 
by the Culture Bureau or encountered in the field. Besides this, a focus 
group was conducted with five members who have been individually 
interviewed before. One is an old Changkhup master, and the rest are 
his apprentices. According to Kitzinger (1994), recruiting ‘pre-existing 
groups’ can make discussion as natural as possible, thereby enhancing 
the quality.

To sum up, twelve Tai Changkhup (six females and six males) 
aged 26 to 80 were interviewed within durations ranging from 31 to 67 
minutes. Some cannot speak Han language fluently, some have stopped 
singing and currently engage in composing and teaching. Besides this, 
all respondents are followers of Theravada Buddhism, and all males had 
experienced monastic life for varying periods of time; some were Bhikku 
(senior monks).

Ethical considerations
At the beginning of these interviews, both written and verbal informed 
consent had to be addressed. The recording request was clearly presented, 
followed by brief background information on the research. However, 
given the sensitive nature of the research question, while introducing the 
research plan to participants, I never assume Changkhup are resisting, 
and I didn’t tell them that this research mainly concerns power relations 
between Han and Tai. Instead, I explored it by discreetly asking open-
ended questions.  More importantly, I needed to be ethnographically 
reflective, guaranteeing truthful portrayals and that the capacity of 
subalterns can be heard (Ortner, 1995, p.190)

Besides this, I engaged in moderate participation, which allows me 
to maintain a balance between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ roles (Spradley, 
1980). In this research, all activities observed are open to the public and 
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happened in rural areas. My role was more that of a researcher rather 
than a community member. That said, I am still a local who has a certain 
degree of knowledge and connections in Tai villages.   Unavoidably, 
one could recognise some singers from specific stories as Changkhup 
are a small group of people who have popularity in the region. Hence, 
this research will not provide interviewee profiles (I will maintain their 
anonymity by referring to them as singer A to singer L), although they all 
gave me permission to use their real names. Additionally, in the analysis 
I will refer to the singers using pseudonyms, and these people are not 
necessarily correlated to interviewees.

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS
I employed thematic analysis in this research, as it focuses on identifying 
and describing both implicit and explicit ideas within the data and 
helps to capture the complexities of meaning within a textual data set 
(Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2012, p.10-11). I conduct the analysis 
of ethnographic interview data in conjunction with the analysis of other 
data, e.g. field notes and documents (Roulston, 2014, p.303). Lastly, I 
report the results and interpretation simultaneously and integrate these 
findings with the narrative and discussion (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 
2011), and weave relevant themes into a coherent Changkhup ‘song’ 
about Tai life and events in the setting studied.

Prelude
Before jumping into rural Sipsongpanna, I visited some Tai folklorists 
in Jinghong City. One striking comment was that Tai pop will replace 
traditional Changkhup in the future, simply because modernity cannot 
accommodate Changkhup. When one folklorist noticed I was not 
convinced, he started to compare the economic benefit of Tai pop to 
that of Changkhup. Usually, one Tai pop band can earn around 20,000 
yuan after 3-hour performance, whereas Changkhup can only get 3000-
4000 yuan after overnight singing, and young people barely understand 
the content. To some extent, time-consuming narratives of Changkhup 
seem incompatible with the modern fast pace of life, and Changkhup are 
facing the survival dilemma in this market-oriented society. As he put it, 
‘cultural value + nobody understands + no market = no value’.
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It was necessary for me to go to the Culture Bureau, as the main 
department for the protection of Changkhup; here I came across Li, 
who is in charge of Changkhup singer management. She proposed some 
singers to me and was surprised by the number of singers that I had 
already met three years ago. I almost lost my interest until Li mentioned 
one name that I was not familiar with. ‘This 80-year-old elder is so 
skilled and has written tons of songs, you really need to see him’. I took 
the name down, and she continued, ‘Very strange, we have never heard 
of him before, and just found him last year (2014)’. Then I met the 
curator Zhang. She proudly introduced her innovation - Changkhup 
drama – which combines traditional Changkhup singing with drama 
performance. Li told me their first choice of heroine for this play was Mei 
due to her beautiful voice, but Mei had refused. ‘Every time we contact 
her, she barely responds, I don’t know why’, Li added. With questions 
accumulated, I could not wait to go to the field.

Encountering Tai Changkhup
On 3 July 2015 the Manzhang village, with a history of over 500 years, 
officially opened to the public, boasting its debut as the first cultural village 
throughout China. On the playground women were rehearsing for the 
performance: ‘Officials are coming, we can only do rubber tapping in the 
morning, rehearsal at noon’, as one said. Behind them, two propaganda 
banners stood out, ‘Chinese First Cultural Villages Opens to the Public 
- Themed Investigation for ManZhang Cultural Construction’ (left), 
‘Growing Flowers of National Unity, Harvesting Fruits of Prosperity’ 
(right). A Mao Zedong iconography is pasted on the wall.
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Among the dancers, I met a Changkhup singer (Hua) who warmly 
greeted me by putting her palms together. Hua told me she is busy 
these days as many people including provincial officials have come to 
visit and ‘we need to perform for them’. As part of cultural sightseeing, 
Changkhup singing art is also on display. Hua is one of singers in the 
village, and therefore has to perform whenever she is needed. ‘Recently, 
they composed a song for our village. I will sing for you during the lunch’, 
Hua told me. There are many singers like Hua who have been pushed to 
the ‘front-stage’, either performing for tourists or pleasing governmental 
officials and businessmen, so Changkhup singers are almost on call.

Last year, there were six people from Beijing asking us to sing the origin 
of humankind, it lasted two days and they recorded it. (C)

They invited me to sing about village changes. Officials come, I sing for 
them; people from other villages come, I sing for them; people from 
Mengla or Menghai county come, our chief also asks me to sing a bit, 
singing while drinking. They will be very happy. (A)
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I sing Changkhup in a park, tourists just watch and listen, but they 
don’t understand the meaning. (K)

With the increasing demand for exploring authentic Tai culture, 
the tourist sightseeing focus seems have been gradually extended from 
‘front-stage’ to ‘backstage’, or previous ‘backstage’ becomes nowadays 
‘front-stage’. From an anthropological perspective, American author Sara 
Davis’s Song and Silence (2005) examined Tai Changkhup singers, pop 
music and monks, arguing that despite Han dominance Sipsongpanna 
Tais are stealthily reviving and reinventing oral, textual, and Buddhist 
cultures with other Tais across borders in the ‘backstage’ (p.177). I 
assert that the ‘backstage” where Tais practice oral tradition is becoming 
increasingly blurred with the ‘front-stage’. Current Tai revival exists in 
both ‘stages’; Tai cultures are constantly changing and developing given 
a certain degree of ‘modernity’, and we should avoid over-romanticising 
‘tradition’ (Tomlinson, 1991).

Collaborations with authorities
Apart from daily performances, Hua has another role as an anti-drug 
advocate. The government recognises the crucial role of Changkhup in 
advocating drug-control. By composing anti-drug knowledge into lyrics 
and singing it out loud, Changkhup can bring good publicity to the issue 
of drug use. This method can be also applied in promoting governmental 
policy and law. Mostly, this kind of cooperation is voluntary and highly 
involved in the process of singers’ compositions. Nonetheless, the content 
is restricted to praising the social system and social change.

Each time they ask me to sing about anti-drug or traffic rules for young 
people, the government tells me there is no money, but if the party 
needs me, big sister (refers to herself ) will stick it out. Money does not 
really matter, as long as I can contribute to the country. (A)

I mostly compose songs regarding national development, for instance 
what should be planted in the earth, what aspects should be developed. 
It’s similar to what Song Zuying sings about Reform and Opening-up. 
I am told to turn national policy into songs. (D)
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The lyrics primarily describe the old life in Mengyang, how we lived 
before, then how socialism brings new life to Mengyang, brings 
prosperity to us. Generally, many lyrics are about the changing world, 
thus every family is supposed to change. (A)

While people were sitting around the Tai bamboo table and talking 
under the stilt-style Tai house, a table of Tai cuisine was prepared. Hua 
seemed very good at enlivening the atmosphere while eating; she toasted 
everyone individually with some warm words, and organised group toasts 
along with “Sui Sui Sui” toasting cheers, before starting to sing in Tai:

Old men start beating the elephant-foot drum  
Old women start singing in sweet voice  
Beautiful young ladies start dancing peacock-dance 
Handsome young men start blowing the cucurbit flute 
Let us toast to good life, we meet here at cultural village 
Let us toast to bright future, we meet here at Manzhang

This newly composed song presents a picture that Tais are skilled in 
singing, dancing and playing ethnic instruments, constructing an exotic 
and harmonious cultural village for touristic consumption. In the ‘front-
stage’, Changkhup singers’ performance is shifting from lasting and 
multi-layered narratives to short and catchy modern-style songs. With 
another round of applause and drinking, Hua continued with Chinese 
songs: ‘Chairman Mao’s books are my favorite...Chairman Mao always 
educates us...although we are from different places, we need to help with 
one another aiming for the same goals...’. She giggled when she forgot 
lyrics and turned to me, ‘These songs were popular when I was 13 years 
old, I still remember them’. Moreover, after swallowing a glass of baijiu 
(Chinese spirits) she started again with a piece of Peking opera this time 
and compared it with Tai Changkhup, ‘You see, Han people’s singing 
style is so fierce, not like our Tai people “zao heawi zao...”, very soft and 
gentle’. Although she already can clearly sing Chinese songs, Hua is still 
not satisfied with her own Chinese skills: ‘My Han language is not good, 
I am still ‘mei wenhua’’. Many participants mentioned ‘mei(without) 
wenhua(culture)’ during my fieldwork. What they perceive as ‘culture’ 
here essentially means ‘Han culture’, and they tend to equate their level 
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of culture with their level of familiarity with Han culture. 
Han cultural hegemony makes Tais believe that studying Chinese and 
receiving Han education is the best way to become a cultured and 
civilised person. Therefore, Han language (Chinese) becomes a tool for 
the dominant to exercise Han hegemony over Tais. The ‘dual role’ of 
oral media needs to be recognized; as Levo-Henriksson (2007) would 
put it, one role is to promote assimilation, the other is to promote group 
uniqueness. In this case, Tai oral media is another tool for Han cultural 
hegemony to dominate Tais and assimilate them into Han culture. 
Changkhup can be utilised by the ruling class as it is linked to belief system 
of indigenous people: ‘whoever controls oramedia is better equipped to 
mobilise and activate the masses’ (Ugboajah, 1985, p.172). It is clear 
that Han authorities have power in asking Changkhup to sing about 
governmental policy and anti-drug campaign, thus mobilising more Tais 
to participate in Han development activities, in which Changkhup plays 
a crucial role in Han-Tai complicity and thus reinforcing Han cultural 
hegemony.    

Hua is an illustrative example of a group of singers who are 
committed to cooperating with ruling groups. As ethnic oral media or 
governmental propagandists, Changkhup delivers information from 
‘above’ to subaltern Tais. Hua’s desire to learn Chinese is propelled by 
the desire of fusing herself with Han-dominated society which might 
bring her benefits. Therefore, the traditional way of singing in this sense 
functions as the performance providing tourists with a taste of ‘Tai 
culture’, and a mastery of Han language enables singers to entertain 
and please people, especially those who are in power. Besides this, the 
ideology of collectivism and Maoism as part of Han cultural hegemony 
has a large influence in the way singers associate their voluntary work 
with a form of contribution to the society and nation. As Hua noted, 
‘we should first consider the nation, then collectivity, and individuality 
last. I often tell my son that the Communist Party needs me, so I do not 
have much time for family’ (she sighed). After a short farewell with me, 
she greeted a newly arrived TV crew, then dashed out to prepare for the 
upcoming performance.
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Voices of Changkhup

Perceived social status and Gender issues
According to H, Changkhup singers were respected and protected by 
local chiefs and headmen, and possessed a rather high social status 
back in Tai feudal society. Yet in contemporary China, people perceive 
Changkhup in a different social context, in which Changkhup’s social 
status varies dramatically. To be specific, Changkhup, as Tai cultural 
disseminators, are still well-received in the traditional context in which 
the old generation values Changkhup’s function of education. 

People support us a lot. When we go out for Changkhup performance, 
even the hoary-haired elders will show us respect by putting their palms 
together devoutly. (D)

When it comes to the modern context, the entertainment function 
of Changkhup is more prominent.

Changkhup have a low social status. Some, especially rich people, tend 
to despise us, treating us as street performers. (F)

In terms of Changkhup’s social status, more findings can be drawn 
from the focus group which brings about gender dimension. Normally, 
Changkhup performance is divided into solo and antistrophic forms in 
which two singers (one female, one male) sing impromptu in order in 
the atmosphere of a singing ‘battle’. Especially when it comes to house-
warming events, there are many guests that need to be entertained, and 
antistrophic performance is a must to activate the atmosphere. Focusing 
on Changkhup’s singing experience, five singers agreed that young and 
beautiful female singers are preferred regarding on-site interactions, yet 
sometimes they are more likely to be involved in trouble, as two female 
singers complained:

Particularly those drunk men, they told me to stop singing and go out 
with them for more fun, then put 200 yuan as tips asking me to put it 
here (pointing at her breast). The Changkhup are those whom they can 
touch wherever they like. But we are not like this. (C)
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When they gave me tips while saying that they want to buy me and 
kill me. I was thinking to myself, ‘how dare you think you are rich, 
my family fortune is much more than yours’. We come to sing because 
singing is our hobby, not because we are counting on it for a living. (F) 

Exactly, we have been through almost every situation, E added.

Male singers sitting to the side nodded, and started to say, ‘If you 
are beautiful, those men will come and sit beside you’ (J). ‘Then how 
do Changkhup react?’ I asked. ‘Just bear with it, no words’ (C). In 
Sipsongpanna, monastic life allows monks to learn the old Tai alphabet 
and to become literate in Tai culture, which is recorded in Buddhist 
scriptures, yet there is no tradition for women to do the same. Thus, 
male singers who received temple education are more familiar with Tai 
literature than their female counterparts, who in a way are perceived 
as inferior subalterns as the feminine and sexualized beings in such a 
patriarchal society. In this sense, there exists a preference for less educated 
and less powerful female singers who are expected to please audiences 
instead of transmitting Tai culture for the sake of education. 

That said, female singers try to negotiate with the patriarchy to 
protect their own interests. Mostly they choose to tolerate the insults 
from drunk people, hiding their anger and dissatisfaction in order not to 
spoil the event. However, they can also choose to stop the performance 
and leave the venue after talking with the host. If singers have a good 
reputation, they are more likely to be able to negotiate conditions with 
the host, such as only singing by day and not staying overnight, and to 
discuss how many songs they plan to perform, etc. In short, the social 
status of Changkhap, especially for female singers, has been marginalised 
due to the amplification of Changkhup’s entertainment function in 
modern society. Oral media resistance is reflected either in the singer’s 
inner dissatisfaction in a quiet and disguised way, or by openly countering 
and avoiding the insult by breaking off performances or bargaining 
conditions before the performance. 

Fighting with identity crisis
Certainly, the stigma does not come from nowhere. Some singers have 
a relatively bad reputation due to their previous misconduct, which 
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has an adverse impact on Changkhup vocation, thereby undermining 
Changkhup social status in a modern context. This change can also be 
linked to the reality that the quality of singers is declining these years 
compared with their predecessors who mastered Tai history and culture, 
and were well-read in Buddhist epics. Under the context of constructing 
Chinese national identity as ‘zhonghua minzu’, the Tai minority are 
forced to learn and use Chinese, and the simplified Tai writing system 
cuts off the link to Tai history recorded in old Tai script. As the legendary 
singer Khanan Zhuai criticised, ‘Today’s singers don’t know the Tai Lüe 
language. They are not the Tai Lüe. I don’t know what nationality they’re 
supposed to be’ (cited in Davis, 2005, p.121). Here arise concerns about 
the Tai identity crisis in a Han-dominated society, wherein most singers 
consider language to be the most important aspect of Tai identity.

When I was in primary school, we learned Chinese from Mao’s 
Quotations, studied new Tai Lüe, no old Tai Lüe. (L)

We are not like Tais, we speak Han language and dress in Han style, 
since too many Han people come and live here, so Tais start following 
them. (B)

People know neither old nor new Tai scripts, cannot even speak fluent 
Tai Lüe. (H)

Having realised this identity crisis, some singers often urge Tais 
to speak Tai, dress in Tai clothing and learn the old version of Tai Lüe 
through improvisations. A respondent told me, ‘There are no written 
songs about Tai cultural protection, only those praising a happy life can 
be published’. Hence, skilled singers can orally compose these contents 
into songs during the performance. It reveals that Tai oral media forms 
a self-constructive resistant power countering Chinese national identity 
and functions in preserving Tai identity. Indeed, ‘the field of cultural 
production’ becomes ‘the field of forces’ (Bourdieu, 1993, p.30), 
Changkhup’s oral composition is the struggle for a ‘real artist’ and ‘real 
minority’ (Davis, 1999, p.213). As Bourdieu notes, ‘if there is a truth, it 
is that truth is a stake in the struggle’ (1993, p.263).

Conversely, some singers tend to embrace Han culture. As A firmly 
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put it, ‘I love Han people. I want to learn more Chinese songs’. Indeed, 
peripheral minority identities are fluid and ambiguous, which is a central 
feature of borderlands (Horstmann & Wadley, 2006, p.20), yet ethnic 
minorities often shift their identities towards the majority Han, largely 
influenced by Mao’s slogan, ‘Nationalities unite’ (minzu tuanjie) (Safran, 
1998, p.3-6). In a way, more advanced Hans lead ‘minority brothers’ to 
the road of ‘modernisation’ through ‘Hanification’ (Davis, 1999, p.29). 
Interestingly, when I asked D about her opinions about Han cultural 
influence among Tais, I could tell she was nervous. ‘There is no influence, 
just good’, she replied in Chinese despite talking in Tai with me most of 
the time.

This case touches upon the second role of oral media in promoting 
group uniqueness. Tai oral media strengthens Tai identity by narrating 
unique and all-encompassing elements of Tai culture. As Ridwan, G. 
Okunnu, & F. Okunnu note, ‘oramedia is a true carrier of culture’ (2015, 
p.97). More importantly, Tai oral media can reach illiterate Tai people 
who are often left behind in a Chinese language-dominated society. As 
Finnegan recognises, oral media can be used not only by the powerful, 
but also by ‘the poor, the non-literate, or the marginalised in the Third 
World’ (1995, p.23). In this sense, the Tai minority uses oral media to 
promote the idea of learning Tai language, history and traditional culture, 
thereby preserving Tai identity. I argue that this is a way of resisting 
Chinese national identity and cultural hegemony. 

Radio: A losing battleground
During the interview, most participants identified radio as a vital media 
platform for Changkhup singers to reach a wider audience from rural 
Sipongpanna. This is what Walter Ong called ‘second orality’, in which 
oral culture is sustained by radio, television, etc. (1982, p.11). However, 
authorities do not value Changkhup radio as singers do. The media 
integration between radio and Changkhup oral media is collapsing. 
Changkhup radio programmes lack updates, and what is broadcast 
nowadays are only old recordings. These years, the radio station only 
makes new programmes during the Tai New Years. Additionally, due to 
the radio station’s arrears of paying wages, singers are unwilling to make 
programmes, refusing to cooperate:
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In every conference, officials always push us to write more songs since 
radio needs new programmes. But when we submit, they will tell you 
there is no money, the leaders don’t allocate money down. (H)

At the radio station, if I sing this year, then I only can get wages next 
year. Just 100-200 yuan, they call me to take it in person, but we are 
from villages far away from Jinghong, this amount of money cannot 
even cover my travel expenses. (E)

According to respondents, Changkhup’s participation is taken for 
granted by authorities who regard Changkhup involvement in official 
activities as a way of providing them with opportunities for development, 
and hence there is no need to pay the singers. Accordingly, singers find it 
difficult to raise money for publications such as CDs and books. The sense 
of exploitation is amplified when Changkhup turn to the government for 
help but only receive rejection, mainly from Han officials. Compared 
to what singers offer to authorities, the support from the government is 
limited. Gradually, singers feel reluctant to work with authoritiesm not 
only at the radio station but also on other occasions, which constitutes 
another form of resistance to the powerful through non-cooperative 
conducts. It is fair to say that Han authorities are losing singers’ trust. 

They asked me to sing for two days without paying me, and I have to 
pay the traffic fare myself. I am old now, I don’t want to serve them 
anymore, but they just keep begging me. (I)

The government will only contact you when they need you, I am always 
one call away, but when I need money for my album, they didn’t offer 
any even if they have promised before. (F)

Only those officials who are Tai will sponsor us a bit. If they are Han 
people, no way. (B)

Hierarchy drama and struggle
An inspiring way for the government to encourage Changkhup is to grant 
officially recognised titles. Historically, Changkhup have been classified 
into different ranks indicating their level of singing and composing skills 
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as well as distinct degree of reputation. For example, ‘Changkhup Meong 
(district)’ refers to the top singer within a district and ‘Changkhup 
Man (village)’ the top singer within a village. Nowadays, with Beijing’s 
attention to protecting ethnic cultural heritages, the inheritor system 
has been established by deeming singers as Changkhup inheritors at a 
national, provincial, prefecture or county level and providing them with 
an allowance to support their inheritance work. In this case, officials regard 
Tais as continuously in need of Han assistance, both in modernising and 
preserving their uniqueness (McCarthy, 2009, p.90). 

The Culture Bureau has the power to select and present local 
candidates to Beijing. However, they did not evaluate the candidates 
seriously, and rashly proposed two singers as national-level inheritors, 
which gave rise to disputes and discontent amongst Sipsongpanna 
Changkhup. Accordingly, singers felt they were being treated unfairly. As 
one argues, ‘Not everyone who is able to sing a bit can become inheritors, 
only those who are genuinely knowledgeable and skilled can be’. Even 
though officials admitted that one of the national-level inheritors is not 
skilled, they chose him simply because he has the title of ‘Khanan’, which 
signifies that he is knowledgeable and well-educated. Ironically, there are 
plenty of male Changkhup who have ‘Khanan’ in their name; the Culture 
Bureau did not even know the basic fact that in Tai society every Bhikkhu 
will be titled as ‘Khanan’ after returning to the laity.

Whenever authorities invite me, I will make time to perform for free, 
and I have traveled around villages singing for public-good, but didn’t 
receive any titles. The government did not research thoroughly in 
choosing inheritors, they just decided randomly. (D)

They came to my house and hung the plaque with “the national-
level cultural heritage” on it, but they don’t promote me to national-
level inheritor. As for current national-level inheritors, you ask them 
to teach, they can’t articulate; you ask them to write, they also can’t 
compose well. (H)

In fact, Changkhup’s reputation given by authorities is highly 
related to the degree of singers’ complicity with Han cultural hegemony. 
Only by studying Han language, adjusting traditional Changkhup into 
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Han’s standards of taste and involving themselves in Han-dominated 
‘front-stage’ can singers obtain more opportunities by being presented to 
better platforms and receiving nationwide attention. During this process, 
Tai singers are constructed as the exotic, religious and feminised minority 
‘other’ contrasted against a modern, masculine and secular Han subject 
(McCarthy, 2009, p.90). As for Mei, who rejected the Culture Bureau’s 
invitation to play a role in Changkhup drama, she told me that it was a 
provincial-level competition and officials required her to speak Chinese 
in the show, so the reason for her refusal was simple, ‘I don’t speak Han 
language, I don’t want to go’. As a result, one official criticised her, ‘Like 
this, you will never go out of the province’. Ironically, Mei has already 
become well-known in Myanmar and Thailand.

These stories revealed the incompetence of cultural management 
by Han authorities. Unwise decisions and unfair treatment cause 
Changkhup’s dissatisfaction and complaints that lead, to some extent, 
to resistance through non-cooperation. Accordingly, that impedes 
cultural inheritance and development work which needs the substantial 
participation of Changkhup singers.

Innovation or assimilation
As Han language has become dominant throughout China, Han pop as 
mainstream music has become popular and influential in ethnic minority 
regions. Compared to traditional Changkhup, Tai pop, largely influenced 
by modern Han culture, is more understandable and accepted, attracting 
a wider audience in Sipsongpanna. To survive, today’s Changkhup also 
sing modern pop songs and often put some in their albums, which is 
seen as a necessary transformation so that they can fit in the market. Tai 
pop is actually a classical example of Han cultural dominance over Tais; 
Han pop as part of Han cultural hegemony has been shaping Tai group’s 
aesthetic cognition of music, redefining the modernity of Tai music, 
which traditional Changkhup could not fit in. 

Despite Tai pop’s increasing popularity among youngsters, 
Changkhup singers seem confident in traditional Changkhup without 
considering external cultures and Tai pop as potential threats to them. 
As D put it, ‘there is no cultural clash between Han and Tai’. In terms 
of Changkhup’s innovation, young singers believe Changkhup needs to 
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be combined with Han culture to reach a wider audience, whereas older 
singers insist that innovation should mainly follow Tai traditional classics 
and Buddhist texts. Therefore, Changkhup has been more or less shifted 
by compromising its traditional elements with a more modernised and 
mainstream Han style, serving Han cultural tastes, in which case Tai 
resistance is shifting into greater complicity with Han hegemony. 

If we want more people get to know Tai Changkhup, we have to 
combine Tai traditional elements with Han modern elements. (F)

I will base on Buddhist scriptures and change a bit so as to fit in modern 
context. Otherwise, the deep meaning of Tai culture will disappear. (D)

Why do some young people like my songs? Because I combine modern 
language to sing. Old singers stick to using Pali language, people don’t 
understand. For instance, “Changkhup” was called “Nawan” before, 
but who knows “Nawan” means today’s “Changkhup?” (F)

Pop music is no threat to Changkhup, there are still people in villages 
listening to Changkhup, because it is kind of formal and ritual, not like 
those songs that Ai Khamjian sings, random humming. (D) 

Rituality
Facing the powerful modern culture, McIsaac (2000) questioned 
whether traditional knowledge and cultural practice can constitute a 
form of resistance. I argue that Changkhup’s everyday ritual, cultural 
practices and inheritance is essentially resisting Han cultural hegemony, 
although singers are not necessarily conscious of it. Further, singer 
D, who does not consider external cultures a threat to Changkhup, 
revealed that the uniqueness of Changkhup lies in its rituality, which is 
the reason why Changkhup cannot be replaced by other music genres. 
Generally, Changkhup singing is a must-do during various Tai occasions 
and activities such as housewarmings, weddings, promoting monks, 
and village rituals, etc. Changkhup singers have to sing corresponding 
songs conforming to each occasion. In this case, Ugboajah’s definition 
of oramedia overlooked the fact that oral media is part of cultural ritual 
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and identity of indigenous groups. The rituality of Tai oral media was 
also discussed in the focus group, which proved the irreplaceability of 
Changkhup from another aspect.

Changkhup glud-vgong is our tradition. We believe ghosts will move 
in first when we build new houses. Thus, Changkhup performances are 
needed as a ritual to send ghosts away, it otherwise causes the household 
an unhappy life. (H)

You pay 20,000 to hire popular singers for 2 hours, can they send ghosts 
away? Of course not. (I) 

Changkhup sing from the house base to the roof, which kind of timbers 
are needed, for what function...it takes several hours to narrative and 
complete a whole ritual. (C)

Clearly, the rituality of Changkhup maintains resistance against the 
dominant Han culture based on facts that Tai rituals are ethnic, religious 
and somewhat superstitious in the context of Han culture. However, it is 
rituality that becomes the key to Changkhup’s survival in modern society, 
because all kinds of traditional rituals constitute Tai society and serve as 
part of everyday Tai life.

Epilogue: Fleeting Carnival or Determined Songs
When I still was in London, Ling had told me that there would be 
an opening ceremony for her Changkhup training institute by the 
end of July. I congratulated her for making such achievements since I 
interviewed her in 2012. On the day of the opening ceremony, I took a 
rural passenger transport and arrived at the venue. Changkhup singers, 
novices, media crew and government officials came one after another. It 
was like a cultural carnival, with most people dressed up in Tai costume, 
and I was no exception.

The national-level Changkhup Ni saw me. ‘Aiyo (interjection), 
Wensaeng (she called my Tai name), it just struck me this morning 
that you are coming and I wanted to call you but I was afraid you were 
still sleeping, otherwise I would have driven you here’. I thanked her 
and greeted other people as well. I was surprised that so many famous 
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Changkhup singers gathered together at this event, including the one 
(Wang) who was just ‘found’ by the Culture Bureau, although actually 
he has long been prominent and respected in Sipsongpanna Tai society.
The ceremony began with the keynote speech from the Culture 
Bureau, which reviewed Changkhup protection work and conveyed 
the determination of Changkhup inheritance. As the most respected 
old Changkhup in the county, Tong (provincial-level inheritor) first 
performed a short piece. Followed by Tong’s apprentice Ling, the director 
of this new training institute, as Ling sung in front of sitting officials:
 Today is a good day 
 I extend my warm welcome to present honored officials  
 Changkhup training institute can’t be established without you 
 I wish Tai Changkhup can be better inherited 
 Thanks everyone for your presence and support 
 Thanks government official for your concerns and support 
 I wish Tai Changkhup can unite as one 
 Passing down our Changkhup culture from generation to generation...

After the ceremony, a three-day training class began with 30 
students registered aged from 7 to 28. The first lesson was delivered by Ni 
in Tai, mainly about the introduction of Changkhup. The classroom was 
crowded with novices, singers, officials and journalists. Awkwardly, Ni 
sometimes was not sure about the knowledge she was delivering, stopped 
several times and asked Tong and Wang, who were seated nearby, for 
help. In this regard, it reminded me of what Tong had told me before, 
‘The national-level inheritor also relies on me’. Indeed, singers who 
are not able to compose songs often turn to elder Tong and Wang for 
songs. An interesting situation is created by the fact that those who can 
compose songs and truly understand Tai history normally have lower 
titles acknowledged by Han authorities.

For Ling the training institute, partially financed by the government, 
is not just a classroom for training novices, but also a platform to cohere 
Sipsongpanna Changkhup for the sake of Tai cultural inheritance. After 
the short carnival, the training class seems empty after the ceremony day, 
leaving Ling alone teaching novices, whose sound echoed Ling’s, forming 
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waves of Changkhup tune reverberating in the room, also resounding in 
the Changkhup novices’ hearts.

Conclusion
This article revealed that Han cultural hegemony has been historically 
dominating and shaping Tai culture by constructing a Chinese national 
identity through language, national ideology and Tai oral media. To 
survive and develop in a Han-dominated modern society, Tai oral media 
has become a form of resistance, both culturally and socio-economically, 
preventing Tai traditions and identity from fading away in confrontation 
with Han culture and Chinese national identity. This resistance is subtly 
and sometimes unconsciously exercised by Changkhup singers, mainly 
through ritual singing, improvisational composition and everyday 
cultural practices. 

In terms of resistance through rituals, Changkhup’s rituality 
requires singers to chant corresponding narratives in certain occasions 
such as housewarmings, weddings, sacrificial activities and various 
Buddhist rituals, functioning to ward off ghosts, offer blessings, or 
educate audiences. In a way, oral media practitioners resist Han culture 
by following Tai traditions and completing the rituals that are ‘religious 
and superstitious’ in the context of the Han Chinese. I thus argue that 
Changkhup’s everyday performance, cultural inheritance practices and 
the mode of preserving Tai traditions are different forms of cultural 
resistance towards hegemonic Han culture. 

As for resistance through improvisational singing, Tai Changkhup 
express concerns of Hanisation of Tais in the songs for educational 
purposes, urging Tais to speak Tai, study the Tai alphabet, and learn more 
about Tai culture. Straightforwardly, Changkhup counters Han cultural 
assimilation by asking Tais to preserve Tai identity. Besides this, other forms 
of Changkhup resistance can be exemplified by refused and protracted 
collaborations with Han authorities in many ways. Overall, Changkhup’s 
resistance strategy is exemplary of oral media resistance, which remains 
mostly relegated to the cultural arena and is practiced by religious ethnic 
minority subalterns. It is softer, more tactful and accommodating than 
‘everyday form of resistance’, combining ‘everyday form of cooperation’, 
thereby negotiating with cultural hegemony, claiming a legitimate space 
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and autonomy for preservation and development of ethnic cultures and 
identity.  

However, this research is not to celebrate the ‘weapon of the weak’ 
or romanticise the agency of Tai Changkhup. Rather, it provides another 
angle to view resistance accompanied by complicity. As Martín-Barbero 
notes, ‘not every assumption of hegemonic power by the underclass is a 
sign of submission and not every rejection is resistance’ (1993, p.76). The 
negotiation between Changkhup resistance and Han hegemonic power 
persists throughout, accordingly creating a changing Tai identity, which 
largely mixes with Chinese national identity as discursively constructed 
by the Han ruling class. Hence, I contend that oral media resistance 
in the Tai case does not aim to utterly destroy Han cultural hegemony 
through ‘rumor, slander and sabotage...’ or by not using Han language, in 
the way that Scott’s ‘everyday resisters’ would do. Rather, it softly claims 
a co-existence between Tai and Han, lacking collective awareness in 
collaborating with other singers. As Willems and Obadare might put it, 
the agency of Tai Changkhup is fragmented and dispersed into individual 
acts of ‘accommodation’ and ‘getting by’ (2014, p.6). 

To coexist with each other, Tai cultural complicity with Han 
Chinese is inevitable. Han cultural hegemony also needs to be weakened 
so as to give more space for Tai culture to develop. As Davis noted ten 
years ago, the ‘Chinese state continues to ignore as long as the Tai revival 
quietly negotiates its demands behind the scenes’ (2005, p.176). I believe 
that Tai cultural revival is actually not ignored by Chinese governments. 
Instead, it is openly and collaboratively supported by Han authorities, 
but the methods of this revival require continuous negotiation between 
these two sides. 

Having recognised Changkhup’s significance, governments and 
singers agree to collaborate for the common good. Despite constant 
discontent towards complicity, subordinated Tai singers somehow still 
collaborate with the hegemon. As one singer put it, ‘The collaboration 
with Han authorities is necessary if we want Tai Changkhup to go 
further’. Therefore, Tai resistance and complicity are entangled with one 
another and positioned within complex power relations. These forms of 
resistance are shaped by complicity, and resistance in turn also shapes the 
manner of Tai complicity with the Han. Accordingly, it can be said that 
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‘the more menacing the power, the thicker the mask’ of resistance (Scott, 
1990, p.3). The hidden resistance through Tai oral media thus turns out 
to be a form of complicity as ‘public transcripts’, which facilitate the 
legitimisation of Han dominance, thereby ideologically reinforcing Han 
cultural hegemony by praising social change brought from the CPC that 
leads the socialism with Chinese characteristics.

Furthermore, what Davis referred to as ‘ethnic revival’ essentially 
constitutes a part of the Great Rejuvenation of the Chinese Nation and 
the Chinese Dream. Although Tai oral media might not be able to bring 
prominent social change under the current power balance, this resistance 
contains a potential power to raise public awareness and build up Tai 
identity, thus leading to Tai ethnic cultural preservation and development. 
This research fills an important gap in oral media studies by applying an 
interdisciplinary approach to study resistance and hegemony, providing 
a lens through which to view the oral media of other Chinese minorities. 
However, given limited time, this project only provided a small glimpse 
of Tai oral media resistance and complicity occurring within current 
power relations, and complexity remains. I therefore suggest further 
studies that could follow: 1) methodologically, textually-focused analysis 
in Changkhup songs; 2) the audience’s reception in relation to ‘hidden 
transcript’ and the effects of resistance; 3) looking beyond borders to 
explore how Tai oral media weaves transnational networks contributing 
to ‘pan-Tai revival’ in the upper Mekong delta.
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Abstract
Resistance is difficult in the best of times and is especially challenging 
in authoritarian settings.  How does social resistance play out in violent 
armed conflicts, an extreme non-democratic context?  Focusing on two key 
structural factors, this article suggests that while threat is amplified, po-
litical opportunity may be considerable, making wartime social resistance 
high-stakes but not uncommon.  This article explores social resistance 
against popular rebel forces during the recent secessionist conflict in Aceh, 
Indonesia.  It examines four forms of resistance, varying in their visibility 
and degree of opposition: Engagement, internal, everyday, and defiance.  
While we must not exaggerate the potential for voice, Aceh’s civilians were 
able to resist rebel rulers in several ways.  This shows that social resistance 
can blossom even in the most difficult circumstances.

While one should never exaggerate the ease of resistance in democratic 
settings, democracy by definition allows some space for voice.  The room 
for maneuver in non-democratic settings is more limited.  Authoritarian 
regimes may lack the rule of law, capacity or will to rein in security 
forces, and acceptance of human rights norms, providing perilous sites 
for resistance.  One would expect the situation to be even more difficult 
in armed conflicts, non-democratic settings that are marked by the 
widespread use of coercion.  Armed conflicts, though, feature political 
contestation, with armed groups competing for territory as well as hearts 
and minds.  While violence heightens threat, contestation presents 
unique political opportunities.  The result, this article suggests, is that 
social resistance represents an epic gamble for those living in the midst of 
war, but one that many people are willing to make.
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This article explores some of the unique constraints faced by social 
resistance in conflict environments, namely the recent secessionist 
conflict in Aceh, Indonesia.  I focus on nonviolent social resistance 
against rebel groups within their zones of control.  What opportunities 
exist for localized civilian social resistance against dominant local armed 
groups?  What forms of resistance should we expect from those living 
under a rebel flag?  I outline four types of social resistance: Engagement, 
internal, everyday, and defiance.  Engagement and internal resistance 
are not necessarily oppositional, asserting independent preferences in 
ways that challenge and transform combatants without confronting 
them.  Meanwhile, everyday resistance is more oppositional and hidden, 
sapping the power of armed groups.  Defiance, the most dangerous form 
of resistance, involves open opposition to political order.  While severely 
constrained, Acehnese civilians were able to resist the rebels in a variety 
of ways, actually shaping the content of rebellion as well as the direction 
(and resolution) of the conflict (Aspinall 2009: 123).  Hardly hapless 
bystanders, civilians are often willing to take great risks in an effort to 
survive and shape politics.

The first parts of this article explore the meaning of social resistance 
and theories of social resistance in war.  I focus on some key elements 
shaping mass mobilization identified in the social movement literature, 
namely political opportunity and threat, and then see how these ideas 
travel to studies of civil war.  Part three introduces the Aceh conflict, 
providing a brief overview of anti-state resistance.  The fourth part 
explores social resistance within Aceh’s rebel zones, illustrating four types 
of social resistance and discussing how this affected the conflict.

The Art of Dissent:  
Social Resistance & Armed Conflict

It is useful to begin by discussing the concept of social resistance and how 
it relates to more commonly used terms.  Social movements represent 
a more familiar concept.  They are about collective action—organizing 
to achieve change.  Charles Tilly (2015) characterizes social movements 
in terms of “1) a sustained, organized public effort making collective 
claims on target authorities, 2) an array of claim-making performance… 
and 3) public representations of the cause’s worthiness.”  In other 
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words, social movements include campaigns, repertoires, and legitimacy.  
Although scholars do not always agree with this understanding of social 
movements, with some focusing on informal movements (Diani 1992), 
social movements seem to be about more or less identifiable groups of 
persons and individuals, and more clearly, are about identifiable targets 
and goals.  If social movements feature sustained, public, organized 
campaigns, then what of more sporadic, unorganized resistance that lacks 
cohesive goals?

The concept of social resistance represents a broader category of 
contention that includes social movements and much more.  This allows 
us to recognize the political nature of a greater range of behaviour, 
especially of more marginal societal forces or those facing extreme 
threats.  Highly informal forms or resistance, such as those described in 
James Scott’s classic formulations of weapons of the weak (1985), have 
never fit comfortably into the world of social resistance, especially since 
weaker actors are often unable to be visibly organized, making resistance 
more solitary and less focused.  Everyday resistance is often understood 
to consist of solitary acts, although they are informed and understood 
through social meaning.  Lost between social movements and everyday 
resistance might be, for instance, an occasional protest by villagers against 
an armed group or particular government official.  Social resistance thus 
represents a broader concept that includes social movements and everyday 
resistance, as well as points in between.

The concept of social resistance has been applied to a range of cases in 
which there are clearly identifiable patterns, but not formal organization, 
or resistance against more powerful actors, including minority social 
behaviour (Factor, Kawachi, and Williams 2011), popular responses to 
public health campaigns (Hussain et al 2012), and much more.  Using 
a broader concept such as social resistance is especially useful when 
exploring the types of resistance in difficult circumstances, as a wider 
lens allows us to observe more varied phenomena.  Social resistance is 
understood as any civilian actions that serve to transform or otherwise 
challenge the agendas of powerful political actors, including states, 
warlords, and armed groups.

Another related term is the concept of ‘civil resistance’, non-
violent resistance by social groups against powerful actors (Chenoweth 
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and Stephan, 2011).  Clark (2000, 3) refers to a wide definition of civil 
resistance, namely “resistance by the civilian population”, but notes 
that most writers emphasize non-violent resistance by civil society 
organizations.  Randle (1994, 10) defined civil resistance in terms 
of “collective action…that avoids any systemic recourse to violence.”  
Many understandings of civil resistance overlap with social movements, 
as resistance is carried out by organized groups.  Social movements 
and civil resistance diverge from one another in a few ways, namely 
that civil resistance specifies non-violent actions and it is solely about 
resistance, whereas social movements need not be.  However smaller, less 
organized acts of resistance are not always included under the blanket of 
civil resistance.  A broader category such as social resistance is useful to 
illuminate such acts, especially when they are widespread but not formally 
organized, informed by social transcripts.  I should note, though, that 
this article focuses on non-violent social resistance, thus speaking to the 
literature on civil resistance.

Although scholars have not always used this broader term, social 
resistance has a long pedigree in a variety of academic fields, with 
distinct flavours provided by sociologists, anthropologists, historians, 
political scientists, and economists.  While political scientists tend to 
focus on the state (what is being resisted), sociologists tend to focus 
on social movements (those doing the resisting).  Social movements 
are often approached by sociologists in terms of their organization 
and repertoires.  Sidney Tarrow’s classic Power in Movement (2011) 
looks at the organization and strategies of agents, but also to structural 
contexts, balancing political and social forces.  To explain the emergence 
of powerful social movements, Tarrow hones in on two principal 
factors: Political opportunity and threat.  Political opportunity involves 
the perceived efficacy of political action, the political factors that are 
largely beyond the control of social forces.  Charles Tilly (1978: 100) 
understands opportunity in terms of the space between facilitation and 
repression—the toleration of social resistance.  Political opportunity is 
about the will and capacity of states to crack down on dissent, but also the 
capacity of states to carry on the functions of governance and maintain 
control.  While the concept of political opportunity has been criticized as 
vague, basically communicating that action is context-dependent (Meyer 
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2004), macro-level political factors clearly shape the likelihood of mass 
mobilization and successful resistance.

The second key factor shaping social resistance is threat, primarily 
the threat of coercion but also the fear of arrest, legal action, or other 
forms of punishment.  This is what makes resisting the state somewhat 
distinct from resisting other actors, such as corporations, as the state 
possesses a variety of means to threaten its opponents with force.  When 
states threaten protestors, the costs of mobilization are raised so that 
resistance may wither away, although in some cases coercion represents 
a new grievance, resulting in a backlash against security forces and a 
strengthening of opposition.  Tarrow (2011: 160) emphasizes that threat 
is distinct from political opportunity—opportunity is not limited to 
avoiding coercion.  After all, a crumbling regime may present significant 
political opportunities for its opponents, but also present unpredictable, 
extreme levels of coercion.  If political opportunity is about the possibility 
of a carrot, threat is about the likelihood of getting hit with the stick.  
These factors help to explain the structural factors that make social 
resistance efficacious.

For all of its richness, the literature on social resistance tends to 
focus on countries that are Western, developed, and democratic (Tarrow 
2011: 28).  This bias is problematic, as authors have identified established 
democracies as having institutionalized and routinized protest, which no 
longer has the same effect or meaning (Meyer and Tarrow 1998).  One 
would think that it would make sense to shift our gaze to where social 
resistance is most urgent, namely non-Western, non-democratic settings.  
In recent years, authors have done precisely this.  Kevin O’Brien (2006) 
explores social resistance in China, showing how resistance couches their 
actions in terms of loyalty to the state.  Graeme Robertson (2011) explores 
social resistance in Russia, arguing that hybrid regimes necessitate hybrid 
resistance, with civil society working through state organizations and 
developing new repertoires.  In Latin America, scholars have approached 
social movements in terms of communist rebellions, human rights and 
democratization, and Liberation Theology (Wickham-Crowley 1993; 
Wood 2003).  Guillermo Trejo (2012) suggests that indigenous uprisings 
in Latin America can be explained not simply in terms of grievances tied 
to neoliberalism and political opportunities provided by democracy, but 
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also by competition over souls, with the arrival of Protestantism leading 
to mobilization of faith-based groups.  Such studies have shed light on 
the nature of resistance in non-Western and non-democratic regimes.

Regime-type is fundamentally important for the style and substance 
of social resistance, shaping opportunity and threat.  Writers distinguish 
between open political systems that are more amenable to successful 
resistance and change, and closed systems that provide few opportunities 
for inputs of any form (Kriesi 2004).  Democracy represents the 
quintessential open system, providing channels for institutionalizing 
contention, while authoritarian contexts are more closed as well as violent 
(Meyer 2004: 128).  Tarrow (2011: 179) suggests that in non-democratic 
settings, “when contention appears, it erupts violently.”  It seems that the 
less democratic the regime, the fewer political opportunities and the more 
threat, stunting the growth of social resistance.  In the face of widespread 
violence, one might think that armed resistance is the only way out for 
those demanding change.

Armed conflicts represent extreme non-democratic settings in 
which physical coercion is widespread and groups challenging power are 
targeted for violence.  The obvious threats involved lead writers to expect 
that we will not see much in the way of war-time social resistance in 
conflict zones (Tarrow 2911: 178).  Without support from external allies 
(Engelbrecht and Kaushik 2015; Venturi 2014), the threat of violence 
makes localized resistance difficult for civilians living in the midst of 
armed conflict.  While threat is obviously high in war zones, what of 
political opportunity?  This element has been partially neglected in the 
literature.1 Wars involve contestation, with neither side by definition 
maintaining a monopoly on authority.  Although scholars have explored 
how hegemony stifles social resistance (McKenna 1998; Scott 1990), in 
armed conflicts we should not expect much in the way of hegemonic 
control, as neither state nor rebel forces command uniform loyalty or 
oversee the systems of education necessary to manufacture consent.  
Armed conflicts feature rival claims to governance, territorial control, 

1  An exception is Tilly’s (1990, 20) observation that war presents unique 
opportunities for change, with groups bargaining to extend civil rights or 
democracy in the shadow of violence.
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and legitimacy.  The emphasis on extreme threats to social movements 
in war zones must be balanced by a focus on political opportunities.  It 
is not that social resistance should be more common in war, but instead 
that the stakes are higher and the results less certain.  Such cases provide 
opportunities to illuminate the forces affecting social resistance in non-
democratic settings more generally.  If we see little social resistance 
in armed conflicts, then it helps to identify threat as the key variable.  
However, if we see widespread social resistance, then political opportunity 
should be our major concern.

What, then, should we focus on within conflict environments?  
Several studies equate social resistance with armed rebellion.  This 
conflation can be problematic, encouraging security forces to target 
protestors and blinding observers to rebel violence.  While there are 
some exceptions (Wood 2003), many studies treat armed rebellion as 
resistance.  Susan Eckstein’s edited volume on popular protest in Latin 
America (2001) generally understands guerilla violence as a form of 
social resistance.2 Tilly’s many informative texts focus largely on violent 
revolution, and even Tarrow (20011: 105) focuses more on violent 
collective action than collective action in contexts of violence.  The civil 
resistance literature, meanwhile, typically focuses on abusive states, not 
rebel groups, and rarely focuses on active armed conflicts between state 
and rebel forces.

There are several problems with conflating armed rebellion and 
social resistance.  Writers speak in terms of resisting injustice (Eckstein 
2001: 15), even though rebel groups may utilize violence and generate 
fresh injustices.  Social movements are often defined as voluntary, so 
when an armed group demands compliance backed up by the threat of 
direct or indirect coercion, it is problematic to see civilian support as 
social resistance.  When civilians resist rebel forces, the result tends to be 
similar to resisting violent states, as rebels hardly respond to resistance 
kindly.  In Guatemala, David Stoll (1993: 120) notes that “Neutrality was 
no more acceptable to the guerrillas than to the army…[each claimed] 

2  The exception is Marysa Navarro’s chapter on the Mothers of the Plazo de 
Mayo, who resisted the Argentine state in ways that were not directly supportive 
of rebels.
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to represent ‘the people’ and constitute legitimate authority.  When 
dissenters threaten that claim, guerrillas tend to respond the same way as 
the governments they challenge.”  Civilian support for armed groups is 
almost never free from societal pressures or coercive threats, as the idea of 
voluntary support is problematic (Petersen 2001).

Another problem of equating resistance with armed rebellion is that 
rebels often represent local political orders.  Coercive capabilities allow 
rebels to challenge the state’s monopoly on violence, but rebels do far 
more than resist; many seek to rule.  Recent studies have emphasized 
that rebel groups are often proto-states, seeking a monopoly on force 
and providing governance (Mampilly, Kasfir, and Arjona 2015).  
Communist and secessionist rebels each endeavour to seem like a state 
in their relations with local and global forces, aspiring to some form of 
statehood.  Even rebel groups that are far from statehood may possess 
strongholds where they are local authorities.  Stathis Kalyvas (2006) 
encourages scholars to see intrastate conflicts in terms of territorial 
control.  While military planners have long spoken in terms of red or 
liberated zones, Kalyvas outlines the importance of local power dynamics 
for understanding wartime behavior and conditioning the actions of 
civilians.  Civilian support typically follows zones of control; “irrespective 
of their sympathies…most people prefer to collaborate with the political 
actor that best guarantees their survival” (Kalyvas 2006: 12).  The idea 
of territorial control is fundamentally important for understanding social 
resistance in war because if rebels are the dominant local power, then 
supporting them is not really an act of resistance.  In order to speak of 
resistance, societal forces should act against the demands of the regionally 
dominant actor.  Otherwise, a civilian supporting rebels in the rebel 
heartland is no more ‘resisting’ than is a state loyalist in an area controlled 
by government forces.

As a consequence, social resistance in war is clearer when it unfolds 
against a regionally dominant armed group, making it easier to distinguish 
resistance against one group from support for another group.  There may 
be important differences between resisting state forces and state-like rebel 
forces, although the extent to which this is true depends on the particular 
case and should not be assumed.  Generally though, states possess clearer 
forms of organization and civilian / military divisions.  Rebel forces tend 
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to have a greater proportion of military forces compared to their civilian 
officers, necessary when resisting the incumbent states, and this often 
makes resisting rebels more dangerous than resisting state forces.  Rebels 
often use force against their critics, perhaps justifying their actions by 
framing their targets as pro-state.  This said, in prolonged conflicts, 
state forces tend to be dominated by armed forces, which are often 
unaccountable and operate independently of civilian oversight, making 
the distinctions between resisting state and rebel forces minor in many 
cases, and dangerous in most. 

What forms of social resistance should we expect to find in armed 
conflicts?  In the vast literature on social resistance and social movements, 
it is sometimes assumed that resistance must confront.  Writers speak 
in terms of defiance and protest, targeting those in power.  Some of the 
most fascinating forms of popular voice and politics, however, unfold 
in ways that are designed by powerless actors to express themselves and 
shape behaviour while avoiding confrontation.  One form is engagement, 
non-oppositional interactions and negotiations between armed groups 
and social forces.  This is what Till Förster (2015) refers to as “dialogue 
directe”, the micro-level interactions between civilian and combatant at 
road-sides and cafes that evolved into formal exchanges between rebels 
and civilians.  When armed groups arrive in search of information, local 
diplomacy can allow for non-confrontational resistance.  Sometimes 
resistance may be framed as feedback, provided in a spirit of improvement, 
even if this challenges a sense of armed group control and transforms the 
behaviour of armed groups.

Another form of resistance may unfold from within armed groups 
and affiliated organizations.  While it may be easier to view political 
actors as monolithic, in reality they are fragmented and internally diverse, 
a recognition that allows for resistance.  Armed groups and the states 
they resist represent assemblages of societal forces and are sites of internal 
political rivalries, allowing for societal forces to bring about internal 
transformation.  In China, resistance often unfolds within official 
discourses and institutions, as peasants resist local authorities by citing 
national laws and policies, sometimes going above their heads to more 
powerful officials in ways that do not confront the regime as a whole 
(O’Brien 2006).  State and rebel forces may themselves be sites of social 
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resistance, especially as they ally with and absorb diverse civilian social 
groups.

In a sense, non-oppositional resistance may appear as a contradiction.  
Efforts to engage with or transform armed groups from within may 
actually strengthen the group in question, depending how adept they are 
in managing social challengers.  Engagement may be perceived as a direct 
challenge and be met with force by one armed group, while for another 
it may not.  If civilian engagement and internal challenges are accepted 
by an armed group, this is typically because the civilians providing them 
are not perceived as opposing the armed group.  However, they are still 
resisting if their actions seek to alter the identity, goals, and behaviour 
of the group.  Channeling armed groups in new directions is clearly 
resistance to the group, even if this does not clearly represent overt 
opposition.

More conventional forms of resistance are oppositional, challenging 
the programs or goals of political actors.  What sort of oppositional 
resistance should we expect in war?  Due to the threat of violence against 
open resistance, we should expect that some resistance will be hidden, 
everyday resistance.  James C. Scott (1985) explores everyday forms 
of resistance in which individuals who are not in a position to mount 
overt, concerted resistance utilize tactics such as foot dragging, desertion, 
hoarding, and indifference to resist power.  These are not necessarily 
solitary acts, as gossip and slander inform social understandings that 
can undermine the credibility of armed groups.  Most such resistance 
is hidden, however some forms such as graffiti provide public displays.  
While such weapons of the weak are hardly high politics, their effects 
can be substantial in aggregation.  In war, everyday resistance should be 
even more important, as civilians possess few means to organize and face 
great costs in doing so, but also possess grievances that generate a desire 
to protest.  Stephan (2015) suggests that, even against brutal groups such 
as ISIS, nonviolent everyday resistance such as humor has great potential 
to challenge the Islamic State because it is not confrontational.  Scott 
(2012, 9) speaks of desertion as one of the greatest threats to any armed 
group, citing specifically the Confederate collapse during the American 
Civil War.  Everyday resistance also provides ideal ways to sour the fruits 
of forced collaboration, with civilians hoarding food and playing dumb 
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in response to demands for intelligence.  Even after conflict, everyday 
resistance can shift state and rebel agendas.  Susan Thomson (2011) 
shows that Rwandan peasants have subtly undermined reconciliation 
efforts through non-confrontational tactics, as they perceive the process 
to be unjust.  She sees peasants as “whispering truth to power”, as they 
are unable to speak out through more formal channels against sometimes 
violent actors.

Sometimes, such hidden transcripts can explode into outright 
defiance.  This is rare in violent conflicts, as social forces must navigate 
dangerous landscapes.  When Burmese monks refused to allow soldiers 
to provide alms, this was a direct though symbolic act of defiance, and 
led to bloody reprisals.  The communist and Muslim insurgencies in 
the Philippines are notable for zones of peace, in which civilians declare 
villages to be off-limits to war, harnessing religious and media forces to 
ensure that combatants comply (Mitchell 2007).  In the Spanish Civil 
War, Michael Seidman (2002: 145) notes that mass strikes, boycotts, and 
protests took place against armed groups even within their strongholds.  
In Uganda, secessionists established local governments, but then faced 
social resistance when their civilian officials went on strike to demand 
regular wages (Kasfir 2006).  In a sense, defiance seems to be the stuff of 
social movements.  But defiance need not be collective in nature.  Certain 
protected persons, such as religious figures, may be able to defy armed 
groups, and their solitary nature may even make them less threatening to 
armed groups than a broader movement.  While difficult, open defiance 
against dominant armed groups is hardly impossible for civilians in war.

Despite considerable risks, there are several ways that civilians 
resist armed groups in armed conflicts.  These four forms of wartime 
social resistance, which vary in levels of opposition and visibility, are 
laid out in Table 1.  Of course, many forms of social resistance fall 
in between these ideal types.  For example, acts of sabotage are often 
seen as forms of everyday resistance, although larger acts may move 
beyond this and represent bold, overt acts of defiance.  In terms of non-
oppositional resistance, one could engage with armed groups by joining 
affiliate organizations, affecting change through a partially incorporated 
group.  Civilians could utilize outright resistance from within a rebel 
group, perhaps taking over one of its wings and challenging others for 
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power.  Table 1 is intended only as a useful schema with which to better 
understand forms of civilian resistance in the midst of violent conflicts.

Table 1- Four Forms of Wartime Social Resistance

Covert Overt
Non-Oppositional Engagement Internal
Oppositional Everyday Defiance

Wartime social resistance represents a high-stakes decision.  
While civilian resistance in armed conflicts is especially dangerous, the 
contested nature of power provides opportunities.  This section has also 
emphasized the importance of decoupling civilian resistance from armed 
rebellion, especially in light of rebel coercion and territorial orders.  I 
have suggested numerous forms of wartime resistance, ranging from non-
confrontational engagement and internal transformation, to everyday 
resistance and defiance.  At this point, I turn to the recent secessionist 
conflict in Aceh to illustrate and asses these claims.  After providing a 
brief overview of the conflict and anti-state resistance, I focus on social 
resistance in rebel zones.

Social Resistance in the Aceh Conflict
The below discussion is based on ethnographic fieldwork carried out 
over the past decade.  Early fieldwork in 2003-04 was part of a project 
focusing on persons displaced by the Aceh conflict with a Thai human 
rights organization.  I conducted over six months of interviews between 
2007 and 2009, with additional fieldwork in summer 2014 and winter 
2015.  The result is over 300 interviews with about 500 respondents 
representing a range of societal forces, allowing me to assess patterns of 
civilian activity across and within zones of control.  This work is also 
primarily rural, a useful corrective against the urban bias in much social 
movement and armed conflict literatures.  This article is the product of 
a 2014 Symposium on Social Resistance organized by Lund University, 
where participants were encouraged to consider resistance more broadly, 
beyond sustained social movements.
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Located at the northern tip of Sumatra, Aceh has a long history as 
an independent Sultanate leading to its involuntary incorporation into 
the Dutch East Indies in the nineteenth century (Reid 1979: 7).  After 
making significant contributions to Indonesia’s war for independence, 
Aceh took part in the Darul Islam Rebellion in the late 1950s, joining 
religious regions across the country in demanding Islamic law and 
autonomy (Sjamsuddin 1985).  The secessionist conflict formally 
began in 1976, when an Acehnese businessman lost a support contract 
for the Lhokseumawe gas fields, prompting him to declare Acehnese 
independence.  Early on, the Free Aceh Movement (GAM: Gerakan 
Aceh Merdeka) was primarily aspirational, its fighters limited to Darul 
Islam veterans and youths with personal connections to rebel leaders.  
The rebellion was suppressed, but GAM returned in the late 1980s.  The 
1990s saw gross human rights abuses committed by Indonesian security 
forces, leading to anger which burst forth with the Fall of Suharto in 
1998.  While Indonesia democratized, Aceh remained mired in military 
rule.  As the army cracked down on civil society movements, GAM finally 
became the champion of the Acehnese.  By the peak of rebel power in 
2000-01, they were able to openly challenge the army and control their 
strongholds.  A series of failed peace talks and continued assaults by an 
increasingly cohesive Indonesian military led to a decline in GAM power 
by 2004, when a massive tsunami killed over 100,000 persons.  This 
disaster accelerated incipient peace talks, leading to the 2005 Helsinki 
Agreement.  Today, the former rebels dominate local politics through 
popular elections, as well as coercion and corruption (Aspinall 2009), a 
situation vastly improved from decades of war.

This brief overview betrays how the conflict varied across the province 
and across distinct zones of combatant control.  The mountainous non-
Acehnese interior as well as southern coastal regions saw violence only from 
around 2001.  Ethnic minority districts in the interior and south largely 
supported the Indonesian state, possessing historical grievances against 
Acehnese rulers and alienated by the rebels’ intense ethno-nationalism.  
The capital city of Banda Aceh and its environs also remained largely pro-
state, since many of its residents identified as Indonesians and worked 
for state agencies.  Other areas were contested, especially mixed ethnic 
Acehnese / minority regions, which saw uncertain conflict dynamics and 
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some violent ethnic clashes.  Only in ethnically Acehnese areas, primarily 
the northern heartland of Pidie, Bireuen, Lhokseumawe, and Idi, did 
GAM enjoy immense popularity.  This populous coastal stretch serves 
as Aceh’s rice bowl, is the core of Acehnese culture, and has been home 
to historical struggles against the Portuguese, Dutch, and Indonesian 
forces under Sukarno and Suharto.  In these districts, GAM served as 
defenders of the Acehnese against abusive Indonesian forces and drew 
from a strong sense of ethnic Acehnese nationalism.  The rebel flag flew 
relatively openly here and GAM even came to take on some functions of 
governance.  While rebel rule was never consolidated, with state forces 
able to control highways and major towns, the rebels operated relatively 
openly and developed zones of partial control.  Long after the conflict, 
these areas remain loyal to the former rebels, with Partai Aceh garnering 
impressive vote shares in provincial and district-level elections (Barter 
2011).

The above overview also neglects the extent to which resistance was 
carried out beyond GAM ranks, by societal forces.  Acehnese districts 
witnessed considerable non-violent resistance against the Indonesian state.  
In New Order elections, Acehnese voters tended to boycott elections or 
else support the state-sanctioned Islamic Party, largely rejecting Suharto’s 
Golkar.  The Suharto era also saw various protests from student groups 
and Islamic leaders, including some sporadic millenarian rebellions from 
traditional Islamic leaders (Drexler 2009: 141).  It was with the fall of 
Suharto in 1998, when the political opportunity presented itself, that 
social resistance became widespread.  With this opportunity came severe 
threats, as 1999-2003 saw the worst human rights abuses of the entire 
conflict.3 Aceh was home to a civil society-led human rights movement 
whose message resonated across the province.  In the wake of military 
crackdowns and events in East Timor, Acehnese activists organized a 
referendum movement, its crowning achievement being a massive 1999 
protest that effectively shut down the entire province.  At this point, this 
quintessential social movement was arguably stronger than the rebels, 

3  Early in the conflict, there were few internally displaced persons, limited to 
a few thousands temporary evacuations in GAM strongholds.  2002-03 saw 
an explosion of displacement, with hundreds of thousands of Javanese and 
Acehnese displaced by fighting (Ramly 2005: 13).



SHANE J. BARTER –UNDER A REBEL FLAG:

195

especially since they were linked to pan-Indonesian protests.  This largely 
urban movement was led by students and intellectuals, and for some 
time resembled Western protests in their emphasis on democracy and 
nonviolent means (see Clark 2000).  The referendum movement was not 
initially linked to the rebels.  Students did not see eye to eye with GAM 
leaders, whose shady pasts and vision of a Sultanate confronted their 
vision of democracy.  State forces, though, saw all protest as pro-rebel, 
attacking all forms of resistance and forcing civil society activists to flee, 
go underground, or else side with the rebels.

Anti-state resistance developed across the province, however but 
as the army cracked down on dissent and the rebels emerged as the 
champion of the Acehnese, distinct regional dynamics set in.  While 
Banda Aceh continued to see sporadic anti-state resistance, the capital 
remained home to significant pro-state, anti-rebel sentiment, and 
witnessed little violence.  Ethnic minority areas, which saw the worst of 
GAM forces and whose leaders were incorporated into pan-Indonesian 
patronage networks, saw anti-rebel rallies, protests, and other forms of 
anti-rebel resistance.  Meanwhile, rebel zones featured growing anti-
Indonesian resistance, with NGO activists publishing critical human 
rights reports and thousands attending prayer rallies, events sponsored 
by the rebels that criticized Indonesian abuses.  Respective strongholds 
saw considerable symbolic resistance as well, with anti-rebel graffiti 
dotting minority landscapes and anti-Indonesian statements throughout 
GAM areas.  As the Aceh conflict fragmented into zones of state and 
rebel control, many people in respective zones supported the dominant 
local group and resisted the other side.  This should not be surprising, 
as societal forces typically resist the weaker armed group in different 
conflict regions.  In some ways, this social resistance served to support 
the dominant local power.  Indonesian authorities helped to organize and 
protect anti-rebel resistance, armed and unarmed, in minority areas, just 
as GAM helped to promote and secure resistance against the Indonesian 
state in its domain.  This is not to totally take away from such resistance.  
After all, the worst human rights abuses tend to be carried out by the 
weaker armed group in any given zone, in part because they lack the 
social networks and capacity necessary to obtain quality intelligence.  The 
result is identical behavior on the part of moral civilians resisting injustice 
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and self-interested civilians siding with power.  Clearer examples of social 
resistance exist where civilians oppose the dominant local political order, 
despite the dangers in doing so.  This was evident in the human rights 
movement in the provincial capital, where civilians defied the Indonesian 
state despite the clear dangers of doing so in its own backyard.  What 
of anti-rebel resistance?  What did social resistance against the political 
order look like in rebel zones?

Social Resistance under a Rebel Flag in Aceh
GAM was tremendously popular in its strongholds.  This said, the rebels 
were not without faults, and when residents felt the need to resist, they 
managed to do so through a variety of strategies.  Below, I illuminate a 
world of war time social resistance, organized in terms of engagement, 
internal, everyday, and defiance.

Not all resistance involved direct opposition, as some civilians 
worked to moderate GAM behavior by engaging with the rebels.  There 
are a variety of examples of civilians approaching GAM members and 
providing advice in the spirit of cooperation.  Village elders, members 
of traditional village councils (tuhapeut, eight elders) did precisely this.  
Members of one village council explained how they would discuss GAM 
behavior on a regular basis with GAM Commanders at a local coffee 
shop; “we would say they were disrespectful when looking for informants 
or demanding food.  We reminded GAM of the difficulties the people 
had.  Sometimes they forgot this.”  Sometimes, such feedback was 
requested by Commanders working to police their own ranks.  At other 
times it was less welcomed, but often accepted.  In several instances, 
individual rebels were called upon by their Islamic teachers and village 
chiefs, as personal connections provided an opportunity for civilians to 
express their grievances.  Feedback was easier to provide for elder males, 
especially those on the tuhapeut whose traditional role is dispensing 
advice.  There was also some space for women to speak out to and against 
armed groups, as women were afforded some protections by gender 
norms (Siapno 2002: 20-22).  I was told several accounts of older women 
who would shout at rebels, perhaps blaming them for continued assaults 
from Indonesian forces or for failing to project the village.
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Other villagers were able to speak out through different channels, 
some of which were created by the rebels in an effort to institutionalize 
engagement. Edward Aspinall (2009: 182) notes that GAM Commanders 
published their mobile phone numbers in local newspapers in order 
to solicit feedback, especially regarding ‘fake’ GAM units exploiting 
local people.  With time, GAM worked to institutionalize feedback 
by creating sub-district-level civilian representatives (ulee sagoe), a sort 
of ombudsperson.  Most ulee sagoe were college students, young men 
and women who wished to contribute in ways other than fighting.  For 
one ulee sagoe, “GAM is a popular movement, not just a rebel group.  
We had an important job, ensuring that we listened to the Acehnese 
people.”  Villagers report being able to discuss their concerns because 
ulee sagoe were students, not soldiers; “we would criticize GAM to GAM 
civilians, who would take our complaints to Commanders that were 
more reasonable than soldiers.”

The primary source of resistance through non-oppositional 
engagement was found in the mediation efforts of village chiefs (keucik).  
Unlike feedback channels dominated by the rebels, Aceh’s chiefs are 
independent figures and their mediation roles are long-standing cultural 
norms.  While not always virtuous, the keucik maintains a respected role 
in Acehnese society.  During the conflict, Aceh’s chiefs served two clear, 
primary roles: Diplomat and lawyer.  These roles were found across state, 
rebel, and contested zones, and were evident during previous conflicts.  
When state or rebel forces arrived in villages, they would usually approach 
the chief, who would serve as a sort of diplomat in talks with combatants.  
If either side demanded food, information, or other forms of support, 
chiefs had to negotiate.  If chiefs refused, their village faced reprisals, 
but if they were too generous, then the village would go without and 
the other side would see them as supporters.  For one chief, “we always 
had to give something, but never too much.  I would explain to GAM 
that if we helped them too much, the army would punish us.  I put it in 
terms they understood, how the army is so hungry for blood and GAM 
has to help people.”  Chiefs explained that when the army approached, 
they would wear khaki government uniforms and speak Indonesian, but 
when it was GAM, they would wear traditional Acehnese dress and speak 
Acehnese.  Chiefs explained that, just as mangroves are between the ocean 
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and the forest, chiefs must be between the state and the village, as well as 
between the state and rebels.  They worked to establish relationships with 
local Commanders, sitting them down, making small talk, sharing some 
snacks, and praying together.  Such trust-building mechanisms helped 
them to disagree with combatants without being seen as oppositional.

Chiefs also served as lawyers for detained villagers.  When villagers 
were arrested, chiefs were expected to approach feared military outposts 
and defend or plea bargain for their people.  Those who failed to play this 
role were pressured by villagers to step down, making the position one that 
was by no means relished.  Originally, GAM did not have a system of jails 
or investigation.  When a villager was suspected of working against them, 
they would question, beat, or kill the suspect.  Through engagement, 
villagers persuaded GAM to change, especially since Indonesian forces 
sometimes performed better on this count; “we told them that they will 
not get anywhere killing people.  They will just create anger and hurt 
their cause.”  Helped by growing capacity, GAM worked to provide a 
basic legal system presided over by Islamic leaders (ulama).  By 2001, 
GAM typically approached chiefs during their investigations, eventually 
expecting them to serve a defense role.  In one example, a young man was 
suspected of providing information to the army.  GAM summoned his 
village chief, who explained that the man had provided information only 
after being tortured, and even then he still withheld the names of GAM 
soldiers.  GAM released the man into the custody of the chief, whom he 
credits for saving his life.  GAM Commanders explained that they knew 
chiefs might lie, but did so defending their people, which was admirable, 
provided it did not necessarily undermine GAM interests.  Such roles were 
often dangerous for chiefs.  In one subdistrict, GAM killed two chiefs for 
defending villagers who were actually informants.  All told, Aceh’s chiefs 
exemplify engagement in war, representing power independent of the 
rebels and sometimes resisted their efforts to monopolize power.

A second non-confrontational form of resistance came from within 
the rebel movement.  GAM evolved from being an elite group with 
some shady local commanders to being a respectable political force by 
2000-01.  They did not do this alone, developing through alliances with 
powerful societal forces, not unlike nascent states.  Early on in GAM’s 
evolution, in the 1980s, the rebels expanded to include various former 
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military and criminal forces.  The inclusion of such groups provided the 
rebels with military power, but at the expense of discipline and local 
legitimacy.  GAM was never able to shake its criminal reputation, and 
later, after the conflict, has returned to these shadier roots.  As GAM 
grew more powerful, it was able to court and develop various societal 
forces, however sustained alliances with them still resulted in the group’s 
transformation.  Just as Suharto’s New Order created a variety of women’s 
organizations in Indonesia, the Free Aceh Movement featured a women’s 
organization, the Inong Balee.  Taken from famous female Admiral 
Malahayati’s ‘widow’s brigade’ in the 16th century, the Inong Balee 
organized women wishing to support the rebels, serving as cooks, spies, 
nurses, and more.  However, many women joined the group and subtly 
challenged the rebels, demanding that women speak at rallies, receive 
financial assistance, and later helping GAM soldiers demobilize and 
return home to their families.

The primary forms of internal resistance came from Islamic groups 
and NGO / student activists.  In 1999, GAM, ulama, and activists were 
distinct groups with separate goals.  As the Indonesian army cracked 
down on all resistance, many ulama and activists turned to the rebels.  
They did so for protection, to oppose Indonesia, and as a vehicle to 
achieve their respective goals.  These state / society alliances were mutually 
beneficial and transformative, with ulama and activists developing a sense 
of Acehnese ethno-nationalism and the rebels incorporating elements of 
Islam, human rights, and democracy.  In this way, civilians were able 
to transform the content and organization of rebellion, an important 
opportunity for resistance.  Similarly, GAM’s efforts to co-opt various 
social forces enabled ulama and activists to achieve their goals from 
within the rebel camp.  Ulama were able to implement forms of Sharia 
Law and promote a more Islamic society.  Although early in the conflict 
GAM was avowedly secular and retained socialist ideals, on the ground 
the rebels created local Sharia courts and incorporated leading ulama as 
advisors.  For one ranking Islamic teacher, “many of GAM soldiers were 
once our students.  Through them, we were able to promote Islam and 
make the independence movement halal.”  Meanwhile activists criticized 
Indonesian human rights abuses and represented the rebels in peace talks, 
moderating rebel demands and contributing towards overcoming the 
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conflict.  Previously demanding the creation of a Sultanate and refusing 
the idea of a referendum on the grounds that it affirmed Indonesian 
sovereignty, student and NGO activists redirected GAM’s core goals to 
be more democratic, with GAM leader Hasan di Tiro serving as a Head 
of State instead of a Head of Government.  For one activist, “when we 
joined GAM, it was a military hierarchy, nobody said anything about 
democracy.  I think they learned from East Timor to listen to us and 
become open to democracy.”  Groups working within the rebels resisted 
GAM’s secular and ethnonationalist claims, transforming the very 
meaning of rebellion in Aceh.

Thus far, I have spoken of resistance that was not directly oppositional, 
that rebels could perceive as consistent with their cause in some way, 
even if it altered their cause in some way.  A more oppositional form of 
resistance is found in weapons of the weak, everyday forms of resistance 
hidden from public view.  While they tend to unfold “within the official 
discourse of deference,” and are thus indirect, weapons of the weak allow 
individuals to quietly oppose power (Scott 1990: 95).  To put it another 
way, the above forms of opposition can actually strengthen dominant 
actors provided they are willing to listen and adapt, while everyday 
resistance necessarily weakens authorities.  Due to GAM popularity and 
antipathy towards Indonesia, it is easier to document everyday resistance 
against the Indonesian state.  Documenting hidden, micro-level anti-
rebel resistance within rebel strongholds represents a tougher task.

One of the clearest forms of everyday resistance was flight.  Young 
men faced considerable pressure to join the rebels, but many refused, as 
thousands voted with their feet and sought employment in Malaysia, an 
important alternative to taking up arms.  What of those who did not 
leave?  When GAM soldiers demanded food or money, many civilians 
would hoard their wealth and lie to maintain their scarce resources.  Locals 
often differentiated between GAM units from their village and those 
from other villages, withholding support from outsiders and questioning 
their authenticity.  Civilians often slandered GAM forces, especially early 
on in the conflict, seeing them as a creation of the Indonesian military, 
challenging their Islamic credentials, mocking eccentric GAM leader 
Hasan di Tiro, and claiming GAM linkages to the United States.  One 
coffee shop owner shared that his customers joked about “Sultan di Tiro” 
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and suggested that GAM was trained by the CIA.  Slander and gossip 
against the rebels continued even at the height of the conflict.  When 
GAM Commanders were seen as corrupt, such as one in Aceh Besar 
who literally sat atop a local gold mine, they faced widespread criticism 
and lost local support.  In various rallies, instead of waving rebel flags, 
some civilians report waving United Nations flags, “telling the world we 
are squeezed between two rocks”, and even white flags, “hoping that the 
conflict would just end.”  As fighting waned, everyday acts of resistance 
intensified.  Just as Thomas McKenna (1998: 194) documents how gossip 
and semi-mythical stories of divine support for rebellion dried up and 
turned against Mindanao’s rebels as the conflict endured, by 2003, many 
Acehnese civilians had lost faith in GAM.  One woman explained that 
GAM used to hide in her house and demand food, and while she initially 
supported them, this became a burden.  Her solution was to prepare 
the blandest food possible and tell them she heard rumours of military 
sweeps.  She developed several ways to undermine support; “GAM used 
to hide weapons under my hearth outside, so I boiled water every night 
so it was too hot to use.”  Perhaps the most damaging form of everyday 
resistance at this time related to desertion.  As one woman reported, “I 
told my sons to return.  The conflict was not ending and we needed to 
get on with our lives.  Many women told their sons and husbands this.  It 
was time to come home.”  In aggregation, such acts undermined the Free 
Aceh Movement considerably.

Although hidden resistance signified anti-rebel sentiment and 
chipped away at their power, it stopped short of direct defiance.  Open 
defiance against GAM was uncommon, both because it was dangerous 
and because there were few reasons in GAM strongholds to defy the 
rebels, at least compared to brutal state forces.  Nevertheless, there are 
examples of wartime defiance in GAM’s backyard.  Some examples 
are found when Acehnese villagers refused GAM demands to boycott 
Indonesian elections or state agencies.  Villagers in Aceh Besar explained 
that GAM told them not to send their children to Indonesian schools.  
“We refused, they need education.”  Villagers continued to send their 
children to school and criticized GAM for threatening their children’s 
future.  This led GAM to burn several schools, and then work with 
activists to open new ones offering an ‘Acehnese’ curriculum.  Another 
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instance of defiance occurred when chiefly mediation failed, especially 
when chiefs were subjected to violence.  In West Aceh, one village chief 
approached a shady GAM Commander who had arrested and beaten 
several villagers.  The chief asked why he had not been informed.  The 
rebel leader responded by attacking the chief.  Far from remaining silent, 
the chief began criticizing this Commander.  Word of the altercation 
soon spread, with villagers noting that this Commander did not respect 
local traditions.  Other GAM Commanders came to protect the chief, 
but asked that he remain quiet.  Such criticisms were an important reason 
why mediation worked, as combatants who failed to respect chiefly duties 
faced social reprisals.

The primary instance of anti-rebel defiance was the response to 
GAM efforts to cleanse the province of ethnic Javanese.  GAM had long 
promised to rid the province of Javanese “colonialists”, whose “massive 
relocation” threatened Aceh with “Javanization” (di Tiro 1981: 70).  
In reality, Aceh received a relatively small number of Javanese, whose 
numbers peaked at about 12% of the provincial population, compared 
to one third in nearby provinces (Barter and Côté 2015).  Many Javanese 
were born in Aceh, having arrived under the Dutch, and almost all settled 
in the non-Acehnese interior.  Most Acehnese had no problem with 
the Javanese.  While GAM leaders saw things in terms of their ethno-
nationalist vision, most Acehnese are proud of their multiethnic history, 
and while they see Java as insufficiently Islamic, local Javanese were often 
pious.  Many local Javanese had intermarried with Acehnese.  As a result, 
GAM pogroms ignited local resistance, militias in state strongholds 
and defiance within rebel strongholds.  In one example, GAM forces 
demanded that an Aceh-born Javanese Islamic teacher leave the province.  
This led his students to protest, surrounding the rebels in prayer when 
they arrived at the teacher’s school.  As the teacher was removed and his 
house destroyed, locals organized sermons on the Prophet’s campaigns 
to transcend tribalism.  The villagers wrote a letter to several prominent 
pro-GAM ulama, one of whom later visited the village and apologized 
for GAM’s actions.  The Javanese Islamic teacher returned one year later.  
In Saree, a Javanese coroner was told to leave.  While other Javanese fled, 
he remained, and when confronted by GAM, the village chief defended 
him, citing his important village duties.  The next day, his house was 
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burned down.  Another local Javanese family was killed by GAM the next 
day, leading residents to hold a village meeting criticizing GAM’s actions.  
In Bireuen, one Javanese family that had assimilated into local society 
was targeted by GAM.  Villagers surrounded their home and blocked the 
rebels, and after a brief skirmish, a GAM Commander was called in to 
negotiate with the protestors.  “The people explained that these are not 
even Javanese any more, that Aceh has always assimilated other people.  
I agreed to let them stay, but the villagers wanted more.  They wanted 
me to sign a letter guaranteeing it.  So I did it—I wanted to show we are 
reasonable.”

These examples demonstrate that defiance is possible even in 
strongholds and despite considerable threats.  Some Acehnese spoke 
out in direct opposition to rebel behavior and raised their voices.  The 
effects should not be underestimated, as GAM lost some popularity 
just as Indonesia regrouped and launched fresh assaults on the rebels.  
Some Acehnese even report a newfound appreciation of Indonesian 
multiculturalism, though they remained critical of the country’s 
corruption and human rights abuses.  Internally, many ulama who 
had joined the rebels criticized ethnic violence against fellow Muslims 
on religious grounds, and many rebel activists criticized it in terms of 
human rights.  By 2003, GAM made a surprising shift with the Stavanger 
Declaration, written with the help of activist allies.  The Declaration 
marked a reversal of GAM policy, now stating that Aceh is a multicultural 
state where citizenship should be based on birth.  According to one rebel 
spokesman, “this was a response to our mistakes.  The people of Aceh did 
not like violence against Javanese and we were criticized internationally as 
well.”  To GAM’s credit, they were willing to adapt in response to social 
resistance, leading to major changes in the rebel vision.

Implications
Despite immense threats, social resistance is possible in armed conflicts 
largely because political opportunities are considerable.  Social resistance 
is possible and even probable against abusive states where rebels maintain 
power and against rebels in state strongholds.  While such acts are 
important and cannot be assumed to be manufactured, the meaning of 
social resistance is less clear when it supports the local political order.  A 
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stiffer test is found where civilians challenge the dominant local authority, 
state or rebel, resisting independent of rewards or protection and despite 
risk.  I have showed ways that civilians are able to resist the dominant 
armed group in times of war, in this case against a powerful rebel 
movement, in effect mounting civil resistance against armed resistance 
(but not for the state).  These findings show room for social resistance 
against an armed resistance movement.  Crucially, social resistance was 
found even in extremely constrained circumstances, a context in which 
social movements were unable to form.  Despite intense violence, 
resistance continued for Aceh’s civilians.  This speaks to the centrality 
of political contestation in armed conflicts, a factor often overlooked 
compared to the focus on violence in war.

In Aceh, I have documented four forms of social resistance against 
separatist rebels in rebel zones, varying in terms of opposition and visibility.  
Although a social movement lens might have focused on the short-lived 
civil society referendum movement or on the Free Aceh Movement, a 
social resistance lens uncovered less visible forms of civilian agency.  Social 
resistance also uncovered a wider range of resistance than would a lens 
of everyday resistance, most notably including less oppositional forms of 
resistance such as engagement and internal transformation, which served 
to transform the behaviour and goals of the rebel movement.  Even 
though GAM was popular in its strongholds and Indonesia was hated, 
Acehnese civilians continually questioned power.  This should caution 
against portrayals of civilians as powerless, forced to act in terms of 
survival.  Anti-rebel resistance was hardly counter-revolutionary though, 
and was not necessarily pro-state.  Instead, civilians resisted the rebels 
on their own terms, sometimes in an effort to improve rebel behaviour.  
While not always heroic, Acehnese civilians resisted GAM where they felt 
it was necessary.

Why did GAM not crack down on social resistance, especially 
where it directly challenged their interests?  Sometimes they did.  I noted 
examples of abused chiefs and villagers, where those challenging GAM 
were punished.  This serves as a reminder that resisting the rebels was by 
no means safe.  For the most part though, GAM responded by adapting 
to social resistance.  This was true in part because GAM enjoyed local 
popularity and wanted to maintain it.  Many rebels saw themselves as 
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fighting for the people against an abusive state.  GAM worked to avoid 
comparison to Indonesian security forces, reflecting the centrality of 
contestation in armed conflict, as political opportunity provides some 
window through which civilians can resist.

In post-conflict Aceh, the former rebels have continued to 
dominate their strongholds, but now through the ballot box.  In the 
2009 Elections, Partai Aceh won over 2/3 of the vote in northern 
districts.  While not totally democratic, as the former rebels dominate 
the local economy and have utilized violence against challengers, the 
results testify to their popularity.  However social resistance continues.  
In 2014, the former rebels entered into a shocking alliance with former 
military leader Prabowo Subianto, the son-in-law of former President 
Suharto who is widely considered to be responsible for horrific human 
rights abuses against activists and rebels.  This alliance was perceived as 
opportunistic, with the former rebels betraying their principles.  How did 
Acehnese voters respond?  In the national legislative contests, Prabowo’s 
party gained just two of thirteen seats despite support from Partai Aceh 
leaders.  In the Presidential Elections, voters in the rebel heartland chose 
Prabowo’s rival Jokowi, ignoring the demands of their party and sending 
a strong message to the former rebels.  Social resistance continues well 
into Aceh’s contemporary electoral era.  What remains to be seen is if the 
former rebels will retain the skill to manage and adapt to it.
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Classic Book Review

Gene Sharp; The Politics of Nonviolent 
Action

Gene Sharp’s monumental The Politics of Nonviolent Action, published 
in 1973, was pioneering in several ways. It presented a theory for 
understanding the effectiveness of nonviolent action. It documented 198 
methods of nonviolent action, classifying them into types and subtypes. 
And it presented a framework for understanding how major nonviolent 
campaigns proceed.

 The book is the central statement of an approach to nonviolent 
action based on its effectiveness rather than its ethics. This approach 
is sometimes called pragmatic, in contrast to the Gandhian approach, 
called principled, though the terms are not ideal and the contrast is not 
as clear as sometimes stated.

 I first looked at The Politics of Nonviolent Action in 1977 and 
went through it thoroughly in 1979, when it was available as a single 
hardbound, 900+ page volume. These days it is most commonly available 
as three paperbacks, each containing one of the three parts of the book.

 The Politics of Nonviolent Action was important for me. At the time, 
I was searching for a model of an alternative society without government, 
in which people directly made decisions about how their lives should be 
organised. But how could such a society exist in the face of aggression, 
in particular in the face of military attack? Arming the people sounds 
nice in principle but is implausible as a means of defence in an age of 
tanks and missiles, not to mention nuclear weapons. Sharp’s writing 
helped convince me that communities could defend themselves against 
aggression without setting up their own military systems.

 These days, few people sit down to read The Politics of Nonviolent 
Action in full. Indeed, many younger people will only read what is 
available online, and so they see a list of 198 methods of nonviolent 
action, but no details, no rationale, no theory and nothing about part 
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three of Sharp’s book, “The dynamics of nonviolent action.”
 Sharp spent many years researching the book. It began as his PhD 

thesis, but was only published five years later. Today, it is rare for a scholar 
to produce pathbreaking work without publishing articles along the way. 
Publishing books that take years to complete is not a promising road to 
an academic career. Sharp, though, was not writing the book as a means 
to a career, but rather as a contribution to human betterment.

 Sharp initially had been a follower of Gandhi’s ideas but, partially 
in reaction to dogmatic pacifists who envisaged a harmonious world 
without conflict, excised the moral dimension from his writing. There is 
a morality implicit in nonviolence, in that no physical violence is used 
against opponents, but for Sharp this was justified entirely on the basis 
that nonviolent action is more effective.

Theory
Part one, on the theory underlying nonviolent action, is by far the 
briefest of the three parts of the book. It has also received the most critical 
attention.

 Sharp distinguished between two main understandings of power. 
The first is the monolithic picture, in which power is held by those in 
higher positions and exercised by them. This was the most common view 
among scholars at the time Sharp was writing, and remains a common 
implicit view among members of the public. The second picture is the 
consent theory of power: those in positions of authority have power only 
so far as subordinates and subjects grant it to them.

 The consent theory of power is ideal for appreciating how 
nonviolent action can succeed against rulers. If the ruler’s power is based 
on the acquiescence or cooperation of subjects (including functionaries, 
especially police and the military), then all that is required to bring down 
the ruler is to cease cooperating. Indeed, nearly all forms of nonviolent 
action can be conceptualised as noncooperation.

 Just at the time that Sharp was writing The Politics of Nonviolent 
Action, social movements and scholars were starting to rethink power. 
The student movement, the feminist movement, the environmental 
movement and others were resurgent, and their efforts—almost entirely 
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without armed struggle—hardly made sense unless the people had power, 
not just rulers. Meanwhile, scholars attributed this emerging sensibility 
to other scholars, most notably Michel Foucault. However, Sharp seems 
to have developed his approach to power independently of the latest 
social movements, and he does not cite Foucault. It is possible to see 
Sharp’s articulation of the consent theory of power as stimulated by the 
need to explain the success of the numerous nonviolent struggles he had 
studied.

 Would it have made any difference if Sharp had omitted part one, 
and The Politics of Nonviolent Action had included only the (massive) parts 
on methods and dynamics? The book is filled with innumerable examples 
showing the effectiveness of nonviolent campaigns, so perhaps no theory 
was required. After all, a truly pragmatic approach is to say, “Look, it 
works” and leave it to others to figure out why. One advantage of a 
theoretical foundation is to provide a warrant or rationale for nonviolent 
action. Another is to provide guidance when applying methods and 
developing strategy.

Methods
Part two of the book is on methods of nonviolent action. Sharp had 
collected examples of different methods, reaching a total of 198, showing 
the great diversity of types of action possible. Many activists were familiar 
with a few forms of protest, such as rallies, marches and sit-ins, but the 
usual repertoire is limited. That Sharp catalogued so many methods was 
inspirational in itself. The figure 198 was often quoted in accounts of his 
work, leading to comments such as “Wow, I never knew there were no 
many methods,” even though few ever looked at the full list.

 Sharp, in presenting 198 methods, classified them into 
categories. At the highest level were six types, in chapters 3 through 8: 
nonviolent protest and persuasion; social noncooperation; economic 
noncooperation (boycotts); economic noncooperation (strikes); political 
noncooperation; and nonviolent intervention. The various types of 
noncooperation are commonly grouped together, so there are three 
main types: protest/persuasion; noncooperation; and intervention.  
Each type contains subtypes. For example, nonviolent intervention is 
broken down into psychological, physical, social, economic and political 
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forms of intervention. Then each subtype has several methods. “Social 
intervention” includes establishing new social patterns (for example, 
interracial marriage when this is taboo), overloading of facilities (for 
example, hospital staff, protesting pay policies, admitting more patients 
than can be handled), stall-in (conducting business transactions, for 
example in a bank, as slowly as possible), speak-in (interrupting a meeting 
to express viewpoints), guerrilla theatre, alternative social institutions and 
alternative communication systems.

 In some cases, the distinctions between methods seem unimportant. 
For example, under physical intervention Sharp lists sit-in, stand-in, 
ride-in, wade-in, mill-in and pray-in, all of which might have been 
grouped into a single method. By making these distinctions, Sharp was 
acknowledging methods actually used.

 Sharp at the time said that he had not documented all methods 
and that additional methods would be used in the future. The emergence 
of the Internet has seen dozens of new methods of nonviolent action. I 
observed one myself. During an industrial dispute at the University of 
Wollongong in the early years of the Internet, union leaders called for 
everyone to email 1 megabyte files (quite large back then) at a nominated 
time. Within a few seconds, the university’s network was totally clogged. 
Actually, Sharp had foreshadowed this method, mentioning in a footnote 
(page 445, note 301) some additional methods he had not included, one 
of which was “clogging a telephone switchboard with masses of calls.”

 However, innovation in methods of struggle seems rare. Despite the 
existence of 198 methods often being cited, the usual activist repertoire 
often remains limited, with mass rallies and labour strikes being most 
prominent, for example in the colour revolutions. Large rallies often 
generate media coverage. Although Sharp recognised the role of the 
media, his work predated the enormous expansion in media studies and 
much of the writing showing how media coverage is shaped by powerful 
interests even in countries without repressive governments.

Dynamics
Some have criticised Sharp’s approach for being based on methods and 
hence ignoring the social, political and economic context. In part this 
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criticism reflects a neglect of part three of The Politics of Nonviolent 
Action, titled “The dynamics of nonviolent action.” Although it is the 
lengthiest part of the book, it has received the least attention even though 
it contains some of the most useful insights.

 In part three, Sharp presents a series of elements in a major nonviolent 
campaign. These he calls—as the titles to chapters 9 through 14—laying 
the groundwork for nonviolent action, challenge brings repression, 
solidarity and discipline to fight repression, political jiu-jitsu, three 
ways success may be achieved, and the redistribution of power. Sharp, 
having looked at dozens of nonviolent campaigns, especially successful 
ones, observed a typical pattern, and these became the elements in his 
“dynamics.”

 I refer to “elements” in a nonviolent campaign. They might also 
be called “stages,” because there is a logical sequence from laying the 
groundwork to the redistribution of power. However, “solidarity and 
discipline to fight repression” is less a stage than a requirement for success, 
political jiu-jitsu is not always present in campaigns, and “three ways 
success may be achieved” represents a branching of paths. (The three 
ways are conversion, accommodation and nonviolent coercion. Later, 
Sharp (2005) added a fourth way: disintegration, in which the ruler’s 
regime collapses.)

 In terms of research methodology, Sharp can be considered to have 
used an approach called grounded theory, which involves looking at the 
data and then developing a framework, from the bottom up, to explain 
the data. Although Sharp did not refer explicitly to grounded theory, 
which was being articulated (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) around the time 
he was working on The Politics of Nonviolent Action, he does describe his 
approach as inductive, namely going from evidence to theory. The fact 
that the elements of the “dynamics” are only partly in the form of stages 
might be considered to reflect Sharp’s adherence to the data, with less 
concern about fitting campaigns into a preconceived template.

 For each element in the “dynamics,” Sharp gives extended examples, 
often from the same campaigns, for example the US civil rights movement. 
The elements are not highly theorised. In some chapters, Sharp gives a 
brief introduction and then provides example after example. Though 
perhaps unsatisfying for the theoretically minded reader, this reflect 
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Sharp’s immersion in the data and his inductive approach.
 What is surprising is how seldom this approach to studying 

campaigns has been used. For years I have read studies of social 
movements, looking for frameworks that give guidance for activists who 
are thinking strategically, with a bigger picture than particular tactics. 
Aside from Sharp’s dynamics, I have discovered only one other really 
useful framework: Bill Moyer’s Movement Action Plan, which lays out 
eight stages in the typical trajectory of a social movement, plus four 
categories for activist roles and their relationship to the stages (Moyer et 
al., 2001). Aside from the Movement Action Plan and Sharp’s dynamics, 
there seem to be few grounded-theory campaign frameworks oriented to 
activists. George Lakey’s (1973) framework is also noteworthy, though it 
is for nonviolent revolution rather than a typical campaign.

 Sharp did not rely entirely on the data for developing his dynamics 
framework. One element, “political jiu-jitsu”—the increase in support a 
movement sometimes obtains when nonviolent protesters are physically 
attacked—is an expansion and modification of “moral jiu-jitsu,” 
formulated by Richard Gregg in the 1930s.

 Chapter 9, “Laying the groundwork for nonviolent action,” is 
an extended discussion of nonviolent tactics and strategy, including 
commentary on topics such as risk, casting off fear, leadership, secrecy 
and issuing an ultimatum to the opponent. This chapter alone could 
serve as a primer for campaigners.

Significance
The full package in The Politics of Nonviolent Action thus includes theory 
in part one, methods in part two and dynamics in part three. The book 
is pioneering in terms of original frameworks, but also pioneering in 
its wealth of empirical material. Sharp provided extensive referencing 
throughout. Indeed, in reading the book what is striking is how empirical 
it is. Even in part one, presenting the consent theory of power, Sharp 
presents many examples. Part two, on methods, might almost be called 
a catalogue of case studies, and part three, on dynamics, is constructed 
around lengthier case studies. The amount of case material is so large that 
Sharp’s theoretical contributions can be overshadowed.
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 In presenting case material, Sharp can be criticised for providing 
selective accounts. For example, in describing the opposition to the 
Kapp Putsch in Germany in 1920, Sharp talks about various methods 
of nonviolent resistance in Berlin and gives little attention to armed 
resistance elsewhere. An historian might question many of Sharp’s case 
studies as being incomplete and slanted, as finding what he was looking 
for rather than providing a full account. This sort of criticism would 
be reasonable if Sharp had been aspiring to write full and even-handed 
treatments of events. However, it is unrealistic to expect him to analyse 
the Kapp putsch in full historical detail, which would take a book on its 
own. Sharp was instead searching for evidence about nonviolent methods 
and campaigns, and so can be excused for not always giving the full 
context. 

 Reading The Politics of Nonviolent Action today, it is worth being 
aware that there are different readings of many of the events and campaigns 
Sharp described. This is important so that activists do not imagine that 
nonviolent action is uncomplicated and neatly distinguished from armed 
struggle. However, in judging Sharp’s writing about nonviolent action, it 
is important to remember the context: nearly all writing about conflict 
at the time assumed the superiority of violence. The overwhelming 
volume of writing was about armed conflict, especially war, and for most 
historians and others, nonviolent struggle was invisible. Sharp might 
have made nonviolent campaigns sound neater than was actually the 
case, but this can be justified by the need to counter the far more one-
sided emphasis on violence in conventional history.

Legacy
The Politics of Nonviolent Action has become a standard reference for 
those writing about nonviolent action, especially scholarly treatments. 
Indeed, if the book is not cited, this is sometimes an indication that the 
author is not familiar with literature in the field. Being a classic reference 
has advantages and disadvantages. Sharp’s insights are now more widely 
recognised in a number of fields. On the other hand, citing Sharp is not 
a substitute for actually reading Sharp, and it is likely that many who cite 
The Politics of Nonviolent Action only know it second-hand, while careful 
reading of the text is rare.
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 This is partly due to Sharp’s writing style, which is laborious. 
Someone looking for a short and sharp summary of key ideas will be 
frustrated by Sharp’s immersion in examples.

 I remember talking to activists in the 1970s and 1980s who read some 
of Sharp’s works and were tremendously excited by them. Although his 
style is not scintillating, his ideas are laid out carefully and systematically. 
Today, due to a great expansion in writing about nonviolent action, many 
of Sharp’s ideas have been incorporated into common sense in the field, 
but decades ago this was not the case. The activists entranced by Sharp’s 
work were responding to ideas that were revolutionary in their own way.

 Although The Politics of Nonviolent Action has received some of the 
long overdue recognition it deserves, it could be argued that it deserves 
even more attention, in particular critical attention. One test of the 
impact of an original contribution is the interest others take in criticising, 
modifying, developing and applying the ideas. While there have been 
worthwhile efforts to add to Sharp’s catalogue of methods, especially to 
include online actions, it seems that no one has attempted to rethink 
Sharp’s principal categories, including the classification of methods as 
protest and persuasion, noncooperation and intervention. For example, 
the intervention category includes seemingly disparate types of action, 
and it might make sense to set up a separate category of constructive 
actions. 

 A different sort of extension of Sharp’s work is to better theorise the 
role of communication and the media. Sharp recognised the importance 
of these; in dictatorships, after all, the mass media are fully controlled by 
the regime. Nevertheless, there is much more to say, for example about 
the roles of propaganda, disinformation, spin-doctoring, astroturfing and 
other techniques used to manipulate beliefs.

 Sharp liked to compile lists of factors, for example about reasons 
for accepting domination. In an appendix to The Politics of Nonviolent 
Action, he provided a “Summary of factors determining the outcome 
of nonviolent struggles” that listed four factors in the social situation, 
nine associated with the opponent group, four associated with third 
parties and 17 associated with the nonviolent group. This list can be a 
bit frustrating, because with 34 different factors, it’s hard to know which 
ones are more important. On the other hand, Sharp’s lists can usefully 
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provide reminders of the many factors involved, and thus serve as an 
antidote to thinking caught up in just a few aspects of an issue.

The Politics of Nonviolent Action then and now
In the years immediately after its publication, The Politics of Nonviolent 
Action opened a new way of thinking about nonviolence, which had 
previously been dominated by Gandhian perspectives. Instead of focusing 
on the ethics of action, Sharp offered an approach that was potentially 
broader in its appeal. People had been using methods of nonviolent 
action for centuries, and there had been quite a number of significant 
campaigns. Sharp provided a different way of thinking about this action, 
in terms of a pragmatic warrant (the consent theory of power), methods 
used and trajectories of campaigns.

 Sharp was not alone in his understanding of nonviolent action. 
There had long been a strategic dimension to nonviolence, and Sharp 
showed this most clearly in his 1979 book Gandhi as a Political Strategist. 
By clearly distinguishing his perspective from Gandhi’s, Sharp took 
nonviolence to activists and researchers who were not enamoured by the 
emphasis on the moral superiority of nonviolence.

 In the decades since the publication of The Politics of Nonviolent 
Action, there has been a great expansion in the strategic use of nonviolent 
action, so much so that many of Sharp’s ideas have become implicit 
understandings within social movements. While some revolutionaries 
remain committed to armed struggle, and debates rage about diversity of 
tactics, nonviolent action is widely accepted as a standard approach.

 In the years while Sharp was writing the book, he was frustrated 
by the attitude of pacifists who wanted to eliminate conflict and who 
criticised nonviolent action because it accepted the need to wage conflict. 
Sharp did not anticipate that this sort of opposition to nonviolent action 
would die away and be replaced by virulent attacks from left-wing 
opponents of US imperialism.

 Meanwhile, in the academy, the uptake of Sharp’s work has been 
much more tentative. For decades, few scholars outside the small 
nonviolence research community took any notice of nonviolent action 
as a serious area for research. This has changed somewhat in recent years, 
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but Sharp, and nonviolence more generally, remain little appreciated in 
mainstream disciplines.

 Although many of Sharp’s ideas have become common currency 
among activists, few actually spend a great deal of time immersed in 
The Politics of Nonviolent Action. Yet there are some important messages 
that deserve revisiting. Concerning the consent theory of power, it is 
possible to raise all sorts of theoretical objections, especially in light of 
contemporary thinking about power as being pervasive, implicated in 
all sorts of actions and relationships. Yet despite the theoretical appeal of 
figures like Michel Foucault and Michel de Certeau, their frameworks do 
not provide guidelines for resistance that are tied to specific ways of acting. 
The consent theory’s ruler-subject framework may be simplistic but no 
other approach has been shown to have such practical value for activists. 
Thinking again of Sharp as using grounded theory, it might be said that 
the consent theory of power grows out of empirical studies of nonviolent 
campaigns. The implication for today’s scholars is to undertake their own 
development of theory grounded in observations of action, aimed at a 
way of understanding action that serves those who oppose domination.

 Although the idea of 198 methods of nonviolent action has become 
almost a cliché in some circles, its implications still remain to be fully 
grasped. The key is that there are innumerable ways to undertake action 
that are neither conventional nor do physical harm to opponents. Activists 
need to think creatively, as recommended by a number of analysts, and 
Sharp’s methods remain a good starting point. Rather than simply 
ticking off methods, it is important to understand each one in context: 
methods need to be chosen and used in the context of skills, opponents 
and the strategic context. Experienced activists know this intuitively. Yet 
there remains plenty to learn by looking at Sharp’s examples and at new 
methods that have been documented.

 Finally, Sharp’s framework called “the dynamics of nonviolent 
action” remains largely untapped. It would be possible to take each 
element of the dynamics and carry out a detailed analysis. For example, 
the first element, “Laying the groundwork,” has been given little attention 
by researchers. It would be possible to examine methods used by rulers 
to undermine budding opposition (Dobson, 2012) and methods that 
activists can use to build capacity and resist repression and cooption. 
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Similar examinations could be undertaken of other elements in the 
dynamics.

 The Politics of Nonviolent Action is deservedly a classic of nonviolence, 
but it should not be left on a shelf. The greatest tribute to Sharp’s 
pioneering work is to tackle the issues he put forward, building on his 
ideas, challenging them and adapting them to today’s challenges.
Brian Martin, University of Wollongong
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Clover, Joshua (2016) Riot. Strike. 
Riot: The New Era of Uprisings

Brooklyn, NY: Verso
In this book, the scholar-poet Joshua Clover is making a historical 
overview of the “riot”, from its “Golden Age” sometime in the 17th 
and 18th centuries, to its renewed popularity in our global age. In this 
historization of riots, Clover makes contemporary connections with the 
“movement of the squares” (2010-2011), including Occupy Wall Street, 
Occupy Oakland, the riots in Ferguson, and the rise of the Movement for 
Black Lives. He predicts that we will see many more riots and other forms 
of “circulation struggles” in the near future in the form of communes, 
occupations, blockades and other similar political struggles over space. 
The reason is that the world capitalist system has entered a period of 
accumulation through circulation, which gives an opportunity for 
excluded groups to attack this spatial circulation of goods. 

Besides providing the research on resistance with a focused history 
of riots, Clover is also one of the few that suggests a theory of riots. 
Basically, he argues that it is a mistake to put the “violence” at the center 
of a definition of the riot (p. 35-9), although violence often accompanies 
its form of resistance. Instead he wants to understand the riot as part of 
the anti-capitalist struggle, as a companion of the strike. The strike is a 
struggle over the price of labor power (or the conditions of labor which, he 
argues, is basically the same), in which workers lay down their work or 
block, sabotage, or seize control of the production and the machines. Then 
the riot is a struggle over the price of market goods (or their availability and 
circulation which, he argues, is basically the same), in which dispossessed 
people (where workers sometimes are a key part of this collective) resist 
in the context of consumption and create “interruption of commercial 
circulation” (p. 16). Basically, strikes belong to the factory floor and 
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the capitalist production, while riots belong to the marketplace and the 
capitalist reproduction of the labor force through consumption. This core 
definitional idea, that riots are about market price, not violence, he picks 
up from EP Thompson, the influential British historian who spent his 
life learning to understand the “history from below” of the more informal 
modes of struggle by the working class. This basic idea is then expanded 
theoretically, deepened and made more nuanced in an illustrative historic 
analysis. 

Through a longer discussion of the changes in the political economy 
and its different stages and crises, Clover argues that riots made sense as 
a key form of struggle in an earlier period, when ordinary people where 
increasingly affected by the market prices (as in bread and food riots, for a 
long period the main grievance behind riots), but were not yet integrated 
in the industrial production as workers. Later on, industrialization led 
the strike to become the key mode of class struggle until the failures 
of the General Strike and the later evolution of the welfare state, co-
optations of trade unions, and finally with the globalization of capital 
and the network-based economy. Then again, beginning in the 1960s 
and following the economic crisis of 1973, riots start to gain popularity 
again as a mode of class struggle (mainly by the “surplus population” that 
are excluded from wage labor), and now also as a race struggle, due to the 
racialization of the unemployed and temporarily-employed in the core 
Western “overdeveloped” countries. 

The early riots – focused on market access, bread, or blocking 
enclosures and export of goods needed by the dispossessed – have 
transformed and are today more connected to the police stations (whereas 
the contemporary version of a “police” did not exist in the early history 
of riots), streets and squares (p. 10-11). This is because the current stage 
or crisis of capitalism is creating an ever-growing (racialized) “surplus 
population” that is excluded from wage labor, but still dependent on the 
market to survive. Since the market economy is becoming increasingly 
abstract and distant, yet key to survival, contemporary riots cannot avoid 
clashing with the state/police. Thus, Clover understands the early “price-
setting” mechanism of riots as still valid, but now articulated as a kind of 
“surplus rebellion”.  
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As always when authors try to suggest heuristic models and make 
pedagogical overviews of complex struggles in very different contexts, 
there are simplifications that are less convincing (which, by the way, 
is a problem the author is well aware of ). One problem is that Clover 
wants to understand all kinds of resistance as “riots” (if they are not 
“strikes”), as for example the occupation of Tahir Square, despite the fact 
that it neither focused on market prices, capitalism, market goods, nor 
property. Tahir was a celebration of unity, dignity and resolve in defying 
an authoritarian state, and its state of emergency that had held its grip on 
Egypt for decades. Furthermore, in what way are “bread riots” of the 17th 
century Europe the same kind of “riots” as the “race riots” against police 
violence in Ferguson and beyond in the U.S. in 2014? Although Clover 
suggests these race-state-police-violence-riots are connected to a struggle 
over “social reproduction” of the labor power: bodies and exclusion of 
racialized groups from employment (see e.g. p. 27-28), it is not very 
convincing. Something fundamental is missing in this theory of riots. 
It seems this political economy perspective of riots lacks a convincing 
connection to non-economic phenomena such as race, democratization, 
and dignity. In my opinion, the author makes the classic reductionist 
move and reduces all social struggles to a matter of economy. 

Still, Clover makes a significant contribution to the historical and 
political understanding of a form of struggles – riots – that for long has 
been regarded as non-political and an irrational rage from subaltern 
communities, both by orthodox Marxists, liberals, and the mass media. 
By separating the “riot” (its market intervention and impact on commerce 
by the dispossessed in occupying space, and destroying or reappropriating 
property) from its (common application of ) “violence” against the police 
or other opponents (as strike-breakers or businessmen), Clover helps us 
to analyze the political economy of riot making.

Stellan Vinthagen, UMass, Editor of JRS
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Scott, James C. (2013) Decoding 
Subaltern Politics: Ideology, disguise, 

and resistance in agrarian politics
 Routledge: New York. 

In this short book the founder of the concept “everyday resistance”, James 
C. Scott, professor of political science at Yale University, summarizes 
his understanding of “everyday resistance” and its relation to “the little 
tradition” of peasants, ultimately the conflict between the state and “the 
vernacular world”. It is a collection of texts that has never been published 
in book form before. In the first two chapters, Scott outlines the conflict 
between peasant society, religion, politics and values embedded in “the 
little tradition” and “the great tradition” of religious and political urban 
elites. The following two chapters describe the common “modes of 
dissimulation” and give an example of how peasants resist tithe/sakar 
(the Muslim version of tithe or tax) in France and Malaysia. In the final 
two chapters, Scott argues that the state is fundamentally trying to make 
the society it dominates legible by transforming the local and vernacular 
worldview into standardized knowledge. This is illustrated by a detailed 
analysis of how states produce legal identities in the form of permanent 
family surnames. 

The “little tradition” of the “vernacular world” is based in villages, 
which are “face-to-face communities and, as such, resist abstractions” (p. 
4). Peasants do not have general “class relations” but particular landlords 
with vital personalities and social relations. Furthermore, small-scale 
agriculturalists or peasants are importantly following a “subsistence ethic” 
that aims to minimize risks, not maximize profit, and where maintaining 
good social relations and solidarity with everyone, including patrons, 
is essential to social security. Thus, “social and economic arrangements 
are judged more by how well they protect against the most catastrophic 
outcomes than by how quantitatively exploitative (e.g. how much of the 
harvest a landlord takes) they are.” (p. 5). Finally, this way of life means 
that the social and economic is interwoven in the way that social status 
is connected to the ability to maintain subsistence over time. Therefore, 
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the (economic) risk aversion is also about a claim for cultural dignity and 
respect. 

This “little tradition” exists in a different world than the “great 
traditions” we learn about from history books and official (urban) 
representatives. Scott demonstrate how great traditions of written, 
codified doctrine (religions or political ideologies) display a systematic 
“gap or slippage” when it meets folk culture. For example, the ecclesiastical 
orthodoxy of Catholicism is meeting a “folk heterodoxy, not to say 
heresy”, while Communism has had problems with “’folk’ communism” 
(p. 7-8). This gap is fundamental, with ontological qualities. 

It is a well-known fact, for example, that in the perspective of the 
local village the road going to the city is called something different, than 
the (same) road when you stand in the city and are going home. The 
“[city] road” is suddenly called the “[village] road”. That is not strange 
since it all depends on your (local) perspective. However, as Scott shows, 
this is not acceptable for the standardizing knowledge of the state. The 
world cannot be different according to your local perspective, since that 
would make the administration and exploitation of the world much 
more difficult. Therefore the state has to give the road not just one and 
the same name, but need to identify the road among many other roads 
in the country (and the world it comprehends), and thus the road will 
be given a unique name or number. This is totally meaningless seen from 
the vernacular world. The same colonial and centralized mapping of the 
world also applies for addresses, places, names and identifications of 
people. This epistemological difference is also a sign of something deeper. 
It is not trivial but amounts to real differences of cultural life-worlds the 
longer away you come from urban cosmologies and from the discourses 
of the great traditions. Basically the people of the little tradition and the 
state live ontologically in different worlds.  

According to Scott, these ontological differences create an 
antagonism, where the little tradition is oriented against the great 
traditions. The opposition to ruling elites (and sometimes also oppositional 
elites) comes from “a distinct vernacular perspective that is more than 
simply a parochial version of cosmopolitan forms and values” (p. 10), and 
often amounts to a “’shadow society’ … [in] opposition to the politico-
religious tradition of ruling elites”, particularly during rebellious periods 
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(p. 10), something that is described by Christopher Hill (The World 
Turned Upside Down, 1972, on the English Revolution) and Richard 
Cobb (The Police and the People, 1970, on the French Revolution). This 
“little tradition” has some salient themes, such as “localism, syncretism, 
and profanation”, which stand in opposition to elite versions of religion 
and politics (p. 24-63). “Much as the official religious doctrine is selected, 
reworked, and profaned in little tradition cults, so is the existing political 
order symbolically negated in popular millennarian traditions” (p. 60). 
Therefore, Scott’s conclusion is that “there is no such thing as a perfect 
ideological hegemony …[Instead] it would appear that the growth of 
oppression dialectically produces its own negation in the symbolic and 
religious life of the oppressed” (p. 61). This gap then produces not just 
a thin or weak version of Gramscian hegemony, but also a basis for the 
particular kind of resistance these communities produce. 

The “everyday resistance” emanating from the little tradition is small 
scale, scattered and disguised, but not insignificant, according to Scott. 
We need to recognize “at least that in terms of durability, persistence, 
tactical wisdom, and flexibility, as well as results, such activity may 
well eclipse the achievements of what normally are considered social 
movements … Acts which, taken individually, may be trivial need not 
have trivial consequences when taken cumulatively (p. 92-3). He uses as 
a case in point the Civil War in the U.S. and particularly “the collapse of 
the Confederacy … [where] … as many as 250, 000 deserted or avoided 
conscription altogether … [and these] were compounded by massive 
shirking, insubordination, and flight among the slave population” (p. 
92-3). Thus, at least according to Scott, the everyday resistance of the 
little tradition is even able to determine the outcome of a war, despite 
its evasive and underground characteristics. Everyone does not recognize 
this powerful potential, though. These forms of dissimulation and small-
acts of resistance, since they indeed “all involve immediate self-interested 
behavior” and are not principled, at least not in a self-conscious way, 
“might be termed opportunistic, unorganized, and pre-political” by 
a skeptic (p. 93). Scott does not take issue with that, although the 
terminology is quite condescending. The real problem, according to 
Scott, is “the tendency to assign greater historical priority and weight to 
the organized and political than to everyday resistance, a position that, 
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in my view, fundamentally misconstrues the very basis of economic and 
political struggle conducted daily by subordinate classes – not just the 
peasantry – in repressive settings” (p 93). What this critique misses is a 
full recognition of the necessary variations of class war and how it has to 
take the context into account. Scott reminds us that: “Class conflict is, 
first and foremost, a struggle over the appropriation of work, production, 
property, and taxes” (p. 94). And as part of such appropriation struggles, 
everyday resistance is just another version of the public and organized 
class struggle. 

Decoding Subaltern Politics is a focused, short discussion of the main 
perspectives on “everyday resistance”. It is a helpful summary as such. 
However, the themes analyzed in the different chapters do not seem 
to fit together; they do not appear systematic or complete as a whole. 
Instead it seems as if they are arbitrarily selected from a huge universe 
of possible themes on everyday resistance, probably as a result of being 
written separately to begin with. In any case, the text serves as a good 
introduction and as a great inspiration for others to do the research and 
cover those missing themes in future books. 

Compared to other writings by Scott, we of course recognize the 
main arguments about everyday resistance, but the empirical illustrations 
are different and supplement his already rich variation of examples from 
historical periods and contrasting contexts. As often, Scott show great 
familiarity of the detailed research done by others and he demonstrates 
an eminent skill in synthesizing knowledge from many different strands 
and shed new light on old facts with his original interpretations. 

Stellan Vinthagen, UMass, Editor of JRS
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Butler, Judith, Zeynep Gambetti, 
and Leticia Sabsay (eds.) (2016) 

Vulnerability in Resistance
Durham: Duke University Press.

Vulnerability in Resistance is an edited book emanating from a workshop 
in Istanbul 2013 – ‘Rethinking Vulnerability and Resistance: Feminism 
and Social Change’ – that collects a broad range of themes, contexts, 
and theoretical approaches to ‘vulnerability’ and ‘resistance’. It assists us 
all in radically rethinking the connections between ‘vulnerability’ and 
‘resistance’. The chapters cover themes as varied as agonism, resilience, 
temporality, barricades, dreams, art, Palestine, feminism, violence against 
women, veils and masks, and permeable bodies. This variation is both the 
strength and the weakness of this collection. It maps a new terrain and 
creates new (often implicit) links between a vast range of themes which 
are more or less related to vulnerability and resistance, giveing us a chance 
to recontextualize and reinterpret vulnerability beyond its stigmatizing 
victimhood and denied agency; and resistance beyond its masculine 
imaginings of sovereignty and denial of vulnerability. At the same time, 
like so many other edited collections of workshop papers, its many voices 
fail to create something that connects. Unfortunately, Vulnerability in 
Resistance fails dramatically as a book. It is no surprise the editors chose 
to not have a concluding chapter. Since the chapters do not talk to each 
other and several do not even seriously engage with both core concepts, 
it would be almost impossible to write such a conclusion. This is one of 
those books where you unfailingly read the introduction, and a couple of 
chapters that capture your interest. The rest you just skim, as did I.  

Judith Butler stands at the center of this project, not only as one of 
the editors and leaders of the workshop, which provided the impetus to 
this book, but also as the author of inspirational texts such as: Precarious 
Life: The Power of Mourning and Violence (2004); Frames of War: When 
Is Life Grievable? (2009); and Notes Toward a Performative Theory of 
Assembly (2015). Thus, during more than a decade Butler has interrogated 
‘vulnerability’ (as well as ‘precarity’, and what it means to be ‘grievable’), 
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and its links to violence, politics, bodies, performativity and ethics. 
Basically, Butler argues that our vulnerable human existence compels us 
to recognize how we are dependent on others and a supportive, material 
environment in order to have a livable life (Chap. 1). Thus, vulnerability 
and interdependence are ontological features of being human (in the 
meaning of being bodily susceptible to sickness, accidents or violence). 
Since our vulnerable bodies are not discrete biological entities, but 
fundamentally relational (p. 25) or socially and materially embedded, 
our vulnerability is also profoundly political. Importantly, this also 
means that although we are all vulnerable, people are vulnerable in very 
different ways. The distribution of precarity in our neoliberal world 
order is created from social, political and economic processes in ways 
that are significantly uneven and hierarchized. Thus, bodies of females, 
racialized, homosexuals, disabled, working class, poor, or minorities are, 
for example, made more vulnerable. 

 In the introduction the editorial team, comprised of Judith Butler, 
Zeynep Gambetti, and Leticia Sabsay, argues that the interrogation 
of ‘vulnerability’ has been rejected and ignored for various reasons by 
different groups (p. 1-6). Within feminist politics and research it has 
been seen as a trap of essentialism: diminishing the agency of those 
deemed ‘vulnerable populations’ (often women), and making certain 
bodies in ‘need’ of protection, regulation and control by the techniques 
of discipline and biopower. Simultaneously, the concept has been utilized 
by white heterosexuality to depict how it is ‘under attack’ from feminism 
and LGBTQ communities. Therefore, vulnerability has been relegated to 
the margins of the feminist vocabulary. Despite its troubled status, the 
editors maintain there is no way around the importance of the concept 
for feminists. In their view, a key problem with the existing discourses of 
‘masculinity’ is precisely their denial, displacement and externalization 
of (your own) vulnerability and (illusionary) celebration of the 
individual (male and able-bodied) ‘autonomy’. Thus, acknowledgment 
of vulnerability becomes key to any resistance to a masculinist normative 
order. Furthermore, the meaning of both ‘vulnerability’ and ‘resistance’ 
transform must be considered together, according to the editors. When 
‘vulnerability’ and ‘resistance’ are seen as coupled together, we can avoid 
viewing ‘vulnerability’ as a victimization that invites paternalism and 
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biopower, and avoid viewing ‘resistance’ as the heroic individual denial 
of vulnerability. Instead we become equipped to acknowledge how 
vulnerable bodies and populations develop interdependent modes of 
collective agency in which they mobilize their vulnerability in resistance 
to intolerable living conditions. 

In Chapter 1 (Rethinking Vulnerability and Resistance) Butler takes 
the argument one step further. She offers a fundamental critique of some 
widely-spread misreadings of her theory of performativity, and suggests an 
ontological human linguistic vulnerability (p. 16) in which ‘language [and 
norms] acts on us before we act’ in a way that ‘assign’ us to, for example, 
a gender, before we can make a choice (p.17). She underlines that ‘[c]
hoice, in fact, comes late in the process of performativity’ (p. 17). This 
does not mean, however, that the repetition of (gender) performativity 
is automatic, mechanic and without difference – quite the contrary (p. 
18). Both glitches and decisive breaks occur in the ‘citational chains’ of 
normativity, sometimes by deliberate choice, sometimes by mistake or 
situational circumstances. So, agency (and choice) does exist, but any 
performative conceptualization of agency has to incorporate dependency 
and vulnerability in the social realm, and regarding language in particular, 
not just agentic choice (p. 19). There is, according to Butler, a similar ‘dual’ 
‘dimension’ or ‘relationship’ within performativity (in the meaning of being 
‘acted on and acting’), and within resistance (p. 24). There is resistance 
‘to vulnerability’ and resistance as ‘mobilization of vulnerability’, where 
‘the idea of a political subject that establishes its agency by vanquishing 
its vulnerability [, which] is the masculinist ideal we surely ought to 
continue to oppose’ (p. 24). Instead Butler wants to ‘argue affirmatively 
that vulnerability, understood as a deliberate exposure to power, is part 
of the very meaning of political resistance as an embodied enactment’ (p. 
22), something that is made clear in examples of ‘nonviolent resistance’, 
as performed by Gandhi (p. 26). In my interpretation, Butler does not 
deny that (legitimate) resistance can be against (certain) conditions of 
vulnerability experienced by a group of people. Her point is, instead, to 
emphasize how also such resistance has to recognize itself as a collective 
mobilization of vulnerability in the face of domination and political 
risks (in order to avoid to entertain and reproduce the impossible and 
dangerous fantasy of a defeated vulnerability). 
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Vulnerability in Resistance contains a mix of themes and discussions 
that often doesn’t fit, or only loosely link to the topic of the book, 
like those texts on how dreams are constitutive for the motive to act 
politically (Chap. 6), or how vulnerable bodies are articulated in one 
particular artwork (Chap. 7), etc. Some texts are truly original, and give 
an unexpected interpretation of the couplet vulnerability/resistance; 
for example the text on how the ineffective but common habit of 
revolutionaries to erect street barricades can be seen as public celebrations 
of a politics of vulnerability (Chap. 5). 

And, then there are texts that make the edited volume become truly 
fascinating and worthwhile, like the chapter on Palestinian ‘hyperprecarity’, 
written by Rema Hammami (Chap. 8). This ‘hyperprecarity’ is created by 
a context in which Palestinians in the occupied territories are not just (like 
all of us) ontologically vulnerable, or (like all non-Western or colonized 
people) rendered ungrievable or made non-human and thus particularly 
vulnerable for violence and discrimination, but where Palestinians are 
furthermore made dependent on their survival on the very same state 
that target them with its violence. Their violated, dominated and 
discriminated life is also dependent on the Israeli occupation force to be 
able to continue. It is in relation to such an extreme state of vulnerability 
that we need to understand one of their particular forms of resistance: the 
creation of an infrastructure of a livable life under occupation (Sumūd, 
or the everyday resistance of staying on the land, continuing life despite 
the occupation). If we do not acknowledge this extreme vulnerability, 
we will also not understand and appreciate the importance or resistance 
character of such simple things as planting a new olive tree or organizing 
a wedding celebration. 

Some texts are highly abstract discussions that are hard to follow 
and make sense of (e.g. Chap 2, which is revisiting agonism). If it is not 
enough preparation to spend decades within academia to understand a 
text: whom are we then writing for? It is of course permissible to write 
a text only understandable for those that already are active participants 
within your own little specialized sub-discourse, but when you do that, 
it also says something about who the author counts as relevant readers 
worth communicating with. In my view, elitist styles of academic texts are 
somewhat contradictory in a book on feminist approaches to vulnerability.  
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In a refreshing contrast, Chap. 3 by Sarah Bracke (on ‘Bouncing 
Back: Vulnerability and Resistance in Times of Resilience’), is a clearly-
argued and substantial critique of the popular concept of ‘resilience’ – a 
concept we meet both in policy documents of global economic institutions 
and in psychological self-help literature. Resilience is shown to be tied 
to the neoliberal hegemony of our times and its self-technologies. In 
one picture, we see a poster on a lamppost in New Orleans after the 
catastrophe of the hurricane Katrina and the (delayed) neoliberal ‘help’ 
program (made by the artist Candy Chang), which nicely sums up the 
critique and main problem with ‘resilience’: “Stop calling me Resilient. 
Because every time you say ‘Oh, they’re resilient’, that means you can 
do something else to me. I am not resilient.’ (p. 71).  Unfortunately, in 
this chapter there is a characteristic silence on how we resist the regime 
of resilience (although the question is at least raised), something we can 
reasonably expect in a chapter with that title.  

In general the theme of this book is important and warrants our 
reflections since much resistance is based on a denial of vulnerability. 
Resistance narratives often articulate heroic acts of individuals, hard 
men that hide their doubts, suffering, or ‘weakness’. We hear of guerilla 
movements that demand of their soldiers to withstand torture when 
captured, or of Gandhi who celebrates ‘the nonviolence of the strong’ 
and suggests his nonviolent warriors to ‘joyfully face the ordeal [of 
torture]’, etc. There is a dominant masculinized discourse about the value 
of being valiant, tough, audacious, incorruptible, etc. and normalizes the 
repression of signs of weakness, ambivalence, doubts, fear, etc. Resistance 
is often imagined as fearlessness, and its opposite is viewed as the 
‘spineless’. 

These fantasies entertain romantic ideas of how our masculinized 
heroes (men as well as women) take on the fight for us, not only to save 
us from immanent threats by being victorious, but also from the suffering 
and danger that come with resistance. Thus, hero-worshipping saves us 
not only from dangers, but also from having to take the risk of resisting 
– and ultimately we are ‘saved’ from recognizing and acknowledging our 
fundamental vulnerability and interdependence on each other. 

A revaluation of our vulnerability is key to make resistance possible, 
particularly, but not exclusively, in the case of unarmed resistance. 
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Through such recognition of both our common human or universal 
vulnerability, and the hierarchies of different degrees or positions of 
vulnerability, we are better equipped to understand and respect people 
from different contexts and situations, and to mobilize a common 
struggle against regimes of injustice, exploitation and discrimination. 
With such recognition, we will also learn to value our dependency on 
others (especially within resistance communities), and to understand that 
we need to develop support systems for taking care of each other. Then 
we might just be able to make it possible to resist despite severe risks 
to our (precarious) lives, and because our vulnerability and dependency 
mobilize us to act. If we do not understand the extreme vulnerability 
some people, like indigenous people, experience in their lives, we will 
also not be able to act in allied solidarity, recognize our complicity, or 
value their particular and constrained agency. 

Stellan Vinthagen, UMass, Editor of JRS

Knapp, Michael, Anja Flach and 
Ercan Ayboga (2016) Revolution in 
Rojava: Democratic Autonomy and 

Women’s Liberation in Syrian Kurdistan
Pluto Press: London.

Who could predict that an experiment with a new society, a locally-
controlled democratic autonomy without a state that put women at the 
center, would develop into a multi-ethnic border area in the Middle East, 
only to become part of an area suffering under a hostile war situation, 
longstanding patriarchal structures and colonial relations? Revolution in 
Rojava is a unique book that empirically documents and describes many 
aspects of the revolutionary process in the Kurdish areas of northern Syria 
(“Western Kurdistan”) which has evolved since the summer of 2012. 
The authors have a long-standing relationship to the Kurdish liberation 
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struggle, having visited the Rojava area 2014 and 2016 and interviewed 
some 150 people. This gives them the possibility to write a unique 
description of the revolutionary process as it unfolds. This description 
lends nuance and depth to a fascinating experiment with creating a new 
society, as the authors are able to go beyond the conventional media 
reports of the celebrated female Kurdish soldiers and their struggle with, 
and defeat of, IS in Kobane 2014. 

At the same time, it is unclear how much the description goes 
beyond the official narrative of the Kurdish movement, as the authors 
have not lived and participated in the society that evolves in Rojava; they 
have only visited and done interviews. Unfortunately, this book therefore 
cannot help us to understand how the practical everyday reality of this 
revolutionary process is experienced. But Revolution in Rojava helps us to 
understand what the Kurdish experiment in Rojava tries to achieve. 

For resistance studies, the book is of interest for at least two reasons: 
firstly, it describes in detail an ongoing revolutionary transformation. 
Secondly, it focuses on the building up of alternative institutions that 
make another way of life possible – something that has been otherwise 
called constructive resistance. The authors devote a substantial part of their 
attention to the armed struggle and its different units and history. Many 
participants, both within the Kurdish movement and outside supporters, 
regard the armed struggle as not only a legitimate act of self-defense, but 
as a key part of the revolutionary process. That is perhaps correct, but it is 
not necessary to merge the armed struggle and the creation of democratic 
autonomy. In this book, it becomes clear that the armed struggle creates 
a space in which a revolutionary transformation can occur, but it also 
becomes clear how the creation of democratic autonomy in the three 
cantons of Rojava is a political transformation of building new social 
institutions. That is the revolutionary process I will focus on here. 

The authors claim that this revolution is unique in that one and the 
same movement has created a “dual power situation”: 

“On the one hand, there is the democratic self-administration, which 
looks very much like a government, replete with ministries, parliament 
and higher courts … [Which looks like a] democratic socialist state. 
It includes numerous political parties but was largely set up by the 
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PYD [the biggest political party in Rojava, promoting democratic 
autonomy]. On the other there’s the bottom-up structures organized 
by TEV-DEM, the Movement for a Democratic Society…where 
initiative flows entirely from popular assemblies. The balance between 
these two institutional structures appears to be fluid and under constant 
renegotiation.” (p. xvii).  

Despite the longstanding disenfranchisement of Kurdish people 
(enforced borders, denial of citizenship, forced Arabization, etc.) and a 
colonial relationship with Damascus, which treated the area as a resource 
extraction zone, it has been possible to forge a social contract among the 
diverse populations under the leadership of the Kurds, aiming for a new 
society. This has been possible due to a long and ambitious process of 
new ideas and constructive work to build up parallel structures. Kurdish 
women’s groups developed a feminist approach to “dual leadership” in 
which men and women shared positions (see Chap. 5), and Kurdish 
associations developed committees that took care of their own situation 
already in the 1990s (see p. 164) and later even an advanced council 
system (since 2007, see Chap. 6). Perhaps most importantly, the PKK 
leader Öcalan went through an ideological transformation when he 
ended up in a Turkish prison in 1999. 

Öcalan has, in this series of writings, developed a new paradigm for 
the Kurdish liberation that is based on radical democracy (“democratic 
confederalism”, see Chap 3), feminism, autonomy and ecology. Over the 
years, this has had profound effects in the Kurdish movement, with for 
example the creation of ecology projects, autonomy experimentations, 
etc. 

Thus, both an infrastructure and ideological framing were built 
up over the years, and in 2011 with the revolutionary opposition in 
Syria getting mobilized, and the civil war erupting later that year, the 
opportunity presented itself. Since then Kurdish activists have, in alliance 
with other ethnic groups in the area, developed their self-governance. 

Today they have four levels of councils that deal with all issues 
and organize their life: with the local communes as the basis, then 
neighborhoods, districts and finally the People’s Council of West Kurdistan. 
These councils work within eight areas with committees dealing with all 
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aspects of the life of the population. Simultaneously there exists also a 
structure of Democratic Autonomous Administrations (DAA) in each of 
the three cantons (p. 114-121). Through this “democratic confederalism,” 
they have been able to organize new institutions and autonomous systems 
that deal with all key aspects of society: a new justice system (Chap. 9), a 
Kurdish education system (Chap. 10), free health care (Chap. 11), and a 
non-capitalist “social economy” (Chap. 12). 

The new alternative systems are complex, as a closer description of 
the justice system will illustrate: At the basis of the new justice system 
we find the old “peace committees”, now given a central role, which 
operates at the local level and deals with criminal cases and disputes 
through consensus (except in murder cases), try to foster reconciliation 
and integration in the society when possible, and which otherwise try to 
establish a fair legal process (p. 164-166). Cases of patriarchal violence 
are dealt with by women’s peace committees (p. 166). Newly-established 
justice commissions deal with the legal procedures on a higher (district) 
level. Their first measure in 2012 was to liberate all political prisoners 
that had been imprisoned by the old regime, and reopen all cases of 
those sentenced for non-political crimes. Besides these commissions 
and committees, there are people’s courts and the justice parliament, 
as well as security forces (Asayîs) that deal with cases the committees 
cannot manage (p. 167-173). These security forces are seen to protect the 
society (not the state, as police), making sure the diverse society has the 
possibility to organize freely and openly. These security forces functions 
democratically, like everything else in this new society, where members 
of each level elect their own leaders above them (p. 173). The authors 
cite Human Rights Watch documents that critique some of the court 
procedures, but conclude that they could not find any political prisoners 
in this new society in Rojava (p. 172-3).

The authors recognize that the existence of the democratic 
confederalism of Rojava is something that is “extremely unlikely”, yet it 
does exists (p. xxii). Despite the civil war situation in Syria, the vicious 
attacks from IS/Daesh, the constant threats and undermining from the 
Turkish state, which it borders, the almost total isolation from trade due 
to the international boycott of Rojava (in which not only Syria, Turkey, 
Iran, and NATO, but even the liberated area of South Kurdistan in 
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northern Iraq, also called “KRG”, participate, see p. 198). The region 
is rich on agricultural and oil resources but, due to the international 
boycott, Rojava has to focus on self-reliance through cooperatives that 
creates for the immediate needs of the population (p. 197-199). Despite 
their hardships, unlikely existence, and precarious future, the dignity of 
those that made their own liberation possible is obvious. As the authors 
recall from their visit: 

“When we were leaving, we apologized to our hosts that there wasn’t 
more that we could bring them. They were under embargo, almost 
everything was in short supply. One woman answered, speaking, she 
said, only for herself: ‘Don’t worry about that too much’, she said, ‘I 
have something that no one can give me. I have my freedom. In a day 
or two you have to go back to a place where you don’t have that. I only 
wish there was some way I could give what I have to you.’” (p. xxii). 

As one sign of the vitality of this new society, we find that when 
the authors were visiting the area they were not only allowed to talk to 
anyone they wanted and travel freely, but they were also asked to present 
their critique of this Kurdish experiment with democratic autonomy (p. 
xix-xxii). In a response, the authors highlighted three things they see as 
challenges for the experiment: the need to deal with social class issues 
(which, interestingly enough, has not been at the center of this uprising 
at all, much due to the Kurdish movement’s rejection of Marxism), the 
question of time (due to the constant need to make consultation with 
several different bodies for each decision), and the need to find a way to 
integrate the self-organizing from below and the coordination into some 
kind of entity (if not a state, then something else) that external forces 
can deal with and accept (as of now there is a lot of external pressure 
to create a state formation). Here I would like to add something: the 
pressure to commercialize. The Rojava region has – as the authors point 
out – been less integrated in the capitalist economy historically, which 
is a source of strength in the present revolutionary situation. It makes 
non-capitalist solutions easier for the moment, but with time, if their 
experiment survives, the pressure to commercialize will increase. After all, 
we all live in a capitalist world economy. 
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This book shows an unusually strong example of what is referred 
to as “prefigurative” movement activity, “constructive resistance”, 
“temporary autonomous zones” (TAZ), or “parallel institutions” that 
often accompany resistance movements. As such, it should be of interest 
for scholars and activists of resistance studies. Although this book is a 
book made by visitors to a process that is in the making, it is probably 
the most comprehensive book on the Kurdish experiment in Rojava in 
English, and a book that goes far beyond the romanticized images of 
female soldiers in the Kurdish army. 

At the same time, we still do not know much about how the reality 
of the revolutionary process looks. For example, this book stands in a 
stark contrast with the rather serious accusations reported by both 
Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International concerning violations 
in the legal processes, infringements of political freedoms of oppositional 
groups and demolitions of houses and forced displacements during 
the war. The Kurdish authorities have refuted most of this, while some 
have been acknowledged and led to reforms and improvements (as, for 
example, improved trainings of officials and a reduction of the use of 
child soldiers). 

What we need in the future is writings from people that have, as a 
difference to these authors, actually participated in the new democratic 
institutions, people who can give empirical data and first-hand experiences 
and insider observations of how these new democratic confederalism 
works in practice. We need to hear from participant observers about 
how the decision-making happens in reality, the kind of power relations 
that evolves, and how this exciting Kurdish experiment with democratic 
transformation deals with challenges in practice. 

Stellan Vinthagen, UMass, Editor of JRS
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Vergara-Camus, Leandro (2014) 
Land and Freedom: The MST, the 

Zapatistas and Peasant Alternatives to 
Neoliberalism

London: ZED.
The landless workers’ movement in Brazil (MST) and the Zapatistas, 
an indigenous peasant movement in Chiapas, Mexico (with its own 
army called EZLN, and best known by its former spokesperson 
Subcomandante Marcos), are among the most studied movements in the 
Global South. However, there are few studies that understand the MST 
as a peasant movement or the Zapatistas as a movement with a particular 
rural development proposal, and no studies that systematically compare 
them both (p. 2-3). Leandro Vergara-Camus from SOAS, London, UK, 
has written a book that done just that. Land and Freedom is a unique 
comparison done in a systematic and theoretically-advanced way. It 
compares MST and the Zapatistas along a number of key themes, such 
as their socio-economic situations, strategies, gender transformation, 
relationship to land and alternative institution-building. The study builds 
on its own empirical fieldwork data, as well as an interrogation of much of 
the existing literature. The voices of the activists are present and illustrate 
the analysis throughout the book in a way that builds confidence.

Vergara-Camus claims that the “strength of both movements lies in 
their capacity to create and/or strengthen ‘autonomous rural communities’, 
which depend on access to land for … food self-sufficiency” (p. 3). Thus, 
land and freedom are linked. This is the main argument in the book, as 
we will see below. Both movements suggest a kind of rural development 
model that fits well into what is called “alternative development” within 
development studies (p. 12-19). According to the author MST and the 
Zapatistas represent “new forms of peasant rebellions” which are not just 
defensive, but build autonomous rural communities and participatory 
political structures guided by a vision, which succeed in transforming 
relations within contexts of neoliberalism and semi-feudalism (p. 26, 
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Chap 2, and p. 290-1). These movements have replaced the role of 
the party in Gramscian thinking through their function as “school of 
government” (p. 26, Chap 3); they “politicize, organize and train their 
membership to acquire the capacity to be ‘organic intellectuals’ capable 
of self-government” (p. 157). The key here is the autonomy that they are 
able to create due to their access to land. The “control of a territory along 
with the development of political structures that are alternative to the 
state, differentiate peasant movements … because they allow the creation 
or strengthening of ‘autonomous rural communities’” (p. 26). These 
movements are also developing alternatives to conventional capitalism. 
Many “practices and decisions regarding agricultural production … 
correspond to a non-capitalist logic, which is consciously chosen” with 
the aim of achieving food security or subsistence, which makes it possible 
for them to “partially mediate the effects of the market” (p. 27, Chap. 
4). However, the author argues that despite “growing numerically”, both 
movements have failed to generate a “social and political alliance” that 
would make other actors adopt positions as radical as theirs (p. 27, Chap 
5), which is particularly the case for the Zapatistas (p. 298). We will soon 
get back to why that is the case, according to Vergara-Camus. 

The author argues that their position as peasants is of fundamental 
importance to their resistance. Peasants are “often closer to the original 
process of expropriation of the means of subsistence and production”, and 
are therefore “perfect examples of a class that experience the genesis of the 
process of alienation and disempowerment” (p. 85). It is therefore not 
surprising that they often express “the desire to be free of the dependence 
on someone else’s will” (p. 85). “Gaining and protecting access to land 
means gaining control over their labour and the autonomy of taking 
decisions” (p. 85), and “a way out of the humiliation of unemployment 
and marginalization … a way to take their destiny into their own hands” 
(p. 87). However, why this is not necessarily the case for all peasants is 
not made clear by Vergara-Camus. 

The “crucial elements for the creation of an alternative to the 
neoliberal state and market” by both the Zapatistas and MST are “the 
territorialization of the struggles, the non-commodified nature of land 
and the non-monetarized character of many agricultural practices” (p. 
289). Examples of such non-capitalist practices are “solidarity, reciprocity 
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and collectivism” (p. 292). Here the Zapatista struggle has an advantage 
“because it takes place in a region with little market penetration, where 
land is not yet commoditized … [which makes the struggle] mainly a 
struggle to protect and reinforce communal rights” (p. 294, original 
emphasis). It is not (yet) possible for the Zapatistas to create a complete 
autonomy vs. the market or the state, but compared to Mexican society 
in general their autonomy is significant. It is a main argument in the 
book that, contrary to much research of today, the predominance of 
capitalist relations looks different in different parts of the world, and for 
different groups of people or types of activities (p. 290). Thus, according 
to Vergara-Camus, existing cracks in world capitalism can be exploited 
and made wider. A reversal of capitalism is possible, at least locally and 
in relation to some dimensions of capitalism, and at least to some degree 
and temporarily. 

These new peasant movements are not just creating alternatives in 
isolation from the rest of society. Quite the opposite. Instead, “contrary 
to what scholars from the alternative development approach argue, the 
cases of the MST and the EZLN show that social movements do not 
shy away from challenging state power and are simply retreating within 
civil society to build a ‘counter-power to the state’. [And] by building 
autonomous structures of popular power that are alternative to the state, 
the MST and the EZLN challenge state power and are able to confront, 
oppose or mitigate its policies” (p. 294-5). Thus, it is the autonomy 
that enables resistance. The autonomy is not total, and it is not creating 
isolation but instead a renewed relationship with other groups in society 
and the state. This new position of autonomy means the relationship to 
the state can be less dependent and exploitative, and therefore also less 
colonial. 

The “advantage of the MST and the EZLN is based on two features: 
(1) their capacity to organize and mobilize entire communities around 
autonomous structures of popular power; and (2) the maintenance of 
a subsistence fallback strategy that provides an opportunity to partially 
delink from the market, [where both] of these features derive from 
securing and protecting access to land and controlling a territory” (p. 295). 
These two features are therefore also what distinguishes them from other 
movements and communities, and also provide a logistical explanation 
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not only for their successes, but also for why they have fundamental 
problems to scale up and mobilize national or international alliances 
oriented to their radical politics. Since other progressive communities 
have fewer possibilities to access land and create autonomous structures 
or subsistence, especially those based in urban contexts, they are also not 
able to be as radical, according to the author. Here it is unclear how 
it still has been possible for both the Zapatistas and the MST to get a 
world of activists to respond. The Zapatistas has prefigured much of the 
global justice movement by initiating a series of international gatherings 
in Chiapas during the 1990s, and the MST was one of the key initiators 
of the world’s biggest platform for progressive movements: the World 
Social Forum (which has gathered up to 100,000+ participants globally 
since 2001). Unfortunately, Vergara-Camus does not convincingly argue 
how this is possible at the same time as the Zapatistas and the MST have 
had problems to build national alliances of significance. 

In a critique of some more autonomist interpretations of these 
movements, especially the Zapatistas (as articulated by John Holloway, 
for example), Vergara-Camus argues that their resistance and autonomy 
do not amount to a rejection of power. Vergara-Camus claims that “power 
relations do not dissolve through this process … Power relations are, rather, 
democratized and diffused along more equalitarian (although imperfect) 
lines” (p. 298). Despite that the Zapatistas are correctly associated with 
a kind of “anti-strategic argument” in relation to conventional political 
thinking, “the EZLN itself, throughout its twenty years of public history, 
has offered and pushed for a strategy of radical transformation of power 
relations by refounding of the state through a Constituent Assembly” 
(298-9). 

As a general conclusion, the author argues “that social movement 
struggles that seek radical social transformation will be able to bear fruit 
if and only if they are able to transform the subaltern classes from objects 
to subjects of their own history, by allowing them to gain control of the 
means of production and creating a structure of popular power alternative to 
(or alongside) the state” (p. 299, original emphasis).  

This book is an excellent comparative analysis built by someone with 
a deep knowledge of both movements. I find very few problems, but want 
to highlight three things. Firstly, Vergara-Camus is not making much 
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use of the fact that the Zapatistas are indigenous peasants, although it is 
mentioned and recognized as a difference to MST. I think that is because 
it does not really fit into his analysis, which is predominantly inspired by 
political economy. Still, it is arguably a key difference between the two 
movements. Indigeneity is also closely connected to the building of new 
ways of being, the creation of community and the relationship to “land”, 
in a fundamentally different way compared to a (landless) peasant. It is, 
for example, no wonder that some of the MST land occupations create 
tensions with indigenous people in Brazil. 

Secondly, Vergara-Camus is not making any systematic comparison 
of the differences between the movements in relation to their resistance 
repertoires, which is an odd silence. If we compare them in a sketchy way, 
it is immediately clear that one is armed, the other unarmed (although 
the Zapatistas also rely mainly on unarmed means in their struggle), and 
one focuses on land occupations (and the building of new communities), 
while the other creates parallel institutions within already existing villages 
(although occasionally the Zapatistas also occupy land), and furthermore, 
the MST is much more than the Zapatistas utilizing the existing state 
system (having close relations to the socialist party PT and engaging in 
legal battles in the court system), etc. So, at the face of it, it seems the 
MST and the Zapatistas have arrived at very different modes of engaging 
in resistance, most likely as a consequence of their very different historical, 
political and socio-economic contexts. This seems key to a discussion of 
any comparison between the two. The author does indeed mention all 
of these things at different places in the text, but they are not brought 
together in a systematic comparison as with other key themes. 

Lastly, it also seems somewhat unconvincing to argue that there 
exist “new forms” of peasant movements based on a study of two cases, 
cases that for many observers seem to be quite unique and prominent. 
The author is unfortunately not making an effort to describe other 
similar cases in a global overview that could convince the reader that 
the MST and the Zapatistas are two out of many within a new tendency 
among peasants in the world. However, it is likely that Vergara-Camus 
will inspire other authors to continue this comparative work. 

Still, generally I consider Land and Freedom a model for how to 
do cross-contextual comparisons of social movements, sensitive to both 
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diff erences and similarities. It is no doubt a signifi cant contribution to 
our understanding of autonomy, resistance and peasant movements.

Stellan Vinthagen, UMass, Editor of JRS
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