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Editorial
We need high quality research that is 

useful for resisters
Stellan Vinthagen
University of Gothenburg and University of Massachusetts, Amherst
Within the emerging body of resistance studies we find numerous studies 
in a variety of disciplines, covering disparate topics, contexts, social 
groups, strategies and tactics. 
However, certain types of studies remain abundant while there exists a 
striking lack of other types. Generally speaking, I would suggest that we 
have a lot of theoretical or conceptual explorations, as well as single case 
studies and large-N statistics, but very little of comparative case studies 
(and almost no comparative studies built on systematic methods). 
It is problematic that what we mostly lack is exactly the kind of research 
that would be most useful to those engaged in resistance, research that 
can answer more pragmatic strategic questions with the help of middle-
range models and theories suitable for certain contexts, like “What kind 
of resistance strategies would be most effective for a liberation struggle 
in a situation of military occupation and colonialism like in Western 
Sahara, Palestine, Kashmir, Tibet or West Papua?” Or, “What is the most 
successful resistance strategy applied by Indigenous people against settler 
colonialism?”
Theoretical and conceptual investigations, or definitional discussions, 
tend to be very useful for academics (concepts and theories are the 
handicraft tools of the word smiths of academia), but less so for activists. 
For those activists that try to figure out how to renew the struggle for 
liberation in Palestine while being faced with the seemingly ineffectiveness 
of virtually all means of resistance (unarmed mass protests, international 
boycott, armed resistance and terror), it does not help to know that the 
social construction of “collective identities” are key for building social 
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movements, or that a certain resistance tactic is possible to understand as 
a form of “decolonizing” resistance.  
In fact, a similar problem exists with statistical evidence demonstrating 
correlations from large databases. Even if we find causal relations through 
empirically rigorous data collections and advanced quantitative methods, 
and show a significant correlation between, for example, mass participation 
and regime change, or unarmed means and campaign success – these 
findings are static, general and fundamentally just simplifications of a 
very complex reality, which do not encompass the particular context of 
a certain situation, the dynamics of a struggle, or shifting circumstances 
due to the creativity of skillful activists or cunning regime agencies. It does 
not help West Papuans facing the Indonesian military in the jungles areas 
to know that generally speaking, unarmed resistance is twice as effective 
as armed resistance, or that alliances between oppositional groups and 
oppositional elites are often key to revolutionary change. 
It is a political-ethical problem that resistance research – including social 
movement studies, revolution studies, queer studies, research on everyday 
resistance, civil resistance studies, etc. – is of so little use for activists’ 
struggles to achieve liberation, reforms or perhaps plain survival. 
A part of the problem is our limited view of “knowledge”, both among 
activists and academics. Seasoned activists are a kind of professors of 
the street, knowledge-generators who acquire experience, the practical 
know-how and tacit understanding of how to do resistance over the years 
through hard work, trial and error and blood, sweat and tears – as well 
as continuous informal and internal evaluations of struggles. But this 
street knowledge is very particular.  Those who organize learn what works 
in their particular context, both against their adversaries and with their 
participants. 
There seems to exist a problematic gap between this hard-earned 
contextual-pragmatic knowledge of resisters, and the academic discourse 
on resistance. Activist knowledge tends to be contextual, pragmatic, 
unsystematic and tactical, while the academic knowledge tends to be 
general, abstract, detached, and conceptual. 
A sign of this gap is the fact that we have very little collaborations in 
which activist organizers or subaltern resisters sit down with academic 
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researchers and exchange notes and perspectives. Such encounters 
happen, of course, but there are few spaces where this happens in a more 
systematic and regular way, even or particularly in crisis situations when 
new thinking, ideas and learning from past mistakes seems warranted (as, 
for example, during the dangerous current period of a Trump regime in 
the US, or in Egypt and Thailand where unarmed popular movements 
led to “successful” revolutions that were once again replaced by new and 
skilled military regimes, etc.). 
Another sign is the virtual non-attention from academics to the most 
condensed accumulation of activist knowledge: activist training manuals. 
Despite that experienced and specialized trainers increasingly deliver 
educational programs for new activists, focused on more and more 
specialized skills all over the world, and despite that such systematic 
transfers of knowledge from one generation of activists to another, has 
been part of the movement environment at least since the 1960s – we 
still have almost no research at all on these manuals. So far, academics 
and academic funders have not seen the value in analyzing such hands-on 
activist knowledge. 
While I am certainly not arguing that all academic research need 
to be readily applicable and policy oriented to the needs of activists 
and resistance, I do think it is a problem when the dialogue between 
activists and academics is sparse, fraught with mistrust and the inability 
to understand each other, and lacking proper knowledge translation. I 
also find it problematic that we have so little research that speaks the 
pragmatic language of activists, and that so many academics do not listen 
to, or even care about, the pressing questions that resisters grapple with. 
We need a resistance studies field that is heterogenous and multifaceted 
enough to embrace critical problematizations of different forms of 
resistance, positivist empirical studies tracing causal links between a 
variety of factors, highly abstract philosophical-ethical explorations, 
detailed empirical analysis of single case studies, or self-reflective narratives 
based on lived experience of resistance – as well as research that tries to 
figure out what activists can do to improve their struggle for liberation in 
certain contexts. Among the different types of knowledge we aspire for, 
there should be a knowledge that is developed in collaboration with the 
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professors of the street, in which we apply our theoretical, methodological 
and analytical skill sets in the service of liberation struggles. 
To be blunt: Resistance studies as a collective is not fulfilling its political-
ethical responsibility if it is unable to provide useful and informed 
proposals, basic understandings and creative ideas to activists in Western 
Sahara when they say, ‘We have tried armed and unarmed resistance 
against the Moroccan occupation for decades now, but we get nowhere. 

What can we do?’
How high quality research of this nature can be developed is a more 
complicated question and deserves its own discussion, but a few starting 
points could be: (1) Dialogues and discourse translations between 
activists and academics, (2) Collaborative research projects (along the 
lines of “participatory action research”, evaluation methodology, and 
Indigenous methodology, etc.), (3) Comparative case studies (with 
systematic methods such as, for example, Qualitative Comparative 
Analysis) focused on particular strategies and tactics (with, for example, 
Process Tracing, which helps to identify the causal mechanisms that are 
at play), which makes it more possible to answer what kind of measures 
are effective under what kind of conditions. 
Perhaps the Journal of Resistance Studies can serve as a space for 
developing such research? We are certainly willing to contribute however 
we can.

Subscriptions 
Journal of Resistance Studies

  Institutions:  299 USD (paper and on-line).  
  259 USD (only on-line)
  Individuals:  85 USD (online and paper)   
  59 USD (on-line only)
  All articles are Open Access after 2 years

www.resistance-journal.org
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Riots as Civil Resistance 
Rethinking the Dynamics of 

‘Nonviolent’ Struggle
Benjamin S. Case
University of  Pittsburgh, USA

Abstract
How do we understand violent actions in social movements? Civil resis-
tance research has made strides in demonstrating the comparative efficacy 
of ‘nonviolent’ campaigns, and has become a major force in shaping social 
movement strategy today, calling for nonviolent discipline. But dominant 
arguments narrowly interpret the data and uphold a violence/nonviolence 
dichotomy that does not reflect the tactical repertoires of social movements 
on the ground. This paper argues that unarmed collective violence is com-
mon in civilian-based social movements and can be analyzed in the same 
terms that civil resistance scholars use to analyze nonviolent actions. The 
paper makes use of prominent datasets on contentious political actions 
and on nonviolent struggle to demonstrate the common occurrence of riots 
alongside nonviolent civil resistance campaigns, and advances a theoret-
ical argument using the example of the anti-Mubarak Egyptian Revolu-
tion of 2011. Ultimately, this paper argues that civil resistance studies 
must move beyond the violence/nonviolence paradigm so that standard 
analyses of unarmed movements include a broader range of collective ac-
tions that more accurately reflect existing movement repertoires.

Introduction
In the past decade, social movement uprisings have shaken the 

world. Globally, there have been massive, unarmed civilian rebellions 
from Greece to Egypt to Thailand, as well as countless issue-based 
movements that have changed national conversations and influenced 
political developments. The questions of how movements form, organize 

:
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and achieve success are enormously important, with both domestic and 
international implications. This 21st century wave of movements has 
often been characterized as nonviolent, and the influential field of civil 
resistance studies has sought to analyze and explicate these struggles using 
the logic of nonviolent action (Engler and Engler 2016, Chenoweth and 
Stephan 2016, Nepstad 2015a). At the same time, while the majority of 
these movements have taken the form of civilian resistance, as opposed 
to armed resistance, they have also involved rioting and other acts of 
unarmed collective political violence. Civil resistance theory has been 
largely resistant to incorporating property destruction and other low-
level violent actions into its analytical framework, but it is not clear that 
movements can be accurately studied without them. 

The disputes surrounding violence and nonviolence have long 
been among the most contentious for social movement practitioners. 
In the current political moment, amid the rise of Trump and far right 
political parties around the world, they have taken on renewed fervor. 
But in contemporary debates over the use of violence and nonviolence 
in movements, there is significant conceptual slippage between the 
operational meanings of violence. While activists often debate the use 
of violence in terms of unarmed civilian-based actions, much of the 
literature ostensibly addressing the same debate discusses violence as 
warfare. Surprisingly few studies investigate the impact of the types 
of violence that are most relevant to social movement actors today—
unarmed collective political violence like property destruction, sabotage, 
arson, and physical altercations with police or political opponents—not 
in contrast to but within the context of the types of movements that 
scholars call nonviolent.1 The shortage of research in this area indicates 
that opinions related to one of the most significant arguments for social 
movements are largely based on assumption. The point of this paper is 
not to argue that riots are better than nonviolent tactics, nor to claim that 
violence is more efficacious than nonviolence. The point is to confront 
head on the reality that unarmed violence occurs in the context of 
‘nonviolent’ movements. It is not sufficient to dismiss violent collective 

1  Prominent exceptions include Ketchley 2017, Bray 2017, Meckfessel 2016, 
Bosi, Demetriou, and Malthaner, ed. 2014, Seferiades and Johnston ed. 2012, 
and Piven 2006.
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actions as random aberrations, or to assume that they are necessarily 
detrimental to movements. 

In order to address this problem, I argue that violent collective 
actions: 1) are common occurrences in the types of social movements that 
scholars classify as civil resistance; 2) can be productively assessed as part 
of the repertoire of civilian-based mobilizations. I address the first point 
by combining data from two prominent datasets on contentious political 
actions with the most advanced dataset on nonviolent revolutions to 
show that the vast majority of civil resistance campaigns are accompanied 
by riots. I then address the second point by advancing a theoretical 
argument for the application of civil resistance analyses to these riots 
and other violent civilian actions in conjunction with nonviolent actions, 
and flesh this argument out using the example of the 2011 Egyptian 
revolution. Ultimately, I argue that civil resistance studies could fruitfully 
adopt a more sociological conception of movements in its treatment of 
the violence question, and expand its analysis to include a broader range 
of collective actions that more accurately reflect existing social movement 
repertoires.

What Are Riots, Anyway? A Discussion of Terms
This paper mobilizes analytical frameworks from both social 

movement studies and civil resistance studies—two fields that, as Sharon 
Erikson Nepstad puts it, ‘in many ways… have developed in parallel with 
few points of crossover’ (2015b:415)—and addresses a topic that is deeply 
contentious for activists. As such, it is important to preface the discussion 
by clarifying terms. In social movement studies, social movements can 
be defined as contentious politics that involve collective claims and 
sustained campaigns, typically aimed at authorities, and employing 
public displays and repertoires of contention in pursuit of those claims 
(Staggenborg 2007; Tilly 2004; Tilly 2006). Social movements can 
also be understood as relational, and their actions do not always target 
authorities (see Seferiades and Johnston 2012). A great deal of civil 
resistance research, including Chenoweth and Stephan’s quantitative 
work (2008; 2011), which is a prominent source for this paper, focuses 
on maximalist campaigns (Schock 2013:285). However, classifying 
movements into distinct categories of maximalist and sub-maximalist is 
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easier on paper than on the ground, as many sub-maximalist movements 
have revolutionary components or participants, and vice versa. Either 
way, the components of social movements, riots, and revolutions all fit 
into what McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly call dynamics of contention (2001), 
or contentious politics (Tilly and Tarrow 2007), and can be discussed 
together as connected social phenomena. 

The focus of this paper is the existence and salience of violent actions 
within civilian social movements, which is to say, violent collective actions 
as common features of movements’ repertoires of contention (Tilly 1995; 
2006). Violence itself is an extraordinarily difficult concept to pin down, 
as discussed below, but as a baseline violent actions in social movements 
refer to actions related to the social-political goals of a movement that 
damage or physically threaten to damage people or property. In civil 
resistance studies, nonviolent actions2 refer to a category of political 
actions outside prescribed political channels that do not physically injure 
or threaten people or property (Chenoweth and Stephan 2011:13-
17; Sharp 2012:193-194). Some nonviolent actionists are flexible on 
property destruction, but generally actions that damage property are 
not considered to be within the repertoire of civil resistance (see Sharp 
1973; 2012). Others dislike a negative definition of nonviolence, i.e., 
defining it based on what it is not, because it downplays ‘constructive 
nonviolence’ and hides ‘the multidimensional character of nonviolent 
struggle’ (Vinthagen 2015:101). Nevertheless, nonviolent action is 
widely understood as a repertoire of actions that specifically does not 
involve harming or threating persons or property, and therefore this paper 
follows Sharp’s classic definition (1973; 2012). Crucially, as Chenoweth 
and Stephan correctly point out, ‘it is possible to distinguish between 
different resistance types based on the actors involved (civilians or armed 
militants) and the methods used (nonviolent or violent)’ (2011:16). At 
the same time, identifying the actors involved in collective resistance and 
identifying their method of resistance are two different questions. Armed 

2  See Sharp (1973) for a comprehensive explication and list of nonviolent civil 
resistance tactics
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militants are actors that are: a.) armed3, and b.) organized into a martial 
social formation, pursuing a martial strategy, which is to say, engaged in 
armed struggle as a method of resistance. Both the armaments and the 
warfare-oriented organization of armed militants distinguish them from 
civilian riots (see Sarkees 2010). 

The word ‘riot’ is both ambiguous and controversial, but the 
types of collective actions associated with the term are surely instances 
of contentious politics (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001; Tilly 1995; 
Tilly and Tarrow 2007). I argue that riotous actions should be considered 
part of movements’ repertoires of contention, especially when related 
to recognizable collective action frames (Benford and Snow 2000). 
To Charles Tilly, the word ‘riot’ has been so thoroughly leveraged for 
rhetorical meaning that it has become nullified as an analytic term (Tilly 
2006:46), and he prefers to exclude the word—though importantly not 
the actions associated with the word—from his discussion of Collective 
Violence (2003:18). Specifically, at least since the ‘ghetto riots’ of the 
1960s, the term riot can take on racialized connotations in the US 
context (Abu-Lughod 2007, McLaughlin 2014). For similar reasons, 
some favor more clinical terms such as ‘civil violence’ (e.g. Katz 2008), 
though this alternative blurs the distinction between unarmed civilian 
violence and civil war. However, as Tilly acknowledges, the word ‘riot’ is 
both popular and significant (2006:46), and he lists the sorts of actions 
that get called riots alongside nonviolent methods in explaining the 
concept of repertoires of contention: 

Repertoires are learned cultural creations, but they do not descend from 
abstract philosophy or take shape as a result of political propaganda; 
they emerge from struggle. People learn to break windows in protest, 
attack pilloried prisoners, tear down dishonored houses, stage public 
marches, petition, hold formal meetings, organize special-interest 
associations. (Tilly 1995:42)

3  The term ‘armed’ in relation to political struggle denotes opposition forces 
deploying weapons reasonably akin to those carried by the state’s forces—at least 
firearms. In today’s world, a crowd throwing rocks or Molotov cocktails does not 
constitute armed struggle, while a militia firing assault rifles does. See Kadivar 
and Ketchley 2017:5.
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Gilje chooses to define riots as  ‘any group of twelve or more people 
attempting to assert their will immediately through the use of force outside 
the normal bounds of the law,’ but he admits this definition is imperfect 
and somewhat arbitrary (1996:5-6). The choice of the number 12 is likely 
a reference to the Riot Act—the 1714 British law that originally banned 
all public demonstrations of 12 or more people, and was later rewritten to 
specifically forbid property destruction in demonstrations while granting 
the right to peaceful protest (see Clover 2016:6-8; Tilly 2006:190). Many 
scholars who choose to deploy the word ‘riot’ do not define it based on 
abstract criteria but rather based on constituent examples of collective 
behavior such as smashing windows, attacking buildings associated 
with political foes, throwing projectiles at police, burning cars, and so 
forth (e.g. Jasper and Thompson 2016; Wacquant 1993). This approach 
makes particular sense considering the patterned behavior rioters often 
exhibit, involving repeated rituals and unspoken rules (Gilje 1987:17; 
Horowitz 2001:1). Crucially, violent protests are far from uncommon 
events in the context of social movement mobilizations, and the word 
riot is highly recognizable in this context. While the use of this term 
to subsume unarmed collective political violence is fraught and perhaps 
lacking in precision, it is nevertheless important to grapple with based 
on its presence in the popular consciousness as well as scholarly usage. 
I therefore use the term ‘riot’ to indicate collective, unarmed political 
action by a group of civilians involving destruction of property and/or 
harm to people.

Civil Resistance and the Violence/ 
Nonviolence Dichotomy

Riots as a particular type of crowd formation have been both 
demonized and romanticized across cultural forms, from newspaper 
reports and films, to popular art and music (Bell and Porter 2008:x), 
with their images now widely and rapidly spread via social media and 
YouTube. Already present throughout popular culture, riots have received 
a resurgence of attention following the contested presence of unarmed 
protester violence associated with the global wave of anti-regime and anti-
austerity protests and revolutions in 2011, and in the US in Oakland, 
Ferguson, Baltimore, Washington DC, and elsewhere associated with 
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the Occupy Movement, the Movement for Black Lives, opposition to 
the Trump regime, and anti-fascist actions. However, unarmed collective 
violence has received remarkably little scholarly attention from the 
perspectives of social movements and civil resistance studies.

Social movement strategy has long been divided into distinct and 
opposing conceptual categories of ‘violent’ and ‘nonviolent’ (Tilly 2006; 
Gurr 2000; Schock 2013; Sharp 1973). Historically, proponents of 
political violence in revolutionary social movements have argued that 
radical change requires armed struggle (e.g. Fanon 1963; Guevara 1963; 
Mao 1937), while advocates of nonviolence believe true change can only 
be achieved without the application of violence by claimants (e.g. Day 
1936; Gandhi 1927; King 1963). For practitioners across movements, 
the question of the use of violence remains deeply contentious. Of all 
the disagreements between activists today, the debate over the use of 
violence is among the most persistent and fractious; entire movements 
have self-destructed in the wake of these arguments (see Epstein 1993; 
Varon 2004). 

Diametrically opposing the theoretical categories of ‘violent’ and 
‘nonviolent’ is a central problem; these concepts do not readily lend 
themselves to dichotomous thinking. What constitutes violence is deeply 
contested to begin with. Various thinkers and fields have conceived of 
violence as a moral wrong (e.g. Gandhi 1927; Gregg 1944), as necessary 
for social progress (e.g. Sorel 1950; Fanon 1963), as structurally or 
symbolically imbedded in the systems or interactions of the status 
quo (e.g. Bourdieu 2002; Nordstrom and Martin 1992), as a form 
of interpersonal communication (e.g. Rosenberg 2003), and so on. 
Meanwhile, nonviolence as a concept has suffered from the widespread 
notion that it is defined based on the absence of something, presupposing 
both a consensus on and a rejection of what that thing actually is 
(Vinthagen 2015). Others have pointed out how seemingly nonviolent 
actions can end up reproducing violent structures and governments 
(Chabot and Sharifi 2013).

The violence/nonviolence dichotomy was developed in a context 
where the archetype for revolutionary movements was armed struggle (see 
Goodwin 2001). The modern concept of civil resistance was born from 
the distinction between armed struggle and civilian-based revolution 
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(Case 2018). The study of civil resistance, a term used synonymously 
with ‘strategic nonviolence’ and ‘nonviolent direct action’ (Sharp 2012), 
has become an influential field and practice for social movement actors. 
The thrust of the field is that there are certain identifiable strategic factors 
that unarmed movements generate and contend with that have particular 
material impacts on movement success or failure. Several main areas 
of emphasis for civil resistance studies include the importance of mass 
mobilization of civilian forces, resilience in the face of repression through 
discipline and tactical diversity, and the ability to create leverage against 
regimes through disruptive collective action and strategic withdrawal 
of support (Schock 2013). While many had assumed that armed 
struggle was ultimately necessary for political revolution, civil resistance 
scholars have focused on the mechanisms and processes which unarmed 
movements have used to successfully mobilize and generate leverage even 
against the most repressive regimes. Civil resistance theory emerges from 
a moral-spiritual conception of nonviolence, and though the field has 
intentionally shifted focus to the material strategies of nonviolent action, 
many of its scholars maintain the foundational argument that violent 
action is inherently damaging to the processes that make civil resistance 
struggle successful (Nepstad 2015a; Sharp 2012).

However, the model for revolutionary political struggle is no longer 
the guerrilla unit in the mountains; today it is the crowd in the streets 
(see Case 2018). Within the paradigm of the violence/nonviolence 
dichotomy, this difference is interpreted as a shift from violent to 
nonviolent struggle. While civilian struggle does tend to involve less acute 
violence than warfare, the typological shift has been a shift in the social 
formation of movements—military to civilian—not a shift from violence 
to nonviolence in an abstract sense (ibid). Civil resistance as an ideal type 
might involve the understanding that in reality violence is often present 
in a nonviolent movement (Chenoweth and Stephan 2011:16), but the 
violence in civilian-based movements is not simply a limited version of 
the violence in armed struggle. Riots are historically part and parcel of 
civilian movements (Clover 2016). Unarmed mass movements frequently 
involve violent actions like arson, vandalism, physical altercations with 
police or political opponents, and so on. From a morally or spiritually 
nonviolent standpoint, which is to say, if one believes that any and all 
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violent action is universally immoral, conflating riots with warfare might 
make sense. From social scientific or strategic standpoints, however, riots 
and other unarmed civilian-based collective actions involving violence 
are far more similar to nonviolent repertoires of contention than they 
are to armed struggle, and as such are crucial to incorporate into holistic 
analyses of civil resistance movements.

The Violence in ‘Nonviolent Struggle’
Civil resistance scholars Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan 

claim to have empirically validated the superior efficacy of nonviolent 
campaigns with a comparative statistical analysis. The large-N, global 
Nonviolent And Violent Conflicts and Outcomes (NAVCO) dataset was 
introduced in 2008 and upgraded (NAVCO 1.1) for publication in the 
widely-acclaimed 2011 book, Why Civil Resistance Works: The Strategic 
Logic of Nonviolent Conflict.4 NAVCO catalogues and compares violent 
(armed) and nonviolent (unarmed) intrastate conflict between 1900 and 
2006. The unit of analysis is the campaign itself; in order to be included in 
NAVCO, a campaign must have ‘maximalist’ political goals, in this case 
meaning the overthrow of a regime, the ouster of a foreign occupation, 
or secession from a state. Each campaign is designated one data point 
based on its ‘peak’ year, assigned based on the year of highest campaign 
participation, or in the case of missing data, based on the year prior to 
the campaign outcome.5 Despite limitations of the data construction 
and methodology (see Lehoucq 2016), Chenoweth and Stephan’s work 
remains the most expansive and rigorous quantitative civil resistance 
research to date.

4  Despite introducing the time-recurring NAVCO 2.0 dataset in 2013 
(Chenoweth and Lewis 2013), and working toward an event-level NAVCO 
3.0 dataset, NAVCO 1.1 continues to be the main source for both academic 
(e.g. Chenoweth and Schock 2015, Chenoweth and Stephan 2014) and popular 
audience (e.g. Chenoweth 2017b, Chenoweth and Stephan 2016) publications 
on this data.
5  See ‘Online Methodological Appendix Accompanying Why Civil Resistance 
Works’ (Chenoweth 2011).
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Importantly, Chenoweth and Stephan do not compare violence to 
nonviolence in the way many activists discuss these terms on the ground; 
they compare armed struggle to civilian struggle. The ‘violent’ category 
in NAVCO is derived from existing data on intrastate conflict, primarily 
the Correlates of War dataset, which catalogues wars between two armed 
parties suffering at least 1,000 battle-related casualties (Chenoweth and 
Stephan 2011:13; Sarkees 2010).6 In other words, ‘violent’ in NAVCO 
means warfare. However, when it comes to the ‘nonviolent’ category, 
NAVCO contains no variables for the presence of riots or any type of 
unarmed violence. 

While it is difficult to quantitatively measure low-level violent acts 
within protests, some data on major riots are captured in at least two 
prominent global datasets on contentious political action. The Arthur S. 
Banks’ Cross-National Time Series Archive (CNTS) dataset contains a 
variable for riots, spanning the years between 1815 and 2003 and covering 
all but the most recent years in NAVCO 1.1 (Banks and Wilson 2013). 
In CNTS, a riot is defined as: ‘Any violent demonstration or clash of 
more than 100 citizens involving the use of physical force,’ and primarily 
derives its data from analysis of articles published in The New York Times 
(Wilson 2013:12). The World Handbook of Political Indicators Series 
IV (WHIV), which has a timespan of 1990 to 2004, also contains a riot 
variable. WHIV derives its data on riots from computer-coded analysis of 
the Reuters newsfeed (Jenkins et al. 2012). I used a combination of these 
two datasets to add a binary variable for the presence of riots in a given year, 
and combined this data with the civil resistance campaigns in NAVCO. 
I primarily drew from CNTS, and used WHIV to fill in missing data 
between 1990 and 2004.7 The simple question this method is designed to 

6  Chenoweth and Lewis (2013) have discussed reducing this threshold from 
1,000 to 25 battle related casualties—a significant difference—but nevertheless, 
25 battle related deaths between two armed parties can be clearly distinguished 
from the types of property destruction and bodily injury typically resulting from 
civilian violence.
7  While news sources might fail to report on a riot that happened, they are highly 
unlikely to report on a riot that did not occur. If one dataset records a riot in 
a given country in a given year while the other does not, it is reasonable to 
conclude that the riot occurred, justifying the construction of a binary variable 
for the presence of at least one riot.
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answer is: Did at least one riot occur in each campaign between the year 
prior to campaign onset and the year of campaign conclusion?

Out of the comparable ‘nonviolent’ cases in NAVCO, 73 out of 
86 experienced at least one riot during the course of the campaign.8 In 
other words, riots occurred alongside almost 85% of maximalist ‘nonviolent’ 
movements. Furthermore, riots occurred in 80% (37 out of 46) of 
successful cases. This is a slightly lower ratio than cases that were coded 

in NAVCO as unsuccessful, of which 90% (36 out of 40) were associated 
with at least one riot, but nevertheless an overwhelming majority. The 
civil resistance that NAVCO juxtaposes to armed struggle is in fact not 

8  Of the 106 cases of nonviolent campaigns listed in NAVCO 1.1, 20 cases 
had to be dropped due to missing data in both CNTS and WHIV or due to 
coding differences between the datasets. NAVCO codes by non-state territory 
names such as the Palestinian Territories and East Timor, and also uses the names 
of states prior to their independence such as Kyrgyzstan and Latvia in 1989. 
CNTS and WHIV code by country name, so political events in the previously-
mentioned countries would be coded under Israel, Indonesia, and the USSR, 
respectively. Because it is not immediately clear in the data if, for example, the 
riots in Indonesia in 1989 were associated with East Timor, I omitted these cases. 
Qualitative, case-by-case analysis is required to expand on this study.

Table 1. 

Civil Resistance 
Campaigns 
(NAVCO)

No riot At least one riot Total 

Unsuccessful 4             (10%) 

(30.77%)

36           (90%) 

(49.31%)

40             (100%) 

(46.51%)

Successful 9             (19.56%) 

(69.23%)

37           (80.44%) 

(50.69%)

46             (100%) 

(53.49%)

Total 13           (15.12%) 

(100%)

73            (84.88%) 

(100%)

86             (100%) 

(100%)
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nonviolent in any strict sense, but more often than not involves rioting, 
if not as part of the campaigns than at least alongside them.

It is worth noting that out of the 13 comparable cases in NAVCO 
without a riot in either CNTS or WHIV data, 69% (9 out of 13) were 
coded as successful, compared with cases that included at least one riot, 
of which 51% (37/73) were coded as successful. This finding appears 
to add weight to the assertion that violent action can hurt movement 
success rates. However, the number of truly nonviolent examples may 
be even smaller than 13. Qualitative sources point to evidence of riots 
or riotous actions in many instances that are unrepresented in either 
the CNTS or WHIV data. The data only include major riots (e.g. those 
involving more than 100 participants and being destructive enough 
to merit attention as riots in international media) while other types of 
actions that might be classified as violent, such as smaller riotous actions 
within otherwise nonviolent protests, equipment sabotage, and targeted 
vandalism remain unaccounted for. Furthermore, both CNTS and 
WHIV draw their riot data from single English language news sources, a 
limited data collection method that likely involves underreporting errors 
and selection bias (Wilson 2013:18). Importantly, there are very unlikely 
to be over-reporting errors. The New York Times and Reuters could easily 
fail to report on riots that happen, but they are unlikely to report on riots 
that did not occur, so while the actual number of riotous events might be 
significantly higher than is recorded in the data, it will almost certainly 
not be lower. Overall, the cross-national data on riots over the course of 
NAVCO’s timespan is not robust enough for a thorough quantitative 
analysis. However, it is sufficient to clearly demonstrate that riots are 
present alongside the vast majority of civil resistance campaigns. 

What this data shows should not be surprising. Prominent 
nonviolence theorists have recognized that there is ‘virtually no case’ of a 
purely nonviolent struggle (Ackerman and Kruegler 1994:9). Chenoweth 
and Stephan acknowledge as much, and qualify their categories as 
being between ‘primarily’ nonviolent and ‘primarily’ violent campaigns 
(2011:16). However, they go on to use ‘nonviolent’ synonymously with 
‘primarily nonviolent,’ which negates the potential salience of the violent 
actions that oblige the qualification. Furthermore, in the literature the 
acknowledgement of the non-purity of nonviolence tends to be processed 
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through a violence/nonviolence paradigm that interprets violence as 
armed struggle. By continuing to focus on violence-as-war, civil resistance 
scholars like Chenoweth and Stephan have evaded engagement with 
unarmed violent actions that are not only commonplace in civil resistance 
movements, but are precisely the types of actions debated by movement 
actors today. When unarmed violence is added into the equation, 
interpretations of NAVCO data change significantly. For example, one 
of Chenoweth and Stephan’s major findings is that nonviolent campaigns 
lead to democratic outcomes more reliably than violent campaigns. 
However, Kadivar and Ketchley (2017) use WHIV data to demonstrate 
that riots have a positive effect on post-conflict political liberalization in 
nondemocracies.  

The historical association of civil resistance studies with nonviolence 
has limited the attention paid to violent tactics, no matter how conspicuous 
they are in movements. In many cases, the tactics that do not fit the label 
‘nonviolent’ are simply ignored. Chenoweth and Stephan justify omitting 
riots from their data based on their unit of analysis: ‘Campaigns have 
discernable leadership and often have names, distinguishing them from 
random riots or spontaneous mass acts’ (2011:14). But research on violent 
protest has long indicated that riots are ‘not a random phenomenon’ but 
rather ‘highly patterned event(s)’ (Horowitz 2001:1), and that rioters 
are often collectively discerning and selective in their targets (Tierney 
1994). While some argue that riots should be analytically distinguished 
from social movements, the categories are not mutually exclusive, and the 
forms at least interact as practices of resistance (Simiti 2012). Even when 
explicitly nonviolent, a campaign can no more accurately be analyzed in 
isolation from repressive actions taken against it by the state than it can 
be analyzed in isolation from coexisting forms of resistance in the same 
country against the same authorities. It is for this very reason that NAVCO 
contains a variable for the (armed) radical flank effect—precisely because 
this factor is likely to impact the outcomes of civil resistance movements. 
In considering the radical flank effect, however, Chenoweth and Stephan 
(2011) and Chenoweth and Schock (2015) have maintained the focus 
on violence as armed struggle. In some cases rioting is internal to and 
can play a central role in a civil resistance campaign, for example when 
protesters used a bulldozer to smash through police lines and burned 
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government buildings during the climactic protests of the anti-Milosevic 
movement in Serbia in 2000 (Mitchell 2012; Paulson 2012)—a case 
that is frequently cited as a poster example of successful civil resistance 
struggle (e.g. Engler and Engler 2016). In other cases, rioting is at least 
likely to impact (or spark) a campaign, as well as the collective action 

Fig 1 Source: Pinckney (2016:17)

Fig 2

Fig 3
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frames (Benford and Snow 2000) which the campaign influences and is 
influenced by. 

There is broad acknowledgement among civil resistance scholars 
that violent actions coexist with nonviolent struggle. Pinckney uses a 
diagram (see Figure 1) to visually demonstrate the overlap between civil 
resistance campaigns and armed struggle. However, as Figure 1 shows, 
this acknowledgement is still processed through the violence/nonviolence 
paradigm, which interprets violence as armed struggle. The line between 
civil resistance and ‘violent resistance’ is drawn between ‘mixed struggles’ 
of armed and unarmed struggle and ‘civil resistance with an armed wing,’ 
meaning movements that are driven by civilian mobilizations in a context 
where there is an armed struggle being waged in the same country, i.e., 
the ‘radical flank effect’ (Chenoweth and Schock 2015). However, 
civil resistance literature as it stands only applies its analysis to actions 
that conform to strict nonviolence, so while civil resistance campaigns 
might include the spectrum in Figure 1, Figure 2 represents the types of 
actions that are considered legitimate for civil resistance campaigns, i.e., 
strict nonviolence. If unarmed violence is taken into account, then this 
‘purely’ nonviolent struggle accounts for at most 15% of civil resistance 
movements. In other words, real world cases of civil resistance struggle 
typically involve some mix of violent with nonviolent actions—not just 
nonviolent civil resistance alongside armed flanks, but civil resistance 
including unarmed collective political violence (see Figure 3). In the 
context of civilian social movements, the difference between nonviolent 
demonstrations and rioting is both quantitatively and qualitatively 
different from the difference between street demonstrations and warfare.

Some studies that do acknowledge the presence of civilian violence 
in civil resistance movements awkwardly attempt to situate low-level 
violent actions like throwing stones under the umbrella of nonviolence 
without engaging with the contradiction (e.g. Høigilt 2015:5, Vejvoda 
2009:313), while others attempt to theorize around the problem. For 
example, Pinckney’s (2016) excellent event-level quantitative analysis 
of nonviolent discipline in three of the ‘color revolutions’ finds that 
government concessions are often associated with violent protests. Rather 
than considering whether limited violence in protests may have had a 
positive relationship with concessions or with the maximalist goals of 
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these campaigns, the conclusion he draws is that nonviolent protests 
lead to concessions, which in turn lead to a breakdown in nonviolent 
discipline. The breakdown in nonviolent discipline is then assumed to 
have a negative impact on the overall campaign, despite the fact that 
all three cases in the study were ultimately successful in ousting their 
respective heads of state (ibid). 

Ignoring civilian violence or assuming that it is always and necessarily 
harmful to movements limits the analytic reach of civil resistance 
research. As Paul Gilje puts it: we need to discuss riots because riots are 
there (1996:1). Riots might occur in parallel to an ongoing movement, 
or might create an atmosphere in which a movement congeals, but either 
way, examining protester violence as collective political action within, 
alongside, or in combination with movements is vital to understanding 
the trajectory of real-world civil resistance campaigns.

Riots in Civil Resistance Theory
In the context of unarmed social movements, riots are not only 

common, but they can be accurately and effectively analyzed in the 
same strategic framework as nonviolent repertoires. It is not simply a 
matter of riots being ‘in between’ nonviolent action and warfare on a 
two-dimensional spectrum of collective political violence. Riots as 
protest actions fit into the civil resistance framework in every way 
except for their physical destructiveness. While the material and 
experiential conditions differ for more and less violent forms of unarmed 
demonstration, a protest that turns violent does not convert an instance 
of civil resistance into an instance of armed struggle. If we remove the 
blanket delegitimation of any violent act on the part of activists, then 
the rich analyses that civil resistance studies employs to understand 
nonviolent actions can be fruitfully applied to unarmed violent protest 
actions as well. Contrary to the belief that violent actions undermine 
the logic of civil resistance, Schock’s (2013) three main concepts in civil 
resistance theory—mobilization, resilience, and leverage—are all enhanced 
by making unarmed violence legible within movement repertoires.

Mobilization: One of Chenoweth and Stephan’s foremost findings 
is the importance of mass participation for campaign wins. Though they 
acknowledge that the quality and diversity of participation is important 
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(2011:39-40), according to their research, numbers are the primary 
indicator of success. No campaign that mobilized at least 3.5% of a 
national population failed to achieve its maximalist goals (Chenoweth 
2017a)—a number that has been widely popularized among activists. 
Importantly, participation in a campaign is not the same as public 
opinion about a campaign. Chenoweth and Stephan measure ‘active 
and observable engagement of individuals in collective action’ (2011:30) 
not public opinion polls. Chenoweth and Stephan’s arguments for why 
violence reduces active participation, such as the need for strenuous 
physical training, the hardships of commitment to violent struggle, and 
moral barriers to using violence (ibid:36-37), apply far more to armed 
insurgencies than to protester violence. Participation is not a monolithic 
feature of movements, however; there are multiple forms of participation 
and various, fluctuating structural and systemic constraints and 
opportunities that impact participation, the navigation of which requires 
great awareness and tactical flexibility on the part of activists (Polletta 
2016). Riots might frighten some people away from participation in 
nonviolent actions, but they might also politicize people and rouse them 
to action. 

The Iranian Revolution, which has been seen as an early forerunner 
to 21st century civil resistance revolutions (Foran 2003), involved at least 
23 riots between 1977 and 1979 (CNTS data). Importantly, this violence 
was not a separate guerrilla insurgency or radical flank, but rather took the 
form of unarmed street violence as civil resistance (Kurzman 2004:69). 
According to Karen Rasler’s event-level analysis of the Iranian Revolution, 
44% of protest actions in 1977 and 1978 were violent (1996:137). 
Nevertheless, the Iranian Revolution mobilized an unprecedented 10% 
or more of the country’s population (Kurzman 2004:121). Neil Ketchley’s 
work on the 2011 Revolution in Egypt, discussed further below, shows 
that participation in nonviolent mobilizations increased following 
the outbreak of riots (2017:47). While violence might indeed reduce 
movement participation in some circumstances, there are also reasons to 
believe riots could have negligible or even positive impacts on movement 
participation in other cases. Anecdotal evidence suggests this variation 
exists even in countries like the United States, where riots are roundly 
rejected in mainstream media as illegitimate forms of protest: the flames, 
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concussion grenades, and property destruction that greeted Donald 
Trump’s 2016 inauguration did not appear to reduce participation in 
the Women’s March the following day, which was perhaps the largest 
nonviolent march in US history (Chenoweth and Pressman 2016).

Resilience. Resilience refers to activists’ ability to weather repression, 
recover, and adapt (Shock 2013). While a traditional social movement 
studies approach might hold that a movement’s resilience is correlated 
with its ability to mobilize resources (McCarthy and Zald 1973) and 
exploit political opportunities (Tarrow 1998), civil resistance scholars 
have tied resilience to a movement’s ability to innovate and vary actions 
in a way that outflanks authorities, undermines a government’s control, 
and drains the regime’s legitimacy (Nepstad 2015b; Shock 2005). Put 
another way, movements are more resilient when they employ a diversity 
of tactics. In the case of Egypt in 2011, tactical flexibility between more 
and less violent collective actions was able to generate a revolutionary 
situation within weeks in a country that had experienced little political 
change in decades (Ketchley 2017). 

There are certainly reasons to believe that unarmed violence limits a 
campaign’s resilience. Violent actions often carry heavier legal penalties, 
and engaging in them can expose activists to enhanced repression, 
protracted and expensive legal cases, and other such liabilities. Beyond the 
tactical cost/benefit analysis, however, there may be significant emotional 
benefits to riots, both for participants and onlookers, which strategically 
enhance a movement’s overall resilience (see Johnston 2014). Emotion 
has often been starkly juxtaposed with rationality in scholarly discussion 
of social movements (and in the social sciences in general), but ‘rational 
action involves underlying commitments that are best rendered through 
an emotional lens and vice versa’ (Seferiades and Johnston 2012:7-8). 
The possibility that riots can have an empowering affect on movements, 
serving an iconographic function that could ‘boost morale and enhance 
the heroism of radicals’ (Ackerman, Bartkowski, and DuVall 2014) should 
not be discounted. The phenomenological impact of participation in, or 
observation of, physically confrontational protests is easily overlooked 
in studies that focus only on short-term political outcomes, but might 
be salient in the analysis of movement trajectories. For example, Javier 
Auyero (2003:170) quotes an activist in Argentina recounting how 
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participation in a riot had transformed her from a ‘beaten down’ woman 
who had taken ‘thirty-six years of crap’ into a ‘commando woman’ who 
was ready to take action.

Leverage: To many social movement studies and civil resistance 
scholars, a movement’s leverage lies in people’s collective ability to 
withdraw support from a regime and disrupt the status quo, imposing 
sanctions on the ruling class (Chenoweth and Stephan 2011:18; Piven 
and Cloward 1978; Schock 2013). Put simply, the leverage of revolutions 
and social movements alike hinges on activists’ disruptive capability. In the 
civil resistance framework, riots can be understood as a radical disruption 
of the civic norm, or ‘withdrawal of cooperation in the routines of civil 
life’ (Piven 2006:37). In and of itself, the assertion that riots are disruptive 
is likely an uncontroversial one, which is part of the point—it is clear to 
all that riots are disruptive. Of course, just because violent protests are 
disruptive does not mean that nonviolent tactics cannot be so. However, 
many standard tactics that are considered nonviolent by government and 
mass media, that is to say, the most affirmed forms of protest, are very 
often not disruptive. These ‘performances of potential disruption—like 
peaceful protests, pre-arranged business-union ‘scheduled strikes,’ or even 
petitions and grievances—ultimately derive their leverage from the threat 
of actual, material disruption’ (Meckfessel 2017:16-17, emphasis his). 

Seferiades and Johnston (2012) argue that the interplay between 
violent collective actions and more conventional nonviolent approaches 
to social movement organizing has to do with the increasing difficulty 
movements face in disrupting oppressive systems. In order to be effective, 
social movements must be ‘sufficiently pungent to disrupt the workings 
of the system’ (ibid:5). However, protest organizations, especially in 
Western democracies, often deploy non-disruptive repertoires which 
might have the appearance of contention but which nevertheless fail 
to exert meaningful pressure on authorities, creating a disruptive deficit 
(ibid). The disruptive deficit of conventional protest, in tandem with 
the neoliberal capacity to ‘manage the marginalized’ (Katz 2008) and 
coopt dissent, produces a vacuum likely to be filled by political violence. 
In the face of decrees by professional activists and social movement 
organizations that all participants must adhere to strictly nonviolent 
forms of protest (see Schneider 2012), especially when it is clear to the 
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aggrieved that these forms are ineffectual, some turn to violent means, 
which, while less respectable and perhaps less strategically-oriented, are at 
least manifestly disruptive. As Seferiades and Johnston put it, ‘in seeking 
conciliation through exclusively conventional protest, institutionalized 
claimants end up inadvertently fomenting the kind of political violence 
they most dread and despise’ (2012:6). Even if rioters in a given instance 
do not see themselves or their actions as explicitly political, riots can be 
incorporated by consciously-political movement forces as a threat and a 
form of tactical escalation. In the words of Frances Fox Piven, riots can 
‘give muscle to the demands’ of a movement.9 

Central to many arguments that violent tactics hinder movement 
success, including arguments around mobilization, resilience, and 
leverage, is the logic of the backfiring effect. Civil resistance theories 
regarding the backfiring effect, or what Gene Sharp called ‘political jiu 
jitsu’ (1973:657), juxtapose violent repression against nonviolent protest, 
thereby shifting public opinion in favor of the protesters. Violence on 
the part of protesters, the argument goes, both increases repression and 
decreases public support. Problems for this narrative arise, however, in 
the presumption that movement success requires each action to lead to 
increased public sympathy, the reliance on media to represent protest 
actions accurately, and the systemic bias that likely plays into mass 
perception of protest (Meckfessel 2016:190-3). Indeed, the backfiring 
phenomenon might have more to do with preexisting opposition to 
the forces of repression, or with the appearance of disproportionate or 
illegitimate repression, than it does with absolute nonviolence on the 
part of the protesters. It is uncontroversial that protester violence can be 
expected to increase the likelihood and severity of repression, but while 
some have argued that repression demobilizes activists (e.g. Oberschall 
1973; Olson 1965), other research demonstrates that repression can have 
an overall positive impact on mobilizations (e.g. Rasler 1996). A violent 
response from police can diffuse activists, harden their resolve, create 
disillusionment about the established order among onlookers, and set off 
‘micromobilization’ processes that expand opposition to a regime (ibid). 
Riots can thus generate a similar backfiring effect to nonviolent protest. 

9  Lecture in the Sociology Department of the University of Pittsburgh, March 
26, 2015.
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Chenoweth and Stephan note that one of the pivotal moments 
of the Iranian Revolution was sparked by a protester throwing a brick 
through a window, an action that triggered intensified repression, which 
in turn led to increased mobilization (2011:103). They suggest the 
involvement of an agent provocateur, but nevertheless describe the action 
in terms of its positive impact on movement growth. Likewise, riots in 
Ferguson and Baltimore did not appear to demobilize nonviolent Black 
Lives Matter actions, but rather added to the resurgent moral crisis of 
institutional racism in the US, as well as to popular discomfort with 
militarized police forces. When nonviolent actionists accuse violent 
protesters of undermining the backfiring effect, they imply that protester 
violence reduces the likelihood that the average onlooker will sympathize 
with the protest and/or that it drives popular opinion away from the 
movement. In fact, protester violence and subsequent repression can have 
impacts in both demobilizing and mobilizing directions. In other words, 
violent actions are polarizing. 

Polarization—the ‘widening of political and social space between 
claimants in a contentious episode’ (Tilly 2004:222)—might be 
interpreted as a reduction in mainstream public support for a time, but it 
is also closely linked to ‘the possibilities of articulated rebellion’ (Esteban 
and Ray 1994) and leads to higher levels of civil conflict (Østby 2008). 
This type of polarization is, in fact, central to the logic of direct action in 
civil resistance, powerfully explained in Dr. King’s famous ‘Letter from a 
Birmingham Jail’ (1963); direct action forces people to take sides. Indeed, 
a recent study found that riots decrease the amount of people who have 
no opinion on a political issue (Caren et al. 2017). For the population 
at large, riots are exciting and frightening and create an atmosphere of 
uncertainty (Jasper and Thomson 2016). In some circumstances this 
might have an overall demobilizing affect. In others, it can lead to the 
type of polarization that clarifies social-political cleavages, galvanizes 
supporters, and ultimately increases mobilization. 

Writing of the French Revolution, Markoff describes how peasant 
insurrections posed no military threat to the vast French war machine, 
but rather represented a threat to the ‘moral unity of army and nation,’ 
making them distinctly efficacious (1995:379). The physical challenge 
to normalcy and authority involves different subjective and material 
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dynamics for a riotous crowd than it does for a less violent one, but 
nevertheless it typically does not present a straightforward military 
threat to armed police.10 Riots might feel intimidating, but the police 
face a similar dilemma with most riots as they do with peaceful protests 
in how much force they are willing to apply in an attempt to end the 
disruption, or risk spreading it. The decisions police make regarding 
how they will engage rioters occur at all levels of the chain of command, 
including both rational and emotional considerations such as a fear of 
mobilizations escalating, fear of being physically hurt, desire to or fear 
of physically hurting others, commitment to following orders, etc. These 
considerations are common to both nonviolent and violent civilian 
actions, although emotions and consequences of decision-making are 
palpably higher during violent protests. 

Movements are fluid, evolving and adapting tactical repertoires over 
time (Tilly 2006; Wada 2016), in different places, and between different 
groups connected to or operating alongside one another. Schneider 
(2014) describes how many activists in the US who were mobilized 
by the ‘ghetto riots’ in the 1960s later joined and led nonviolent social 
movements. In his work on local protests in northwestern Argentina, 
Auyero describes a process of increasingly violent mobilizations alongside 
nonviolent protest actions; one case culminated in a major riot, through 
which a group of claimants began to act as a ‘we’ and became ‘the people’ 
(2003:136), a liminal collective identity that constitutes the birth of a 
revolutionary subject (see Bamyeh 2013). Violent protest actions might 
thus serve an important role in civil resistance movements from strategic, 
symbolic, and subjective standpoints.

Based on his study of social protest in the US, Gamson (1975:81) 
argues that the use of violence frequently coincided with success, 
concluding: ‘Violence should be viewed as an instrumental act, aimed 
at furthering the purposes of the group that uses it when they have some 
reason to think it will help their cause.’ There is, of course, a wealth 

10  This was not always the case. In previous eras, a riotous crowd could possess 
weapons approximating those held by soldiers and potentially pose a military 
threat to state forces, even when not organized in a martial formation. However, 
this possibility has faded as weapons technology and state control have expanded 
(see Robinson 2014).
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of arguments to suggest that violent tactics can hurt movements, which 
have been well articulated by civil resistance scholars. Like any tactic, 
riots and unarmed violence are likely to have both potential benefits and 
potential costs for movements, depending on the context and on a variety 
of factors. In order to effectively analyze the impact these have in specific 
civil resistance movements, violent actions must be incorporated into the 
overarching analytical framework.

Unarmed Violence in the January 25 Revolution in 
Egypt: A Case Study

The 2011 Egyptian Revolution, one of the ‘Arab Spring’ revolts, 
is widely cited within civil resistance and nonviolence studies fields as 
an exemplary case of nonviolent civil resistance (e.g. Chenoweth and 
Stephan 2014; Engler and Engler 2016; Gan 2013; Lawson 2015). 
This episode is emblematic of civil resistance in that it was civilian-
based, highly decentralized, and sought to overthrow an authoritarian 
government. The movement created and utilized popular slogans, drew 
massive popular support, occupied public space, sparked nationwide 
uprisings and labor strikes, incorporated a repertoire of creative and 
evolving tactics, and was successful in ousting the country’s head of state. 
The movement also notably made widespread use of violent tactics. 

Following the stunning overthrow of the Tunisian government 
by an apparently spontaneous civil revolt, Egyptian activists, who had 
been planning protests against police violence to occur on January 25, 
found the streets full of political newcomers, inspired by a new sense 
of possibility (Bayat 2017:9). Protesters emerged from all walks of life, 
focusing their ire on the Mubarak regime and echoing the popular slogan 
of the Tunisian uprising: ‘The people want to overthrow the regime!’ 
(El-Ghobashy 2012:31). In only seventeen days, ‘the people’ forced 
the removal of Mubarak. In addition to its swift success, civil resistance 
scholars extolled the Egyptian movement for creating a nonviolent 
‘global sensation’ (Engler and Engler 2016:252) and ‘accomplish[ing] 
what years of violent rebellion could not.’ (Chenoweth and Cunningham 
2013:272). 
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In fact, in the opening days of the revolution nearly 100 police 
stations were sacked and burned (Ismail 2012:446). Throughout the 
three-week uprising there were numerous confrontations with police and 
government-backed gangs involving massive street fights and the heavy 
exchange of projectiles (Ketchley 2017, Shokr 2012). To El-Ghobashy 
(2012:22), it was ‘four continuous days of street fighting, January 25-28, 
that pitted people against police all over the country’ which transformed 
an episode of protest into a ‘revolutionary situation.’ The January 25 
Revolution involved spectacular acts of nonviolent resistance and 
contained widespread nonviolent sentiment, but to the extent that the 
seventeen days between the January 25th protest and Mubarak’s ouster 
can be viewed as a bounded episode, that episode was far from nonviolent. 

[T]o gloss over the role of anti-regime violence in bringing about a 
revolutionary situation, or to portray it as incidental to the trajectory 
of the mobilization, is to obscure and distort the process by which 
Egyptians were able to oust a dictator of three decades.’ (Ketchley 
2017:47)

More than simply being present alongside peaceful demonstrations, 
rioting and other violent actions interacted dynamically with less-violent 
and non-violent mobilizations. While the riots were separate from the 
large demonstrations that made international news, the attacks on police 
stations were meant as retaliation for the use of lethal force used against 
nonviolent protesters—and for police brutality in general—as well as to 
open space for nonviolent protests to continue (Ismail 2012:446; Ketchley 
2017:38). Neil Ketchley’s (2017) research on the contentious politics of 
the January 25 Revolution illuminates the ways in which violent rioting 
and nonviolent protests appeared ‘both synergetic and complementary’ 
in their combined ability to create a revolutionary situation (ibid:21). 

In the first days of the revolution, nonviolent protesters, many of 
them seasoned activists, achieved initial successes by evading authorities 
and massing in streets and public squares. However, as police regrouped, 
protesters were beaten back and temporarily demobilized by sheer force 
of repressive violence. There was also another group of ‘early risers’ in 
the revolution, which received much less media and scholarly attention. 
These were local crowds, often from poorer urban districts, who attacked 
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local police stations with increasing frequency and ferocity in the opening 
days of the revolt (Ketchley 2017:37). According to Ketchley, it was this 
group that forced the police to retreat from attacking protesters in city 
centers in order to defend their stations, creating unpatrolled streets for 
nonviolent protesters to re-take, and providing time for them to grow 
their occupations of public space, most notably in Tahrir Square. Overall 
participation in the revolution increased in the wake of these violent riots, 
with the largest mobilization taking place two weeks later, on February 
11, the day Mubarak was ultimately deposed (ibid:19). Riots targeting 
police stations created immediate material sanctions against agents of the 
regime for their use of force against nonviolent protesters and compelled 
authorities to make decisions under duress about where, when, and how 
to deploy their forces. The backfiring effect did not function exactly 
as nonviolent actionists predict, since initial repression of nonviolent 
protests was somewhat effective. Instead, repression was followed by 
violent protests, which then suffered the highest casualties as a result of 
increased police repression, but which also cleared the way for nonviolent 
activists to recoup and grow. The backfiring effect in this case was twofold, 
relating both to increased repression generating an immediate response 
from some and the subsequent decreased security presence that provided 
a mobilizing opportunity for others. Massive nonviolent demonstrations 
ultimately led to the crisis of legitimacy that overthrew Mubarak, but 
it was anti-police riots that created space for the larger mobilizations to 
gather momentum and reach the tipping point.

What makes the 2011 Egyptian case eligible for characterization 
as ‘nonviolent’ is actually its civil character, that it took the form of 
civilian mobilizations as opposed to the martial mobilizations of 
armed struggle, and the relative difference in acute violence applied by 
protesters and authorities, not its participants’ refusal to engage in any 
violent actions. In other words, the Egyptian uprising could only be 
considered nonviolent in comparison to the repressive force used by the 
state (El-Mahdi 2011:np). However, in order to justify the overarching 
label of ‘nonviolent,’ violent actions often get left out of the story or 
pushed to the margins. To claim that movements no longer deploy civil 
violence, but ‘[i]nstead, from Tunis to Tahrir Square, from Zuccotti 
Park to Ferguson, from Burkina Faso to Hong Kong, movements 
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worldwide have drawn on the lessons of Gandhi, King and [nonviolent] 
everyday activists’ (Chenoweth and Stephan 2016:np) is to encourage 
a dangerously narrow view of movement repertoires. As the Egyptian 
case demonstrates, doing so severely obscures our view of civil resistance 
movements on the ground. That the field of civil resistance has been 
largely oriented toward activist application (Schock 2013) makes it all 
the more crucial that its scholars are accurate and honest in their analyses. 
Acknowledging violent protest tactics as legible actions within the civil 
resistance framework would enable researchers to more effectively explore 
the dynamics that participants in these movements experience and create, 
the trajectories that lead them to achieve their goals, and the dynamics 
that may influence subsequent setbacks.

Discussion and Conclusion
The vast majority of civil resistance campaigns in the NAVCO 

dataset were accompanied by riots. Violent actions are neither 
uncommon in, nor incompatible with civil resistance, and ignoring 
them undermines analyses of real world movements. In order to more 
accurately examine and theorize social movement dynamics, the concept 
of civil resistance should be disentangled from a strict codification as 
nonviolent and operationally redefined to encompass a broader scope of 
collective actions, including riots and targeted property destruction. In 
civil resistance analysis, violence should be treated as ‘one of several forms 
of confrontation within a wider repertoire of actions and strategies’ (Bosi, 
Demetriou, and Malthaner 2014, emphasis theirs). 

This move to include unarmed violence in civil resistance analysis 
is consistent with the trajectory that the field of civil resistance studies 
set itself on. The modern study of nonviolence begins with Gandhi, for 
whom nonviolence was both a political strategy and a spiritual way of 
life (Cortright 2009). Sharp’s attempt to separate Gandhian strategy 
from Gandhian moralism might have been faulty to begin with (Chabot 
and Sharifi 2013; Vinthagen 2015), and at the time even Sharp himself 
ultimately thought that a movement could not truly have one without 
the other (Sharp 1979:252). Nevertheless, there is something powerful 
and necessary in drawing a distinction between the belief in moral 
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nonviolence and an analysis of the processes that enable unarmed civilian 
social movements to achieve their political goals. 

Many of Sharp’s theoretical descendants claim to advocate 
nonviolent action purely as a superior strategy, i.e. strategic nonviolence, 
distinct from any moral clams. But if one is not willing to critically assess 
the efficacy of various approaches and combinations of available tactics 
based on evidence and conditions, then the term ‘strategic’ loses its 
meaning. Violent actions are common in civil resistance movements, and 
there are many reasons to believe that they are not purely and absolutely 
detrimental, but rather interact with campaigns in complex and varying 
ways depending on circumstances—like any other set of tactics. If the 
moral argument against the use of violent action is set aside, there is 
no remaining reason to omit unarmed violence from strategic analyses 
of civilian-based movements. Adding riots and other violent protest 
activities into the legible repertoire of civil resistance strategies and tactics 
does not necessarily alter the structure of civil resistance analysis; on the 
contrary, it allows that analysis to encompass a fuller range of actions that 
take place within movements. 

Moving forward, there are a variety of factors that might be 
considered in analyzing the effects that riots and property destruction 
can have on civil resistance movements. For example, the location, target, 
duration, intensity, cultural context, level or type of violence, number, 
and composition of participants might all make a difference in the impact 
these types of actions have on movement dynamics and on campaign 
success or failure. One particularly salient topic for future research could 
be the examination of how an explicitly nonviolent campaign reacts to 
riots when they occur—what happens when the nonviolent campaign 
condemns riots, suspends protests because of them, ignores them, 
supports them, or escalates nonviolent actions in solidarity with them? In 
addition, examining the phenomenology of participation in riots and the 
interplay between more and less physically violent actions, irrespective 
of short-term outcomes, could potentially reveal a great deal about the 
social effects and trajectories of movements over time. 

While the field of civil resistance has established the importance 
and efficacy of mass civilian resistance campaigns, it is no longer 
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feasible to ignore the violent actions that often take place within and 
alongside these movements. At times, violent actions might indeed hurt 
a movement’s chances for success. In other cases, the use of violence may 
prove beneficial to civil resistance movements. To find out, we must make 
it part of the story.
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Abstract
This paper seeks to identify some of the factors that can enhance the 
strength and influence of international civil society solidarity networks 
that mobilise around issues of concern. To this end, we focus on the Pales-
tinian-inspired Boycott Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) campaign and 
examine the significant differences that exist between it and the global 
anti-apartheid movement from which the Palestinian initiative derived 
much of its inspiration and strategic thinking. 
Differences between the contemporary BDS campaign and the anti-apart-
heid movement of the 1970s and ’80s fall into three main categories: 
internal factors related to the organisational profile and membership of 
the anti-apartheid movement; ideational factors that influenced the level 
of legitimacy that movement enjoyed; and contextual factors particular 
to the socio-political and economic environment within which the an-
ti-apartheid movement found itself operating.
We conclude by emphasising the importance of the dynamic relationship 
between ‘internal’ popular resistance and the global solidarity movement 
that the anti-apartheid sanctions inspired. If the BDS movement is to 
exercise comparable leverage, it is imperative that unarmed resistance 
against the ongoing Israeli occupation remains buoyant both at local and 
international levels. 
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Introduction
We live at a time when the internationalisation of conflict situations 

has become particularly pronounced. Wherever conflicts take place in 
the world, they can impact directly on the lives of people outside these 
areas either through the ways they are disseminated via media sources or 
sometimes through direct violence against civilians. Yet while violence 
exerts its reach beyond borders, there has also been a growth in the 
internationalisation of nonviolent resistance thanks to the growth of 
transnational networks which mobilise civil society actors in order to 
affect the outcome of particular conflicts.  Schock (2005:128) argues that 
these mechanisms are leveraged to ‘mobilize the withdrawal of support 
from opponents or invoke pressure against them through the networks 
upon which opponents depend for power.’ 

This paper seeks to identify some of the factors that can enhance the 
vitality, scale, and strength of international civil society solidarity networks 
which mobilise around issues of concern. To this end, we focus on the 
Palestinian-inspired Boycott Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) campaign; 
in particular, we examine the significant differences that exist between 
that campaign and the global anti-apartheid movement from which the 
Palestinian initiative derived much of its inspiration and strategic thinking.3 
We begin by setting out the context for our interest in the BDS movement 
and in the internationalisation both of conflict and of networks of solidarity 
that form around movements dedicated to nonviolent resistance.

The unfulfilled potentialities  
of Palestinian popular resistance

In 2015 we published the results of our study of unarmed Palestinian 
resistance to occupation. Our research project focused in particular on the 
dynamics of the popular and predominantly nonviolent struggle that had 

3  It is not our intention in this paper to enter into the debate about the 
appropriateness of using the term ‘apartheid’ to characterise fundamental 
features of Israeli society and its associated institutions. This issue has already 
been addressed by a number of authors, in particular Richard Falk (2017) and 
others such as Clarno (2017), Pappé (2015), Hanfi (2009), Davis (2003) and 
Bishara (2001).
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emerged in 2002 amidst the violence of the ‘second intifada’ in opposition 
to the construction of the Separation Wall (Darweish & Rigby 2015). 
This popular resistance had subsequently spread to challenge settlement 
expansion and land expropriation in other parts of the Occupied 
Palestinian Territories (OPT) (Pearlman 2003, 2014; Andoni et al. 2004; 
Broning 2011; Hallward & Norman 2012; Norman 2014). At the outset 
of our research in 2011, we were excited at the apparent promise of the 
burgeoning civil resistance movement within the OPT and we witnessed 
Palestinians engaging in unarmed modes of struggle in order to stay on 
their land and defend their ways of life and property against the violence 
of the Israeli occupation.4 However, as our research proceeded, we began 
to uncover some unwelcome findings. Palestinian popular resistance 
actors had successfully coordinated demonstrations, protest actions, 
and legal work, imaginatively highlighting the barbarism of the ongoing 
Israeli occupation and its consequences, but we were concerned to note 
that they had failed to exercise any noticeable influence on Israeli opinion 
leaders or the Israeli public in general. It would appear that the bulk of 
Israel’s Jewish citizens continued to go about their daily lives apparently 
unaffected by what was happening a short distance away in the OPT. 

We were advised by our Israeli informants that Palestinian protest 
actions received limited media coverage and that there was evidence 
to show that, whenever there was any extended television coverage of 
such protests, people tended to switch channels. Furthermore, when 
everyday Israeli citizens did see footage of Palestinian protest actions, 
they tended to understand the scenes they witnessed in terms of familiar 
stereotypes. Protestors were viewed through conventional frames as 
stone-slinging, keffiyah-clad Palestinian youths attacking ‘our boys’, the 
Israeli conscripts.5 One of our informants offered a stark summary of 
the situation when he noted that ‘The Israeli public has no interest in 
ending the occupation. It has no direct effect on their lives. They are not 
occupied. The occupation is irrelevant to them.´6

4  See Qumsiyeh (2006) for an example of the optimism that characterised much 
of the popular resistance during the first decade of this century.
5  Interviews, Tel Aviv, 20 November, 2013.
6  Interview, Netanya, 22 November, 2013.
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As engaged academics committed to nonviolence as a means of 
change we felt we could not conclude our study on such a pessimistic 
note. We were looking for some ground for hope, which we found when 
we turned our attention to the ways in which the conflict was being 
internationalised. Whilst Palestinian unarmed resistance had largely 
failed to touch the Israeli public and its decision-makers, over the past 
decade a burgeoning movement of international solidarity has emerged 
in favour of ending the occupation and associated abuses of Palestinian 
human rights and civil liberties.7 

One of the prime drivers of this growth in international solidarity 
has been the lethal violence inflicted on the inhabitants of the Gaza Strip 
by Israel in a series of wars. For example, one interviewee told us that it 
was witnessing the horror of the Israeli Operation Protective Edge of July-
August 2014 which led to her involvement in different forms of Palestinian 
solidarity work in the UK.8 Of equal significance in the development of these 
international solidarity networks has been the advocacy work conducted by 
the thousands of concerned individuals and groups who have spent time in 
the OPT and witnessed first-hand the reality of the everyday violence and 
humiliation inflicted on Palestinians by Israeli soldiers and settlers (Clark 
2009). One of our interviewees became active after a pilgrimage visit to 
holy sites during which her tour guide gave her an insight into the harshness 
of the occupation.9 When witnesses like this share their stories with family, 
friends, and other networks, they play a vital part in internationalising the 
struggle for liberation from external occupation. 

7  This paper is part of an ongoing research project which explores the challenges 
faced by activists in the UK when they engage in everyday acts of solidarity with 
Palestinians and Israelis seeking a just peace. We conducted 26 semi-structured 
interviews during 2016 and 2017 with activists that support or are sympathetic to 
the BDS movement in the OPT; with peace activists in Israel; and with activists 
in the Palestinian solidarity movement in the UK, including Jewish activists and 
the largest British organisation Jews for Justice for Palestinians (JfJfP). We also 
built on the rich research interviews we conducted in 2011-2013 when we held 
5 focus groups and interviewed over 100 activists at local and national levels as 
well as key political figures in Palestine and Israel.
8  Personal communication, 15 July, 2016.
9  Personal communication, Birmingham, 6 June, 2017.
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 The importance of internationalising conflict 
In his study of the nonviolent liberation movement in West Papua, 

Jason MacLeod pointed to the fact that the continuing Indonesian 
occupation there was dependent less on the subservience of the West 
Papuan people than on external sources of power, including domestic 
support within Indonesia and the ongoing support offered by Indonesia’s 
allies within the international system. MacLeod endorsed Donald 
Horowitz’s observation that the outcomes of self-determination struggles 
are ‘determined largely by international politics, by the balance of 
interests and forces that extend beyond the state’ (Horowitz 2015: 
230). MacLeod’s insights into the significance of international solidarity 
networks in relation to struggles to resist occupation are directly relevant 
to the Palestinian case. He argues that

The capability of self-determination movements to create the conditions 
for change is more constrained and contingent on international 
solidarity networks than in anti-regime struggles. Such movements 
require more sophisticated transnational strategies and a dense network 
of ties between the resisting population and transnational allies … The 
role of an extensive and persistent transnational solidarity network is 
to constrain and disrupt the external sources of power upon which the 
opponent state is indirectly dependent (MacLeod 2015: 196).

Barca and Zunes (2009: 166) arrived at a similar conclusion in their 
study of the struggle for self-determination by the people of Western 
Sahara. They noted that Morocco has been able to persist in its defiance 
of its legal international humanitarian obligation to the Sahrawis largely 
because of the support it receives from France and the United States. Barca 
and Zunes argue that, whilst it remains vital that a strong nonviolent 
movement persists amongst the Sahrawi people, the Sahrawi also need 
active support and solidarity from networks of citizens in France, 
the United States, and other countries if any sustainable challenge to 
Morocco’s ongoing occupation is to be realised. 

Like the West Papuans and the Sahrawi people of Western Sahara, 
Palestinians face a struggle which involves them seeking to liberate 
themselves from an occupation characterised by a huge asymmetry 
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of power. It is this stark imbalance of power that makes the role of 
international networks of solidarity so critical. Said (2000: 186) argued 
that if sufficient numbers of people around the world were to act together 
as ‘communities of conscience’ in relation to the Palestinian case, they 
could exercise sufficient leverage on their own political leaders and the 
policy-makers and communities within Israel to effect a change in the 
balance of power and hence in the trajectory of this ongoing conflict.

It follows from this analysis that the strategic challenge for 
Palestinians is how to widen and strengthen the web of external support 
and solidarity they generate to such an extent that Israeli decision-makers 
feel the pressure to address the core issues that drive this conflict. In 
order to achieve this outcome, it is important that activists on the ground 
understand a key dynamic in this internationalisation process, one that 
has been characterised by Keck and Sikkink as a ‘boomerang pattern’ 
(Keck and Sikkink 1999: 89-101). 

Conflict internationalisation  
and the boomerang process

The boomerang process refers to patterns that occur when local 
movements, such as the Palestinian popular resistance movement in the 
OPT, seek to enhance their leverage by trying to involve wider networks of 
external actors and agencies. In a process that is analogous to the flight of 
a boomerang, external sources of support are used to generate increasing 
international pressure on the Israeli public and its policymakers. As Keck 
and Sikkink (1999: 93) explain,  

Where governments are unresponsive to groups whose claims may 
none the less resonate elsewhere, international contacts can ‘amplify’ 
the demands of domestic groups, pry open space for new issues, and 
then echo these demands back into the domestic arena.

Most boomerang-throwers operate on a model which tries to 
mobilise ‘links in the chain of influence’, and so their approach makes 
use of what Johan Galtung (1989: 19) referred to as ‘the great chain of 
nonviolence’: the message of nonviolent activists is communicated from 
group to group, layer to layer, until it reaches the nucleus of the political 
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structure that is being challenged. In the case of Palestinian popular 
resistance, the message is communicated beyond the borders of Israel/
Palestine through local activists’ contacts with networks of grassroots 
supporters in other countries to create transnational networks. These local 
activists are in the position to present authoritative eye-witness accounts 
of human rights violations and thus ‘feed’ their networks with the kind of 
stories and case material that can be used to move decision-makers higher 
up the vertical ladder of influence within their respective countries. 

Typically, activists seek to frame the Palestinian issue in the language 
of universal human rights, and through such re-framing initiatives they 
can introduce people from key groups and constituencies to new ways of 
seeing the nature of the relationship between Israel and the Palestinians 
(Landy 2013: 424). Instead of being portrayed as a ‘victim’ threatened by 
‘Palestinian terror’, Israel can be represented as an occupying power that 
routinely and mundanely abuses the basic rights of Palestinians who are 
subjected to the daily violence of occupation. When people are offered 
new lenses through which to view the conflict, old perceptions and 
customary wisdom which situate Israel as a victim defending itself from 
Palestinian and Arab terror can be broken down. 

The force of the boomerang effect depends to a large extent on 
the range and authority of the actors it draws into a conflict’s sphere 
of influence. Howard Clark (2009: 15) has noted that ‘In its flight 
the boomerang might pass through NGOs and activist constituencies, 
media, government departments and intergovernmental institutions 
before returning to make a difference at the point from where it was 
thrown.’ The significance of this kind of process was brought home to us 
by one Palestinian activist from Bethlehem who told us of his experience 
whilst on a speaking tour in Sweden: ‘At one place a pro-Israeli member 
of the audience raised a point, and before I could answer, someone else in 
the audience rebutted him. Without the internationals we would be like 
one hand clapping – they are the other hand that we need.’10

10  Interview, Bethlehem, 12 November, 2013.
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The BDS campaign: internationalising the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict

The most significant boomerang-throwing exercise undertaken 
by Palestinian civil society in recent years emerged out of a meeting of 
Palestinian civil society organisations in July 2005 after which a call 
was issued for a worldwide boycott, divestment and sanctions (BDS) 
campaign against Israel. The campaign that has been waged since then is 
based on the simple premise that Israel must pay a price for its continued 
occupation, its disregard for international humanitarian law, and its 
refusal to implement UN resolutions. The BDS campaign has gone from 
strength to strength in the years since its launch. Its core demands include 
the end of Israel’s occupation of Arab land, recognition of the rights of 
the Palestinian citizens of Israel, and acknowledgement of the right of 
the Palestinians to return according to UN resolution 194 (Bakan and 
Abu-Laban 2009).

One of the BDS campaign’s founders has recalled how they drew 
inspiration from the example of the anti-apartheid struggle in South 
Africa:

It was one year after the advisory opinion of the International Court 
of Justice regarding Israel’s construction of the apartheid wall in the 
occupied West Bank. There was a lot of discussion among Palestinian 
civil society organizations and others in Palestinian society about how 
we can give the solidarity movement a solid tool with a clear vision 
based on a deep analysis of the conflict between Palestine and the 
Israelis. We found the experience of South Africa very inspiring. So 
there was the opinion of following that experience of the people of 
South Africa. Especially because the governments at that time were far 
away from putting any kind of pressure on Israel.11 

The significance of the South African example was reflected in the 

11  Adnan Ramadan, quoted in ‘Boycott movement has empowered Palestinians, 
says co-founder’, The Electronic Intifada, 20 March, 2014, http://tinyurl.com/
ycpxlx5g (Accessed 5 September, 2017)
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original appeal for people of conscience worldwide to ‘impose broad 
boycotts and implement divestment initiatives against Israel similar to 
those applied to South Africa in the apartheid era’ (Bargouthi 2014). 
Furthermore, from the earliest days, BDS activists have presented their 
cause through the frame of an anti-apartheid struggle.12 To quote one of 
their leading figures: 

We are seeking to resemble the South African movement with mass 
support – the ‘South African moment’ is approaching but we are not 
there yet. Israel is increasingly isolated at the grass-roots level, not at 
the governmental level. Israel has dropped its thin mask of democracy 
and revealed itself as a regime of occupation, settler-colonialism and 
apartheid with its massive range of racist laws.13

The BDS campaign was inspired by and modelled on aspects of the 
worldwide anti-apartheid movement of the 1970s and ’80s, and it would 
seem that the success of the South African freedom struggle has also 
served as a source of hope for Palestinian activists and their international 
solidarity networks. It offers activists confidence in the possibility that 
global pressure can work effectively as it did in the case of the freedom 
struggle in South Africa, and it helps persuade them that the model 
employed there can be used to similar effect in the case of Palestine. 

The transnational movement against apartheid
In June 1959 a group of South African exiles in the UK and their 

British supporters launched an appeal for an international boycott of 
South African products. Calling themselves the Boycott Movement, they 
organised a boycott month in the UK in March 1960. Thousands of 
supporters distributed leaflets urging shoppers not to buy South African 

12  In December 2009, the campaign received the endorsement of leading 
Palestinian Christians with the publication of the Kairos Palestine Document. 
Once again, much of the inspiration for this initiative came from the South 
African struggle. (Interview, Bethlehem, 3 December, 2016.)
13  Interview, Ramallah, 30 November, 2016.
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goods. According to some sources, this was the biggest anti-apartheid 
protest in the UK until the mass actions of the Anti-Apartheid Movement 
(AAM) of the 1980s.14 

Throughout the 1960s and ’70s, the AAM in the UK campaigned 
for broader sanctions against South Africa, extending their demands to 
encompass the country’s isolation in sport, the arts, and academia. In 
June 1970, the first major success of this campaign was achieved with the 
cancellation of a planned South African cricket tour.

In the mid-1980s, the South African townships erupted, and this 
led to a new wave of intensive repression from the apartheid regime. 
Capitalising on growing international concern at the continuing clashes 
in South Africa, the AAM in the UK expanded into a broad coalition of 
students, trade unions, churches, political parties, and local groups and 
campaigns that demanded an end to British collaboration with apartheid. 
It was during this period also that concern started to grow amongst 
large sectors of the population in the US. Peter Schraeder (1994: 232) 
observed that 

As the violence in South Africa continued to intensify, rising popular 
demands for the US government to ‘do something’ to stop the unfolding 
tragedy in South Africa galvanized the anti-apartheid activities of 
African-American lobbying groups, Republican splinter groups, and 
grassroots anti-apartheid organizations. These groups, in turn, placed 
pressure on vote conscious congress-persons that recognized the 
popular political backlash that would accompany defeat of some sort 
of sanctions package.

Much of the protest in the US was directed at President Reagan’s 
administration which was pursuing what he termed a policy of 
‘constructive engagement’ with Pretoria, a stance which others saw as 
appeasement. However, in response to public pressure, Congress passed 
the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act (CAAA) in 1986. This marked a 
watershed in US-South African relations insofar as it instituted significant 

14  Anti-Apartheid Movement, ‘The Boycott movement’, http://aamarchives.org/
history/boycott-movement.html (Accessed 7 September, 2017).
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economic sanctions designed to push the South African regime to 
dismantle its segregationist policies and practices. 

This milestone piece of legislation contributed to the solidification 
of pressure on South Africa from the broader international community, 
as evidenced by the UN Security Council vote of 1987 which imposed 
international sanctions on the regime. All but the most intransigent 
advocates of apartheid now saw that the regime could not survive such 
sustained pressure without significant reform. It was this realisation that 
led to F. W. De Klerk replacing P. W. Botha as leader of South Africa’s 
National Party after the September 1989 elections and promising to 
herald in an era of change and power-sharing between whites and blacks. 
A year later, Nelson Mandela and other political prisoners were released. 
In 1992, De Klerk repealed the apartheid laws while multi-party talks 
continued, and international sanctions were lifted. In 1994, Nelson 
Mandela became president after the country’s first democratic elections 
(Valley 2015).

Comparing the AAM and BDS
The aim of this section of the paper is to examine the conditions that 

contributed to the growth of the transnational anti-apartheid movement. 
This exercise will help us identify some of the challenges and opportunities 
that the Palestinian BDS movement encounters in its efforts to achieve 
a similar level of influence in relation to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
The analysis here will, more generally, help to highlight those factors 
that impact on the growth and effectiveness of international civil society 
solidarity networks wherever in the world they operate.

The conditions and factors considered relevant here can be grouped 
into three categories: 

•  Internal – those factors relating to the organisational profile and 
membership of the anti-apartheid movement. 
•  Ideational – those factors that influenced the level of legitima-
cy enjoyed by the anti-apartheid movement and the frame within 
which its role and purpose were perceived by third parties and in-
terested stake-holders.
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•  Contextual – those factors particular to the socio-political and 
economic environment within which the anti-apartheid movement 
found itself operating.

Internal 
The global anti-apartheid movement took its lead from the African 

National Congress (ANC) which was recognised as embodying the 
unified and legitimate leadership of the liberation struggle in South 
Africa. In the Palestinian case, the Palestine Liberation Organisation and 
the Palestine National Council have exercised a leadership function, but 
since the Oslo Agreement and the establishment of the Palestine National 
Authority (PNA) there has been no effective leadership to provide 
direction and coherence to wider networks of support and solidarity. 
The ongoing division between Fatah and Hamas remains a significant 
handicap despite several attempts at ‘reconciliation’ over the past decade 
and talk of establishing a unity government. The lack of leadership has 
had a debilitating effect on international solidarity networks. This view 
was articulated very clearly in our interviews by a UK-based activist who 
was deeply involved in anti-apartheid campaigns and had more recently 
been involved in supporting Palestinian human rights:

One of the differences between the work for South Africa and for 
Palestine is that with South Africa there was a very clear focus. The 
ANC was the main movement directing the activists inside South 
Africa but also had a very clear message it was directing to its supporters 
in different parts of the world … so we knew what we were being 
asked to do. That was very clear. The difference with Palestine is the 
fragmentation in everything.15 

The existence of a unified leadership in the form of the ANC meant 
that the aim of the anti-apartheid movement was reasonably clear and 
unambiguous: it promised a free democratic political system that would 
lead to the end of white minority rule in South Africa. The absence of 
any such leadership within the Palestinian political domain has helped 
create a diverse range of opinions within and about the role of Palestinian 

15  Interview, Coventry, 20 October, 2014.
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solidarity networks around the world. The BDS movement in the OPT 
reflects the voice of the majority of civil society organisations and ‘left-ist’ 
political groupings, but the dominant political forces of Fatah and Hamas 
have both refrained from endorsing the movement. The PNA and Fatah 
have shown limited support for a boycott of settlement products (Kayali 
2016: 182), but according to one of our interviewees – a Fatah activist 
from Bethlehem – there is only limited awareness of the BDS campaign 
amongst party activists. He told us that ‘at the Fatah conference this year, 
I wore a big BDS badge – and people from the conference were asking 
me, “What is BDS?”’16 

One of the major consequences of the lack of unified leadership 
has been the absence of a clear vision for the future beyond ending 
the occupation, and this has undoubtedly weakened the international 
solidarity network. One interviewee, who had been active in the anti-
apartheid movement in the UK, explained to us the dilemma he 
experienced in relation to the BDS call to boycott Israeli products:

Settlement goods is easy politics and no question that they should 
be banned as an economic means of undermining the settlements. 
But regarding boycotting Israel – Israel is a legitimate state by all the 
normal, accepted international criteria and therefore has the right to 
sell its own products. Moreover, it is not clear whether Palestinians are 
united in favour of such a boycott, in the way that the ANC was. There 
is no Palestinian equivalent of the ANC, and it is not clear what the 
stance is.17  

In the AAM, the vision was ‘one person one vote’, a slogan that 
united activists inside and outside South Africa who envisaged a future 
society and state based on equal civil and political rights for all its citizens. 
By contrast, the BDS movement has failed to present an inclusive vision 
than can be shared by Israeli Jews. As early as 1930, the ANC ‘aimed to 
take over and transform the existing state rather than to create their own 
institutions and state structures’; the Palestine- Oslo agreement, which 
sought precisely to create its own structures and institutions, represented 

16  Interview, Bethlehem, 4 December, 2016
17  Interview, Coventry, 13 March, 2017.
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a complete contrast to this approach (Greenstein 2015: 38).
Even as informed and engaged an observer as the veteran Israeli 

‘peace-nik’ Uri Avneri has expressed his confusion regarding the stance 
of the BDS leadership with regard to their vision of the type of peace 
settlement they support. 

I believe in peace. Peace means agreement between two (or more) sides 
to live in peace. Israeli-Palestinian peace means that the State of Israel 
and the Palestinian national movement come to terms with each other. 
Peace between Israel and Palestine presupposes that the State of Israel 
does exist, side by side with the State of Palestine. I am not quite sure 
that this is the aim of the BDS movement. Much of what it does and 
says could lead to the conclusion that it wants a peace without Israel 
(Avneri 2017). 18

Ideational challenges
Throughout the period when the anti-apartheid movement was 

active, the protagonists on either side were involved in what can be 
characterised as a framing contest, each seeking to present their target in 
as unsavoury and damaging a light as possible (Caragee & Roefs 2006). 
The AAM emerged victorious in this contest, and a number of features of 
their framing appear to have been significant.

i. A clear morality tale was established
The South African government tried to taint the ANC and its 

supporters as part of an international communist conspiracy that 
threatened the stability of the whole southern region of the African 
continent.19 In its turn, the AAM portrayed the South African regime as 
a privileged white minority dominating and exploiting a black majority 
which was denied the most basic of human rights. Over time, the AAM’s 

18  U. Avneri, ‘Despair of despair’, 16 September, 2017, http://tinyurl.com/
ycf8p397 (Accessed 26 October, 2017).
19  There were communists in key positions within the ANC, but all remained 
committed to the Freedom Charter that had been adopted in June 1955 and 
which remained the guiding document of the ANC and its supporters right up 
until the drawing up of the new constitution.
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portrayal of the apartheid regime took on the character of a morality 
tale with clear distinctions between good versus evil actors, and this 
unambiguous narrative resonated strongly with wide swathes of people 
around the globe.

By contrast, and particularly for Europeans and people from 
European backgrounds, the target of the BDS movement appears to be 
a significant section of the Jewish people – those living in Israel - and 
the Jews historically have been a vulnerable and persecuted minority 
in relation to which Europe carries considerable historical guilt. As a 
consequence the transnational Palestine solidarity movement does not 
yet have recourse to a morality tale with the same kind of framing power  
as that presented and reproduced by the AAM in its efforts to mobilise 
support around the world.

 ii. Resisting attempts to undermine the legitimacy of solidarity 
activists

Part of the framing contest that was central to the political struggle 
over South Africa was the attempt by the South African regime to portray 
the ANC’s members as violent extremists whose struggle for political 
power would be a prelude to a bloodbath with white South Africans as 
the victims. Whatever salience such a narrative might have had, it was 
eventually overwhelmed by a counter-narrative which suggested that the 
only way to avoid a bloodbath was through the holding of free non-
racial elections that held the promise of ending rule by a racist minority 
regime. This counter-narrative prevailed partly because people of all 
political persuasions could show their commitment to human rights by 
supporting its call for free non-racial elections in South Africa; those who 
supported the regime’s alternative narrative risked being castigated as 
racist.

Unfortunately, activists involved in the Palestinian international 
solidarity movement in general and the BDS campaign in particular 
remain vulnerable to ‘demonising tactics’ that can undermine the 
saliency of their campaign work (Khalidi 2017). One of the most 
powerful accusations aimed at them has been that of anti-Semitism, a 
charge that is used repeatedly to delegitimise criticisms of Israel from 
any quarter. The accusation acts as a particularly powerful deterrent in 
Europe and North America where it helps to keep people from openly 
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expressing their support for the Palestinians. As Norman Solomon (cited 
in Corrigan 2009) explains, ‘The failure to make a distinction between 
anti-Semitism and criticism of Israel routinely stifles public debate.’20 

The efforts of the Israeli government and its supporters around the 
world to conflate criticism of Israel with anti-Semitism has had some 
significant successes. In the US, some states have passed legislation that 
targets organisations that endorse the BDS campaign, and in the UK the 
government’s formal definition of anti-Semitism includes ‘the targeting 
of the state of Israel’ as one of its manifestations (Sedley 2017). The 
conflation of anti-Semitism and criticism of Israeli policy has not gone 
unquestioned. The influential gender and cultural studies critic Judith 
Butler – a member of the US-based Advisory Board of Jewish Voice for 
Peace – argues that ‘if the charge of anti-Semitism becomes a tactic to 
supress open criticism and debate on the State of Israel, its practices of 
dispossession and occupation, its founding and the ongoing implications 
of that founding for Palestinians, then it will lose its claim of truth’ 
(Butler 2017: viii).  Butler argues that the charge of anti-Semitism is used 
to censor or quell public debate and criticism of Israel in order to rule out 
certain unpalatable perspectives. 

 iii. Sporting boycott
The sporting boycott was one AAM strategy that proved to be 

particularly prominent and effective in highlighting the essential racism 
that defined apartheid. South Africa was excluded from the 1964 and 
1968 Olympics and expelled from the International Olympic Movement 
in 1972 following widely publicised protests in the UK against the 
tour of the all-white South African cricket team in 1970. This sporting 
isolation had a profound impact on white South Africans, forcing them 
to acknowledge the degree to which they were being portrayed as racist 
pariahs to significant sections of the world’s population. 

Calls by BDS campaigners for a total boycott of Israel, including 
a cultural, sporting, and academic boycott have caused a quite different 
response, generating a degree of disquiet amongst many who would 

20  Cited in Corrigan, E. 2009. ‘Is Anti-Zionism Anti-Semitic? Jewish Critics 
Speak.’ Middle East Policy Journal 16(4). Accessible at http://www.mepc.org/
anti-zionism-anti-semitic-jewish-critics-speak  (23 September 2017)
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consider themselves advocates of a just peace between Israel and Palestine. 
More than one Israeli peace activist with whom we discussed the pros 
and cons of a total boycott of Israel expressed their reservations, and a 
close friend expressed the view that such a boycott would leave dissident 
Israelis like himself increasingly isolated and weak.21 Another felt that a 
total boycott would be counter-productive as it would raise fears fed by 
Jewish collective memory of past boycotts driven by antisemitism rather 
than a commitment to basic human rights.22 

Such reservations expressed by Israeli peace activists bear out research 
on the response of targeted states to the imposition of sanctions. One of 
the most significant findings to emerge is that the targeting of sanctions 
against a regime that enjoys a significant degree of legitimacy can be used 
by the ruling elite to rally domestic support for its policies in the face of 
what are presented as external threats emanating from a common enemy 
(Grauvogel & von Soest 2014, Lindsay 1986). In other words, sanctions 
– particularly when implemented by a source with which the targeted 
regime lacks deep relationships and which target a whole economy and/
or population – can create a siege mentality and thereby trigger a ‘rally-
round-the-flag’ effect (Allen 2005, Galtung 1967). This would seem to 
be the response of many Israelis towards the BDS campaign. As one of 
our sources explained:

We are driven by survival and suspicion of the rest of the world as 
being against us – so international pressure would be evidence that they 
are against us, they hate us. Not – they are trying to talk to us and we 
should listen. So – if you are seeking a political result, then it will not 
come from this kind of pressure.23  

Contextual factors
Determining the precise impact of international moves against 

apartheid is difficult, but perhaps the most significant effect was on the 
morale of black and white South Africans. Just as protest and struggle 

21  Interview, Haifa, 2 December, 2016.
22  Interview, Tel Aviv, 29 November, 2016.
23  Interview, Tel Aviv, 5 December, 2016.
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within South Africa energised external solidarity networks, so outside 
pressure encouraged internal opposition to apartheid, reassuring 
protestors that they were not alone. It also weakened the resolve of the 
white minority who, despite protestations to the contrary, had a deep 
fear of total international isolation and their abandonment by erstwhile 
friends such as the United States. As Alan Hirsch (1989: 75) insightfully 
observed, ‘The power of the US was never its ability to talk to Pretoria, 
and always its ability to stop talking.’

One factor that contributed to Washington’s eventual withdrawal 
of support from the apartheid regime was the realisation that South 
Africa’s strategic role as a bulwark against communism sweeping 
through the African continent in the 1980s was no longer significant. 
The anti-apartheid movement benefitted from global political shifts that 
disempowered its opponents. International shifts of this kind have been 
much less favourable for the Palestinian solidarity movement. Islamic 
Jihadism has replaced communism in the view of the US and other states 
as the major threat to the status quo, and Israel has sought to portray 
itself as an important bulwark against this threat.

The AAM’s ability to benefit from geopolitical shifts was, of course, 
accelerated by pressure from grassroots groups. Up until the 1980s, 
the USA lagged behind Europe in mobilising around apartheid, but 
during that decade pressure from below grew, driven by Black human 
rights groups, universities, churches, and trade unions campaigning for 
disinvestment, and these groups received sympathetic media coverage 
which reached its peak from 1984 to 1986. According to some analysts, 
one factor in this growth was the elevation into positions of influence of 
African-American politicians. Certainly, the parallels between the struggle 
for majority rule in South Africa and the Black civil rights movement in 
the USA were so clear that the campaign was able to draw on the language 
of the civil rights movement to mobilise people, reframing apartheid as 
a domestic civil rights issue (Solop 1990: 321). Palestinian solidarity 
activists have no comparable narrative resource upon which to draw. 
However, there have been attempts to make links and build alliances with 
other communities under oppression and facing similar marginalisation. 
For example, activists in the ‘Black Lives Matter’ campaign highlight 
similarities in the nature of the oppression and racism they face with 
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the experience of Palestinians living under occupation (Seidel 2016: 165; 
Bailey 2015).

Another factor that played a part in bringing South Africa to the 
negotiating table was the fact that the white minority in South Africa 
needed the Black majority as a workforce. Indeed, the Black trade unions 
under COSATU - Congress of South African Trade Unions – became a 
powerful instrument of resistance and a source of pressure that helped to 
dismantle apartheid from within (Greenstein 2015: 37). By contrast, the 
Israelis do not need the Palestinians as a workforce because they continue 
to import ‘guest workers’ from around the world as a ready replacement.

One of the most significant factors in the vulnerability of South 
Africa to external pressure was the economic and financial difficulties the 
state was facing before the international divestment campaign came to its 
peak in the mid-1980s. Calls for disinvestment had little impact during 
the years of South Africa’s economic growth through the 1960s and into 
the early 1970s but, by the mid-1970s, returns on investment had begun 
to fall. Consequently, decision-makers in key financial institutions were 
prepared to respond to the calls for disinvestment that grew during the 
1980s. As Kenneth Grundy (1991: 60) observed

 More than half the U.S. firms with direct investments in South Africa 
withdrew between 1984 and 1989. ... Although many European firms 
were also forced to disinvest (e.g., Barclays Bank) and to reconsider 
their involvement, the impact of the campaign to isolate South Africa 
was not nearly so compelling in Europe.

Pretoria was forced to rethink its policies. Prospects for economic 
growth were minimal and without growth there would be escalating 
protest and pressure from the townships with a consequent deepening of 
the socio-economic and political crisis. Rory Ewins argues that 

In the end the informal sanctions implemented by the international 
private sector – prompted by events within South Africa, and by popular 
and government anti-apartheid moves in the West – probably had the 
greatest impact of all international moves directed against apartheid.24 

24  R. Ewins, ‘International Moves Against Apartheid’, http://tinyurl.com/
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Unlike South Africa in the 1980s, Israel in the current decade 
remains in reasonable economic and financial health. Moreover, there 
is no indication that its prime international sponsor in Washington is 
questioning its preparedness to continue bank-rolling right-wing Israeli 
governments that make little pretence of their lack of interest in pursuing 
what the majority of the world would consider to be a substantive peace 
process. 25

Factors affecting the strength of transnational civil 
society solidarity networks

Whilst the review presented above highlights the severity of the 
challenges faced by the Palestinian BDS movement in its efforts to 
emulate the AAM, the differences between these movements and their 
contexts provide useful insights into the general set of factors that affect 
the strength of transnational solidarity networks in support of nonviolent 
resistance movements. In this concluding section, we set out a number of 
hypotheses about the factors that affect their success:

i. The vitality of related transnational solidarity networks will be 
enhanced in direct correlation with the extent to which a resistance movement 
has a united leadership that speaks with a clear voice and advocates a coherent 
strategy with a clear goal.

The ANC existed as a united and legitimate leadership focused on 
achieving an end to white minority rule in South Africa. Within South 
Africa the United Democratic Front (UDF), which was the internal 
manifestation of the ANC and the trade union movement, was able to 
organise and coordinate internal protest and resistance. By contrast, there 
has been no equivalent locus of authority within the Palestinian political 
domain since the Oslo Accords were signed in 1993. 

ii. Transnational solidarity networks will be energised by the internal 
resistance movement’s vibrant and committed use of unarmed means of 
protest.

pj73wyj (Accessed 7 August, 2014).
25  See P. Speakman, ‘Netanyahu’s party platform “flatly rejects” establishment of 
Palestinian state‘, Mondoweiss, 3 November, 2011, http://tinyurl.com/mxxtrwc 
( Accessed 27 August, 2014).
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In the South African struggle, a dynamic interplay developed 
between the ANC and the United Democratic Front (UDF), its partner 
movement within the country. Mass protests and strikes imposed a 
heavy economic and financial cost on the regime and helped to energise 
social movements in key countries, especially the US, which became key 
players. These movements actively encouraged people to support the 
economic and cultural boycott of South Africa, pressuring corporations 
and financial institutions to disinvest from South Africa and urging their 
governments to impose sanctions on the minority white regime. By 
contrast, popular resistance within the OPT has been episodic apart from 
during the period of the first intifada. The internal resistance movement 
has not therefore provided the consistent and ongoing stimuli that would 
drive and inspire international solidarity activist networks. 

iii. The strength of an international network depends on the extent to 
which a conflict can be framed as a simple, clear ‘morality tale’ that juxtaposes 
good and evil.

The South African apartheid regime underpinned a manifestly 
unjust system that was contrary to most moral codes. As a consequence, 
one did not need a degree in history or specialist geo-political knowledge 
to grasp that the regime required a drastic overhaul. By contrast, the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict is difficult to explain to lay-people: advocates 
will need a map to identify the territories and the borders over which the 
conflict has been fought and must offer a historical overview of the origins 
of the conflict before attempting to present a range of possible peace 
scenarios. In other words, there is a geo-political, historical, and moral 
complexity to the conflict that can make it problematic for campaigners 
to adopt the cause even before they seek to sway and mobilise third 
parties.

iv) The likelihood of appealing to potential constituencies of support 
and solidarity depends on a movement being able to establish itself as the 
morally superior underdog in an uneven power relationship.

One of the recurring motifs that runs through the history of 
resistance movements is the story of David and Goliath, the tale of a 
courageous underdog who challenges a seemingly more powerful 
opponent and relies on the righteousness of their cause and their courage 
to prevail. Israel has been particularly adept at using this narrative device 
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from the Jewish tradition to mobilise its global network of supporters; 
it makes the case that it is a small democratic country surrounded by 
a host of despotic regimes that threaten its very existence. Palestinian 
solidarity activists seek to present their own version of the David-Goliath 
relationship whenever they highlight the asymmetry between the arsenal 
of resources that sustains and deepens the occupation and their own 
reliance on unarmed forms of popular resistance.26

v) Unarmed forms of resistance have significantly more wide-ranging 
appeal to potential constituencies of support and solidarity than violent modes 
of struggle.

Chenoweth and Stephan are amongst the contemporary authors to 
emphasise this point. As they note, ‘a critical source of the success of 
nonviolent resistance is mass participation, which can erode or remove a 
regime’s main sources of power when the participants represent diverse 
sectors of society’ (Chenoweth & Stephan 2011: 30). Unarmed modes of 
resistance can highlight the morality tale of good versus evil and reinforce 
the David versus Goliath motif far more strongly than violent resistance. 
Unarmed resistance also creates fewer moral dilemmas for potential 
supporters who do not want to risk association with the human costs of 
injury and loss of life. 

Conclusion
In this paper we have tried to identify those factors that can enhance 

the scope and leverage of international civil society networks mobilising 
in support of civil resistance movements struggling for human rights in 
different parts of the world. We approached this by means of a comparison 
between the global movement targeting apartheid in South Africa and the 
contemporary Palestinian BDS movement which has drawn inspiration 
from the anti-apartheid struggle.

26  The ubiquity of the David-Goliath motif can be illustrated by two brief 
examples. In 1987, Kent Robinson and W.I. Norsworthy entitled their study 
of the United States support of the Contras against the Sandinista regime in 
Nicaragua David against Goliath: Washington’s war against Nicaragua (London: 
Zed, 1987). In 2016, Paul Legg, writing in The Guardian, depicted the fight for 
self-determination by the Sahrawi people of Western Sahara as ‘a classic David 
and Goliath struggle’. (The Guardian, 6 June, 2016)
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Our focus on the significance of internationalising civil resistance 
struggles came about as a consequence of our growing awareness of the 
gross asymmetry in power-relations (Dudouet 2006, 2008; Nanetti 
2017) between the core parties in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and in 
other struggles for liberation in other parts of the world such as West 
Papua and the Western Sahara. Our analysis has been driven by our 
particular concern for the future of Palestinians and Israeli Jews whose 
lives continue to be brutalised by the ongoing occupation. As co-authors 
we share the conviction that an end to the occupation and a sustainable 
peace are necessary for the health and well-being of both peoples – 
the occupied and the occupiers. Just as the Palestinians cannot begin 
to fulfil their potential as human beings without being liberated from 
occupation, so the Israelis must be liberated from their role as occupiers 
and oppressors if they are to realise their true humanity.

Our paper also reflects our shared belief that to despair for the 
future of Palestinians and Israelis is to betray the future. We have an 
obligation to search for grounds for hope and to identify a vision for the 
future based on equality. We share with our interviewees a commitment 
to transform the oppressive and violent structures in Israel and to dissolve 
power relations (Vinthagen 2015: 205) that obstruct the building of an 
equal society. In this spirit, we have emphasised the significant role that 
can be played by third parties – civil society networks and states – in 
affecting the outcome of liberation struggles. 

Like the founders of the BDS campaign, we have drawn inspiration 
from history. The impact of the global movement targeting apartheid in 
South Africa is a source of hope and validation for Palestinian nonviolent 
resistance activists. Yet, the example from South Africa bears a key lesson 
which must be borne in mind: at the heart of the struggle against the 
apartheid regime was the popular resistance campaign within South 
Africa which drove the global movement of solidarity and support. 
However pivotal a role might be played by transnational networks at the 
civil society and state levels in determining the outcome of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, their efforts can only be inspired and driven by 
the example of those Palestinians and Israelis who have the courage to 
commit themselves to the struggle for equal human rights for all those 
dwelling in the land between the river and the sea.
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Linguistic Resistance:
Establishing, Maintaining and 

Resisting Truths
Eva Lilja and Mona Lilja, University of Gothenburg

Abstract
Human rights-, gender- and environmental-activists struggle hard to get 
their messages heard. This paper discusses communicative strategies and 
the establishing of norms, in general, and the impact of repetitions, in 
particular. It contributes to previous research on meaning-making and 
discusses how/what patterns of repetition are of central importance when 
activists are resisting certain discourses by way of negotiating and enhanc-
ing different norms. Overall, we use linguistic theories on repetitions and 
suggest different ways of repeating words, images or sounds in conver-
sations and media that might transform the boundaries and content of 
contemporary discourses. This paper displays four different patterns of rep-
etition – in the nexus between the symbolic and the material – that can be 
employed in order to establish, maintain or resist certain political truths. 
In this paper, we consider the repetition of representations, with the aim 
of accomplishing a transformation of values, to be a powerful practice of 
dissent and linguistic activism. Hereby, this paper answers to the call of 
a number of leading critical sociologists who urge us to place the future 
well-being of society at the centre of our current sociological research.

Introduction
Political organisations and resistance movements struggle hard to 

get their messages heard. Human rights-, gender- and environmental-
activists, among others, try to establish certain discourses in order to 
work towards public awareness of their causes. Often their resistance is 
enacted in the form of negotiating norms or establishing new truths. This 
paper contributes to previous research on meaning-making and discusses 
how/what patterns of repetition are of central importance to resistance 
activities. Overall, we suggest different ways of repeating representations 
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in conversations and media that might transform the boundaries and 
content of contemporary discourses. In this paper, we consider the 
repetition of words, objects or figures, with the aim of accomplishing 
a transformation of values, to be a powerful practice of dissent and 
linguistic activism (Butler, 1990; Hall, 1997; Foucault, 1975/1991).

Social science researchers such as Stuart Hall (1997), Norman 
Fairclough (1992, 1999), Michel Foucault (1993) and Judith Butler 
(1988, 2018), have explored how the repetition of different representations 
can establish, maintain or challenge various norms. Their research has 
recently been added to by posthumanist researchers, who argue that the 
nexus between discourses and matter must be embraced when discussing 
meaning-making (Alaimo and Hekman, 2008). Exploring the existence 
of materiality can, as displayed here, contribute to our understanding of 
discursive production. Various aspects of materiality contribute to the 
development and transformation of norms (Colebrook, 2000; Grosz, 
1994). In the crossroad between the symbolic and the material, a number 
of communicative strategies impact on how and why discourses are 
created, maintained or challenged. 

Sometimes the acts of resisting contemporary discourses and 
accomplishing a transformation of norms involve the repetition of 
words, objects or figures. This paper displays four different patterns of 
repetition – in the nexus between the symbolic and the material – that 
can be employed in order to establish, maintain or resist certain political 
truths. Among other things, the repetition of words, sentences, images 
or sounds that are too similar might result in an automatised reading 
of these representations. This implies that when one seeks to advance 
political claims, approximate speech-acts might be more effective than 
exact repetitions. This and other patterns are suggested and elaborated 
on below. 

The article is structured as follows: In the next three sections, the 
concepts of repetitions and resistance, as well as the methodological 
points of departure are outlined and developed. The fourth section, 
‘Repetitions and Change: The Art of Establishing Political Discourses’, 
adds to previous research by suggesting four communicative patterns 
that contribute to the establishment of certain truths. These patterns can, 
in some senses, be regarded as tools for practicing resistance by way of 



Journal of Resistance Studies Number I -  Volume 4 - 2018

74

providing means for civil-society actors to promote political discourses. 
Hereby, the paper answers to the call of a number of leading critical 
sociologists such as Klaus Dörre, Stephan Lessenich, and Hartmut Rosa, 
among others, who urge us to place the future well-being of society at the 
centre of our current sociological research (Dörre, Lessenich, and Rosa, 
2015; Rosa’s speech at the 13th Conference of the European Sociological 
Association, 2017, Athens). Or as formulated in the policy statement of 
the Journal of Resistance Studies, we need to ‘advance an understanding of 
how resistance might undermine repression, injustices and domination 
of any kind’. 

In the final section, some conclusions are summarised. The article 
uses linguistic theories on repetitions to shed light upon productive 
resistance that produces new truths, while negotiating different dominant 
discourses. Resistance may sometimes transcend the whole phenomenon 
of being against something and turn into proactive forms of constructing 
alternative counter-discourses (cf. ‘constructive resistance’ Baaz, Lilja, 
Schulz, and Vinthagen, 2017; Koefoed, 2017; Sørensen, 2016). This 
paper proposes a number of possible ways in which repetitions could 
matter, when constructing these kinds of competing truths. In doing so, 
the paper adds to previous research within resistance studies.

Resistance Studies and Productive Forms of 
Resistance

Robert Dahl (1967), Steven Lukes (1974) and Michel Foucault 
(1978) all touch upon a type of power that can be seen as a form of direct 
decision-making, ‘power-over’ or even as violent forms of repression. 
Power in this understanding is frequently used in liberal forms of analysis 
where power is defined as individuals’ procession of power or ability to 
force their will upon others (Kabeer, 1994: 224–229; Haugaard, 2012). 
In Foucault’s argumentation, this form of power is displayed with the 
concept of ‘sovereign power’; that is, the (often repressive) legal sovereign 
power, which exists side-by-side with bio-power. Foucault presents 
sovereign power as legislative, prohibitive and censoring. (Dean, 1999: 
105–106, Foucault, 1994: 83–85; Baaz, Lilja, and Vinthagen, 2017). 
Resistance against this repressive power – sometimes sovereign power – 
can be understood as counter-repressive resistance.
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The counter-repressive resistance against repressive forms of power 
can be exemplified with Marta Iñiguez de Heredia’s definition of resistance 
where resistance is: ‘the pattern of acts undertaken by individuals or 
collectives in a subordinated position to mitigate or deny elite claims 
and the effects of domination, while advancing their own agenda.’ (de 
Heredia, 2013: 6). This definition establishes resistance as a practice that 
is directed towards elite claims and the experience of domination (de 
Heredia, 2017). The emphasis on elite claims, agendas and the effects of 
domination could be read as an attempt to put repressive forms of power, 
rather than truth regimes, in focus (Lilja and Vinthagen, 2018). 

The notion of counter-repressive resistance could, however, be 
complemented with another form of resistance, that is, productive 
resistance, which produces societies, truths, identities and practices. Or 
in other words, another part of the field of resistance studies – instead of 
elaborating counter-repressive resistance – embraces reverse discourses, 
meaning-making and the negotiating of truths, as well as the creation 
of other ways of life through counter-conduct and techniques of self 
(Foucault, 1981, 1988, Baaz, Lilja, Schulz, and Vinthagen, 2016; Butler, 
2018; Bleiker, 2000). This research indicates that the most powerful 
practices of dissent might work in discursive ways, by engendering a slow 
transformation of values (Bleiker, 2000). Researchers who belong to this 
part of resistance studies emphasise ‘“less than tangible” entities such 
as texts, signs, symbols, identity and language’ (Törnberg, 2013 Lilja 
2017b). Overall, within this subfield of resistance studies, there is a focus 
on cultural processes, ways of life, subjectivities and shared meaning 
systems and how these can be understood from the concepts of dominant 
discourses and resistance (Lilja and Vinthagen, 2018). 

According to Butler (1995), a key way in which resistance towards 
discourses (in general) and discipline (in particular) is possible – from 
a Foucauldian perspective – is through reiteration, re-articulation or 
repetition of the dominant discourse with a slightly different meaning. 
Subalterns might, for example, involve the categories and vocabularies 
of the dominating force or superior norm to produce a reverse discourse 
against the very regime of normalization (Butler, 1995: 236). Reverse 
discourses resist regimes of normalization by which it is produced. Thus, 
resistance appears as the effect of power, as a part of power itself and 
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the reverse discourses are parasitic on the dominant discourse that they 
contest (Butler, 1995: 237; Mills, 2003; Lilja and Vinthagen 2018). 

Regardless of type, resistance exists in relation to power (or violence) 
and the type of power often affects the type of resistance employed as well 
as the effectiveness of various resistance practices: violent or nonviolent, 
open or hidden, organised or individual, conscious or unconscious, 
et cetera. Still, as indicated above, power and resistance should not be 
seen as binary. Resistance in the form of communicative practices might 
not only undermine power but can sometimes create or recreate power 
through exactly the same resistance that it provokes (Baaz, Lilja, and 
Vinthagen, 2017). 

This paper embraces the more productive form of resistance by 
studying patterns of repetitions as a powerful form of dissent. How is it 
possible to repeat against constructions of power and what patterns of 
repetitions are important to recognise when practicing a more ‘linguistic’ 
form of resistance? This is elaborated below.

Methodological Point of Departure
The ‘material turn’ often departs from, and adds to, the ‘linguistic 

turn’. This paper embraces both language and matter, and acknowledges 
that the material is more than just a passive social construction, but 
instead it stands out as an agentic force that interacts with and changes 
discourses (Alaimo and Hekman, 2008: 4–7). In the text below, this 
means embracing the repetition of words and sentences, as well as more 
material representations such as practices, bodies and images, and how 
the repetition of these material things impacts on the formation of 
discourses. Foucault also embraced the importance of language while 
still emphasising the role of matter and material space in the shaping 
of subjects. Matter, among other things, predominates in Foucault’s 
discussion of Bentham’s Panopticon as an architectural configuration 
(Lilja, 2017a). He also positions the body as the locus of productive 
forces: 

(we must) show how the deployments of power are directly connected 
to the body–to bodies, functions, physiological processes, sensations, 
and pleasures; far from the body having to be effected, what is needed 
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is to make it visible through an analysis in which the biological and 
the historical are not consecutive to one another (...) but are bound 
together in an increasingly complex fashion in accordance with the 
development of the modern technologies of power that takes life as 
their objective. Hence, I do not envision a ‘history of mentalities’ that 
would take account of bodies only through the manner in which they 
have been perceived and given meaning and value; but a ‘history of 
bodies’ and the manner in which what is most material and most vital 
in them has been invested. (Foucault, 1981) 

Foucault stresses the linguistic without ‘throwing out’ matter 
– as does this paper. In addition, the paper has a forward-thinking 
approach. By drawing on Lundquist (1993), contestations can be studied 
empirically, normatively and constructively. Empirical research is directed 
towards describing various contestations and, by extension, seeking to 
explain or understand them. By adding a normative perspective, the 
spotlight is directed towards types of contestations that are preferable 
or most effective, as well as the desired outcome of the contestations. 
Finally, if we as scholars are interested in what the future social order 
could look like and what role contestations can play in achieving this 
utopia, then our focus is constructive; that is, this paper is interested in 
giving recommendations of how we can achieve as much as possible of 
what is desired, given the circumstances of the world, or, perhaps more 
correctly, how we think it is constructed (Baaz, 2002; cf. Lundquist, 1993, 
1998; Baaz, Lilja and Vinthagen 2017: 13-14). This paper is primarily 
normative and constructive in its outline, and draws on previous research 
and theoretical suggestions in order to try to understand what forms of 
resistance are the most preferable or effective, and how we can achieve 
as much as possible of what we desire in a socially constructed, but still 
material world (Baaz, 2002; Lundquist, 1993: 85; 1998: 28; Rothstein, 
1994; Baaz, Lilja and Vinthagen 2017: 13-14).

Repetitions and Resistance
We know today that various forms of resistance have the capacity 

to drastically disestablish and (re)structure societies. According to 
Chenoweth and Stephan (2011) ‘…in recent years organised civilian 
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populations have successfully used nonviolent resistance methods, 
including boycotts, strikes, protest, and organised non-cooperation to 
exact political concessions and challenge entrenched power’. Chenoweth’s 
and Stephan’s studies have greatly contributed to our understanding of 
how mass-mobilised resistance works, still their research mainly discussed 
more visible forms of resistance struggles in highly repressive contexts. 
Thus it does not display linguistic performativity and how resistance 
involves communicative practices that can generate norm changes. 
This paper, however, seeks to understand resistance through meaning-
making and the advancement of political claims through communicative 
strategies; in particular, forms of repetition of representations that create 
the possible means for norm-changing resisting practices. 

Mass-mobilised resistance entangles with, or departs from, shared 
discourses that mobilise people into action. These discourses are 
established by the repetition of different words, objects or figures. Or 
in other words, repetitions contribute to the establishment of patterns 
or truths, which have the potential to provide people with a common 
ground for political action. Michel Foucault argues that: ‘Truth isn’t 
outside power (…) Each society has its regime of truth, its “general 
politics” of truth: that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and 
makes function as true, the mechanisms and instances which enable one 
to distinguish true and false statements’ (Foucault, 1980: 131). In this 
article, it is argued that discourses, which promote different truths, can 
be established by various strategies of repetition. 

Repeated words, images and sounds are both a copy of and, 
simultaneously, a reinvention of earlier linguistic or material 
representations. Repetition means the establishment of patterns 
and a steady return to what is already stated. Judith Butler refers to 
anthropologist Victor Turner when explaining the repetitions of our 
social world. According to Turner, social action requires a performance 
that is repeated. This repetition is a re-enactment and a re-experiencing 
of a set of meanings that have already been socially established (Turner, 
1974). Instead, just as a play requires both text and interpretation, the 
body also acts within the limitations of pre-existing directives: ‘One is 
not simply a body, but, in some very key sense, one does one’s body and, 
indeed, one does one’s body differently from one’s contemporaries and 
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from one’s embodied predecessors and successors as well’ (Butler, 1990: 
272). Thus repetition, similarity and difference are three dimensions of 
the same process.

Repetitions are at the core of Butler’s theorising of gender and 
performativity. Butler argues that gender is constituted through the 
repetition of acts. This repetitive doing of gender, in Butler’s outline, 
produces the fiction that an individual has a stable gender that they are 
expressing in their actions (Butler, 1990/1999). In her later texts, Butler 
emphasises the importance of matter and material bodies; thereby, she 
embraces some of the ideas from the ‘new materialism’ (Alaimo and 
Hekman, 2008; Butler, 2018). 

Gilles Deleuze displays how repetitions lead to the establishment of 
patterns. In Difference and Repetition, Deleuze argues that repetitions 
change something in the mind of those who harbour them (Deleuze, 
1968/1994). As a point of departure, Deleuze takes the repetition of cases 
of the type A-B, A-B, A-B, A-[...]. Whenever the A appears, the reader 
of the A-B reiteration expects the appearance of -B. Or in the words of 
Deleuze: ‘When A appears, we expect B with a force corresponding to the 
qualitative impression of all the contracted ABs’ (Deleuze, 1968/1994: 
70). The expectations of the appearance of a -B has nothing to do 
with memory. According to Deleuze, contraction is not a matter of an 
individual’s reflections. He argues: ‘Does not the paradox of repetition lie 
in the fact that one can speak of repetition only by virtue of the change 
or difference that it introduces into the mind which contemplates it?’ 
(Deleuze, 1968/1994: 70). The above reflections clarify how the modes 
and operations of repetitions contribute to the regulation of practices, 
identities and discourses. By following the works of Deleuze, it can 
be argued that the repetition of cases leads to the expectations of the 
appearance of new cases. Thus, repetitions lead to repetitions. This makes 
repetitions even more interesting (Lilja and Baaz 2016). 

In the old art of rhetoric, repetition embraces the repetition of an 
expression as well as the repetition of an idea (Lausberg, 1960; Vossius, 
1990). Repetition is a resource by which speakers create discourses and 
create grounds for belonging, which is the very condition that is required 
for social interactions (Tannen, 1987, 2007). The repetition of different 
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representations is, for example, an engine of affects and emotions; and 
emotions and cognition can be seen as inseparable. 

Verbal repetitions depend on both sameness and differences. 
The repeat borrows recognisable elements from previous repeats (the 
‘original’) through reference to it, although in contextual separation from 
it. Thus, each time a word or phrase is repeated, while expressed in a new 
time/space, its meaning is (slightly) changed (cf. Derrida, 1976).

The above discussion on sameness and differences, as well as 
automaticity, creativity and variation, could be related to Barbara 
Johnston’s claim that repetitions are both constructive (through 
reinforcement, emphasis, confirmation, validation, patterning, etc.) and 
destructive (by creating fragmentation, by copying, becoming automatic, 
etc.). There are also different types of repetition such as mirroring the 
continuous presence of happenings (such as violent incidents), or 
multiple signs of a single event (Johnston, 1994). 

Repetition might be placed along a scale of fixity in its form, ranging 
from (almost) exact (the same words uttered in a similar rhythmic 
pattern) to paraphrased (similar ideas in different words). Rhetoric also 
makes a difference between strict repetitions and approximate ones. In 
some situations, the solution will be to repeat something as carefully as 
possible, but in other cases approximate repetitions will, as is displayed 
below, enrich or maintain the discourse (Lausberg, 1960; Vossius, 1990). 
There is also a temporal scale or variation, which ranges from immediate 
to delayed repetition (Tannen, 1987: 585–586).

Repeating in different ways has different impacts and effects. 
Among others, repeating first foregrounds and intensifies the part that is 
repeated. Simultaneously, however, repeating the repeat also foregrounds 
and intensifies the part that is different (Jakobson and Pomorska, 1983: 
103). Repetition functions on an interactive level and accomplishes 
social goals, or simply deals with different practices of conversation. The 
various functions of repetitions can include getting the attention of an 
audience, showing listenership, postponing, display humour and play, 
and/or showing appreciation of a good line or a good joke (Tannen, 
1987, 2007; Lilja and Baaz 2018).

Below, different patterns of repetition, which are to be seen as 
means of resistance, are discussed. The resistance that is suggested in 
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this paper – resisting through different patterns of repetition – targets 
dominant norms, and is parasitic on, nourishes and/or undermines 
different discourses. Still, it is productive resistance that fuels new truths 
and practices that emanate from these truths.

Repetitions and Change: The Art of Establishing 
Political Discourses 

Above, different functions and forms of repetitions were outlined 
in order to provide a background for the forthcoming argumentation. 
The sections below continues the discussion by unfolding four 
different patterns of repetition, which are of central importance when 
communicating and enhancing different norms as a form of resistance. 
We want to draw upon the above theories of resistance and explore both 
constructive and destructive patterns of repetitions (Johnston, 2017). 
We will also draw upon the idea of strict repetitions and approximate 
repetitions that are mentioned above (Lausberg, 1960; Vossius, 1990). 
Finally, we will display how repetitions function on an interactive level 
and accomplish social goals, such as when we ‘twist’ concepts around (see 
below) (Tannen, 1987, 2007; Lilja and Baaz, 2018). Departing from these 
various functions of repetitions, we will explore the following themes: 1) 
Maintaining by Change; 2) Simplifications, Reductions and Repetitions; 
3) Twisting the Cause-and-Effect Linkages; and 4) Repeating Concrete 
Signs. 

Maintaining by Change 
As previously stated, repetitions are vital for the establishment of 

truths and for promoting different political agendas. As stated above, 
repetitions link one speaker’s ideas to another’s and tie parts of discourse 
to other parts, but they also tie participants to the discourse and to each 
other (Tannen, 1987, 2007; Lilja and Baaz, 2018). An example of this 
is a development that has occurred over the last two decades that may 
be termed the ‘global discourse of human rights’. The rhetoric of human 
rights is used by numerous forms of agencies such as state leaders, civil-
society activists, business executives, academics, journalists, lawyers, 
celebrities, et cetera. The discourse is characterised by the call for various 
practices, phenomena and policies to be addressed in the name of human 
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rights. By repeatedly addressing and interpreting torture, war crimes, 
religious intolerance, gender-based discrimination, mistreatment of 
immigrants, poverty and under-development as human rights abuses, the 
new discourse becomes rapidly advanced (Manokha, 2010). 

However, repeating certain words, sentences or images in order 
to establish a discourse – such as the human rights discourse – is not 
as simple as it sounds. Several patterns complicate the process. One 
such complication can be displayed by drawing on Ann Danielsen’s 
research on funk songs. Danielsen’s analysis links up Deleuze’s concept 
of repetition with James Brown’s molecular microsound repetitions of 
funk songs (Danielsen, 2006). By departing from Danielsen, it appears 
that if we hear the same rhythm over and over again, after a while what 
we hear is changing. This is because our listening becomes automatised 
and we hear the rhythm in a different – a more reluctant way. Thus, the 
meaning attached to the rhythm changes with time, even though it is the 
very same rhythm that is repeated over and over again (Lilja and Baaz, 
2016). Every time we hear the same message, we interpret it differently. If 
we look again and again at the same picture, the semantics are gradually 
emptied and the image’s meaning has changed. For instance, when we 
drive a car our perception of a road-sign that warns us about mooses, 
changes each time we pass it. While at first we think that a moose might 
show up, once countless road-signs have been passed and no moose has 
appeared, the significance of the sign has changed (Lilja and Baaz, 2016; 
Lilja and Baaz 2018). Thus, even if it sounds like a paradox, the lack of 
difference, in fact, changes the meaning of a repeated utterance. 

If one wants to maintain the original meaning, the repetitions must 
change or the message must be repeated via another medium or from 
another subject position. For example, when warnings by an ‘expert’ on 
the car-radio add to the road-signs, the new ‘repeat’ makes us return to 
the original feeling of ‘Huh, a moose might turn up!’ Thus, to change 
(the expression or position) is to strengthen. Or in the words of Danielsen 
when commenting on James Brown’s funk songs: ‘The funky wah-wah 
riff is extended so that the gesture gradually gets bigger and looser, 
occupying more space and more time. However, we never think of the 
change as a change, probably due to the fact that it is contained in the act 
of producing in the act of producing the same’ (Danielsen, 2006: 159). 
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To repeat things slightly differently is then a way of producing the same 
discursive truth. A small change in the utterance does not change the 
discourse. On the contrary, it will strengthen it. However, the variation 
must be kept within the limits of the discourse – it has to be the same 
message. 

The above can help us understand how dominant public opinions 
can be established in regard to various political issues, such as human 
rights or environmental issues. As stated in a previous section, 
approximate repetitions and paraphrases can, due to their variation, 
enrich or maintain the discourse (Lausberg, 1960; Vossius, 1990). A 
resistance strategy of signification is therefore to repeat in new ways that 
keep the listeners’ attention. For political messages to have an impact, 
they must use different speakers who talk from different subject positions 
and express slightly different messages in order to be effective. This means, 
in practice, that resistance must be composed of a multitude of linguistic 
statements that are mixed with other representations and use different 
subject positions in order to succeed. 

Simplifications, Reductions and Repetitions
When different norms are iterated over and over again it matters 

for the impact of resistance, which aims at negotiating norms. This 
paper suggests different ways of repeating words, sentences, images 
and/or practices so as they transform the boundaries and content of 
contemporary discourses. Above, we have drawn upon Ann Danielson’s 
important conclusions on funk music in order to display how our 
listening is automatised when we hear a particular sentence, rhythm or 
see the same image over and over again. 

Another complication in the production of discourses is displayed 
by Sum and Jessop (2013), who state that complexity is reduced in sense-
making and meaning-making as individuals adopt specific entry-points 
and/or standpoints in order to participate in, describe and interpret 
meaning-making processes. In these processes: ‘sense and meaning-
making not only reduce complexity for actors (and observers) but also 
give meaning to the world’ (Sum and Jessop, 2013: 3). Processes of 
meaning-making, and the repetitions of words, sentences and longer 
argumentations, thus tend to change and simplify the discourse. In 
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communication, less and less will be perceived and the discourse will 
become coarse and simplified by time, and will often lose its previous 
meanings. 

This can be exemplified by the climate change discourse, which has a 
material-semiotic character and is repeated by, among others, the multiple 
materialities of bodies, flooding, sea-water levels and flood mitigation. 
The interconnectedness of matter and the climate change discourse can 
be exemplified by, and become evident in, the storm-water solutions that 
have multiple purposes, such as one that has been implemented in a newly 
developed area near Copenhagen. A large skateboard bowl has been built 
to handle storm-water by serving as a reservoir on the surface during 
flooding events, but it can still be utilised as a normal skateboard bowl 
during dry weather. The storm-water system serves the double purpose of 
being a recreational facility for skating and ball games and, at the same 
time, makes the whole area climate change resilient. The matter involved 
(concrete, storm-water) and the visions of a creative, ‘recreational’ future 
merge into the big skateboard bowl and display how the climate change 
discourse emerges in the nexus between the material and the discursive. 

Climate change is often traced back and claimed to emanate 
from human actions, lifestyles and social patterns, which, according 
to environmental activists, must be challenged and transformed in the 
face of these recent meteorological and very material changes. These 
truths have been repeated and ‘confirmed’ by, for example, the latest 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report (2014), 
which has established that we must radically reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, otherwise people’s lives and quality of life will be exposed to 
imminent danger, and that our current lifestyle choices and actions will 
cause irreversible damage to the ecosystem (IPCC, 2014). The IPCC’s 
report is quite complicated in its character, and displays scientific details 
and formal language. The summary of the report indicates its complexity: 

Future climate changes, risks and impacts (Topic 2) presents information 
about future climate change, risks and impacts. It integrates information 
about key drivers of future climate, the relationship between cumulative 
emissions and temperature change, and projected changes in the climate 
system in the 21st century and beyond. It assesses future risks and 
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impacts caused by a changing climate and the interaction of climate-
related and other hazards. It provides information about long- term 
changes including sea-level rise and ocean acidification, and the risk of 
irreversible and abrupt changes. (IPCC, 2014)

As the quotation above shows, the IPCC report embraces 
complexity and interconnections that are sometimes hard to grasp. 
However, when translated into media language, the contents of the IPCC 
reports often create casual ‘around the water cooler’ or just flippant, 
everyday conversations. The reports are embraced and converted 
into popular versions or scandal articles in evening newspapers. The 
complicated, scientific language of the IPCC is reduced, simplified and 
becomes denser (Jansson and Brandstedt, 2014). For example, in one of 
Sweden’s biggest daily evening newspaper, climate change was addressed 
in the following terms during November 2016: ‘Scientists warn of the 
pollen monster’ (Aftonbladet, 2016a), ‘the 16-year-old who leads a 
climate movement’ (Aftonbladet, 2016b) and ‘Blueberries decrease, 
ferns increase’ (Aftonbladet, 2016c). Even though these articles seem to 
present specific, simplified, and dense aspects of climate change, they 
still repeat the overall climate change discourse with the help of their 
mutual similarities. Still, the articles of the daily evening newspaper also 
redefine the discourse by simplifying, and in some senses storytelling, 
the material-semiotics of climate change of which we are collectively a 
part. Just as suggested by Sum and Jessop (2013), specific entry-points 
and standpoints are adopted by the newspapers, so that when readers are 
participating in the meaning-making processes around climate change, 
they are repeating, simplifying and reducing the discourse. 

Overall, the reduction in the complexity of the content of repeated 
messages is a recurrent pattern and a repeated message often means, in 
practice, a simplification. As time passes and the message is repeated, the 
meanings of IPCC reports, and others, have a tendency to get stronger 
and simpler. The message becomes abridged and invokes the most 
important or scandalous things; for example, ‘Don’t eat red meat’ or ‘Our 
blueberries disappear’. 

Repeating complex messages means a return to what has already 
been stated, which is simplified while passing it on. Given this, three 
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possibilities must be displayed, which is important for how different 
forms of linguistic resistance inform current discourses. First of all, a 
simplified utterance can become more distinct and entrenched when 
details disappear, which could form a perfect base for establishing new 
truths. However, the loss of information can also be disastrous if the 
meaning of the message is removed (Lilja and Baaz 2018). Secondly, when 
a message gets reduced too much, or becomes too simple, streamlined 
or ordinary, the listener might stop listening. Complex statements that 
have not been expressed before are sometimes better received by the 
listener than simple and dense messages. In these cases, the listener has 
to concentrate on the new message, which slows down the interpretation 
or decoding process, and makes the receiver concentrate more on the 
message. Tsur (2012) calls this ‘delayed categorisation’, and here he comes 
close to the main points of Daniel Kahneman (2011), who states that 
two patterns can illustrate how we think. The first system refers to when 
we sometimes read things in a fast, shallow and intuitive way, which, in 
some senses, prevents us from embracing the complexity of reality. The 
other, however, is when we think more slowly, deliberately and logically. 
This slow thinking, which embraces complexity, sharpens our judgments 
and decisions (Kahneman, 2011). 

In summing up, discourses tend to lose complexity when repeated 
over time in new venues. One reason for this is that the participants 
in the meaning-making processes adopt specific standpoints or entry-
points; thereby, the discourses get simplified and reduced. The loss of 
information in the simplification process confuses the discourse. It also 
makes the reader lose interest – it becomes too readable, boring and 
dense – and the message is read in a reluctant way. This implies that 
repetitions of political messages should preferably be done in a way that is 
simple – in order to strengthen the positive discourse – but still in a way 
that embraces complexity. Linguistic resistance must, thus, balance the 
messages between the dense and the complex in order to have an impact 
and produce counter-discourses as a form of productive resistance. 

Twisting the Cause-and-Effect Linkages 
Above, two patterns of repetitions have been discussed, which 

impact upon processes of signification and how discourses are perceived 
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and unfold. It has also been discussed that these patterns might be 
considered in acts of resistance. 

In this section, another way of reiterating ‘repeats’ is suggested. 
As Edkins (1999) argues, there is a fluid relationship between the real 
and the symbolic that enables us to twist our interpretations of the 
interpreted. Edkins exemplifies this with the word ‘famine’. According 
to Edkins, this name – famine – appears as a signifier connoting a cluster 
of supposedly effective properties – ‘general and widespread shortages 
of food, leading to widespread death by starvation’ (Edkins, 1999: 99). 
Thus when interpreting and mapping the ‘world out there’ we label these 
occurrences as ‘famine’. Or in other words, when we observe widespread 
death by starvation that is caused by shortages of food, we categories it 
and label it as famine. However, in the next moment the relationship 
is inverted. Suddenly we conclude that people are dying because there 
is a famine. This twist, which slightly changes the discourse, is made 
possible in the nexus between the real and the symbolic. It is also enabled 
by the repetition of a concept, which is used in a slightly different way 
as time goes by. At one moment we are calling and naming objects, 
figures or happenings, by referring to the concept through which they are 
interpreted. In the next moment, however, we repeat the very same object, 
figure or happening, but now as the reason for the observed situation.

A similar, but maybe more complex pattern can be seen when 
discussing gender. When interpreting bodies that move in everyday life, 
we tend to label certain bodies; for example, bodies wearing skirts are 
labelled as ‘women’. However, in the next moment the story-telling is 
reversed; women have skirts because they are women. Or in other words, 
the repetitive and in some senses forced ‘doing’ of gender, in Butler’s 
outline, produces the illusion that an individual has a stable ‘gender’, 
which they are just ‘expressing’ in their actions (Butler 1990/1999: 178–
179). 

The pattern of repeating differently – using the name/category but 
twisting it from a ‘label’ to a ‘cause’ or ‘reason’ – tends to strengthen our 
discourses by making ‘famines’ or ‘women’ understood as natural and 
static phenomena; concepts that could be used to explain the ‘world out 
there’. Hall writes: ‘“Naturalization” is (…) a representational strategy 
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designed to fix “difference”, and thus secure it forever. It is an attempt to 
halt the inevitable “slide” of meaning, to secure discursive or ideological 
“closure”’ (Hall, 1997: 245). This means that if power works through 
processes of normalisation then resistance must react to these processes. 
As stated several times by Foucault (1982), specific forms of power give 
rise to specific forms of resistance. Power and resistance are entangled, 
and in order to understand power, it is possible to study resistance: 

I would like to suggest (…) using this resistance as a chemical catalyst 
so as to bring to light power relations, locate their position, find out 
their point of application and the methods used. Rather than analysing 
power from the point of view of its internal rationality, it consists 
of analysing power relations through the antagonism of strategies. 
(Foucault, 1982: 329) 

Thus, dominant discourses are naturalised and made static as they 
are twisted. And as we twist our interpretations of the interpreted, this 
must be resisted in deconstructing ways. Environmental movements, 
for example, in regard to the perceived issue of climate change, must 
formulate their resistance so that they repeat against normalising moves. 
There are probably different patterns that intersect here, and that must 
be resisted: Firstly, an increased average global temperature and more 
frequent extreme weather events are observed, and we are labelling it 
‘climate change’. In the next moment, however, we argue that these 
occurrences happen, as there is an on-going climate change event. 
Climate change is twisted and is now being repeated as a phenomenon 
on its own, which makes the bad weather logical and understandable. 
The act of repeating things differently, as a reason rather than as a label, 
becomes an obstacle when discussing climate change. It removes human 
actions as the source of climate change and takes away the personal 
responsibilities. It also, in some senses, makes climate change appear as 
natural and unchangeable. Resistance here becomes a matter of revealing 
the twisted character of the used vocabulary. Climate change must be 
repeated as a label and consequence, rather than a cause of catastrophes, 
which would then simultaneously put human beings back as the origin 
of these weather-related disasters. 
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Repeating Concrete Signs
As stated above, the fact that natureculture (Åsberg, Hultman and 

Lee, 2012) is fluid and that meanings can never be fixed, forms a powerful 
instrument for challenging, changing or contesting different discourses. 
However, in the practice of resisting by renaming, deforming or parodying 
the old meanings, it is important to recognise the power that the reader 
of the new message has. The reader of a repeated message might refuse to 
acknowledge it in the way that the producer of the meaning would like it 
to be understood. Thus, when deciding where to draw discursive borders, 
the readers are just as important as those advancing different political 
claims. (Hall, 1997: 32–33). 

According to Tornborg, some types of words and sentences have a 
stronger capacity to evoke images in the minds of the readers. Concrete 
nouns, like car or flower, create mental pictures more easily than an 
abstract noun, such as justice. Thus, a message with several concrete 
nouns would have a greater capacity to evoke mental images for the 
reader rather than a sentence with several abstract nouns. Moreover, an 
argumentation or a text that contains multiple passive verbs, such as rest 
or solidify, has a greater capacity to evoke a internal picture rather than 
a text with several active verbs, such as running. Other things that can 
make a reader see (inner) images are references to, for example, visual arts 
and photography (Tornborg, 2014). 

Mental images presumably strengthen the impact of speech-acts on 
the part of the reader. It is likely that readers will more easily embrace 
argumentations, if what is repeated contains concrete nouns that evoke 
different visual (inner) images. When practicing resistance through 
speech-acts, and in order to communicate political claims effectively, the 
language should, at least in theory, be made concrete and contain concrete 
nouns, thereby creating mental images in the mind of the reader. Words 
and mental images entangle and strengthen each other, and prolong the 
discourse. 

The assemblage of words, (inner) images and associations have 
the ability to evoke emotions – at least when they represent gender 
inequalities, refugees, poverty and tortured animals – which raise public 
attention, trigger emotions, ethical dilemmas, moral shocks, and shape 
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political subjectivities. Triggered emotions come in the form of intensities 
that are evoked in the encounter between the affected body and other 
affected bodies and representations. Emotions appear to be an engine of 
resistance and remove the effects of disciplinary technologies, create non-
governable subjects and entangle in ‘moral shocks’ that motivate people 
‘to do something’ (Goodwin, Jaspers and Polletta 2001; Jasper 1997). 
Moreover, emotions are also important in the embodying of different 
activist subject positions or ‘figurations’; thereby, they contribute to 
various resisting practices. Repetition is a resource by which speakers 
create discourses and create grounds for belonging, which is the very 
condition that is required for social interactions (Tannen, 1987, 2007). 
It is also, as displayed above, a ground for resistance. However, the impact 
of the resistance is due the reader’s evaluation of the repetitions.  

Conclusion
Political organisations and resistance movements aim to establish 

certain discourses that work towards increased public awareness of their 
causes. Departing from this, this paper discusses communicative patterns, 
in general, and the impact of repetitions, in particular. The overall aim has 
been to unfold, or suggest, four patterns of repetition, which are argued 
to be of central importance when communicating and establishing truths 
as a form of resistance. By elaborating on how repetitions are important 
for launching, maintaining as well as questioning certain truths, the 
aim is mainly constructive; that is, the spotlight is directed towards 
recommendations of how we can achieve as much as possible of what is 
desired, given the circumstances of the world and, specifically, different 
technologies of repetitions. 

We were inspired by posthumanist perspectives when we began to 
write this article. Although this particular article does not specifically 
focus on the material/discourse nexus, we recognise that discourses 
and materiality interplay in the processes of establishing meaningful 
significations. Overall, the four different kinds of reiterations that are 
suggested could possibly contribute to creating and maintaining norms 
and thus create social change. Firstly, it is argued that repetitions 
create simplifications that further strengthen discourses. Discourses 
are established when different norms are reiterated. In the process of 
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repeating, the representations that are repeated sometimes lose their 
complexity. For every repetition less and less will be included and there 
is both a simplification and reduction of the message. The simplified 
discourse, in some senses, becomes more distinct and entrenched when 
details disappear, making it easier to establish the discourse. As time 
passes it gets stronger and simpler. But the loss of information may also 
be disastrous as the meaning of the message is removed as the discourse 
has been simplified. Complexity is needed in order to motivate the reader 
to fully pay attention to the message. 

Secondly, another argument promoted in the article is that to 
strengthen or maintain a discourse, it must be repeated in a slightly 
different way. The first time one hears about climate change, one might 
become shocked or surprised. But when the same sentence/message 
(representation) is repeated and read for a second, third or fourth time, 
the reader’s understanding of the representation has changed. Now the 
message is not read with surprise or shock, but is read in a more reluctant 
way. Thus, in theory, this means that every time a representation is repeated, 
it is read and understood in a new way even though it is exactly the same 
representation that is being repeated. It also implies that after seeing the 
same representation again and again, we do not listen as carefully and are 
not as interested as the first time that we heard it. Thus, for example, to 
maintain an interest in the discourse about climate change, the discourse 
needs to be constantly added to, altered or expressed in new ways. One 
must change a discourse in order to maintain it. 

Thirdly, to strengthen a discourse, naturalise it and make it static, 
another strategy could be to twist it; instead of using the discourse/
concept to label and categorise the reality, it could be used, so to speak, 
to explain our empirical observations. This could be a strategy of 
resistance. However, it is mostly a strategy that is used when dominant 
discourses are strengthened or naturalised. This is also of interest from the 
perspective of climate change communication. We observe an increased 
average global temperature and more frequent extreme weather events, 
and label it ‘climate change’. However, thereafter we seem to twist the 
argumentation inside out, now state that the increased average global 
temperature happens, as there is an on-going climate change event. The 
latter makes the bad weather logical and understandable and must/should 
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be deconstructed by the climate change movement. Resistance must be 
about repeating against processes of naturalisations. 

Finally, we would like argue that repetitions of representations 
(such as, words/sentences/images), which have the ability to conjure up 
or foster images in the mind of the reader, strengthen an argumentation 
and make the impact of it more effective. One strategy would be, for 
example, to repeat concrete nouns in order to make the reader embrace 
different arguments.

This article summarises four patterns of repetitions that might 
inspire activists who are concerned with and work on public awareness of 
human rights, gender, environmental issues, et cetera. In all, it theorises 
a number of communicative patterns that might influence a new form 
of political activism and resistance. In order to understand how to reach 
a broader audience, patterns of repetitions should be analysed and acted 
upon as a communicative strategy.
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Abstract
Studies of protest have argued that repression “backfires”—it activates in-
dignation and galvanizes resistance. However, most activists know that 
this is not always the case. When does repression actually expand the ranks 
of social movements, granting them the “critical mass” needed to pressure 
authorities and win concessions, and when does it not? This paper distin-
guishes between private and public forms of repression, and argues that 
behind-the-scenes, targeted repression by private actors is much less likely 
to backfire. Ethnographic and comparative research of mining conflicts 
in Peru uncovers how mining corporations marshal the state’s coercive 
apparatus as well as private intelligence, security, and media into a type of 
corporate counterinsurgency operations. Overtly and covertly, these work 
to delegitimize, intimidate, and demobilize opponents, with direct effects 
on the capacities and strategies of resistance.

Introduction
Rubber bullets, steel clubs, concussion grenades, tear gas attacks, 

arrests, exorbitant fines, trials. Despite the dominant perspectives in 
scholarly literature on repression, most experienced activists understand 
that their opponents, who usually wield greater economic and political 

1  This research was supported by generous financial assistance and intellectual 
mentoring from the U.S. Institute of Peace, the International Center on 
Nonviolent Conflict, the Chicanx/Latinx Resource Center at the University of 
California, Santa Cruz (UCSC), and the UCSC Department of Politics. For 
their helpful feedback on this essay, I would like to thank Cécile Mouly, Mark 
Massoud, and Kent Eaton.
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power than they do, have many more methods available to punish and 
intimidate. This is especially relevant where the means of repression have 
become increasingly privatized: corporatized, subcontracted for the sake 
of limited legal liability, and made less accountable to public scrutiny. 

This study seeks to answer why repression sometimes swells the 
ranks of activists groups, activating support and galvanizing resistance, 
and why it sometimes isolates social leaders, effectively demobilizing 
or neutralizing their resistance efforts. To build theory that may help 
answer this puzzle, I demonstrate the analytical leverage of distinguishing 
between private and public repression, in terms of both its sources and 
targets. This distinction should be considered a spectrum much more 
than a dichotomy; it is an array of forms of repression that actors 
draw upon strategically, even simultaneously. I draw on extensive 
ethnographic research conducted during 14 months in Peru, where a 
large number of mining conflicts have generated different patterns in the 
relationships between local, state, and company actors. I focus on several 
rounds of conflict associated with one particular mine, understudied 
but representative of medium-to-large mines in Peru. As the various 
campaigns and conflict moments within the case demonstrate, mining 
company agents developed different strategies to quell its opposition, 
each with different effects on the organizing capacity and tactics of 
community actors resisting the mine. The case study therefore helps to 
conceptualize repression and to elaborate the causal processes behind its 
different effects.

Company managers began by relying on the state apparatus to 
punish their opponents, who were perceived as a more-or-less faceless 
collective. However, the project then shifted into a different strategy: 
surprisingly candid interviews with several of the company’s local 
operators revealed the creation of a complex system of private repression 
most accurately conveyed by the term ‘corporate counterinsurgency.2’ 
When they developed these private means of coercion—including 

2  The only prior reference to this term I have found is in a RAND Corporation 
blogpost encouraging companies operating in conflict contexts, especially in 
extractive sectors, “to diffuse violence by supporting community development, 
creating new security structures, and supplying social services” (RAND 2008).
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espionage, defamation, and physical violence—and used these to target 
private individuals rather than broader groups altogether, they were most 
effective at demobilizing resistance. Various contacts in the company and 
other realms of the conflict, including residents at large, activists, and 
mine supporters, confirmed the salience of this understudied dynamic. 

The argument unfolds in three main parts. First, I review key 
traits about repression as studied in contentious politics and social 
movements literature, and assess its correspondence within the context of 
contemporary mining conflicts in Peru. In the second part, I summarize 
an ethnographic case study of a gold mining project in the Central Andes. 
Excerpts from interviews with people close to the mining project—area 
residents, activists, and company employees and executives—weave 
together a multi-vocal narrative about its many conflict waves. Then, 
before closing, this paper zooms out and uses comparative evidence from 
other cases to assess whether the patterns investigated apply more widely, 
and to what extent.

Protesters have much to gain from understanding when repression 
backfires. Privatized forms of repression might affect the power and 
tactics of resistance movements. If repression today differs from its 
traditional forms, then we must complicate how we understand and 
respond to it. Additionally, turning a lens on the agency of powerful, 
often-inaccessible entities like mining companies will assist locals in 
demanding accountability and getting justice. 

I. Localizing the Mechanisms of Fear:  
Resistance and Repression in Context

If only open, declared forms of struggle are called ‘resistance,’ then all 
that is being measured may be the level of repression that structures the 
available options.      -James Scott (1989)

As opposed to other types of repression discussed commonly—e.g., 
sexual, religious, and financial—repression as a concept in contentious 
politics has been richly examined by students of, for example, 
authoritarianism (Bellin 2012; O’Donnell and Schmitter 2013; Svolik 
2012, 2013), social movements (della Porta 2007, 2014; Lawrence 2017; 
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Ondetti 2006), and nonviolent or civil resistance (Martin 2007; McLeod 
2015; Sharp 2005; Chenoweth and Stephan 2011). Each disciplinary 
orientation uses its own operationalization, methods, and case selection 
(within and across regions, periods, and regime types), but two traits 
bind these bodies of literature: first is the quest to understand the effects 
of repression on dissidents and social movements, and second is the 
overwhelming focus on cases wherein repression is uniquely the practice 
of state agents—even if for personal or privatized gain. In this section, I 
will seek to answer the following questions: what is repression, what does 
it do, and who does it?

Political repression is commonly understood as subduing or 
inhibiting something by force. By way of a working definition, I 
maintain a difference between coercion and repression. All repression 
is coercive, but not all coercion is repressive; e.g., while state rule is 
generally coercive, repression is marked as unlawful, a violation of 
rights and due process (DeMeritt 2016). Repression is intended to quell 
something, such as political opposition or competition. However, it may 
be counterproductive: one key dynamic associated with repression is the 
possibility that it will “backfire,” or drive people to defect from the side 
of the oppressors and to sympathize with, and participate in, opposition 
movements (Hess and Martin 2006; Martin 2006, 2015; McLeod 2015).3 
In other words, it creates more favorable attention, support, and power 
for the subject of the attack, and it may cost the perpetrator immediately 
or over time. The very possibility of backfire, and the costs associated 
with it, may deter the use of repression. 

For these reasons, far more than simply a concept or a theoretical 
claim, backfire has become widely adopted by activists and elaborated 
in practical manuals (e.g., see Martin 2010, 2012). However, even its 
leading proponents recognize that repression does not always backfire, 
nor is it always deterred by this logic. Earl and Soule (2010) reviewed 
secondary evidence that repression succeeds at demobilizing or inhibiting 
protest, that it backfires and radicalizes people, and that sometimes 

3  Others have referred to this as “moral” or “political jiu-jitsu” (see especially 
Garrido, Mouly, and Idler 2016; Gregg 1966; Sharp 2005), expressing the idea 
of using opponents’ force to neutralize them.
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both effects occur and offset each other. Some observers have therefore 
added complexity to the question, and empirical studies have placed 
conditions on the possible effects of repression. For example, Linden and 
Klandermans (2006) argue that such effects might be contingent on how 
activists were recruited (either ideologically or through personal ties). 

Additionally, different policing tactics, such as arresting versus 
beating protesters, may have different effects on activist recruitment and 
organizing capacity (Earl 2011). Scholars have drawn useful distinctions 
such as Koopmans’ between “situational” and “institutional” repression, 
suggesting the former led to greater escalation by extremist rightwing 
groups whereas the latter, occurring through courts or official bans 
on organizations, negatively affected their mobilization (1997). In a 
completely different context, Barkan found similar results: reactionary 
repression by Southern whites against the U.S. civil rights movement had 
been more successful when it was “legalistic” than when it was openly 
“violent” (1984). Finally, a handful of works propose distinctions among 
the targets of repression, for example between repression of large parts 
of the population and repressive actions against selected leaders (Krüger 
and Davenport 2014; Wood 2010). Unfortunately, like the vast majority 
of studies on the matter, the works above assume that repression is 
conducted by states (see Earl 2003 for a similar critique and Kamphuis 
2011 for an exception to this tendency). Works on private security are 
increasingly sophisticated, and this literature is expanding geographically, 
thematically, and across periods (see e.g., Abrahamsen and Williams 
2010; Hilgate and Utas 2017; Kinsey 2006; Singer 2003); however, 
the overwhelming majority of these focus on its interaction with rebel 
groups and civil wars, or with international militaries and international 
security, and not on corporate security providers in the extractive 
industries sector. Furthermore, the majority do not address it as a form of 
repression in contentious politics. In a period of corporate neoliberalism 
and privatization, state-centric perspectives fall short in their increasingly 
outdated understanding of repression. 

To reconstitute a phrase by James Scott (cited as the epigraph to 
this section), if we only focus on repression that is overt, committed 
publicly and especially by public forces, then all we will capture may be 
the extent of private influence over the state’s repressive apparatus. If only 
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the most legal or ‘legitimate source of violence’ is blamed for political 
intimidation, then we help to conceal and give impunity to actors 
willing to transgress those boundaries. On the other hand, it is useful to 
question the danger of conceptualizing repression in ways that include 
private violence. If repression is by definition a state action, applying it to 
private agents might lead to “conceptual stretching” (see Sartori 1970). I 
do not consider this a serious risk, whereas a narrower conceptualization, 
and the selection bias it generates, does risk missing the subtler and 
intentionally discrete means by which non-state actors are engaging in 
their own forms of repression. Moreover, this especially corresponds with 
the ground realities of conflicts over natural resource extraction, where—
unlike struggles over foreign occupations, authoritarianism, and so on—
the state is a secondary agent, often even exculpating itself from direct 
intervention.

In Peru, where the most common and deadliest type of conflict 
takes place over mining projects,4 companies increasingly rely on both 
public armed forces and their own private security. The state’s response to 
mining conflicts is already militarized, and firms take further precaution. 
For starters, the Peruvian National Police has signed various security 
agreements with mining firms. During my research, I collected copies 
of four of these pacts, considered unconstitutional until 2006. To this 
date, such agreements are denounced by human rights organizations 
as “secretive” and against the spirit of domestic and international law 
(La República 2016). All of the dozen mid-to-large mining companies 
that I studied during my research employed security details around their 
operations. According to the National Coordinator of Human Rights, a 
Peru-based non-governmental organization, the mining and hydrocarbon 
sectors are leading the way in the expansion of the country’s mercenary 
industry (CNDH 2016).

4  In late 2012, the country’s ombudsperson registered 229 social conflicts, of 
which more than two-thirds were linked to resource extraction, predominantly 
in the mining sector. According to the report, an estimated 196 people were 
killed and 2,369 injured in conflicts over natural resources between 2006 and 
2011 (Defensoría del Pueblo 2012). More recently, Defensoría’s report for 
January 2017 found that the largest share of all conflicts it registered (76 of 214) 
were related to mining (Defensoría del Pueblo 2017).
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As in much of the developing world, private security is on the rise 
in Latin America (Abrahamsen and Williams 2011; Blackwell 2015; 
Singer 2003).5 Furthermore, research has found that in Peru’s post-war 
context—marked by a large, unregulated, and demobilized military 
apparatus existing alongside weak state capacity in the countryside—high 
demand from powerful extractive firms makes private security contracts 
a lucrative business for current and former members of the state’s armed 
forces (Jaskoski 2013). Whereas these actors do not exist “beyond the 
state” (Abrahamsen and Williams 2010; Müller 2010), they clearly 
operate in increasingly private forms.

In short, three factors contextualize this paper. First, repression 
around extractive industries is increasingly a business, a private enterprise 
on the rise. Second, however, it is loosely incorporated with state actions, 
and constituted by actors currently or formerly associated with the state’s 
military and intelligence apparatus. This aspect is particularly important 
to understand the strategies, professionalization, and behavior of private 
security firms. It is no small detail that private security mercenaries, 
especially those in leadership roles within the industry, tend to be former 
counterinsurgency operators—people highly trained by the state (and in 
some cases also by foreign militaries) to use intimidation, torture, and 
other tactics to neutralize internal enemies (from dissidents to guerrillas 
and terrorists).6 And finally, a third consideration to situate this analysis 

5  A 2013 United Nations report noted that Latin America’s private security 
industry was growing at an annual rate of 10%, that the region had almost 
50% more security guards (some 3.8 million) than police, and that this trend 
aggravates inequality in the region (UNDP 2013). E.g., as of 2015, more than 
600 private security companies operate in Peru, employing 70,000 people. 
However, only six generated half of the industry’s total income, and only 269 
registered with the Ministry of Labor (El Comercio 2015).
6  Although inconclusive in the eyes of many observers, Peru’s internal armed 
conflict spanned roughly between 1980-2000. About 69,280 people died as 
a result, and countless were injured and otherwise affected by it. Throughout 
the conflict, Peruvians endured violence, corruption, and authoritarianism 
from different sides, including the state, insurgent groups, and terrorists. For 
a thorough review, see the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s final report 
(CVR 2003).
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is that the literature on repression traditionally has ignored its private 
sources. As repression becomes a privatized phenomenon, centering the 
state loses analytical and practical utility, for example in assessing and 
maximizing its potential backfiring effects. 

Repression is a useful concept to understand actors’ strategies in 
asymmetric conflicts. The case below, alongside comparative evidence from 
other cases, will demonstrate the value of complicating our understandings 
of its dynamics in a context of private, corporate repression. 

II. The Pishtaku Gold Mine

If you wanted to work up in the mine, you had to sneak. The road was 
no option, because the Ronderos watched the roads and you’d be a sure 
target if you were headed to the mine. They would beat you up hard. 
You had to go out of the way.7

 I remember my first arrival in the district nearest to the mine. On 
my way there from a nearby province, I sat in the front of the colectivo 
minivan as it filled with passengers, and got to chatting with the driver. 
I noticed he had fliers supporting the presidential campaign of Gregorio 
‘Goyo’ Santos, the former governor of a northern Peruvian region who 
was, at the time, deposed and campaigning from prison due to corruption 
charges. In the area, Goyo had a complicated reputation: foremost, as 
an “anti-mining leader,” although many environmental activists also 
criticized him as a “sell out” to mining interests. The driver, ‘Jon,’ a 
young local of the district to which we were headed, told me his town 
was relaxed, small. He argued Goyo could count on everyone’s support 
because he stood up to big mining interests. “He will go straight from 
prison to the presidency,” Jon remarked. “Pollsters are paid off, and they 
try to control the winners.” 

“I’m here to study how actors’ strategies help mining conflicts 
escalate or get resolved,” I answered after Jon asked me what brought 
me to the area. Mining has expanded dramatically, and the town’s main 
river has been toxic for years, he told me. “Look up a video of a farmer 

7  Anonymous company manager at the provincial level, personal interview, 
March 31, 2016.
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whose cow’s skin is peeling after days of drinking river water descending 
from the mine.” The farmer complained to the authorities, but “because 
of economic power” nothing happened, Jon recapped. Jon believes that is 
what happened to his town—the people there used to be organized and 
almost stopped the mine, but then the company paid off leaders, divided 
them, and started criminal processes against dozens of people. Many locals 
were tried, and some served sentences. “So now nobody complains. They 
can’t do anything like before. Everyone was either sold out to the mine or 
they were criminalized, and that is how it works. However necessary, they 
stopped the movement.” The company’s local employees have organized 
strikes to grieve about their low wages, “because of how little they are 
paid, but then they get a bit of money and shut up.” 

As we arrived in town through muddy, unpaved roads, Jon and I 
said goodbye. I quickly got a room, which included two blankets, a bed, 
and a view of the lush, green-and-gray, hazy Andes surrounding us. I 
ventured up a side street and met an elderly couple, both of whom had 
spent their entire lives there. The water here is now useless, polluted, 
they told me. They were concerned about getting sick, like others in 
town. We hid underneath a roof to keep us dry on the sidewalk, and 
watched the rain hit the mud just beyond us. There are greater risks for 
the youth, who will get sick and for whom there will not be jobs when 
the mine leaves, they said. They cannot shower, eat, or drink without 
remembering the heavy metals in their water, “But what else can we do?” 
one asked, smiling across a wrinkled face. The couple argued that it was 
criminalization and money that demobilized the town, especially after a 
local leader was killed. “We are happy that you are here to study this,” 
one said as I thanked them and excused myself.

Back at my hotel, the owner asked me if I belonged to an NGO. 
I guessed people who have worked with company-affiliated NGOs have 
come to stay at this same hotel. Perhaps not a lot of outsiders, especially 
who look like me, show up unless they work for the company or one of 
its affiliate non-profit organizations. As I would soon discover, the traits 
people ascribed to me upon their first impressions would lead me to gain 
unprecedented access to the company’s operators. Evaluating which had 
the most weight would be difficult, but my pale skin, Mexico City accent, 
and University of California credentials all probably helped my chances 
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at interviewing company officers, executives, and even one of the owners 
in Lima. Mentioning their names (especially the owner’s), alongside the 
surface identities people assumed about me, would open the door for me 
in privileged, unexpected ways when I arrived in the mine’s vicinity. 

This research relies on extensive fieldwork and unprecedented 
access to key stakeholders in Peru’s mining conflicts. Only in-depth, 
immersive, ethnographic work could have helped to peel through the 
layers of complexity involved in this case. Only by spending time with the 
primary characters involved in this story, and building trust with them, 
could one reach the insights extended to me. During the 14-months of 
my fieldwork in Peru, I spent several months working on this case—
enough to create rapport with key players involved, and to reach a ‘data 
saturation’ point before I had to move to the other cases. In sum, studying 
this case and others, I collected over 900 archives, conducted more than 
230 semi-structured interviews, and attended and observed dozens of 
events, processes, and moments in everyday life.8 

The story summarized in this section was told to me from the 
perspective of residents at large, members of NGOs, local professionals 
including clinic employees and teachers, farmers, activists (including 
almost all of the main leaders of local social movements contesting 
mining), religious leaders, women’s clubs, shopkeepers, established and 
independent journalists, lawyers, and company employees, including 

8  Interviews cast a broad net and include: mining area residents in various 
occupations; movement leaders and participants; mining employees, managers, 
and executives; members of local, national, and international organizations 
(such as Cooperacción, EarthWorks, the U.S. Agency for International 
Development, the World Bank’s International Finance Corporation, and Earth 
Rights International); municipal, regional, and national government officials, 
in various related offices; and journalists and academics based near the cases as 
well as in Lima. Archived documents include stakeholder publications, signed 
agreements, proclamations, and news media clippings. The primary method of 
data analysis consists first of several layers of qualitative coding: (1) inductive, 
both big-picture and detailed; (2) deductive, driven by available theoretical 
frameworks; and (3) focused, driven by the data and emerging theory, and aimed 
at challenging as well as refining early findings. Coding is assisted by qualitative 
analysis software (ATLAS.ti).
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miners, managers, and executives. It is my intention that the narrative 
I construct here—drawn from a systematic, layered, and critical analysis 
of all these sources—is presented, however briefly, with fidelity to that 
multi-vocality. 

When I arrived in Peru, my plan was to compare mining conflict 
cases to understand patterns in actors’ strategic choices.9 A combination 
of factors made this case an appealing location for this investigation. 
While it had not been extensively covered in media, and much less in 
scholarly works, its dynamics involved allegations of foul-play from both 
protesters and the firm, an arson, several alleged murders, and shifting 
strategies across several flaring waves of conflict. However, these factors 
also raise the ethical stakes of social research. Critical reflexivity about these 
questions has been at the forefront of this work, from the preparatory to 
the writing stages, and engaging them has required diligence in engaging 
and protecting participants. Beyond not harming participants, this study 
aims to benefit them as much as possible.10 

Consequently, as an additional layer of precaution in a study as 
sensitive as this, I have opted to anonymize the case, the company, and 
study participants (most of whom requested to remain anonymous 

9  Given the large number and variation of Peru’s mining conflicts, Peru is a 
prime context in which to study these issues. Minerals represent about 65% 
of Peru’s export income (OEC 2017) and have guaranteed its standing as one 
of Latin America’s fastest growing economies. In the 1990s, Alberto Fujimori’s 
administration cemented the role of mining in Peru by declaring it a ‘national 
interest’ activity. I survey conflicts specifically within one sector, gold, to control 
for cross-sector variation. Gold mining projects are especially useful sites for this 
study given this mineral’s particularly contentious properties, such as its touted 
importance for Peru’s export income and macro-economic growth. About one-
fifth of the country’s export income derives from gold alone. Peru is the sixth 
largest gold producer in the world, and has been the largest gold producer in 
Latin America since 1996 (Triscritti 2013). Gold represented the largest share 
(18%) of the export income Peru earned between 1995 and 2015 (OEC 2017).
10  This research obtained IRB approval from the University of California, 
Santa Cruz. All interviewees provided their informed consent to participate in 
the research and to be quoted in publications about it. Where available and 
permitted by participants, study materials can be provided upon written request.
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anyways). As far as I know, no mine project or company in Peru goes 
by the name Pishtaku. Thus, for the purposes of this essay, I will use this 
pseudonym to refer to the case study—that is, interchangeably to both 
the mining project and the mining company. Astute observers, especially 
close to the study, may discern which mine and company I am discussing, 
but I still want to include this additional security barrier for the privacy 
of study participants.

Early into its arrival in these headwater mountains—which source 
countless habitats and communities downstream with water for life, 
economic activity, and everyday use—Pishtaku agents encountered 
opposition from the largely agricultural, self-sustenance communities 
that inhabited this remote location.11 The promises of jobs, economic 
activity, and development were attractive to a minority of the residents, 
but an overwhelming majority were suspicious of the possible effects 
of mining on local agriculture and health. Other mining projects had 
already drawn protracted conflicts in Peru, so the area’s farmers were aware 
of the potential negative repercussions, social and environmental, that 
other mining communities faced. A group of locals organized discussion 
groups, assemblies, and eventually rallies to reject the entrance of mining 
firms to their area, but these seemed to have little effect; the company was 
moving quickly, purchasing land, setting up a camp, and securing state 
approval for its project.12

A few months later, the local Rondas Campesinas—a vigilante 
farmer organization recognized by Peru’s constitution—organized a strike 
that paralyzed company activity. Several hundred people from nearby 
districts and communities arrived near the company campsite, where 
they held a rally. They chanted, gave public speeches, and demanded 
that the company withdrew from the area. Hundreds of police were 
dispatched from nearby cities to protect the campsite, and they enclosed 
it. Meanwhile, company operators remained within their compound, 
from which they communicated with the protesters and refused their 
demands. At some point, one of the company’s security guards fired his 

11  Anonymous Rondero from the area near the mine, personal interview, March 
3, 2016.
12  Anonymous female Rondera, personal interview, February 22, 2016.
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weapon at the crowd outside, killing one of the Ronderos. Furious, the 
protesters responded to this by breaking through the campsite fence 
and setting fire to much of the equipment inside: vehicles, computers, 
and other property. “The project always had people involved in the 
communities to collect intelligence,” one local operator for Pishtaku said, 
“but we never thought this [level of confrontation] would happen.”13

Within days, community leaders from nearby provinces held a 
large organizing meeting with politicians, Ronderas, and residents—
including people wanted for arrest for the campsite arson. The murder 
of a protestor, a random target but beloved local leader, moved people 
to strategize a more serious resistance. They aimed for an institutional 
block to the mine through local legislation and elections. Pishtaku 
stepped back and temporarily ceased its operations, wanting the conflict 
to dissipate. Its operators remained intent on returning, but it seemed 
the movement had gathered enough power to halt the mining project, at 
least momentarily.14

A few years later the company returned to the area with a new 
strategy. After years of inactivity, the networks formed around opposition 
to the mine were slow to pick up steam, and Pishtaku took advantage. 
According to different company employees, they undertook a two-
pronged approach. They introduced non-profit organizations to conduct 
‘social responsibility’ projects and highlight the benefits of mining to the 
community. Secondly, and more significantly in terms of what led to 
their successful cooptation of the movement, they also infiltrated local 
circles, gathered intelligence and evidence for leverage, and then used 
these recordings to intimidate, blackmail, and publicly discredit vocal 
opponents.

Infiltration
When I spoke with an area man who had become one of the chief 

project managers early on, I asked how the company had succeeded in 

13  Anonymous company operator at the provincial level, personal interview, 
March 3, 2016.
14  Anonymous professor and mining company consultant, personal interview, 
March 8, 2016.
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such an adverse environment, and what other companies could learn. 
Although still employed by Pishtaku at the time of our conversation, 
‘Daniel’ quickly opened up to me about the need for undercover 
operations. He said the company was under siege, and Ronderos arrested 
anyone suspected of working for it: 

We applied a strategy—not by corporate order or strategy, but out 
of personal conviction, because of our professions and because we 
understood the issue of concientización [building consciousness] and 
sensibilización [sensitizing]. We applied this not as part of our work for 
the company but because we believed that private investment was going 
to bring development to the town.15

Therefore, the Pishtaku operators hired fresh faces to attend 
the social movement’s meetings, gather information, and also plant 
disagreement within their discussions.

 Daniel hired another local to work on “public sensitizing” and 
“information.” Their team began by holding meetings with possible 
supporters, but “in secret”: 

We would gather at my place with only a few, about 10 people. We 
would show videos and speak about investment, about the ‘new 
mining’ and new technology, new state [environmental] regulations. 
And eventually we would have 15 attendees, but still behind closed 
doors because if the Ronderos found out they would make us walk 
barefoot.16

Surveillance and Defamation
 After this, they made their work public. “We made rallies in favor 

of the mine in the provincial capital. It was an ideological war, more than 
a violent one. They had their own radio shows. So we got our own to 
broadcast a program about the development that mining brings about,” 

15  Anonymous company manager at the provincial level, personal interview, 
March 31, 2016.
16  Anonymous company manager at the provincial level, personal interview, 
March 31, 2016.



MICHAEL S. WILSON BECERRIL
 –MINING CONFLICTS IN PERU 

113

Daniel leaned in excitedly, adding how useful the intelligence they were 
collecting on local leaders was for these programs. His team could exploit 
opponents’ intrigues, extra-marital affairs, personal weaknesses, and 
other local polemics instrumentally. Jokingly, I asked if the company 
had a record of my coming-and-going as well, now that I had spent so 
much time talking to folks in the area. “No, no—those were different 
times,” he assured me. To my slight discomfort, at exactly this moment 
Daniel remembered my earlier request for other contacts, and he briefly 
interrupted himself to recommend that I spoke with the company’s 
Director of Intelligence. I wondered how many companies employ such 
a department.

“Pishtaku conducted an analysis of how to persuade and use 
people,” said a respected Rondera leader. “They threaten to record, 
infiltrate, and make videos. They evaluate and manage people that way. 
And if at some point you have participated and you ask for work, they tell 
you, ‘Do you remember that you were in such and such protest? Do you 
remember what you said?’ They try to humiliate you. Now people don’t 
say anything, don’t complain anymore.”17

Months later, I spoke with a higher-up Pishtaku officer working 
in the company’s Lima headquarters. Well-dressed, light-skinned, and 
casually friendly, he was eager to contribute his community relations 
insights for the study. Minutes later, as we sipped coffee in a posh part 
of town, I asked him if it was true, as I heard from Pishtaku’s provincial 
operators, that they had created an alternative ‘Ronda’ to compete for 
legitimacy against the local, activist Rondas Campesinas organization. 
“The idea of ‘divide and conquer’ works very well,” he smirked. “We 
had the Ronda against us, and we also had ours to defend us.”18 Up to 
then, only one Pishtaku officer had mentioned this, but many activists 
had argued it. Hearing the claim confirmed by a junior executive gave it 
serious gravity. 

Highlighting how mining opponents were “violent” and allegedly 
linked to terrorist groups had “a mirror effect,” according to Daniel: it 
contrasted protesters against the firm, showing the latter as responsible, 

17  Anonymous Rondera, personal interview, February 22, 2016.
18  Anonymous ‘Pishtaku’ company officer, personal interview, August 8, 2016.
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supportive, and adherent to high standards. “It was a combination of 
factors that demonstrated that development would be good. We sensitized 
people. We had radio programs and said that without private investment 
there would be no development.” And this, he said, led to its success. 
“The more confidential stuff was because there was no other way to deal 
with those people.”19

Blackmail
 At this point in our interview, Daniel whispered to me about the 

importance of “playing the Ronderos at their own game.” Naming two 
of the main organizers behind the opposition to the mine, he said social 
leaders have lived in “red zones” in the jungle, where they were trained 
with the Maoist terrorist group Sendero Luminoso. “One of them became 
mayor” (before his untimely death), “but during his administration it was 
shown how they were only after their own benefit.”20

To illustrate his point, Daniel veered the conversation towards 
the leftwing presidential candidate Verónika Mendoza. “There’s a video 
that shows she’s embedded with Patria Roja and MRTA [Movimiento 
Revolucionario Tupac Amarú],” referencing a publicity campaign that 
was, at that time, attempting to discredit the candidate.21 “And we 
did work similar to that here,” Daniel said. “There was no other way 
to deal with these people who were anti-miners and acted violently 
against whomever disagreed.” Alluding to another case, the Tía María 
copper mine, Daniel mentioned how other protest leaders were recorded 
accepting bribes, then blackmailed and exposed by companies. “The 
same thing happened here in town. We had to show their true face. The 

19  Anonymous company manager at the provincial level, personal interview, 
March 31, 2016.
20  Many residents accuse the company of the accident that killed this activist 
(Rondero leader from the mine’s district, personal interview, March 3; Rondero 
from a nearby district, personal interview, March 3, 2016). However, others 
doubt this (Rondera leaders from the area, personal interview, March 4, 2016).
21  Patria Roja is a leftwing political party. Though seen as radical, it was not 
formally associated with the guerrilla or terrorist groups that emerged during the 
internal armed conflict. The MRTA was a guerrilla group that took the Japanese 
ambassadorial residence hostage between December 1996 and April 1997.
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so-called environmentalist became mayor. He died, but when he arrived 
in city hall they split the pot. Some administrators from his cabinet were 
jailed for misappropriating funds.”

Technically and legally, the mining project required the mayor’s 
signature to receive final approval from the state in Lima. According to 
Daniel, a transit accident that killed him occurred by force of god: 

That man could have ordered the deaths of many more people. […] 
You never saw them working. What did they live from? Corruption 
and extortion. That is, they had a lot of weaknesses that gave us the 
opportunity to show their true faces.22

Intimidation
Although that conversation was the most candid and revealing, 

interviews with other company operators in the area, as well as dozens of 
locals and activists, confirmed the presence of a strong private intelligence 
apparatus that had helped to demobilize the mine’s opposition.23 Indeed, 
one key movement leader claimed he was threatened multiple times. 
He had been courted first by “an NGO” that invited him to Lima to 
learn about a development project. He discovered that the address on 
the business card was fake. Scared to “be disappeared,” he declined. 
Another time he was invited to preside over an election in a coastal city 
and offered a ride. He deemed it an ambush and declined. “Those were 
company agents,” he said confidently.24 

A third time, the Rondero alleged, he received a formal letter from 
the president of the Rondas in a nearby province. Because he knew that 
executive, he accepted the invitation, but a black truck followed him 
the entire route. When he arrived at the Rondas president’s house, they 
noticed that the black truck was patrolling the block. The two Ronderos 

22  Anonymous company manager at the provincial level, personal interview, 
March 31, 2016.
23  Anonymous company operator at the provincial level, personal interview, 
March 3, 2016.
24  Anonymous Rondero leader from the mine’s district, personal interview, 
March 3, 2016.



Journal of Resistance Studies Number I -  Volume 4 - 2018

116

snuck up to the truck and captured the driver. Ronderos are traditionally 
known for using physical punishment (especially with cow whips), and 
they forced the driver to confess that he had been paid to kill them. 
“We confiscated his phone and received a phone call asking the if he was 
already on his way. We realized they were waiting to ambush us.” This 
same interviewee also denounced how Pishtaku’s community relations 
director had once pointed at him in the street, made his fingers into the 
shape of a gun, and ‘pulled the trigger’ to intimidate him. “They’ve said 
we oppose their mine because we are violent drug dealers, but they’ve 
already come to dig up intelligence about us and found nothing,” he said. 
“Their strategy is delegitimation.”25

Since the mine began production, the movement continued 
its organizing, executing two major labor strikes successfully within a 
couple of years. But soon, another environmental leader and head of the 
opposition to Pishtaku was found dead at the bottom of a ditch, only 
one day after organizing a meeting that brought together activists from 
several provinces, and this fed the resentment and distrust that already 
plagued company-community relations.26 The company maintained its 
legal charges against several key activists, one of whom was eventually 
sentenced to prison, where he was allegedly tortured, according to 
Peruvian and international human rights groups. Meanwhile, back in 
town, human rights organizations denounced how police came to destroy 
his house door, break locks, tear up documents, and threaten his partner. 
When I asked activists to put me in contact with him—now released 
from prison—many said they were no longer in touch, that he had lost 
his way, and that he had been banished from organizations on suspicion 
that he was a mining agent.27

As the company had shifted its methods of community 
engagement—from state-led repression of crowds to a combination of 
public and private sources of repression targeting specific leaders—the 

25  Anonymous Rondero leader from the mine’s district, personal interview, 
March 3, 2016
26  Anonymous, personal interview, March 27, 2016.
27  Anonymous Rondero, personal interview, March 3, 2016; anonymous school 
administrator, personal interview, March 28, 2016.
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movement against it also changed its strategy across the years. A widely 
supported ecological opposition to the project was publicly repressed, 
galvanizing anger and greater resistance and even leading the social 
movement to a temporary victory. It even won an electoral victory 
and became institutionalized in a second phase. However, it was then 
violently dismantled through targeted repression. In its third stage, its 
mobilizing frames combined absolute opposition to the mine with a mix 
of economic claims for redistribution; and while these are not mutually 
exclusive, their unclear articulation was vulnerable to accusations of mere 
“opportunism.”28

Separately, two senior company operators revealed their espionage 
and delegitimation apparatus, and a third confirmed the creation of 
alternative groups to divide Pishtaku’s local opponents. They had no 
official budget. There were no meeting minutes. This was not an official 
operation, nor is it clear that officers in Lima ordered it or even knew about 
it. It took on a character of under-the-table and amateur surveillance, 
infiltration, defamation, blackmail, and intimidation—a concerted effort 
that resembles a counterinsurgency apparatus, conducted at the local 
level and by non-state actors. And in contrast to the public killing of a 
random protester years earlier, which backfired, this secondary strategy 
by company operators was far more effective at isolating leaders, sowing 
distrust and fear, and curtailing the social movement against the project. 
Table I in the discussion below will explain and illustrate these dynamics 
in depth. 

III. Corporate Counterinsurgency on the Rise
“Pishtaku was born in blood and fire,” a regional government 

administrator summarized. “The only way to do this was by using the 
Peruvian National Police as private security. There is documented evidence 
that the company had, and used, military-grade weapons, unlawfully.”29 
The administrator shared with me classified intelligence reports, sent 

28  Anonymous journalist, personal interview, March 11, 2016.
29  Other interviews and mainstream media reports confirmed that the original 
casualty, the farmer randomly killed during the campsite confrontation, had 
been killed by a military-grade weapon.
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from an unspecified operative to an unspecified agency, which contained 
updates on the whereabouts and affiliations of key anti-mining leaders 
in the area. “There was a pact between the Ministry of the Interior and 
mining companies, and things have gone downhill since then,” he said.30 

This last point highlights a key blur in the binary between public and 
private security. Not only have military and private security companies 
grown exponentially in the last decades (Gillard 2006; Salmón 2016), but 
also state armed forces are contracting their services to private bidders, 
creating a possible conflict of interests in how they act towards people 
who oppose those private projects. In this closing section, I seek to answer 
three questions: (1) Are mining companies beyond Pishtaku engaging 
in similar counterinsurgency practices, or is the case unrepresentative? 
(2) How does conceptualizing the sources and the targets of repression 
assist analyses of resistance? Finally, (3) what are the limits of this study, 
and how can its insights expand into future research and action against 
repression, violence, and impunity?

Since the mercenary-assisted U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, the rise 
of private security industries has received significant scholarly attention. 
Still, largely absent from this literature is that private security firms are 
changing the dynamics of repression. Companies in the extractive sector 
and beyond are increasingly relying on private security apparatuses that, 
crudely or with sophistication, supersede the task of simply guarding 
company property (ISEM 2016). In many cases, sometimes under the 
initiative of provincial employees and low-level managers, their tasks 
grow into full-scale defamation, espionage, and intimidation operations 
that very closely resemble—and indeed derive their tactics and even 
personnel from—state counterinsurgencies.

A quintessential example from Peru is that of the security company 
Forza, first brought to public attention due to its involvement in the Majaz 

30  Anonymous regional government administrator, personal interview, March 8, 
2016. The files this contact shared with me included intel records of “monitoring 
the location of the primary leaders and spokespeople of the [activist coordinating 
group] that oppose the viability of the [Pishtaku] project.” I could not confirm 
the existence of a private security agreement between Pishtaku and the police, 
but I did collect (from other sources) four such documents, signed by the police 
and four other mining firms.
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mining project in Piura, then owned by UK-based Monterrico Metals. 
In the summer of 2005, thousands protested outside of the company’s 
campsite when tear gas began overwhelming and dispersing the crowds. 
Some protestors hid in a small cabin, but Majaz’ security detail, Forza, 
and members of the Peruvian National Police’s special operations division 
(DINOES) discovered, beat, and detained all 28 people. Blindfolded, 
with hands tied around their backs, the victims were made to walk uphill 
near the company camp and sit on an animal slaughterhouse. They were 
subject to torture and sexual violence, as well as deprived of sleep, water, 
and food, for 72 hours. One of the kidnapped died; the others were 
released and charged with terrorism. However, leaked photographic 
evidence of the events, documented by the same Forza and DINOES 
operatives, reached national and international news in 2009. This 
prompted an inconclusive investigation, and Monterrico eventually sold 
the project (CNDH 2011; Kamphuis 2011; McGee 2009).

Forza was only getting started. Nearby, it was providing security for 
World Bank-backed Yanacocha, Latin America’s largest gold mine. By the 
end of 2006, Forza entangled itself in an even higher-profile case of abuse 
against environmental activists. The now-congressperson Marco Arana 
was, at that time, a priest only well-known regionally as an environmental 
leader and a Yanacocha opponent. In late 2006, Arana complained to a 
United Nations mission that members of his environmental organization, 
Grufides, were under video surveillance by people connected to the 
mine and its security service.31 Weeks after first noticing the surveillance 
against their organization, Arana and his colleagues managed to capture 
one of the spies, a 22-year-old from Lima, and seized his camera. The 
footage revealed meticulous monitoring of Grufides members, as well 
as images from within an office filled with surveillance equipment and a 
detective-like wall with their photographs, arrows, and illegible notes (La 
República 2006b). Forza dubbed its operation “El Diablo,” in reference 

31  Arana also reported that he and a colleague had received death threats. Also 
in November 2006, one of the top leaders of the opposition to Yanacocha and 
its plans to expand in the area, Edmundo Becerra Corina, was found dead with 
more than two dozen gun shots in his body (La República 2006a). Becerra was 
scheduled to testify to a commission of the Mining and Energy Ministry days 
after his assassination.
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to the priest it targeted. Although the scandal forced an investigation, 
regional authorities pigeonholed it (La República 2007a, 2007b).

 It is no small detail that Forza was formed in 1991 by retired 
military personnel specialized in surveillance and counterinsurgency 
(La República 2006c).32 This explains its access to tools and knowhow 
it needed to conduct high-level espionage and intimidation operations 
against environmental leaders in Cajamarca and Piura. Forza was also 
one of the clients—among various private security, mining, oil, and 
other companies—that hired the services of the counterintelligence 
company Business Track (BTR). In 2011, former president Alan García 
was summoned to the Superior Court to testify against BTR, which was 
subject to a high-level investigation for illegal wiretapping and criminal 
conspiracy. Roughly 317 people were counted among the victims, 
including politicians (such as García while he was president), social 
movement and civil society leaders, businesspeople, journalists, and 
others (La Tercera 2009).33 

An abundance of extractive companies in Peru are using increasingly 
sophisticated public-private armed forces to not only guard their property, 

32  Such recent retirees from the state’s counterinsurgency forces include Luis 
Escarcena Ishikawa, Forza’s (now owned by Securitas) chief of private security 
for the Peruvian branch of the Canadian firm Hudbay Minerals. According to 
analyst Luis Manuel Claps, Escarcena was Alberto Fujimori’s “aide-de-camp” 
and one of three pilots aboard the ‘narco-plane’ the Peruvian Air Force detained 
briefly before allowing it to depart toward Europe with 170 kilograms of cocaine 
inside of it, in May 1996 (NACLA 2013).
33  The allegations against BTR included being paid by an oil company to dig 
dirt on a competitor. BTR recorded conversations in which the competitor’s 
lobbyist discussed bribes with government officials in exchange for a handsome 
oil concession. The anonymous leak of these conversations cost that oil firm the 
concession to all five oil blocks, only days before the final contract was signed 
(Páez 2009a). BTR was owned by Elías Ponce Feijóo, an intelligence chief who 
retired as a naval captain in 2001. Ponce is implicated in the forced disappearance 
of two students in 1993, during Alberto Fujimori’s authoritarian regime (La 
República 2014). Also arrested in the case were the BTR sales executive and two 
active Navy Intelligence Directorate technicians, who used their insider-access 
to bug telephone numbers as Ponce ordered. Ponce served two years in jail, the 
maximum before suspects are released if they are never tried.
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but also to demobilize opponents, including within some of the other 
case-sites I visited. For instance, in Cajamarca two environmental lawyers 
separately mentioned to me a mining conflict in Cerro Mogol, where the 
company Miski Mayo (Quechua for ‘sweet river,’ after the name of the 
parent company, Vale do Río Dolce) armed two employees who were 
accused of intimidating project opponents repeatedly with those firearms 
(Grufides 2007; OCMAL 2007; La República 2007c; Red Verde 2007).34

Retired officers from Peru’s military intelligence apparatus have 
also contracted their skills for questionable uses in other countries. 
For example, the Supreme Court of British Columbia investigated the 
U.S.-Canadian firm Tahoe Resources regarding how Golan, the private 
security service Tahoe had hired to protect its Escobal mine in Guatemala, 
arbitrarily fired rubber bullets at a crowd of peaceful protestors on April 
27, 2013, injuring seven. The victims sued Tahoe in Canada for violent 
repression of a peaceful protest, arguing the company authorized the 
attack and neglected preventative measures. The Escobal mine’s security 
team was headed by Alberto Rotondo Dall’Orso, a Peruvian navy 1974 
graduate trained by U.S. special counterinsurgency forces.35 Because 
the firm that hired Rotondo, Golan, was based in Israel and known in 
the Middle East, the case linked extractive industries in Latin America 
with military and intelligence services working in Afghanistan and Iraq 
(Solano 2015; Sunkar 2016). 

One commonality between these contexts may be significant: in 
Guatemala, like Peru, extractive companies operate under a post-conflict, 
undemocratic, counterinsurgent mindset (see Argueta 2010). Perhaps 

34  The same company is allegedly behind similar repressive practices in its base 
country, Brazil. It had hired a private ‘intelligence provider’ to infiltrate agents 
into opposition organizations, pay bribes to civil servants, conduct wiretapping 
and surveillance, and to keep political dossiers on activists (Amaral 2013).
35  In 1986, Rotondo graduated from a psychological operations and low-level 
terrorism course at the J.F.K. Special Warfare Center and School, in Fort Bragg, 
Georgia (CMI 2015). Guatemalan authorities arrested him on charges related 
to the violent displacement of local farmers in San Rafael Las Flores three days 
after the event, on April 30, 2013. He was placed on house arrest in May 2013, 
but he escaped the country before January 2014. Interpol Peru arrested him once 
again in Lima in 2016 (Sunkar 2016).
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this helps to explain why Latin America has been rated for several years 
as the world’s deadliest region for environmental protectors and activists 
(Global Witness 2014, 2016). However, recent evidence indicates that 
counterinsurgency operations by extractive companies occur even in 
more stable liberal democracies like the US.36 It would be impossible to 
summarize, even briefly, many more cases that have reached mainstream 
attention, but their wide availability shows how common this trend is.37 
It appears that extractive companies are increasingly reliant on security 
apparatuses that go beyond guarding property and engage in complex 
defamation, espionage, and intimidation operations that directly derive 
their tactics, and even personnel, from state counterinsurgency forces. 
Although there is limited work on this at the case-study level (see 
Kamphuis 2011), more studies are needed to understand the broader 
patterns these new forms of repression are generating within social 
conflicts.

Closing: Theorizing Corporate Counterinsurgency
How might the growing phenomenon of privatized counter-

insurgency alter traditional conceptualizations and analyses of repression? 
Part of the problem with the majority of research into repression may stem 

36  At the time of writing, evidence is emerging of counterterrorism tactics used 
by the security firm TigerSwan to demobilize opponents to the petroleum 
Dakota Access Pipeline (see The Intercept 2017). Additionally, the US Federal 
Bureau of Investigation’s joint terrorism taskforce investigated indigenous 
environmental activists at Standing Rock in an attempt to construe them as 
domestic threats (The Guardian 2017a). Although there is no evidence the two 
efforts were linked, this case demonstrates the rising prevalence of state and 
private counterinsurgency operations against activists in resource conflicts.
37  For example, in Honduras in 2017, indigenous Lenca peoples denounced that 
private security associated with the DESA dam company and a family of local 
landowners set fire to their crops, which were planted alongside the river that 
DESA hopes to dam (COPINH 2017). DESA’s president, Roberto Castillo, is 
a former military intelligence officer (The Guardian 2017b). Lenca leader Berta 
Cáceres adamantly defended the river from DESA’s ‘Agua Zarca’ dam project 
until she was assassinated in March 2016. Other members of her organization 
have been assassinated since (CIEL 2016). Peru, Brazil, and Honduras are Latin 
America’s deadliest countries for environmental activists (Global Witness 2014).
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from the general operationalization of the term. In contemporary resource 
conflicts, the means of coercion seem to be increasingly privatized, but 
they are still functioning as repressive mechanisms. Old models meant to 
explain repression as a state-specific practice are less useful in a context 
of corporate-community conflicts. Corporate counterinsurgency, an 
extreme form of waging repression through private means and for private 
interests, is subtler than judicial repression, and more difficult to trace 
and hold accountable.

This research has sought to bridge the disconnect between 
literature on repression and the various practices of counterintelligence 
and punishment that social movement opponents, such as firms in the 
extractive sector, use today. Furthermore, this work seeks to question 
how corporate counterinsurgency might affect resistance movements, 

Public Sources of Repression Private Sources of Repression

Public 
Targets

(1)Police violence on protest crowds, 
groups, and organizations 

(2)Teargas, rubber bullets, firearms, 
physical violence, random arrests 

(3)Backfire is most likely

(1)Private security violence on 
protest crowds, groups, and 
organizations

(2)Teargas, rubber bullets, 
firearms, physical violence

(3)Backfire is likely

Private 
Targets

(1)State persecution of individual leaders 
(via police and court systems)

(2)Warrants, trials, fines, detention, 
espionage, infiltration, physical 
violence

(3)Backfire is possible, but not likely

(1)Private harassment and 
sabotage of individual leaders

(2)Defamation, intimidation, 
breakins, espionage, 
infiltration, physical violence

(3)Backfire is least likely

Table I: Conceptualizing Sources and Targets of Repression along Public-
Private Dimensions
Note: Each box in the table explains (1) the possible forms of repression 
along these dimensions; (2) the kinds of tactics used in those particular 
contexts; and (3) their potential of backfire effects.
__________________
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namely whether it is capable of decimating these or likely to galvanize 
them. Therefore, it suggests that leverage may be drawn by analytically 
distinguishing repression types according to their sources (whether 
publicly or privately funded) and targets (whether public assemblies or 
private individuals). Table I and the discussion below conceptualizes 
these dimensions of repression and their possible effects.

Drawing on and contributing to the study of repression, this work 
proposes a distinction between its private and public forms, in terms 
of both its perpetrators and its subjects. To be clear, this dichotomy is 
merely useful as an analytical device, for as I have argued, the distinction 
is blurry and can be more accurately understood as a spectrum; it 
is an array of forms of repression that actors draw upon strategically, 
even simultaneously. Documented evidence of collaboration between 
the Peruvian National Police and extractive companies might help to 
question the validity of distinguishing sources of repression along a 
public-private binary. It is indeed crucial to investigate the blurring line 
between public armed forces and their private contracts. However, the 
simplified typology above is still useful to hypothesize and understand 
the effects of repression on social movements and conflict outcomes.

The literature’s selection bias limits its analysis of backfire by 
studying cases of public violence against public targets. Building on 
previous studies, it is clear that when people face arbitrary repression by 
police (publicly targeted and publicly sourced, as in the top-left quadrant 
in Table I), this is more likely to lead to enraged reactions from protesters, 
who may respond to police violence by returning stones, rioting, and 
property damage. Protesters are similarly likely to be galvanized by anger 
when a crowd is provoked by private sources of repression (as in the top-
right quadrant). Indeed, this was the effect of the company’s repressive 
tactics at the beginning of the conflict at Pishtaku. 

However, when the targets of repression are not crowds but 
individuals, organizing a response is much harder, and this is most 
apparent in cases when the target and the source of repression are private. 
Corporate counterinsurgency operations do not simply react to protests; 
they actively target individuals, and are thus more likely to isolate them 
and demobilize groups (as in the bottom-right quadrant in Table I). 
When Pishtaku operators targeted repressive efforts on individuals, who 
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increasingly bore the majority of the punishment for their activism, this 
seemed to generate two effects. Firstly, it tormented and intimidated 
those leaders, but this seemed especially effective because, secondly, it 
isolated these leaders from their support bases, as they were defamed and 
portrayed as corrupt. The more targeted and privately-sourced repression 
is, the more likely it is that persecution will be isolating, break solidarity, 
delegitimize, and demobilize opposition leaders. This is especially the 
case thanks to the particular tactics and techniques of repression this 
combination allows, such as secretive and isolating operations.

The power of criminalizing, delegitimizing, and misleading 
discourses was showcased when Pishtaku agents successfully framed one 
key opponent as a corrupt opportunist and a ‘sell-out.’ This insight further 
clarifies a causal process that may influence the possibility of backfire: 
When repression is individually targeted (whether through public means 
such as courts or through covert intimidation efforts), the chances 
that it will backfire might depend on (1) who the targets are and their 
organizing power, as well as (2) company efforts to defame them. First, 
leaders without strong support networks are more easily demobilized and 
isolated, and second, efforts to repress may be most effective if they can 
go beyond the legal and the physical, into the realm of discourse and 
media strategies—including defamation and disinformation (see Martin 
2012, 54). 

From the perspective of a company, private repression might come 
across as an appealing way to dismantle opposition and avoid public 
conflict. But this strategy is more damaging than responding democratically 
and responsibly to local opponents. Insofar as it remains unexposed, 
corporate counterinsurgency has worked for Pishtaku in the short run. 
However, working around the communities in the mine’s vicinity, one 
cannot help but notice how palpable and widespread is the popular 
discontent, distrust, and resentment against it. Repression demobilized 
key leaders and altered the movement’s organizing capacity, but it did 
not address local residents’ concerns about water or the redistribution of 
the benefits of mining in their land. This is the substance that boils up 
into explosive conflict in the long run. It is therefore unsustainable, and 
ultimately costly.



Journal of Resistance Studies Number I -  Volume 4 - 2018

126

Understanding repression as an increasingly privatized practice, 
and indeed a corporate industry, will contribute to resistance efforts to 
preempt and strategize against its various effects. Of course, each conflict 
is different, and while this study’s strengths are in its ethnographic 
character, which helps to trace complicated political processes and 
elucidate possible causal mechanisms, it is a limit of this study that the 
cases treated here may not be representative of resource conflicts as a 
whole. Database-oriented quantitative analysis of many more cases can 
build on the insights drawn here to assess whether the argument applies 
more broadly—i.e., if it is true that public repression backfires and that 
private repression does not. Moreover, comparative research can help to 
further elaborate the role of companies’ private security operations as 
forms of repression. Attention to these dynamics will assist society and 
the state in demanding accountability, building credible institutions, and 
preventing violence. 
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A MESSAGE FROM YOUR NEW  
BOOK REVIEW EDITOR

I remember it well. I was living in Paris and finishing up a Master’s 
program in International Relations, when I overheard a student saying 
that he couldn’t wait to add two letters to his name: “M.A.”  Of course, 
he was half-joking, but his comment made me wonder why I was getting 
a graduate degree.  Was it really a piece of paper and a bit of cultural 
prestige that made my efforts worthwhile?  Although I knew that there 
was something more meaningful about the countless hours I had spent 
reading, attending lectures, and writing essays, I could not articulate 
what it was.  

Three years later, when I started working on my Ph.D. at the 
University of Amsterdam, I finally figured out why I wanted to spend 
4 or 5 years completing a dissertation that would most likely reach very 
few readers.  I decided that what drove me was the desire to write a book 
that expressed my own thoughts, resonated with readers, and contributed 
in a small yet significant way to intellectual discussions on my subject.  
It took another 15 years (!) before I achieved this milestone and had my 
manuscript printed by a relative unknown publishing company.  And 
although I have lots of ideas and outlines in my mind, I have yet to find 
the time to initiate another book project.

My point is that books represent much more than academic capital 
or entries in reference sections.  At best, they reflect the life force of 
authors, provoke readers to think differently, move academic discourse 
in new directions, and enable various practices of freedom.  Speaking 
for myself, I cannot imagine saying, writing, or doing anything useful or 
creative without drawing on knowledge gained from my favorite books.  
And based on my experience, I believe that fellow resistance scholars 
and practitioners have similar relationships with the books they love—
including readers and authors of the Journal of Resistance Studies!

As book review editor, I encourage readers of our journal to share 
their thoughts and engage in vibrant conversations on books that matter 
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to them.  Living in an age of instantaneous communication and shrinking 
attention spans, paying careful attention to manuscripts with coherent 
and fully-developed arguments on resistance is as important as ever.  I am 
looking forward to receiving and responding to your book reviews, and 
am confident that they will further improve the quality of our journal 
as well as discourse on resistance scholarship and struggles.  Feel free to 
contact me at cheneychabots@gmail.com with your questions, feedback, 
and suggestions.
Sean Chabot, Journal of  Resistance Studies

Leanne Betasamosake Simpson: 
As We Have Always Done: Indigenous 
Freedom Through Radical Resistance

University of Minnesota Press 2017
As We Have Always Done: Indigenous Freedom Through Radical 

Resistance lays out a forceful, intimate portrayal of how indigenous 
resistance is theorized, practiced, and embodied through “grounded 
normativity,” or the knowledge and understanding rooted in land 
and cultural practice. Leanne Betasamosake Simpson presents incisive 
argumentation while maintaining intentional distance from writing 
for “the academy,” noting that indigenous thought must not lose its 
character and qualities by trying to fit itself into the mold of colonial 
academic standards. She therefore adopts a style reflective of Nishnaabeg 
intelligence and indigenous experience, flowing between stories and oral 
histories, and scholarly theorization of indigenous resistance to create a 
book which is both intellectually rich and deeply personal in nature.

Throughout this book, Betasamosake Simpson details the 
experiences and “ways of knowing” from her experience as Michi Saagiig 
Nishnaabeg, and the ways in which Nishnaabeg existence, experience 
and knowledge embody and advance resistance against colonialism. The 
author demonstrates how the formation of knowledge must be reclaimed 
through advancing normativities that center indigenous ways of thought, 
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using land as pedagogy and life as “method.” From resisting colonially-
imposed gender norms and binaries, to rejecting capitalism and the 
patriarchal, colonialist, extractivist world this creates, this book examines 
numerous thematic aspects of indigenous resistance while maintaining 
consistent attention to the central importance of indigenous method, 
unfiltered and uninterpreted by colonial systems and institutions, in 
establishing any theorization of indigenous resistance. Challenging 
gender binaries and linear measurements of time are examples of Simpson 
offers as acts of everyday indigenous resistance, and doing so through 
communion with the land and community serves as a form of indigenous 
method.]

Betasamosake Simpson establishes a strong voice of personal 
experience by elaborating on the concept of kwe, or woman within 
the spectrum of genders in Nishnaabemowin, the Nishnaabe language. 
Grounding her positionality as kwe, Betasamosake Simpson sets out this 
book with the assertion of her “life as method,” because Nishnaabeg 
people “have always generated knowledge through the combination of 
emotion and intellectual knowledge within the kinetics of our placed-
based practices, as mitigated through our bodies, minds and spirits.” This 
book and theoretical grounding is thus understood and presented by the 
author as using “kwe as method, generating kwe as theorist.” Practically 
speaking, this reframes the theorist’s life as a method in and of itself; 
lived experience and indigenous knowledge become the generative fuel 
through which the theorist continues to learn and analyze the world. ]

This understanding of personal indigenous identity as both 
method and theory frames a story presented in Chapter 9, one of the 
most important chapters in understanding how theories of indigenous 
resistance are deeply rooted in indigenous knowledge, tied to land 
and practice. The story describes how a gender non-conforming child 
named Binoojinh discovers maple syrup through exploration of the land, 
imitation of animal behavior, bringing their knowledge of discovery 
back to the community, and receiving the trust and respect of older 
community members who then come to see and explore what the child 
has learned. The story of Binoojinh’s discovery creates a reference point 
by which to juxtapose the process of knowledge creation when done 
through grounded normativity and land-based indigenous intelligence, 
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against the same processes when mediated and violated by a settler 
colonialist system that imposes restrictions on the use of land, as well 
as harmful social norms on the ways that children, women, and non-
binary individuals are valued and heard in a community or society at 
large.] The story of Binoojinh bears significance for the emerging field 
of Resistance Studies as it compels scholars, researchers and activists to 
adopt a prefigurative approach to studying resistance. If this work aims 
to build powerful resistance of indigenous groups against threats to their 
cultural or physical survival, the method must reflect the knowledge and 
practices of indigenous communities rather than mimicking the same 
hegemonic ways of thinking that are being resisted.

 With As We Have Always Done, Betasamosake Simpson offers a 
transformative account of how indigenous resurgent radical resistance 
must be enacted by viewing life as method, and land as pedagogy. For 
those seeking to support, understand and build indigenous resistance 
around the world today, Betsamosake Simpson’s writings are a mandatory 
foundation upon which to reject systems of colonialist oppression and to 
ground personal and collective resistance through radical resurgence.
Sarah Freeman-Woolpert, Journal of  Resistance Studies

Shannon Speed: 
 Rights in rebellion. Indigenous 

Struggle and Human Rights in Chiapas
 Stanford University Press 2008

This book is an excellent ethnographic investigation of the 
conflation of different traditions of discourses of human rights in 
Chiapas, with a focus on the innovative ways in which the Zapatista 
movement has implemented these traditions in their struggle for 
autonomy and liberation. From an activist point of view, Speed adopts 
a decolonial perspective to create an anthropology that advances the 
critical investigation of topics such as human rights, social movements, 
and indigenous resistance. Speed starts with a sincere reflection on her 
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positionality, and highlights her relationship with the research subjects, 
in which they become theorists and producers of knowledge. Through 
this decolonial perspective, she claims, anthropology will advance into a 
more reliable and ethical research practice (Speed, 2008: 7-8). 

The analysis revolves around the introduction of human rights 
discourse in the Mexican context, which obeys the logic of economic 
globalization and neoliberalization, thereby legitimizing those processes. 
Zapatistas appropriate and subvert that discourse along with their own 
notions of human rights, creating a strong base for their resistance 
and struggle. According to Speed, local appropriations of discourses of 
human rights in the context of global power relationships may result in a 
challenge to those same discourses and modify structures of power. From 
this perspective, Speed manifests the influence of Zapatista movement 
on other collective struggles around the globe. However, she does not 
mention other places around the world in which people have applied 
the Zapatista philosophy. Even though Zapatistas are locally based, as 
Choudry, et. al (2013) suggest, they have a national and international 
impact and represent an indigenous struggle that inspires other fights. 
An excellent example of such inspiration is the El Barrio movement, 
which is composed mainly of Mexican immigrants in New York City. 
This movement is fighting against gentrification and neoliberal policies 
that support displacement of low-income families, utilizing the Zapatista 
principles of autonomy, self-determination, and participatory democracy 
(Davis, 2016). To mention this or other examples of the impact of the 
Zapatista struggle would have made this book even more powerful. 

The transition from an interventionist to a neoliberal state explains 
the way human rights, women’s rights, and indigenous rights are an 
essential part of the practice of Zapatista struggle. Along with the neoliberal 
change of economy, the Mexican state had to adopt a recognition frame 
that recognizes the pluricultural character of the Mexican society, shifting 
to a neoliberal multiculturalism as a new way to govern diversity (Speed, 
2008: 119). As Speed argues, Zapatista resistance is powerful nationally 
and globally precisely because they have mobilized global and neoliberal 
discourses around a faint recognition of multiculturalism, incorporating 
them into their political subjectivities, thereby challenging global and 
state power. An important point that the author analyzes is the notion 
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of neoliberal multiculturalism in which the state sets the standard for 
“acceptable” and “unacceptable” indigeneity (Speed, 2008: 30), dividing 
people by requiring some of them to continually show their supposed 
authenticity. Granting rights within the framework of neoliberal 
multiculturalism, the state reinforces its power and at the same time 
legitimizes the participation of indigenous people in a limited way of self-
governance. However, Zapatistas, with their sophisticated ways to resist, 
have promoted their own versions and practices of human rights, thus 
confronting state power. As Speed shows, it is clear that human rights for 
the Zapatistas are related to local identities and subjectivities that in turn 
reflect indigenous people’s agency. Speed uses throughout the book the 
Bakhtinian concept of dialogism (Speed, 2008: 32-33) to explain that 
the mobilization of human rights discourses at the local levels responds 
to a dialogic interaction with outside actors and discourses as well as with 
internal ones. In these interactions, Zapatistas creatively formulate and 
reformulate their engagement with notions of human rights.  The author 
devotes seven chapters to her analysis. 

In chapter 2, Speed explores how the concepts and practices of 
human rights in Chiapas are an entanglement of different perspectives 
such as that of (1) the Catholic church, with its natural notion of rights 
and theology of liberation; (2) the legal state and NGO, with their 
positive law; and (3) the indigenous notion of rights, with its specificity 
within the Zapatista movement for autonomy. On the one hand, the 
theology of liberation and Indian theology have had a large impact on 
indigenous people in Chiapas (Speed, 2008: 40-41). Through their 
natural orientation toward human rights understood as rights naturally 
provided, exclusively granted by virtue of human nature, these religious 
traditions provide a critical understanding of the elements of domination 
and exploitation. On the other hand, the state, even before the neoliberal 
reforms during 1990’s, had an individualistic and positive idea of 
rights that put the state and the law at the front in providing rights to 
populations (Speed, 2008: 45-46). With the neoliberal reforms, the state 
did not adjust its position as the sovereign state that brings rights to its 
citizens, but it did disregard its former responsibility to fulfill conditions 
for human rights accomplishment. Under this mandate, various NGO’s 
flourished in Chiapas, filling the mediating role of the state in governing 
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people (Speed, 2008: 27). This chapter suggests that a result of this 
historical development was the inclusion of human rights and autonomy 
within the Zapatista ideology, in part as a response to this failure of the 
state to provide rights, as well as the failure of the implementation of 
the San Andres Accords (Speed, 2008: 54). These conditions planted 
the seeds for Zapatistas to work locally and carry out their autonomous 
governments, shifting their resistance strategies and putting into practice 
human rights inside their communities. Moreover, Zapatista ideology 
and practice of autonomy included their own notions of human rights 
is what subvert colonized ways of living and thinking into decolonized 
subjectivities within Zapatista communities.

Chapter 3 focuses on how different actors appropriate human rights 
discourses to their own purposes and according to their own historical 
and political subjectivities. EZLN-affiliated communities, paramilitary 
groups, and ladinos (non-indigenous) use opposing discourses of human 
rights, resulting in conflict.  For instance, Speed describes the ways 
Zapatista communities envisioned human rights discourse as a powerful 
tool in their struggle, mainly in the face of low-intensity warfare and 
the strong militarization of their communities (Speed, 2008: 64). 
International and national networks of human rights NGOs played an 
important role in the appropriation of human rights discourse by EZLN 
and their base communities, whereas the paramilitary groups appropriated 
the discourse in such a way that helped legitimate the atrocities and 
violence they and the state committed against EZLN militants and 
Zapatistas. Through this chapter, the author concludes that people utilize 
discourses depending on relations of power and dialogic interactions 
of actors, events, and conjunctures. As this section chiefly concerns the 
positive impact of human rights NGOs within the Zapatista context, one 
is left to wonder what the negative impact of such organizations has been, 
since, as the author suggests, the NGOs came to substitute for the state in 
the task of administrating diversity. That problem may have been solved 
if the author had considered what criteria Zapatistas use to accept help 
from some organizations but not others. 

As this ethnographic research concentrates on the Nicola Ruiz 
community, chapter 4 explores in detail the way this community adhered 
to the Zapatista resistance, in which their identity as indigenous played a 
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crucial role. In this chapter, the concept of dialogism once again supports 
Speed’s analysis. Nicolas Ruiz went through the assimilation process 
guided by the state since Mexico incorporated the liberal ideology of 
modern states (Speed, 2008: 89). Under that logic, many communities in 
Mexico abandoned their languages and other external markers of identity 
such as traditional dress. Such assimilation was carried out by the state 
through economic and cultural incentives that encouraged indigenous 
communities to decline their indigeneity and identify as campesinos 
(peasants). Nicolas Ruiz is one of the communities in which the state 
succeeded in this assimilationist goal. Nicolas Ruiz people came into 
conflict with the state as campesinos because of land appropriation within 
the community. Neoliberal reforms that affected land tenure, privatizing 
the formerly communal property, accentuated even more Nicolas Ruiz 
campesino identity. However, Zapatista struggle, philosophy and practice 
encouraged the people of Nicolas Ruiz to reconfigure their identity 
once again as indigenous. This chapter shows how identity is a dynamic 
and dialogic process, in which the principles of the Zapatista struggle, 
including the emphasis on land rights, made the people of Nicolas Ruiz 
feel close to this fight and declare their community in resistance alongside 
the Zapatistas. The chapter also demonstrates that identity is by no 
means fixed and stable. While the chapter presents a clear analysis of 
the changing identity of the Nicolas Ruiz people, it fails to more deeply 
frame this change of identity within the racial project of mestizaje, the 
hegemonic racial ideology wherein the mixture between Europeans 
and indigenous is the principal mechanism of forced acculturation and 
assimilation (Castellanos, 2003; Alonso, 2004). As this book is framed 
within the decolonial perspective, to include race as an analytical tool to 
understand the dynamic of indigenous oppression since colonial times 
would have added a richer explanation of why the Nicolas Ruiz people 
abandoned their language and identity. Therefore, this would also have 
helped envision assimilation not only as modern state ideology, but as 
part of the legacy of colonialism (Alfred, 2005), going deeper into the 
historical roots of race and racism. 

While chapter 4 shows how the Zapatista struggle sowed the 
seeds of resistance through land rights, chapter 5 shows the impact 
that Zapatistas have concerning women’s rights. Nicolas Ruiz women 
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appropriated a discourse and practice in which their rights are at the 
center of their political subjectivities. In this chapter, Speed provides 
a rich discussion of how individual rights and collective rights are two 
aspects of Zapatista resistance through which women and the community 
in general contest hegemonic power relations (Speed, 2008, 119). The 
separation and supposed contradiction of individual versus collective 
rights is just another fiction of neoliberal multiculturalism. Through the 
exploration of how women participate in a collective construction of 
notions of women’s human rights, the author notes that Nicolas Ruiz is 
a good example to understand the intersections of the Zapatista struggle 
in which consensus, as the core of the traditions and costumes, is the 
main tool to advance the practice of human rights. The Zapatista notion 
of women’s rights is a model of the intersection of gender, class, and 
ethnicity in which individual and collective rights reinforce instead of 
contradict each other. As the domination that faces indigenous people 
in Mexico, specifically women, is a result of the intersection of various 
axes such as gender, class, and ethnicity, their struggle is also based on the 
same axes (Speed, 2008: 132). The negotiation of the Zapatista women’s 
struggle is then a negotiation of those aspects, challenging the neoliberal 
multicultural idea of women’s rights based on separated notions of 
oppression. The inclusion of women’s rights within the context of the 
collectivity of Nicolas Ruiz means then that women’s rights do not 
contradict collective rights, but are part of the collective goals of their 
struggle. Even though the author adopts a somewhat critical perspective 
around her positionality regarding the main subjects of the book, she 
fails to meet Alcoff’s (1991) suggestion that if we decide to speak about 
others we should do it in a very self-critical way. In this vein, the chapter 
does not explore pertinent issues in the Zapatista movement, such as 
how Zapatistas deal with domestic violence against women, and how 
indigenous human rights would deal with such problems. Furthermore, 
while this chapter clearly illuminates the reader on how sophisticated the 
Zapatista struggle is at including women’s rights into their democratic 
practices, it fails to include a discussion of how land is almost always 
owned by men. As Rius (2011) indicates, the Zapatista’s Revolutionary 
Law of Women includes the demand that women own land, however the 
state laws and regulations represent a barrier in this regard. 
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Chapter 6 examines the constitution of Red de Defensores 
Comunitarios de Derechos Humanos as another example of re-
appropriation of discourse of human rights as one of the Zapatista tools 
of resistance. This organization subverts legal principles of command-
obedience implicit in Western juridical thought and practice by their 
political and philosophical tenet mandar obedeciendo (lead by obeying), 
flying in the face of what is expected in Western law, which has a 
sovereign power (the state) as the highest provider of rights. Instead, 
madar obedeciendo means that people make collective decisions, and 
authorities only have the responsibility to execute these decisions; 
otherwise, they are removed from their positions (Speed, 2008: 154). 
Moreover, unlike NGO’s, this community-based constitution does 
not rely on the classic notions of the middleman role in order to be 
the intermediary between the state and people, creating a dependency 
relationship. The Red actually takes in its hands its own processes of 
defense and search for human rights (Speed, 2008: 143). Because the 
community is always at the center of every negotiation, the defenders 
(members of the community) will primarily pursue collective above 
individual goals. This democratic principle is carried out through their 
collective practice of political participation, based on consensus decision-
making, through which Zapatista communities exercise their autonomy 
and self-determination. Thus, the Red is an excellent example in which 
Zapatistas not only empower themselves by learning how human rights 
work and learning to practice human dignity in their own ways, but 
also by breaking the classic dependency relationship that is established 
through outside NGO’s and the state as intermediaries and sovereign, 
respectively.  As other literature on the topic has demonstrated (Starr, et. 
al, 2011), this chapter shows how the principles of the consensus model 
are powerful democratic alternatives to the ideology of individualistic 
participation found within the state models of democracy.   

Finally, chapter 7 exposes in detail how Juntas de Buen Gobierno, 
as the materialization of local autonomous ways of governance, are the 
site in which Zapatista notions of human and indigenous rights are put 
in practice. Regardless of the state recognition of Zapatismo autonomy, 
the Juntas de Buen Gobierno structure, mainly based on the consensus 
decision-making process, demonstrates that on the Zapatista notion of 
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rights no sovereign grants the rights, but rights exist because they are 
exercised in practice. Largely based on the principle that the Zapatistas 
must not ask permission for autonomy, Juntas de Buen Gobierno are the 
way of social change because of their implied democratic system (Speed, 
2008: 166). Speed explains how Juntas de Buen Gobierno work through a 
power that Negri has conceptualized as the creative force of constitution in 
opposition to the centralized power of the state (Speed, 2008: 168). That 
type of power causes Zapatistas to create a more horizontal governance 
structure because it prioritizes collective over individual decisions and 
interests, thus setting a different logic of rule. This logic builds on the 
principle of mandar obedeciendo, as well as the constant rotation of 
authorities (Speed, 2008: 159-160). Therefore, Zapatista philosophy and 
practice go against the basic stated function of neoliberal regimes. 

With this vibrant ethnography and decolonial reading of the 
phenomenon of Zapatista struggle and resistance, we can, once again, 
reinforce the idea that a call to learn from grassroot movements from the 
Global South to challenge capitalism and imperialism has and will come 
from real struggles and collective efforts of solidarity, cooperation, and 
dignity. Not as in the classic way of giving voices to the subaltern and 
dominated, because they have always have the capacity to speak, but by 
highlighting the fact that Zapatista movement is an inspiring model to 
follow. 

Ten years after the publication of this book, the Zapatistas have 
maintained their struggle within the communities, mainly by keeping away 
from state policies and building their autonomy in the daily life practices 
of self-determination (Chabot & Vinthagen, 2015). Simultaneously, 
they keep disseminating their philosophy and practice in the outside 
world. For example, in 2017, along with the CNI (National Indigenous 
Congress of Mexico), Zapatistas supported an indigenous woman as a 
presidential candidate in the national election. This action was by no 
means a way to incorporate Zapatista and indigenous struggles into the 
logic of the nation-state. It was a way to make a call for the collective 
organization against the bad government and predatory capitalism that 
oppress the indigenous, poor people, and women. With this campaign, 
they tried to bring their principle of leadership by obeying to the national 
level. Moreover, in March of this year, Zapatistas invited women from all 



Journal of Resistance Studies Number 1 -  Volume 4 - 2018

144

over the world to attend the first international gathering of politics, art, 
sport, and culture for women in struggle. With the objective to speak and 
listen to each other as women that struggle because of patriarchal states, 
Zapatistas tried to incorporate other subjects into their transformative 
ways of resistance.
Vanessa Miranda- Juarez, University of  Massachusetts, Amherst.
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Wastelanding: Legacies of Uranium 

Mining in Navajo Country
 University of Minnesota Press

Part 1. 
 Juniper eye’s necklaces are a Navajo traditional craft made from 

the dried pits of blue juniper berries. Small rodents collect these berries, 
create a small hole from which to extract the edible seed, and discard the 
outer shells. Young Navajo women then collect these shells and string 
them into necklaces. This entire process represents hózhó - one’s spiritual 
connection to the land - as the necklaces are the product of juniper trees, 
the rodent scavengers, and the human collectors. In the mid-1960’s, as 
Navajo land was being inundated with uranium prospectors, an American 
businessman came across these necklaces and had a profitable idea. By 
1968 he was in business selling what he termed “Navajo Love Beads,” all 
over the country. His only business concern was the rodent middleman. 
The corruption of hózhó- from beads to nuclear energy- is the premise of 
Wastelanding.

 Wastelanding: Legacies of Uranium Mining in Navajo Country 
(2015) by Dr. Traci Voyles is an ambitious ethnographic attempt to 
braid the history of uranium mining on Navajo land (Diné Bikéyah) 
with settler-colonialism and feminist theory. Voyles traces the origin of 
uranium mining on the Colorado Plateau in the four-corners-region of 
the Southwestern United States from the late 19th century to the present. 
She relies extensively on Wolfe’s (2006) analysis of settler-colonialism in 
which the ultimate goal of settlement is access to territory. This access is 
predicated on wastelanding, a form of environmental racism in which 
the land and human occupants are completely disregarded by settlers 
who see the land as being ‘empty except for Indians’ (8).  Wastelanding 
offers a compelling account of uranium mining on Navajo land through 
its discussion of the settler-colonial legacy and Indigenous efforts to resist 
and maintain sovereignty. These efforts to complicate Euro-American 
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colonization resonate well with contemporary examples of resource 
extraction on Indigenous land, such as the Dakota Access Pipeline, and 
the currently proposed Enbridge Pipeline, as these contestations share 
a common colonial foundation and urgent obligation to protect land, 
water, and sacred places

This ethnography is broken up into six chapters. Chapter one focuses 
on the pre-uranium colonial relations between the Navajo and the United 
States federal government. In the late 19th century, the United States took 
particular interest in Navajo country out of a desire to provide space for 
white settlement and railroad construction. Chapter two is an analysis 
of the uranium boom between 1950 and 1958. This period is noted for 
the substantial efforts the United States took to accumulate uranium for 
Manhattan Project nuclear weapons. Even though the search for uranium 
was primarily controlled by the United States Atomic Energy Commission 
(AEC), the search for uranium was presented as an individual, romantic 
endeavor. These efforts resulted in weekend prospectors “carrying ‘a 
rifle in one hand, a Geiger counter in the other’” (63). Manifest destiny 
presented itself through individual prospectors being “the boots on the 
ground” serving as the face of the American empire seeking to penetrate 
the “nation’s last ‘frontier” (66). Chapter three engages with the following 
binary relationships:  past and present, cowboy and Indian, and self and 
other, which all became ubiquitously understood through Hollywood 
films.  The search for uranium opened Navajo land up to not only 
prospectors but also tourists and moviemakers who sought to witness the 
beauty of Navajo country in its openness and in its absence of Indians.  
Through countless versions, Paddy Martinez became the celebrated 
Navajo who discovered uranium in 1950. His story of discovery may 
be seen as just another iteration of the “vanishing Indian” in which he 
supplied uranium to the civilized world, only to succumb to an advancing 
white modernity. Chapter four is a discussion of how Navajo gender roles 
were impacted by colonialism. Contrary to the presented mining rhetoric, 
radiation from contamination was not limited to the mine. As Navajo 
miners returned home from the mine, they brought radiation with them. 
This in turn, affected women, children, and other community members. 
The government largely denied compensation for adverse radiation health 
effects by strongly contending that radiation stopped at the boundary of 
the mine.
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 The culminating chapters, five and six, discuss more recent 
resistance strategies centered around the use of the legal system. Western 
legal practices may be seen as a ‘constituent of all social relations of 
domination’ (Biolsi 1995: 543 as referenced by Fenlon and Hall 2008: 
1870), yet native peoples still use it to ‘to resist incorporation and global 
capitalism when these systems are available’ (1870).  This paradox 
served to be true in the case, Peshlakai v. Duncan (1979), in which the 
organization Friends of the Earth, and seventy-two Navajo plaintiffs filed 
suit against the Department of Energy in pursuit of halting the Mobil 
Oil Corporation’s uranium mining at Crownpoint, New Mexico. The 
plaintiffs argued that an environmental impact statement had not been 
prepared, thus, violating the National Environmental Protection Act. 
In order to articulate their point, the Navajo plaintiffs attempted to 
communicate hózhó in a way that might resonate with Western legal 
tradition. The court, however, sided with the oil company, insisting that 
the area in question was already polluted (wasteland). What separated the 
court and the Navajo plaintiffs was the ‘authority of knowledge’ (Berkes 
2012: 14) of what it means for land to be sacred. 

Part 2. 
 Voyles’ text is well written but at times difficult to work through 

as it attempts to answer an assortment of questions through particular 
critical lenses. Specifically, the initial emphasis on feminism, fades in and 
out of discussion. I agree with Voyles’ drive to incorporate feminism into 
the text to critically engage with the effects of American imperialism on 
the body, the household, and the community.  The realities of radon 
affecting women disproportionally, the establishment of Women of All 
Red Nations (WARN), and the use of counter-mapping to delineate 
tribal lands and radiation risks, are all excellent case studies that highlight 
the important role Navajo women have in the wastelanding discussion. 
The depth of analysis, however, varies and lacks consistency through 
entirety of the text. 

Navajo forms of resistance to uranium mining occurred in a variety 
of forms. An example of a small-scale, local episode occurred when a 
Navajo couple drove to the Hallelujah Trail (1964) film site to protest 
the film crew’s illegal presence. Perplexed by the situation, the film crew 
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placed a 19th century covered-wagon in front of the protestor’s truck. 
Even though the truck could not be seen in the film, its hidden presence 
behind the covered-wagon, served to represent a ‘productive fissure’ 
(109) in the settler-colonial narrative. Resistance movements continued 
and increased in scope in the 1970s, as the Diné formed relationships 
with other resistance movements, such as anti-nuclear and Red Power. 
These partnerships served to increase the scope of protest to not only 
their immediate mining situations, but also larger colonial liberation 
movements that were occurring throughout the Third World.  The 
combination of small-scale and more globalized decolonization efforts, 
demonstrates the “multiscalar” approach the Diné took to engage in 
larger interwoven spheres of resistance. 

Voyles’ use of settler-colonialism is a powerful theoretical thread. She 
clearly guides the reader though examples that articulate the structure of 
settler-colonialism such as the AEC’s insistence that uranium is geologically 
derived from the Jurassic Period and therefore, outside of the scope of 
Navajo cultural claims.  Furthermore, the United States’ destruction of 
Navajo livestock herds to force compliance, the reinforcement of colonial 
binaries through cinema, and uranium experimentation, demonstrate 
that Wastelanding abides by settler-colonial logic. 

 Voyles’ use of anecdotal chapter introductions is engaging and her 
best tool to ground her theory-rich arguments. The beginning of chapter 
three, for example, introduces Mary Holiday, a Navajo woman who 
took advantage of colonist’s perception of authenticity. In the 1960’s, 
Mary would dress up in traditional Navajo clothing with her baby in 
a cradleboard on her back to pose for tourists in Monument Valley. As 
she stood for photos, she received tips “satisfying their craving for an 
‘authentic’ cultural experience” (Alfred 2009: 43). After the tourists were 
satisfied, she would get into her car that she hid as to not dispel the 
vanishing-Indian myth, and drive to a new location to repeat her charade.  

Bhabha (1994) argues that colonial discourse is ‘curiously mixed 
and split,’ resulting, for example, in the colonized being concurrently 
savage and noble (as referenced by Go 2016: 43). This ambivalence allows 
for ‘colonial authority to be disrupted’ (44).  Tourists seeking out and 
paying money to see authentic Indians in Diné country, demonstrates 
the tourists’ colonial ambivalence and the Navajo “model’s” ‘subtle 
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resistance to colonial power’ (44). This anecdote is an excellent example 
of resistance as it serves to highlight the complex means by which 
individuals creatively complicate colonial authority. 

 After all of this being said, I walk away from reading this ethnography 
with a better sense of the complexities that surround uranium mining. 
I found this text fascinating and relevant to anyone who is interested 
in our current neoliberal, corporate-resource extracting world. This 
text serves as a powerful ethnographic insight into the continued 
ramifications of settler-colonialism as it shares so many similarities with 
other contemporary contestations.  The Dakota Access Pipeline, Oak 
Flat Copper Mine, Enbridge Pipeline, Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Project, 
and many others, are all examples that demonstrate how Indigenous land 
is deliberately targeted for resource extraction. Wastelanding offers an 
ethno-historic account of uranium mining which may serve as a model 
to better understand, critique, and resist similar situations around the 
country and the world.

Ryan Rybka, University of  Massachusetts, Amherst.
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