What is nonviolent civil disobedience?

Nonviolent civil disobedience is a form of nonviolent action, which has

a long tradition. The term itself goes back to the US philosopher Henry

David Thoreau (1816-1862), who used the term in his essay "On the duty

of Civil Disobedience". Thoreau himself actually spent one night in

prison for his refusal to pay tax in opposition to slavery and the

Mexican-US American war.

While there are many different philosophical justifications for civil

disobedience, what they all have in common is that civil disobedience is

a clearly nonviolent form of action, albeit one which might break the

law, in order to highlight injustice in our world, and to stop injustice

from happening.

Civil disobedience has been used and developed in Gandhi's campaign for

the independence of India, in the US Civil Rights Movement under Martin

Luther King Jr, and since the 1980s in many European countries in the

struggle against nuclear weapons and for peace.

Can you give some examples of nonviolent civil disobedience actions?

There are many examples of actions of civil disobedience, and I

mentioned some more historical examples of movements using CD earlier. I

am part of War Resisters' International, which is an international

network of pacifist organisations with a long tradition of civil

disobedience and other forms of nonviolent action. In recent years, we

have been working with our European network on several actions of civil

disobedience, such as:

- the action "NATO Game over" at the NATO headquarters in Brussels in

April 2008. During this action, about 1,000 people tried to nonviolently

enter the NATO headquarters in Brussels (see

http://wri-irg.org/node/3617), and 500 people got arrested.

- the blockade of the NATO summit in Strasbourg in April last year.

Unlike during the demonstration in Strasbourg, where agent provocateurs

and the Black Bloc (who knows who is who?) did a lot of violence, the

blockades managed to nonviolently obstruct the smooth running of the

summit, and people did not react to provocations or tear gas shot by the

police at nonviolent protestors.

- the blockade of the British nuclear weapons factory AWE Aldermaston on

15 February 2010. 800 people from many European countries participated

in this blockade of all gates of the factory.

These are only a few examples of actions War Resisters' International

has been involved in. Personally, I have been involved in a wide range

of actions of civil disobedience in Germany (where I'm from) and Britain

(where I live now), ranging from actions with 7 persons to 9,000 persons.

From my own experience, an important aspect of nonviolent civil

disobedience is training. Two aspects are key for me: the safety of

everyone participating in the action (including that of the police), and

staying nonviolent even in situations where "the other side" - usually

the police - might not be nonviolent. The objective of nonviolent civil

disobedience is not a fight with the police, but to resist and obstruct

unjust policies with our bodies, to nonviolently put a spanner into the

works. When I say "with our bodies", I mean that we put our bodies in

the way, by blockading with our bodies, in the form of a die-in, or

other creative examples of nonviolently obstructing injustice.

In nonviolent civil disobedience, another very important principle is

the responsibility of everyone. We do not have leaders who tell others

to sit down and get arrested. Everyone decides for himself or herself

how far he or she is willing to go, and if he or she is willing to risk

arrest for his or her beliefs. And all this we bring together in a

process of consensus decision making, which determines what action we

can all do together. In this lies our strength, because everyone made a

commitment, and we are all committed to acting together nonviolently.

We have all grown up and been socialised in violent societies, that is

why our societies value war and military heroes that much. To respond to

being attacked with violence is for many of us an almost natural

reaction, and this is why we need training to prepare ourselves to

remain nonviolent. Our nonviolence serves to highlight which side is

violent in society - who is responsible for the war in Afghanistan, in

Iraq, and elsewhere.

Are the actions the ICC is preparing absolutely nonviolent?

Absolutely! There can be no doubt about our commitment to nonviolence.

This has been the basis of the ICC from the very beginning, and from my

understanding this is not only the case for the ICC, but also for PAGAN,

the Portuguese member of the ICC.

I was in Lisbon for the Activist Conference in October, and one of the

things I did (with others) was two training sessions on nonviolent

action, and in these trainings we focused mainly on de-escalation, on

staying nonviolent.

My fear is that the present climate created by the media almost creates

violence. This is something we need to prepare for. In our trainings, we

also discuss how to de-escalate in situation of violence, and it is the

responsibility of everyone taking part in actions and in the

demonstrations not to let violence happen, not to stand by and watch if

it happens (by who knows whom), but to intervene, and to make it very

clear that this is not the place for violent action.

I hope that the climate of fear and violence, which is being created

now, will not be a self-fulfilling prophecy. And I want to appeal to the

police to respect our nonviolence, and to respond to nonviolent civil

disobedience only with the appropriate means, and not with massive violence.

Within War Resisters' International's own smaller network of groups

committed to nonviolent civil disobedience, which includes groups from

Belgium, Sweden, Germany, Finland, Spain, and other countries, we have

had a lot of discussions about nonviolence, and there is also a lot of

shared experience with nonviolent civil disobedience. This makes me

confident that we can contribute to the development of a culture of

truly nonviolent civil disobedience in Portugal. We have had good

discussions with our Portuguese partners, and I am very confident.

As I said earlier: our nonviolence is highly important, as this helps us

to highlight who is responsible for violence on a much larger scale than

that which we are falsely accused of preparing. Who is throwing the

bombs in Afghanistan or Iraq? Who is spending astronomical amounts of

money and other resources on ever more sophisticated weapons, thus

depriving large parts of the worlds population of the fulfilment of

their basic needs? That's not us, but NATO, and the governments of NATO.

But to leave no doubts: we don't want to muddy the waters, and we don't

belive in violence as a means to achieve something, whatever that may

be, and that's why nonviolence is a must.

Andreas Speck is on the staff of War Resisters' International. He has

been involved in nonviolent actions of civil disobedience since the
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