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EDITORIAL
Craig Brown

Craig Brown,  Board Member, European Peace Research Association
         Assistant Editor, Journal of Resistance Studies

From 1st to 4th June 2022, the European Peace Research Association (EuPRA) 
held its biannual conference in Tampere, Finland.1 Titled ‘Empowering Peace: 
The Role of Civil Society in Peacebuilding and Conflict Transformation’, 
there was abundant space to explore bottom-up peace dynamics and, 
significantly, critical peace and resistance studies and practises. In the past 
few years, EuPRA initiated a concerted effort to reorientate towards these 
fields—not least with the agreement to adopt the Journal of Resistance Studies 
as its association journal.

The nexus between peace research and resistance studies is a crucial 
one, which has not been overlooked by the JRS: in its first issue, Richard 
Jackson (2015) considered ‘How Resistance Can Save Peace Studies’. 
Our proposed special issue for 2021, ‘What is the relevance of peace and 
conflict studies today? Is it helpful for understanding “nonviolent action” 
and the contemporary growth of unarmed protest movements?’, remains 
unpublished, although the call for papers shows some of the critical questions 
we have concerning the interplay between peace, conflict and resistance.2 In 
the preceding issue, the International Peace Research Association (IPRA) 
Secretary General, Matt Meyer (2021), explored how resistance studies 
advocates for, engages in and supports decolonising practises, suggesting 
that resistance studies ‘must always be the more radical “black sheep” of the 
peace studies family’ (p.6). In this regard, what was achieved at the EuPRA 
conference marked a reset in the association’s approach and purpose of 
‘interdisciplinary research into the causes of war and conditions of peace’.3 

1   The conference programme is available here: https://www.
euprapeace.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/EuPRA-Tampere2022-
Programme-20220531-1445.pdf
While the detailed abstracts are available here: https://www.euprapeace.org/wp-
content/uploads/2022/05/EuPRA-Tampere2022-Abstracts-20220531-1.pdf
2   https://resistance-journal.org/call-for-papers/
3   https://www.euprapeace.org/about/statutes/
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First and perhaps foremost, one of the keynote addresses was made by a 
young Sámi activist and scholar, Helga West, on the subject: ‘The Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission Concerning the Sámi People: Structural Justice 
or Threat?’ West’s was a sobering presentation on the enduring legacies of 
colonisation, explaining that ‘to understand the challenges that the Sámi 
people confront, we first need to understand the local and structural 
implications of colonialism’. While decolonising the space and amplifying 
often marginalised voices is the least we should facilitate as an academic 
conference, Helga expressed reservations over the lack of representation from 
among racialised individuals or groups. EuPRA’s expectation is that West’s 
keynote itself marks a departure point for far greater diversity of participants, 
so we can together face the urgent need to explore varied peace experiences, 
practices and requirements, and formulate the necessary resistance. We at 
EuPRA invite your participation in this project. 

 Relatedly, Matt Meyer’s keynote address was titled ‘Decolonising Peace 
Research: Reports from a Field on the Verge of Expansion’. During the talk, 
Meyer essentially reiterated and expanded on the themes of his editorial for 
the JRS (2021), again helping to set the tone of the conference and the new 
direction our associations are striking out for. EuPRA will aim to do far 
more in terms of collaboration with researchers and activists in Africa, as 
well as West Asia (anachronistically the ‘Middle East’); not just as a ‘near-
neighbour’, rather to challenge the arbitrary political boundaries and borders. 
For example, what would the insights and benefits be of investigating the 
shared history and contemporary experiences of the Mediterranean area? 
Meanwhile, European countries’ colonialism and neo-colonial interventions 
mark much of the African continent. When discussing with an attendee at 
the conference about their continued participation in EuPRA, he was not 
sure if he could because he was from Uganda. Mine and EuPRA’s response 
is of course an enthusiastic and universal welcome to all peace and resistance 
scholars and activists. 

 A further keynote address was made by Annick Wibben, ‘Peace 
Research in Times of Nearby War: Feminist Perspectives on Peace and War’, 
indicating a further significant theme through the conference of feminist 
peace research. Among the strands of these discussions was the recurring 
notion of the gendered practice and experience of ‘everyday peace’, which 
has very much orientated towards a bottom-up understanding of peace and 
conflict processes and actors (Mac Ginty, 2014). The obvious parallel is 
everyday resistance, at least from the theoretical perspective of moving away 
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from state-focused, top-down power dynamics, and a concern with what 
may be understood as ‘infrapolitics’ (Scott, 1976). A straightforward example 
of action reflecting both everyday peace and everyday resistance could be 
helping refugees to navigate daily tasks in an environment that is hostile to 
them. However, on the one hand we should be mindful of Rigby’s (2021) 
observation that not all individuals engaged in actions consider them as 
‘resistance’, particularly perhaps where seriously vulnerable and marginalised 
individuals, say refugees, could be subject to even further violence and loss 
of rights if seen to openly resist their repressive circumstances.

On the other hand, we could consider new EuPRA president Ilaria 
Tucci’s paper (and the subject of her recently defended thesis, 2022) 
‘Community-Based Theatre as Conflict Transformation in Lampedusa’, 
where a co-created community-based theatre project was pursued to increase 
the visibility of marginalised women in the militarised border context of 
Lampedusa. Tucci (2022) considers her work as exploring ‘the value of arts-
based approaches and methods to the field of peace research, stressing the 
connection with the feminist peace tradition as a prefigurative practice’, 
seeking ‘more peaceful, nonviolent, and disarmed collective imagination for 
our future scenarios’ (p.195). There is clearly potential to investigate such 
everyday activities, including arts, in terms of resistance, indeed constructive 
resistance.

Significantly, the Resistance Studies Initiative contributed three 
papers to the panel on ‘Indigenous resistance and decolonisation’: ‘A 
territorial rebellion—the case of the Zapatista communities of autonomy’ 
(Stellan Vinthagen); ‘Resistance to contemporary military occupation and 
colonisation: an overview of the existing literature’ (Dorian Williams and 
Stellan Vinthagen), as well as ‘Bottom-up pedagogies of activist-schools as 
part of liberatory social movements’ (Brandon Swann). These joined Jess 
Notwell’s paper, ‘Decolonising peace: lessons in co-resistance’, focusing on 
decolonial peace practices of Palestinian women in the West Bank. In the 
case of William’s and Swan’s research, terrains of praxis are being mapped out 
that should enable more joined up thinking and shared learning, although 
exploring these novel and uncertain areas of knowledge and presenting this 
at a conference as young researchers can be unnerving. I think EuPRA can be 
proud of providing a nurturing and encouraging environment where one’s 
experience as an academic or age matters little in the exchange and creativity 
of ideas. As Iiris Niemelä, our new board member, suggested during the 
conference, it is a powerful example of intergenerational collaboration.
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 A further notable presentation was ‘People’s Experiences of Climate 
Change and Changing Climates throughout Europe’ (Nina Kolarzik and 
Eva Holzinger), given that at the time of writing it pertained to a live 
research project, the ‘Climate Walk’.4 This is a group of students carrying out 
a ‘combined research, education and media-art project […] walking across 
Europe to understand regional experiences of Climate Change’. Kolarsik and 
Holzinger explain that, ‘through a unique and interdisciplinary approach 
of walking, listening and (re-)telling we aim to understand, explain and 
connect the experiences and practices of local actors from across Europe’. 
This ambitious and inspiring project, emphasising listening and joined up 
action, invokes the Zapatista’s ‘Journey for Life’ to Europe in 2021. Despite 
their 400-year struggle to be visible and heard, the purpose of the first wave 
of the Zapatista ‘invasion’ was to ‘begin the visits to those who invited us 
and, with attention and respect, we will listen to them. If they ask, we will 
tell them about our little story of resistance and rebellion’.5 Such humility in 
dialogue, solidarity and action with others is a sound basis of constructive 
resistance. 

 As I have reflected on the EuPRA conference, another quote from the 
Zapatistas comes to mind, this time Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos: 
‘What we’re saying is “let’s make a deal to create a democratic space. If 
our programme wins out in that space, fine […] If not, let someone else’s 
[programme] win. What matters is that the space must exist”’ (quoted 
by Carrigan, 2001, p.433). The EuPRA board’s role is to ensure that the 
EuPRA space remains democratic, characterised by an intrinsic resistance 
against violence, colonialism, militarism and patriarchy. This will ensure a 
welcoming, open and diverse space for critical peace studies.

As EuPRA’s president Ilaria Tucci said, ‘I would like to keep on 
questioning—who is not present today? Who is not represented in our work? 
What can we do, as peace researchers, to make this world a better place?’

References
Carrigan, A.  2001. “Chiapas, the First Post-Modern Revolution”. in J. P. 
de Leon (ed). Our Word is Our Weapon. Selected Writings: Subcomandante 
Insurgente Marcos. London: Serpent’s Tail, pp.417-444.

4   https://www.climatewalk.eu/
5   https://viajezapatista.eu/en/the-extemporaneous-and-a-national-initiative/
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Overcoming the ‘Barrier of Fear’ in 
Order to Resist:  

the 2020 Protests against the 
Lukashenko Regime in Belarus

Craig S. Brown, Journal of Resistance Studies and Resistance Studies Initiative, 
University of Massachusetts, Amherst

Abstract

In August 2020, widespread open resistance emerged against Lukashenko’s 
regime in Belarus, in the wake of the presidential elections. Through a media 
content analysis, this paper assesses how the emotion of fear was presented by 
English language European and North American print and online media, 
with the departure point being the perceived loss of fear among Belarusians. 
It seeks to understand: how was fear discussed in relation to resistance in 
Belarus in the mainstream media accounts? How did fear manifest among 
Belarusians and what were its effects? For resistance movements, what are the 
practical implications of understanding how fear manifests and affects actors? 
Although several headlines in the key period of mid-August 2020 reflect the 
phenomenon of a ‘barrier of fear’ being broken, Belarusian resisters’ perspec-
tives present in some of the articles show how feelings of fear are far more 
complex. The themes are as follows: ‘fear remains’; the ‘loss of fear’ among op-
ponents of Lukashenko; ‘pre-election loss of fear’; ‘fear among the regime and 
security force elements’; ‘taking action as imperative—regardless of fear’, as 
well as a ‘point of no return’ being reached. It is clear that it is more accurate 
to talk about people making a decision to resist despite their fear. Moreover, 
there seems to be a crucial relationship between feelings of anger about regime 
brutality and the willingness to act regardless of fear about the implications. 

Introduction
The same day that Belarus’ presidential election finished on 9th August, an 
exit poll result predicting the landslide re-election of President Lukashenko 
triggered protests, following accusations of fraud and a stolen election result 
being levelled at his regime (BBC, 2020a). Various accounts show that this 
in the days following, there was swift, brutal and widespread repression 
by security forces against demonstrators (Kalinovskaya, 2020a; Vasilyeva, 
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2020a). At this initial stage soon after the events, not only has it been 
suggested that the regime’s brutality was ineffective in suppressing protests, 
it may have made more Belarusians more determined to resist Lukashenko’s 
regime (Melnichuk, 2020). 

 In explaining this dynamic, one phenomenon suggested as part of 
the narrative in some mainstream media accounts has been the loss of fear 
among Belarusians. This seemed to be particularly the case in mid-August, 
with a renewed impetus to the protests developing following immediate 
attempts at repression by the regime. Accordingly, this paper assesses 
instances of treatment of the issue of fear in Belarus appearing in English 
language European and North American print and online media. It seeks 
to understand: how was fear discussed in relation to resistance in Belarus in 
the mainstream media accounts? How did fear manifest among Belarusians 
and what were its effects? For resistance movements, what are the practical 
implications of understanding how fear manifests and affects actors?

First, this paper briefly introduces the understanding of fear and the 
breaking of the barrier of fear in some of the existing research; studies in 
the wake of the 2010/11 West Asia North Africa (WANA) revolutions 
are notable in this regard. The approach to the media content analysis is 
explained, followed by a presentation of the main themes that were apparent 
in the mainstream media perspectives of fear in Belarus. The themes are as 
follows: ‘fear remains’; the ‘loss of fear’ among opponents of Lukashenko; 
‘pre-election loss of fear’; ‘fear among the regime and security force elements’; 
‘taking action as imperative—regardless of fear’, as well as a ‘point of no 
return’ being reached. The discussion draws connections between these 
themes, as well as emphasising the importance of working through fear over 
a longer-term period. 

Fear and Resistance
It is understood that quite simply, fear among individuals and groups 
reduces dissent (Young, 2019, p.140). The breaking of the barrier of fear, as 
a precursor to more open and mass acts of resistance, is a prominent dynamic 
that has been discussed in relation to the 2010/11 WANA revolutions. For 
example, Salamey and Pearson (2012) effectively outlined how the barrier 
of fear was created by WANA regimes (pp.935-936). Given ‘the persistence 
of authoritarian power’, they identified breaking of the fear barrier as ‘first 
and foremost among the major prerequisite challenges for the emergence 
of strong civil movements for reform and democratic change’ (pp.936-
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937). During their revolution, Tunisians have been noted particularly as 
being ‘the first’ to break the barrier of fear (Haseeb, 2011, p.115)—yet as 
a phenomenon it is often taken at face value (Haddad, 2012, p.48; Gana, 
2013, p.9; Cavatorta, 2015, pp.142-143). 

It was largely with Pearlman’s (2013) analysis, in relation to the Tunisian 
revolution and wider 2010/11 revolutions, that an in-depth explanation was 
sought for the emotions behind the breaking of a psychological barrier of 
fear. Pearlman identified that ‘a striking number of Arab citizens’ referred 
to the barrier of fear being broken (p.387), and indeed this was the case 
among participants in my own research in Tunisia (Brown, 2019). Fear 
was considered by Pearlman (2013) in the context of wider emotions 
motivating or discouraging protesters, ‘support[ing] an argument that cuts 
to the foundations of political science: actors’ articulations of fear, outrage, 
courage, and joy deserve to be taken seriously in their own terms’ (p.391). 
Overall, Pearlman suggests that:

Emotions such as fear, sadness, and shame promote pessimistic 
assessments, risk aversion, and a low sense of control. Such dispiriting 
emotions encourage individuals to prioritize security and resign to 
political circumstances, even when they contradict values of dignity. 
By contrast, anger, joy, and pride promote optimistic assessments, 
risk acceptance, and feelings of personal efficacy. Such emboldening 
emotions encourage prioritization of dignity and increase willingness to 
engage in resistance, even when it jeopardizes security (p.387).

Crucially, Pearlman suggests that dispiriting and emboldening emotions are 
not mutually exclusive, meaning ‘the question […] is not the conditions 
under which fear disappears, but under which people press on despite 
fear’ (p.392). Pearlman (2016) expanded on the assessment of fear in the 
Syrian context, distinguishing ‘silencing fear [that] motivates flight into 
disengagement’, from surmounted fear that ‘empowers the fight for political 
voice’. This occurs when ‘one is aware of potential punishment for political 
transgressions, but musters the courage to act anyway’ (p.25).

 However, for fear to be surmounted, other feelings and emotions are 
necessary. In this regard, not only courage but anger and outrage (Pearlman, 
2013, p.394) can be beneficial—identified as an emboldening emotion by 
Pearlman. One must be mindful of the likely range of emotions that have an 
influence on people engaged in politics, and the fact that the complexity of 
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specific cases will lead to different emotional responses (Bramsen and Poder, 
2014, p.54; Benski and Langman, 2013, p.531). Yet there appears to be a 
more prominent connection between feeling anger or outrage and the will to 
action regardless of fear. Exploring the mix of anger and fear further, Benski 
and Langman (2013) identified how it is an example of ‘contradictory or 
non-congruent emotions’, where the behavioural outcomes diverge from 
what one would expect from either of the emotions’ single influence 
(p.531). Contrastingly, congruent emotions ‘work in a similar direction 
and thus amplify the basic expected behavioral consequences (p.531). This 
is significant in relation to the further distinction drawn between positive 
emotions such as love, joy and hope, which tend to be sought out by people, 
and negative emotions including anger, humiliation and fear that tend to 
be avoided (Benski and Langman, 2013, p.531); it has been suggested that 
anger is associated with hope because it entails motivation to struggle and a 
‘hunger for […] status and benefits denied’ (Pearlman, 2013, pp.392-393; 
Kemper, 1978; Frijda, 1986, p.429). While this form of anger can therefore 
be directly linked to more positive emotions, and a willingness to engage 
in resistance behaviour, Bramsen and Poder (2014) indicate how non-
congruent emotions can support actors during conflict; positive emotional 
energy is agency-generating, while negative emotional energy ‘facilitat[es] 
and bind[s] the opponents to each other in a conflictual relationship’ (p.77). 
In the case of Belarus and the framing of emotions, it will become apparent 
how anger at the Lukashenko regime’s repressive actions actually enabled 
Belarusians to work through fear, in order to engage in open resistance. This 
was very much related to feelings of unity, solidarity, hope and dignity.

Media Content Analysis
The premise of this investigation was seeing—mindful of the prominence of 
the ‘barrier of fear’ in presentations of the WANA revolutions—a number 
of mainstream media articles discussing Belarus in relation to a loss of fear 
among the resisters, with several of those comprising the list of headlines on 
p 14-15. Working from this basis, I undertook a more methodical analysis 
of English language, European and US mainstream media headlines from a 
sample of media sources available on Factiva, an international news database 
run by Dow Jones (2020). When Factiva was searched in its entirety with 
the key words ‘Belarus’ and ‘fear’ for the three months until 25th September 
2020, 2986 articles were returned. With this being too great a number 
to search manually, I narrowed the search to English and European news 
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resources, which still provided 2434 results. Searching ‘Belarus’ and ‘fear’ in 
a more limited number of sources for the three months until 25th September 
2020 provided a more manageable 415 articles, with 80 duplicates. Of the 
remaining 335, I found 198 to be of direct relevance to the elections in 
Belarus and aftermath. This excluded daily news rounds ups, apart from 
BBC Monitoring round ups of foreign news, which I thought could provide 
some insight into Russian and Belarusian media.

 The sources searched for the UK were The Guardian, The Daily 
Telegraph, the Times, The Independent, BBC Monitoring Former Soviet 
Union and BBC Monitoring European. The US sources were CNN, The 
New York Times and the Washington Post, while other European sources 
were France’s Agence France Presse, Germany’s Die Welt (English language 
version), as well as Belarus’ BelaPAN Online.
Only four articles of the 198 mentioned something relating the loss of 
fear in the headline, which are indicated in the following section on p.15. 
I discovered another four through my general consumption of online 
media articles and a search of ‘Belarus’ and ‘fear’ in Google news. BBC 
News, Forbes, The Times, Al Jazeera English, CNN, the New York Times, 
Agence France Presse and the UK Financial Times have all had an article 
with a headline in this regard. I have no evidence as to the influence of 
this on shaping readership, although I believe that the basis of talking 
about a loss of fear is significant to our understanding of resistance. 
Among the 198 articles, there were 68 mentions of ‘fear’ and ‘afraid’ in 
relation to the resisters or population in Belarus. Multiple mentions in an 
article were counted once. Some examples and their context are discussed 
in the following section.

Fear in Belarus: The Mainstream Media Perspective
As mentioned in the introduction, mainstream media accounts identified 
the loss of fear among Belarusians as a reason why, by mid-August 2020, they 
were protesting in large numbers despite the Lukashenko regime’s attempts 
at violent repression. The following is a list of article headlines pertaining to 
this phenomenon, in date order. 

Tatsiana Melnichuk. ‘Belarus elections: Shocked by violence, people 
lose their fear’. BBC News. 13th August 2020.
Katya Soldak. ‘Belarus Protests in Largest Numbers Yet: There Is No 
More Fear’. Forbes. 16th August 2020.
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Edward Lucas. ‘200,000 gather to show dictator that they are no 
longer afraid’. The Times. 17th August 2020. (Appeared on Factiva).
Step Vaessen. “‘No more fear!”: Belarus president heckled by striking 
workers. Al Jazeera English. 18th August 2020.
M. Ilyushina. 2020. ‘“He doesn’t care if we live or die”: How 
Belarusians shed decades of fear to rattle a strongman’s iron grip”. 
CNN. 19th August 2020. (Appeared on Factiva).
Ivan Nechepurenko & Andrew Higgins. ‘No Longer Cowed, 
Belarus Has Message for Once-Mighty Dictator: “Go Away!”’ The 
New York Times. [Online]. 19th August 2020. (Appeared on Factiva).
Vaidotas Beniusis. ‘“We are not afraid”: Belarus challenger urges 
protest unity. Agence France Presse. [Online]. 23rd August 2020. 
(Appeared on Factiva).
Valzhyna Mort. ‘Belarus protesters surf emotions of exultation and 
fear: When the day’s protest ends and everyone goes home, dread 
sets in again’. Financial Times. [Online]. 9th September 2020.

The first article by Melnichuk has a headline where people’s loss of fear is 
directly connected to shock at the regime’s violence—a significant dynamic 
which is explored in greater depth below. The last article by Mort is curious, 
suggesting that it is during protests that fear has gone, yet in the domestic 
setting of one’s home it returns, perhaps pertaining to a strong sense of 
collective security.

 The mentioning of fear was far more common in the body of articles; 
there were 68 mentions in 198 articles of ‘fear’ or ‘afraid’ in relation to 
resisters or the population in Belarus. 39 related to people losing their fear, 
while there were 29 mentions of resisters or the population being fearful. 
This is not a particularly large difference and rather indicates the complexity 
of the phenomenon of ‘loss of fear’. I will attempt to present some of the 
media portrayal below.

Fear Remains
One clear factor from the media articles is that in Belarus, fear still exists; 
whether it is quotes from protesters agreeing to speak on condition of 
anonymity due to fear for themselves or for their families (Khurshudyan, 
2020a, 2020b; Vasilyeva, 2020a), or a general fear of arrest, brutality and 
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torture at the hands of security forces, leading protesters to be ‘scared to go 
out’ as reported in August 2020 (Blackall, 2020; Charevič, 2020; Higgins, 
2020; Mort, 2020a, Nechepurenko and Higgins, 2020b, 2020c; Walker and 
Roth, 2020b). This fear of going out could also be noted in relation to Mort’s 
(2020a) article just mentioned above, where there is ‘dread’ once protesters 
return home, pointing to a pervasive sense of fear.

A particularly prominent and of course widely reported case is of the 
opposition presidential candidate Svetlana Tikhanovskaya leaving Belarus 
for her safety and that of her family (Agence France Presse, 2020; Mort, 
2020b; Thuburn, 2020); Vasilyeva (2020b) quoted Tikhanovskaya as saying 
about her decision to leave: 

I thought that this movement had given me the strength to withstand 
anything. But perhaps I remain the weak woman that I was at the start 
[…] I made a very difficult decision. I know that many people will 
understand me, many will condemn me, and many will hate me. But 
God forbid you ever have to face a choice like I did. Children are the 
most important thing in our lives.

While this could have undermined the confidence of the opposition 
to Lukashenko, occurring soon after the election, resistance continued 
and Tikhanovskaya has remained prominent in the opposition. Before the 
election, Tikhanovskaya told a rally: ‘You think that I’m not afraid? I’m afraid 
every day […] But I get up, summon my will, get over my fear and move 
forward’ (Roth, 2020a). Significantly, she applied this to the whole country 
on 21st August: ‘Every person in our country feels fear and is scared now, but 
it’s our mission to step over all our fears and move further’ (Thuburn, 2020). 
On 29th August, Agence France Presse (2020; also Dixon, 2020a) reported 
Tikhanovskaya as saying ‘This regime is morally bankrupt and the only way 
it will attempt to cling onto power is by fear and intimidation […] this tactic 
will not work. Belarusian people are not afraid any more. We will win’. With 
the previous acknowledgement that fear is present but must be overcome, and 
later that Belarusians are no longer afraid, this may indicate the significant 
symbolism of the latter statement—even if not strictly accurate.

 Another notable element of fear, perhaps less visible than the overt 
physical violence of Lukashenko’s security forces, pertains to economic 
threats against resisters. This has been reported as having a particular effect 
on workers who are striking, due to the potential for losing their work: 
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Natalia P Antonova, pleaded with fertiliser factory workers to join the 
protests and resume their strike. But just about all of them filed by quietly, 
ignoring her. ‘People are being pressured at work, salaries are dismal and 
we all have loans’, said one of the protesters, Olga Lebedevich, 45, a 
decorator. ‘Everybody is afraid to lose their paychecks, so they live in 
fear (Nechepurenko and Troianovski, 2020).

As well as workers returning to work due to fear of job losses (see Birnbaum 
and Khurshudyan, 2020; Vasilyeva, 2020c), Antusevich (2020) suggested 
they are also ‘afraid of being abandoned, afraid of reprisals’. Turčyna (2020a) 
reported on the strike committees at Minsk University and noted how ‘Some 
instructors who were observers in the country’s August 4-9 presidential 
election or members of candidates’ campaign teams have fled the country 
for fear of persecution’. 

The Loss of Fear
Looking at some of the reported perspectives of certain opposition leaders to 
begin with, Svetlana Tikhanovskaya’s different statements on fear have been 
noted above. In the last ten days of August and into September 2020 she 
was quoted variously as saying ‘Belarusians are overcoming that fear [of the 
government]’ (BBC Monitoring European, 2020a), and ‘we are not afraid’ 
(Beniusis, 2020; Kalinovskaya and Beniusis, 2020), as well as positing an 
awakening of self-respect over fear (Parfitt, 2020a). However, soon after the 
election results, on 11th August a joint statement from Belarus’ opposition 
parties was released which stated: ‘We are proud of the Belarusian people 
that has managed to overcome fear and shown that it can defend its choice 
[of Svetlana Tikhanovsskaya]’ (Bykoŭskaja, 2020a). Indeed, Tikhanovskaya 
stated on 9th August that ‘I believe my eyes, and I see that the majority is with 
us […] We have already won, because we have overcome our fear, our apathy 
and our indifference’ (Kalinovskaya, 2020a; Jaraševič, 2020; The Times, 
2020). These are much earlier statements regarding the loss of fear and may 
have sought to instil confidence and embolden opposition to Lukashenko. 

This is perhaps indicated further by opposition leader Maria 
Kolesnikova telling protesters, ‘I know how scared you are, because we are 
all scared. Thank you for overcoming your fear and joining the majority 
[emphasis added]’ (Kalinovskaya, 2020b), as well as stating ‘I’m not afraid. 
I feel a huge support from the Belarusian people and from my friends. All 
together we do not feel fear’ (Schiltz, 2020). Meanwhile, jailed opposition 
leader Viktar Babaryka was quoted on 17th August as stating: 
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Great things are done by ordinary people, people who have defeated 
their fear. Overcoming fear is every person’s personal victory. People have 
overcome their fear, which means that we have a future. They have said 
that they don’t want to live in fear, hate and blood (Turčyna, 2020b).

These sentiments suggests a significant element of unity and solidarity, as 
well as a sense that individual satisfaction should be derived, in the process 
of ‘overcoming fear’.

 Quotes in the mainstream media from individuals involved in protests 
also reflect the sense among some that ‘there is no more fear’ (Soldak, 2020; 
BBC Monitoring Former Soviet Union, 2020b; Dixon, 2020a; Walker, 
2020f ), that ‘we are no longer afraid’ (O’Reilly and Luhn, 2020; Turčyna, 
2020c). More significant to understanding the ‘loss of fear’ are quoted 
individuals who discuss their fear in relation to other emotions and feelings. 
For example, Sergei Dylevsky, organiser of the strike at Minsk Tractor Works 
and member of the Coordination Council, is reported as saying ‘I hate what 
he [Lukashenko] does with every cell of my soul […] I have overcome fear; 
my hatred for him defeated it’ (Nechepurenko, 2020d; also Walker, 2020e). 
‘Overcome’ does not necessarily mean an absence—although ‘defeated’ 
might. Additionally, Dylevsky may have encouraged others to join the strikes 
through his example, according to a striker called Vadim: ‘The main thing 
is that he has no fear […] He’s just a simple guy, not an opportunist, but he 
know what he needs to do […] People see it and trust him’ (Nechepurenko, 
2020d). Nevertheless, a calculation was still being made by many towards 
the end of August, according to Dylevsky himself:

[He] said only about 3,000 of the plant’s 15,000 workers had signed 
a protest statement, and only about 250 were ready ‘to go all the way’ 
even if it meant being fired. ‘I have come to the point where hatred has 
overcome fear, but most people are still scared of losing their job,’ he 
said. ‘I am a bit disappointed, I had hoped more people would join us’ 
(Walker and Roth, 2020a).

Similarly, Ščarbakoǔ (2020) reported that the chairman of the independent 
Belarusian Congress of Democratic Trade Unions, Aliaksandr Jarašuk, had 
encouraged workers to cease their membership of the pro-government 
Federation of Trade Unions of Belarus, saying many had ‘overcome their fear’ 
to participate in protests, yet ‘a significant number’ remained members of the 
Federation. A Belarusian academic, Katsiaryna Shmatsina, suggested ‘there 
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is an unprecedented leve of solidarity and unification of people […] Even 
the fear of torture cannot stop people from protesting anymore (Triebert, 
Engelbrecht, Matsnev and Chavar, 2020). This is clearly not a clear-cut 
situation; with the sense of overcoming fear due to other factors or through 
a calculation—rather than fear’s absence, we seem to reach a more realistic 
presentation of the circumstances.

Given these statements from Belarusian opposition leaders and people 
involved in actions against Lukashenko, some of the mainstream media’s 
portrayal of a loss of fear is perhaps understandable. In an editorial from 
12th August 2020, The Washington Post (2020) remarked that ‘Citizens have 
broken the fear barrier and want change’. Parfitt (2020b) remarked that ‘The 
workers appeared to have lost their fear’ (also Auseyushkin and Roth, 2020). 
Ilyushina’s (2020) article for CNN on 19th August had a headline partially 
stating ‘How Belarusians shed decades of fear’; the article even states ‘people 
here have shed decades of fear in the span of a few days’. Nechepurenko and 
Higgins (2020a) also implied that Belarus’ opposition to Lukashenko has 
emerged swiftly in ‘recalling the popular uprising that came out of nowhere 
to topple Romania’s seemingly invincible dictator Nicolae Ceausescu in 
1989’. Nevertheless, other mainstream media articles reported evocatively 
on the present fear over the same period. There is a further issue that efforts 
to ‘overcome’ fear, as well as actions contributing to the emergence of open 
resistance to Lukashenko, have been running far longer than a few days. 
Incidentally, research on ‘everyday resistance’ in various contexts has shown 
that hidden and ostensibly disparate forms of resistance should not be 
overlooked (Bayat, 2021; Johansson and Vinthagen, 2021).

Pre-election Loss of Fear 
Evidently, the overcoming or loss of fear was being discussed in Belarus prior 
to the elections; this indicates it was not a ‘sudden’ response to Lukashenko 
stealing this particular election and there has been an accretion of confidence 
over some time. 

 Again, Tikhanovskaya’s perspective was regularly reported and offers 
insight, reflecting her mixed statements on fear after the election. At a rally 
on 4th August Tikhanovskaya stated: ‘Now is the time when everyone must 
overcome their fear’, while acknowledging her own fear: ‘Do you think I’m 
not scared? I’m scared every day. But I muster my courage, get over my fear 
and go to you and go for victory’ (Grebenkin, 2020; also Roth, 2020a). 
This reflected a similar sentiment in mid-July (Kalinovskaya, 2020c). On 
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3rd August at a rally she had said, ‘the further I go, the less fear I have’, 
and said ‘supporters of pro-democratic change “can no longer be afraid and 
keep silence”’ (Sierada, 2020a). On 22nd July Tikhanovskaya was reported 
as saying ‘Now I’m not afraid, I feel your support and your strength. Being 
in this place now is my duty. My duty is to help make us and our children 
free’ (Korovenkova, 2020). 

The significance of this latter statement is that while opposition 
figureheads might have emboldened people through example, they were also 
emboldened through ordinary Belarusian’s actions. This is indicated further 
in her explanation that:

When I saw multiple lines of people [waiting for their turn to give their 
signature] during the collection of ballot access signatures, that gave 
me much strength. And I decided to move ahead and only forward no 
matter what, because I felt responsibility for the people who, just like 
Siarhiej [her imprisoned husband], want change (Sierada, 2020b).

Sierada (2020b) also reported a representative of the election monitoring 
group Honest People, connected to candidate Vikar Babaryka, as having 
received ‘more than 10,000 applications from people seeking to become 
observers at polling station’, while campaign rallies had attracted thousands, 
sometimes tens of thousands of people (Grebenkin, 2020; Roth, 2020a; 
Sierada, 2020a). The Belarusian political analyst Alesia Rudnik suggested that 
the three female presidential candidates had brought together ‘Belarusians 
who would not normally participate in anti-government demonstrations’ 
and ‘people are not afraid now’ (Grebenkin, 2020). On 29th July, The 
Independent quoted Tikhanovskaya as saying ‘There wasn’t a moment where 
she didn’t feel “very, very frightened”. But it was a fear the whole country 
shared, she insists’ (Carroll, 2020). Ultimately, the impression is one of being 
united in fear in a way that acknowledging it led to a mutual emboldenment.

Crucially, even before the election and the regime and security force’s 
subsequent severe crackdown, the opposition’s overcoming of fear was being 
posited against the regime’s fear. Two football matches in Minsk on 7th 
August were postponed, with the Executive Committee of the Belarusian 
Football Federation said to ‘fear that thousands of supporters of presidential 
candidate Sviatlana Cichanoŭskaja [Svetlana Tikhanosvskaya] could legally 
gather in the stands’ (Ulasaŭ, 2020); at a previous match ‘Many fans chanted 
the opposition slogan “Žyvie Belarus!” (Long live Belarus!)’ (Ulasaŭ, 2020). 
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Opposition members have said candidates were barred from the election 
because Lukashenko ‘was afraid of them’ (Sierada, 2020a). In response to 
Lukashenko’s suggestion that military force could be used in response to 
election trouble, saying he had ‘learned the lessons of 2010 [post-election 
protests…] I understand the need to have well-prepared soldiers ready just in 
case’ (Carroll, 2020), Tikhanovskaya stated: ‘I hope they [the military] will 
listen to their people—and never, ever send in the tanks or soldiers’ (Carroll, 
2020). Of great significance is Tikhanovskaya’s direct appeal to the armed 
forces in early August:

You are part of the army and when the army serves the people, the 
people is extremely grateful to it. We want to respect our army. Act in a 
way that will make us proud of you […] The police stand together with 
the people (Sierada, 2020a).

This shows a pre-emptive engagement with the security forces and a possible 
utilisation of their potential internal unease and discontentment, an 
engagement that continued post-election.

Fear among Security Force and Regime Elements
There was already a sense before the election that the aggressive stance of 
Lukashenko against his own people was proving counterproductive. With 
the regime implying that the security forces and military were preparing for 
post-election clashes, Roth (2020a) described Lukashenko as ‘Backed into a 
corner […] the normal scare tactics have done little to dampen turnout at 
opposition rallies’. He quoted a former aide to Lukashenko in the 1990s, 
Alexandere Feduta, as saying:

The more that he tries to scare them, the more it has a reverse effect… 
Right now, he is trying to convince everyone that he will open fire. If 
there’s no shooting, it’s him being weak. But if a shot is fired, it’s his 
political death.

Many Belarusians’ outrage at the post-election brutality of the security forces 
is discussed in the following section; here it is significant to note the ‘fear’ 
within the regime that this stance implies. 

Andrei Sannikov, a presidential candidate in 2010, has suggested 
that ‘Lukashenko has been scared to lose his power since 2020’, with his 
subsequent crackdown being visible internationally ‘for the first time […] 
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in 2020 he decided to use violence right away, even despite the presence of 
some international observers and foreign press’ (Shevchenko, 2020; BBC, 
2020c). Shevchenko (2020) noted that ‘since then, the regime has used 
only more violence against the opposition, fearing a larger civil uprising, 
similar to what transpired in neighboring Ukraine’ (Shevchenko, 2020). 
While this could denote anxiety, I suggest it might also be a genuine—even 
if misplaced—confidence or arrogance, that opposition could simply be 
brutally suppressed, having ‘worked’ in 2010. Violence is not equivalent to 
power; Tikhanovskaya’s suggestion after the election is indicative of this, that 
the regime ‘is shaking with fear […] strikes have driven the dictatorship into 
a corner, wounded in the very heart, that’s why they are trying to divide you 
[…] if we keep together, this regime will not stand a chance’ (Nosava, 2020). 
This realisation that a regime is scared can prove particularly potent.

 The political regime’s fear was suggested as having been impressed on 
the security forces. BBC Monitoring Former Soviet Union (2020a) translated 
an article from Russia,1 comprising analysis from a former member of the 
Russian Internal Troops, psychologist Anton Belotskiy, who suggested that 
the indiscriminate chasing and arrest of anyone on he streets during and 
after demonstrations ‘is the clearest sign of indecisiveness, jumpiness and 
fear’. Belotskiy noted that security force members may have been ‘pumped’ 
by ‘being frightened with the ghost of Maidan, which happened in Ukraine 
in 2014; they probably were told about the losses among the security forces 
from the Ukrainian special forces Berkut’. This instilling of fear may have 
proven insufficient in certain instances; notable details from this report are 
Belotskiy’s observation that away from Minsk there was evidence of the riot 
police, OMON, lowering their shields and ‘fraternising with the protests […] 
this is insubordination […] it is unwillingness to shed blood. Apparently, 
the police assessed the degree of threat and realised that there was nothing 
threatening’ (BBC Monitoring Former Soviet Union, 2020a). 

Significantly, other cases of police refusing to attack protesters have 
been reported (Auseyushkin and Roth, 2020), even at least one report on 
record of resignation in disgust (Walker, 2020h)—finding its more open 
form of solidarity in the reports of veterans of the security forces binning their 
uniforms (BBC, 2020a; BBC, 2020b). It is a curious detail in Auseyushkin 
and Roth’s (2020) report that:

1   Maksim Kislyakov: “Russian State Security Officer Evaluated Work of 
Belarusian OMON [Riot Police]: ‘OnEdge’” ‘Moskovsky Konsomolets’. 10th 
August.
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At times even the riot police looked scared and confused about what 
to do. As the crowd called on a masked police officer to release an 
unconscious protester, he turned on them with a look of fear and 
exasperation visible through his balaclava ‘I did let him go!’ he yelled. 
‘Call an ambulance, you idiots’.

It is apparent that at least some elements of the security forces have felt a 
dilemma confronting the protesters, while it is significant that opposition 
elements seem to have acknowledged this and taken concrete actions 
to facilitate defections or at least refusal to join in the suppression. Mid-
August, Maria Kolesnikova appealed to security force officers and diplomats 
at a rally, stating: ‘This is your last chance to fight your fear. We were all 
scared too. Join us and we will support you’ (Walker, 2020g; Walker, 2020b). 
Tikhanovskaya implored similarly, stating ‘their past behaviour would be 
forgiven if they acted now’ (O’Reilly and Luhn, 2020). This does not seem to 
have been an empty promise, with one example being the officer explaining 
his resignation in Walker’s (2020h) article receiving €1,500 from the Belarus 
Solidarity fund to help cover his 6,000 Belarusian roubles (£1,823) fine for 
breaking his contract with the police.

 This sense of an amnesty for defecting security force and regime 
members may contrast somewhat with the tactic that has emerged of protesters 
attempting to unmask security force officers. This involves removing the 
masks to expose their faces, using face matching technology or word-of-
mouth and open-source information to uncover their full identities (Walker, 
2020i). A Telegram channel called ‘Black Book’ is dedicated to identifying 
police officers in this manner. Given that many officers have run away or 
attempt to hide their faces when unmasked, it has been suggested as effective 
in stopping violence (Dixon, 2020b; Walker, 2020i). Both this action, as 
well as the act of being masked, could both be taken as an indication of the 
regime’s fear (see Browne, 2020).  

Unmasking the security forces is evidently a highly symbolic action, 
while having real practical implications for accountability (see BBC, 2020d), 
while also clearly indicating the emboldened actions among Belarusian 
opposition to Lukashenko. One video unveiling the use of facial recognition 
available via Facebook at the time of writing2 is stylised and overstates the 

2  https://www.facebook.com/mein.name.ist.belarus/
videos/1634806816700516
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capabilities of the technology to unveil masked police, although the message’s 
intention of intimidating and shaming Belarus’ security forces is powerful. 
However, the implications of deanonymizing are likely more complicated. 
The Chief of the Interior Ministry’s main security department, Andrei Parshin 
indicated that threats against police officers would be treated with ‘the most 
brutal response’ (Dixon, 2020b), with such deanonymizing and its potential 
implications maybe being vulnerable to being framed as threatening. Walker 
(2020i) reported the founder of Nexta, a Telegram channel organising 
protest actions, as saying if the security forces ‘start kidnapping and killing 
people, then the killers will not be able to feel comfortable even in their own 
apartments. If the state cannot be responsible for dispensing justice, then 
ordinary people may take this function into their own hands’. Former British 
ambassador to Belarus, Nigel Gould-Davies, remarked in a report on 21st 
September 2020 that ‘despite the protesters’ innovative tactics, they have yet 
to achieve the kinds of large-scale defections in the security forces or divisions 
within the elite that are needed to topple Lukashenko (Dixon, 2020b). While 
this was still early in the struggle, my personal question is whether it could 
alienate some in the security forces in feeling they are invested in the survival 
of Lukashenko’s regime, in order to avoid prosecution in a free Belarus, or 
simply their personal insecurity which could possibly be played upon by the 
regime, as Anton Belostkiy suggested had already occurred as noted above. 
Ultimately, creating a sense of unity among protesters and wavering security 
forces, or at least courting the empathy of the latter, seems more effective 
than utilising fear.

Taking Action as Imperative—Regardless of Fear
Resisters’ engagement with and bold actions against the security forces 
is occurring within a context of severe and, from some perspectives an 
unprecedented, level of security force brutality, as mainstream media 
presentations show. These presentations are explored below, alongside the 
implications of Belarusians’ apparent genuine shock at the level of brutality. 
Their responses have regularly been situated in relation to fear.

 The acknowledgement of Belarusians being scared or having fear, yet 
that being overcome due to other emotions or drivers, has been noted above. 
On 10th August Tikhanovskaya acknowledged ‘All of us are afraid but we 
call for fighting one’s fear’ (Spasiuk, 2020); another protester was reported 
saying  ‘I think that everyone here on the square is afraid and there is a reason 
to be scared, […] But there is faith, more faith than fear, so that’s why we 
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came here today’ (BBC, 2020g; also Walker, 2020c). Moreover, the violence 
of the regime seems to have directly affected this process.

 Ultimately, the violence and brutality of the regime in confronting 
the opposition is widely reported as having proven ineffective in stopping 
resistance, even in its unprecedented nature (see Melnichuk, 2020)—and 
was potentially ineffective precisely because of the perception of it reaching 
new heights. Feduta remarked, ‘the more that he [Lukashenko] tries to 
scare them, the more it has a reverse effect’ (Roth, 2020a). On 25th August, 
Tikhanovskaya was reported as saying the ‘violence crackdown on the people 
[…] has not deterred our people and only strengthened the resolve of the 
nation’ (Korovenkova, 2020). In various reports, it is indicated that despite 
security force violence and irrespective of any fear, open protests continued 
(BBC, 2020g; Harding, 2020), perhaps after some rejuvenation by bold 
female protesters after particularly severe violence in the few days following 
the election announcement (Shevchenko, 2020; Walker, 2020a). 

Potentially the strongest comment in terms of analysis was from Steve 
Crawshaw (2020) in The Independent on 22nd August, in an article titled 
‘Repressive violence may only accelerate change in Belarus’, who directly 
connects the loss of fear to regime collapse. In the face of violence:

Peaceful and creative protests multiplied – not just in Minsk but across 
the country. Once-loyal servants of Lukashenko, from policemen and 
editors to ambassadors, lost their fear, saw the writing on the wall, or – 
as so often, with collapsing regimes – a mixture of the two (Crawshaw, 
2020).

Other articles quoted Belarusians whose motive for resistance was directly 
the level of violence engaged in by the security forces, their anger and shock 
being only exacerbated (Abdurasulov, 2020; Glushakov, 2020; Ilyushina, 
2020; Nechepurenko and Higgins, 2020b; Soldak, 2020). This includes the 
strike organiser Dylevsky mentioned above, who began the strike ‘shocked 
by what he had witnessed’, including a protester who ‘lost an eye after being 
beaten’ (Nechepurenko, 2020).

A Point of No Return
Very much related to the level of outrage at the regime’s violence is a sense 
among Belarus’ opponents of Lukashenko of a point of no return being 
reached (see Soldak, 2020). Rainsford (2020) noted that ‘For [protester] 
Tatyana, the brutality of security forces against protesters was the breaking 
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point’, quoting her as saying ‘They’re trying to terrify people, but the reverse 
is happening. No one will forget what went on […] There’s no way back. 
The people will not forgive this’. Another protester, Lyudmila, was quoted:

‘We are definitely not ready to get back to the life we had for many 
years now,’ she said. ‘We finally feel like we matter because we’ve been 
living in apathy for way too long, and now we just have this feeling of 
solidarity [...] so that’s definitely not the time to give up’ (BBC, 2020f; 
Troianovski, 2020).

Evocatively, a striking teacher explained: 

You are scared. And we have fear, too. But today each of us understands: 
if I back down, if I get scared, I will betray [others]. I will betray myself, 
betray my profession, betray my family, betray every set of eyes that is 
looking at me with trust and hope (Turčyna, 2020d).

This remark is a very personal sense of the compulsion of responsibility felt 
to her fellow Belarusians.

 Moreover, this same acknowledgement of fear but that a point of 
no return had been reached has been reflected by opposition leaders and 
organisers. A protest leader in Molodechno, Valery Savitsky, suggested: 
‘Now everyone is a bit scared. It’s clear that we won’t go back to living in 
the same country we lived in before’ (Walker, 2020d).  Tikhanovskaya 
remarked that ‘You can’t lock everyone up. The spirit is so strong now. He 
cannot break everyone […] We are afraid, we cannot say we are not. But the 
yearning for change and freedom is rising above the fear’ (Sierada, 2020c; 
also BBC Monitoring European, 2020b; The Guardian, 2020). Through 
these sentiments, there is an increasing sense that fear is being outweighed 
by various other emotions, rather than being absent.

 An intriguing aspect of this is the compulsion to act that has been 
expressed, the need to do something against security force violence, or for 
one’s fellow resisters or Belarusians. Denis Dudinsky, a well-known TV show 
host, was taken off air in August after an Instagram post condemning riot 
police, having seen them beating and arresting people (Troianovski, 2020). 
Explaining his need to speak out, Dudinsky said: ‘When a man is drowning, 
you don’t think, “Hmm, he’s 100 meters away” […] You take your clothes 
off and jump’ (Troianovski, 2020). 
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Closely interrelated to this compulsion is the sense of heavy investment 
in resistance activities. An opponent of the regime, Daria Danilova, stated: 
‘It’s either the shame of not doing enough […] or the fear that you’ve done so 
much that there will be serious consequences’ (Troianovski, 2020). Another 
opponent, Elizaveta, said: ‘[Lukashenko] just didn’t care […] we then 
realised that he doesn’t care if we live or die […] we had to do something’ 
(Ilyushina, 2020). As prominent opposition members, Kolesnikova was 
reported as remarking ‘The west, Russia won’t help – we can only help 
ourselves. In this way it turned out that female faces became a signal for 
women, and men too, that every person should take responsibility’ (Walker, 
2020a). Tikhanosvakaya has possibly put it most bluntly: ‘We have no right 
to step back now - if not now, we’ll be slaves and our people understand this 
and I’m sure we will stand till the end’ (BBC, 2020e). This investment in 
the resistance process in the wake of repression and fear I have previously 
described as a ‘nothing to lose’ mentality, or a ‘do or die’ sentiment (Brown, 
2019, 314,427,434), the sense that the risk of continuing is no greater than 
ceasing resistance, and indeed resisters may have everything to lose if they 
give up ‘now’. 

 Lastly, mainstream media’s presentation of a sense of unity among 
Belarusians in opposing Lukashenko is perhaps already clear from the quotes 
above. However, resisters’ sense that this unity is unprecedented and marks 
the emergence of something new is prominent. Rainsford (2020) quoted a 
correspondent in Minsk stating: 

They wanted to teach people a lesson, not to protest. But they got 
another result […] Never in the history of Belarus have we seen such 
united actions as now. I feel like it’s already impossible to stop. We have 
such a feeling, like the Belarusian nation has been born.

A protester speaking to Abdurasulov (2020) mentioned ‘we can breathe 
freedom for the first time in our lives!’ and that ‘many feel elated and 
optimistic that a new beginning is awaiting Belarus’. Protester Elena 
Molochko was reported on 16th August as saying, ‘this past week has changed 
the mood of the nation […] this is the first time we feel such solidarity 
with each other, we feel this great cathartic happiness from this new feeling’ 
(Soldak, 2020; Kurkovskiy, 2020; O’Reilly and Parfitt, 2020). Kolesnikova 
described the opposition to Lukashenko as ‘not a struggle for power […] a 
struggle for human dignity and self-respect’ (BBC, 2020f ). Again, elsewhere 
she has posited fear against new emotions and actions:
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Nine million Belarusians have found themselves in a situation where 
each of us may be put in prison at any moment […] We have won 
a victory in that we have realized that we are free citizens of Belarus, 
we want a new life and we are ready to bear responsibility and bring 
us closer to this life step by step […] We have no illusions over how 
this government may behave, but we have coped with our fear and are 
moving forward (Bykoŭskaja, 2020b).

Similar to ‘overcoming’ fear, ‘coped’ with fear is a further notable clarification 
of the emotional situation.

Discussion
The mainstream media accounts presented above should be commended 
generally for drawing heavily on interviews and quotes with Belarusian 
opposition members at all levels. Much of the information about fear in the 
articles is from direct quotes, albeit translated in some cases. Based on the 
reported statements, to say that fear has disappeared is an overstatement, 
with it being more realistic to say that fear has been suppressed, managed 
or coped with by individuals involved in the resistance to Lukashenko. It is 
such surmounted fear (Pearlman, 2016, p.25) that appeared to be shaping 
the phenomenon of the barrier of fear being broken in Belarus; not a loss or 
absence of fear among many Belarusians, rather them pushing through fear 
regardless. 

 Locating what it was that enabled many Belarusians to do this, the 
regime’s violence and brutality, triggering significant anger among the 
population, appears to lie at the root. Especially if we consider that the 
regime’s decision to violently suppress opposition may have been driven 
by its own fears (plus animosity and anger), negative emotional energy on 
both sides that drives conflict may have fed into positive emotional energy 
for opponents of the regime (see Bramsen and Poder, 2014, p.77). The 
dynamics identified above, that: there was a point of no return; one had to 
act; there was nothing to lose, driving a ‘do or die’ mentality; there was a new 
unity, as well as rebirth of the nation outside the referent of the regime, were 
intimately connected to the regime’s violence and associated popular anger.

 Summarising these connections in the context of fear still remaining 
among many Belarusians, during the period of mid- to late-August 2020, 
when various headlines and articles were referring to the loss of fear, prominent 
opposition leader Svetlana Tikhanovskaya was reported as acknowledging 
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her fear. However, this is very much connected to the other theme of ‘taking 
action as imperative’, that was apparent in relation to fear. That is to say, 
Belarusians—including Tikhanovskaya and perhaps partially inspired by 
her—acknowledged the need to oppose Lukashenko’s regime in spite of their 
fear. Outrage at the level of regime violence and brutality against Belarusians 
was a clear motive to this action. In turn, alongside the acknowledgement 
that fear remains and the imperative to act, there was the sense of a ‘point of 
no return’. With this, we reach the most devastating implications of violence 
afflicted by a leader on their own people, with significant potential results 
for resistance campaigns. The ‘unprecedented’ violence of the regime led to 
an extraordinary feeling of unity and solidarity among Belarusians in their 
opposition to it, linked to something more than just ‘hope’; alienated by the 
violence, it was the sense of a tangible (re)birth of the nation outside the 
referent of the Lukashenko regime.

Working through Fear Over the Long-Term
The resistance to Lukashenko in the post-2020 election period was at least 
partially triggered in the immediate term by his regime’s violent repression of 
demonstrations, which encouraged Belarusians’ willingness to work through 
their fear. The sense that fear was being lost, as well as an acknowledgement 
of fear but the need to act, also shapes the theme of ‘pre-election loss of 
fear’. This was at least a short-term phenomenon in July and August leading 
up to the election. Notably, opposition leaders such as Tikhanovskaya were 
setting an example, acknowledging their fear but also the need for courage. 
During this pre-election period, the Lukashenko regime already seemed to 
be disconcerted by the increasing turnout for opposition candidates’ election 
rallies, threatening the use of force. Seen under the theme of ‘fear among 
security force and regime elements’, such threats were perceived by some 
Belarusians as weakness; to recall Alexandere Feduta’s words: ‘If there’s no 
shooting, it’s him [Lukashenko] being weak. But if a shot is fired, it’s his 
political death’ (quoted in Roth, 2020a). Following the elections and the 
severe repression, this realisation that the regime feared citizens’ resistance 
and unity was compounded. One of the anticipated weak points of the 
regime was the security forces, with defections being encouraged and 
promises of amnesty from the opposition to Lukashenko. 

 Much of this relates to the coercion-protest paradox (Pearlman, 
2013, p.392), or the paradox of repression, referring to how repression may 
unwittingly encourage resistance and undermine the repressor’s legitimacy 
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(Smithey and Kurtz, 2018, p.1). Notably, Pearlman (2013) suggested that 
the costs of dissent may not decline, rather, ‘individuals accept costs that they 
previously had not accepted’ (p.389), which appears to reflect the situation 
for many Belarusians; despite their continued fear over the potential ‘costs’ 
of dissent—including the potential of facing lethal force—their anger about 
authoritarianism and repression meant they were willing to resist.

 Although it is significant how a regime’s physical violence can 
‘backfire’ and lead to outrage in the immediate term, there are varied forms 
of repression short of physical violence (Smithey and Kurtz, 2018, pp.2-
3) that may be fear-inducing; Pearlman (2013) referred to the ‘pervasive, 
structural form of fear’ (p.392) underpinning the hierarchical structures of 
advantage, dominance and exploitation. Whether this form of ingrained 
fear is undermined over a longer-term period, perhaps by more hidden 
forms of resistance, is meaningful to consider. Pearlman observed that: ‘For 
decades under authoritarian regimes, many citizens in the Arab world did 
not engage in public dissent for fear of danger and doubt about its ability to 
produce change’ (p.387). While making reference to public dissent and the 
emboldened emotions and actions of nonactivists, thus leaving space for the 
role of hidden and everyday acts of resistance, the lack of explicit reference 
to or discussion of such resistance adds to the impression of a ‘sudden’ fall 
of fear at a specific point—something Pearlman notes shortly afterwards 
in referring to the barrier of fear being broken (p.388; also Salamey and 
Pearson, 2012, p.940).

In fairness, Pearlman (2013) also acknowledges that during the 
2010/11 Tunisian revolution, it was established activists that acted as models 
of courage (p.394). Likewise, it has been suggested that leaders and activists 
can create situations where emotions such as anger could be nurtured to 
the extent people are ‘angry enough to overcome fear and engage in action’ 
(Bramsen and Poder, 2014, p.77; Smithey and Kurtz, 2018, p.15)—Brian 
Martin’s (2012) Backfire Manual is significant in this regard in showing 
how various practices and events can be exposed in their nefariousness. Yet 
how leaders and activists themselves find the courage in the first instance 
is necessary to assess. Sørensen and Rigby (2017), drawing on academics 
and activists’ contributions at a symposium on fear, suggested that creating 
a culture of resistance among more experienced activists is necessary to 
overcome fear (p.232), who can then ‘lead the way’ with their apparent 
fearlessness or courage. The nature of everyday resistance in Belarus 
requires further exploration, although ‘regular opposition protest through 
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the 2000s’ (De Vogel, 2022, p.10) alongside notable events of open ‘mass’ 
resistance, for example in 2006 (Sector, 2006; Korosteleva, 2009) and 
2010-11 (De Vogel, 2022; Human Rights Watch, 2011), indicates how 
resistance to Lukashenko’s regime was being sustained. In summer 2020, 
there was increasing communication, coordination, mobilisation and public 
opposition running up to the elections (Mateo, 2022, pp.37-38; Carroll, 
2020; Ulasaŭ, 2020). Ultimately, rather than a barrier of fear being broken, 
it may be more helpful to talk of a progressive emboldening despite fear. 

Conclusion 
The ‘breaking of the barrier of fear’ is an enduring rhetorical device, adopted 
in prominent articles’ headlines in the wake of Belarus’ August 2021 
protests. Arguably, this simplistic assessment is countered by the media 
itself in the content of numerous articles directly quoting Belarusians, who 
acknowledged their fear in relation to other emotional dynamics and their 
activities. However, oversimplification could lead to misunderstanding 
of practical resistance actions. It is unlikely that action could be taken to 
remove people’s fear, yet short-term responses such as effective coverage of 
regime mis-steps and violence, fomenting outrage at brutality and indignity, 
building solidarity, all seem to be interrelated in enabling fear to be worked 
through and ‘offset’. Moreover, working through fear is likely to require 
longer-term confidence building, at least in terms of building up networks 
of actors willing to act and oppose the regime—both clandestinely and 
openly—with the sense of a barrier of fear suddenly breaking also giving 
insufficient consideration to the positive effects of such long-running yet 
potentially hidden resistance. 

Notably, many of the elements of Belarusians’ assessments of fear recall 
Tunisian resisters’ sentiments relating to fear (Resistance Studies Initiative, 
2021). The outrage at security force violence and subsequent compulsion 
to act, as a do or die mentality, is one of the most striking elements that 
evokes the Tunisia situation from the perspective of my own interviews 
with Tunisians (Resistance Studies Initiative, 2021). These are intriguing 
dynamics to how fear manifests in different circumstances that require 
additional research.3

3   Brown, C.S. (n.d.) ‘Overcoming the ‘Barrier of Fear’ in order to Resist: 
Reflections from Belarus and Tunisia’. Unpublished research paper
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 While the connection between anger and the ability to work through 
fear in order to act appears particularly salient, how this might differ 
according to the context and individuals involves, as well as the presence 
and significance of various other emotions, is important to consider. For 
example, this study provides some support for the link between anger and 
hope, in how Belarusians started to consider their country and society outside 
the referent of the Lukashenko regime and its violence. Therefore, resisters’ 
ability to discuss and implement tangible alternative and autonomous 
political, economic and social structures outside of a repressive system could 
be a significant means of sustaining such hope.
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A Resistance History of India
Stellan Vinthagen, University of Massachusetts, Amherst

Abstract
This article takes a historical view on the Indian civil society; its actors, 
strategies and issues, and evaluates its democracy-promoting resistance, and 
the impact from globalization. After a brief overview of the pre-indepen-
dence context, and the early post-independence developments, the period of 
advanced globalization from the 1990s is focused. India is a country with 
a strong social movement culture, formed through its history of anticolonial 
struggle. The civil society is vibrant, diverse and conflictual, with a multitude 
of groups. Key examples are the anti-colonial movement, the land reform 
movement, the mobilization for “Total Revolution”, as well as alliances of 
movements and recurrent mobilizations by peasants, women, Adivasi (Indig-
enous), Dalits (“untouchables”). The analysis outlines four historical periods 
with very different conditions for democracy-promoting resistance. The con-
clusion is that resistance has been very successful, especially initially. However, 
the analysis also shows how the counter-mobilization by Hindu nationalists 
grew strong and more impactful during advanced globalization. The result 
is that Indian democracy has been undermined. Thus, despite initial and 
fundamental impact, it is the Hindu nationalist counter-resistance to the re-
sistance of pro-democracy civil society groups, that is impacting contemporary 
democracy.

India has remained the ‘world’s largest democracy’ since 1947, a remarkable 
achievement. Yet, during the last years its democracy index has dropped, and 
there are reasons to be worried. From the anti-colonial movement up until 
recently, mass-based movements have often aimed to somehow increase, 
deepen and secure democratic rights and social justice. That has significantly 
changed with the continous growth of the Hindu nationalist forces, 
particularly since the 1990s. One hundred years ago, Hindu nationalism 
was marginal and overshadowed by various secular, democatic organizations. 

For the purpose of this article, I refer to ‘democratizing resistance’ 
as resistance mobilizations by mass movements that (1) mobilize within a 
subordinated category of people, and that (2) aim to democratize public 
institutions, policies or laws, or aim to improve the living conditions or 
political rights of subordinated groups in society.
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To construct a history of Indian resistance is quite a challenge, not 
least considering the many established voices which claim importance 
and legitimacy—including the British colonialists, Congress politicians, 
Gandhian radicals, Communist militants, Dalit and low-caste radicals, 
and Hindu nationalists—as well as the  multitude of subordinated voices 
affecting historical events and the contemporary polarized politics of India. 
Such an attempt is also a ‘political act’; that is, some events, processes and 
outcomes are prioritized and highlighted, while others are dealt with only 
superficially, if treated at all. In other words, many and difficult choices, 
which of course could have been made quite differently, have been necessary 
in seeking to bring any order and structure to the vast material that the 
following pages seek to cover.

This article seeks to direct special attention to the role of mobilization 
of the subordinated as well as their individual resistance. In doing this, I draw 
inspiration from the Subaltern Studies Group (SSG, 1982-1994) (Guha 
1982, 1999). The SSG, which was mostly active in the 1980s in India, the 
UK and Australia, is best described as a group of critical historians, who 
are inspired by Antonio Gramsci and the UK based ‘history from below-
movement.’ The chief aim of the group is to criticize the mainstream and 
‘elitist’ perspective from mainstream historians (Guha 1982).

The anti-colonial liberation movement
The anti-colonial liberation movement in India came to form a strong legacy 
for the new independent country—its democracy, secularism and socialism 
(Chandra 1989: 428-442; Hall 1989). However, as we will see further 
below, the colonial system also created a legacy which—when independent 
India established its own political, administrative and social structure—led 
the country to reproduce many of the injustices, acts of exploitations of 
the masses, and social hierarchies that were originally created by the British 
(Subrahmanyam 2006). As one of Asia’s first anti-colonial movements, the 
Indian liberation movement took real shape in 1919, although the Indian 
National Congress (INC) had existed since the end of the nineteenth 
century (Vinthagen 2015: 54-55). At first, the INC was dominated by 
Indians with Western schooling, who made modest and polite demands for 
reforms. Eventually, one of them, Mohandas K. Gandhi, gained international 
reputation when he suggested a more radical path, transforming the INC into 
a national people’s movement with revolutionary goals and a sophisticated 
nonviolent strategy (Vinthagen 2015). Since India was a country with half 
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a million villages, not just a few thousand intellectual city-dwellers, Gandhi 
intended to mobilize ordinary village peasants into the first pan-India 
grassroots movement through concrete resistance campaigns (Gandhi 1997).

Gandhi adopted and politicized religious concepts as well as national 
and traditional symbols, which he combined with tactics and strategies from 
modern movements. In doing this, he created a unique type of oppositional 
politics (Vinthagen 2015: 54-55). For example, he tapped into a traditional 
form of resistance, namely ‘hartal’; that is, a form of protest in which 
strikes and boycotts are combined. Put simply, people stayed at home and 
refused to participate in production, consumption or any other colonially 
organized social activities. The movement carried out the first large non-
cooperation campaign against the British colonial power between 1919 and 
1922. Besides a series of local nonviolent campaigns, they also conducted 
two larger national mass mobilizations, between 1930 and 1932 (the Salt 
March), then from 1940 to 1942 (Quit India) (Chandra 1989; Guha 2019; 
Ostergaard 1985). At times, as many as 60,000 Indians associated with the 
movement were imprisoned for civil disobedience.1

Apart from various actions of resistance (such as refusing to accept 
awards, boycotting English textiles, blockades of shops, and strikes), the INC 
also implemented a ‘constructive program.’ The program was established on 
a vision to create a bottom up development, a decolonization of India, not 
just its formal independence from the British, and not only empowering 
individual Indians, but also empowering a network of autonomous 
villages. Gandhi labelled this strategy: ‘Hind Swaraj’ (Indian Self-rule) 
(Gandhi 1997). In greater detail, the program involved the construction of 
independent institutions in economics, education, politics and other fields. 
However, besides Gandhi and some devoted organizers, the INC never 
fully appreciated the point of the constructive program. Furthermore, the 
Subaltern Studies Group, the SSG, has in their critique of the official Indian 
History argued that substantial avoidance resistance, rebellions and popular 
resistance outside the control of the Congress leadership played a key role in 
the liberation (Ludden 2001). One example of this is the Anti-Brahminism 
movement in Tamil Nadu. The main point made by the SSG is that they 
claim the initiative, orientation, and dynamic of the resistance movements 
varied immensely. This depended firstly on the subordinated group and region 
involved and, secondly, that the resistance indicated a relative autonomous 
consciousness and activity by the subordinated, which deviated from the 

1  See https://www.britannica.com/event/Salt-March  (Accessed Aug 25, 2020).
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policies of the Congress politicians. Fundamentally, subaltern rebellions 
would often aggressively attack local elites and landlords and had more of 
a class-antagonistic character than what the nationalist leaders wanted, who 
strived for national unity in the struggle against the British (Guha 1999). 

It is rather uncontested that the aggregated resistance from Indians 
made not only the colony increasingly difficult to control for the British, but 
also by extension, less attractive to keep. Several constitutional negotiations 
were held with the British and, after the end of the Second World War, 
India finally gained formal independence in 1947. However, the price was 
high—maybe too high; for example, the partition of (Hindu) India and 
(Muslim) Pakistan/Bangladesh. It also led to the murder of Gandhi in 1948 
by a Hindu fascist, who believed that Gandhi had been too lenient towards 
the Muslims. The anti-colonial movement also had profound consequences 
in other ways than the ones mentioned above. For example, one faction of 
the movement transformed into a political party: The Congress Party.2

State-driven modernization
In power, the Congress Party adopted a relatively radical Constitution, 
which not only aimed at safeguarding popular rights and liberal democratic 
principles but also promoted a centralized federal state structure. The 
Party came to dominate post-colonial Indian politics for decades and 
facilitated secularism, socialism and large-scale projects of modernization 
and industrialization. Over time, the new state formed its own (unique) 
combination of liberal democracy and state planned economy. Today, India 
is a member of the BRICS and has joined the G20 group of the strongest 
nation state economies.Today’s India hosts a small but powerful economic 
elite (with some 100 USD-billionaires), a growing middle class (consisting 
of around 150 million people) and an absolute majority of (extremely) poor 
people.3 To sustain a democracy within a country that has a larger number 
of languages and religions than possibly anywhere else on earth is quite a 
challenge. As Atul Kohli (2001: 1) states, ‘[t]he success of democracy in 
India defies many prevailing theories that stipulate preconditions for 

2  This transformation took place from the 1937 elections onwards, after the 
British created the India Act 1935 that established autonomy of provinces 
within a federation, based on reserved seats for princely states and religious 
minorities.
3  https://www.oxfam.org/en/india-extreme-inequality-numbers  (Accessed Aug 
29, 2020).
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democracy.’ While the ability of different groups to influence politics varies 
greatly over time and across the country (Katzenstein et al. 2001; Kochanek 
2007), it continues to be possible for those who can voice their demands 
loud enough to be accommodated within the existing framework. Still, 
democracy in India is very limited and indeed faces serious challenges. For 
example, the power is controlled from the top and the party system is weak 
and centered around individuals; patron-client relationships and corruption 
are commonplace (Frankel et al. 1989; Kitschelt et al. 2007). 

One key part of the explanation for the situation described above is a 
failure, at least since the end of the 1960s, to incorporate the poor majority 
of the people in the political system due to a ‘deinstitutionalization’ of the 
state (Kohli 1997: 328-9), where weak institutions were exploited by strong 
individual polititicans. Another key part that explain the problem is that 
there has been a ‘paradoxical’ trend of an increasing subordination of civil 
society by the state, in a country that was literally liberated through the 
mobilization of the very same civil society (Heller 2009). This is visible in 
how politicians are not representing the population of the country. The 
parliament consists generally of USD millionaires and is infamous for its 
high rate of criminals.4

Put simply, India’s fundamental development problems are: first, 
national economic growth that mainly benefits the upper sections of 
society, while letting poverty and misery continue for the majority; second, 
progressive rights and democratic laws on paper, which nevertheless are not 
implemented fully or equally in practice. Therefore, we can say that India is 
a country with both undemocratic and democratizing tendencies enfolding 
over its history, but where lower secions of society are de-facto having very 
little democratic influence, while also the overall democracy index has 
decreased over the last decade.5 

4  In 2019 this increased to 43% of its members, 29% with serious criminal 
cases such as rape and murder, while these politicians have an average of 
2 million USD in assets per person. See the report from the Association 
for Democratic Reforms, “Lok Sabha Elections 2019 Analysis of Criminal 
Background, Financial, Education, Gender and other details of Winners” (25 
May 2019). https://adrindia.org  (accessed 11 Aug, 2019).
5  India dropped 2,65 points between 2014-2019, after a very modest increase 
from 2008, according to the Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy 
Index. See Economist Intelligence Unit (2019). https://www.eiu.com/topic/
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Post-colonial India
India is thus a country with a strong social movement culture, formed to 
a great extent by the anticolonial struggle. Postcolonial movements have 
struggled for caste reform, regional autonomy, minority rights and land 
reforms, as well as against mega development projects and many other 
things. One of the early contributions of the social movements was their 
involvement in deepening and expanding Indian democracy and the welfare 
system. For example, it is influential movements such as the Kerala People’s 
Science Movement (KSSP), together with radical politicians governing the 
state, that has made the uniquely radical welfare program in the Southern 
state of Kerala possible and sustainable (Majumdar 1996). Consequently, 
nowadays Kerala has literacy at the same level as most Western countries. 
Active citizenship activism contributes to creating some welfare in India, 
particularly in the rural areas, even today (Kruks-Wisner 2018). We need 
to acknowledge the role of progressive politicians for democratization; 
however, this article focuses on the subordinated civil society actors. Two of 
the key movements in post-colonial India were the 1951-1971 land reform 
movement ‘Sarvodaya’ (meaning ‘welfare or progress of all’), and the socialist 
student movement for ‘Total Revolution’ (1974-1980).6 Both movements 
aimed at completing India’s ‘unfinished revolution,’ seeking  to move beyond 
political and formal independence towards a social, economic and cultural 
revolution that would benefit the poorest in Indian society. These movements 
were possible due to the emergence of a new radicalized youth generation 
in India, attempting to offer alternatives to some ongoing armed resistance 
mobilizations. Also, both movements had a major societal impact. However, 
they failed to create lasting structural change. In summary, the movements 
represented a bifurcation of the strategy Gandhi had worked on since the 
early 20th century; firstly, into the constructive dialogue and collaboration 
with opponents to build a new society (Sarvodaya movement) and, secondly, 
confrontative mass mobilization and resistance against dominant systems 
(Total Revolution movement). 

Gandhi’s heir, Vinoba Bhave, organized the dialogue-oriented land 
reform movement (See also Dickson 1967; Linton 1971; Shepard 2012), 

democracy-index (accessed 16 Oct, 2021).
6  Another key one was the Tebhaga movement in West Bengal (1946-1949), 
which failed but led to an ambitious land reform (Operation Barga 1978-81) 
by the Left Front government. See Bandyopadhyay (2001).
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focusing on ‘Bhoodan’ (land gift) and ‘Gramdan’ (village gift). The 
movement argued for rich landowners giving land to the poor, for collective 
ownership of land, and for village management of land. The movement 
achieved some success with regard to the distribution of land question, 
but did not succeed in resisting the unjust property structure that created 
poverty in India. Vinoba declared that he was against ‘resistance’ and direct 
action, since it went against his ideal of ‘uniting hearts’ (Shepard 2012: 20). 
The movement advocated dialogue between different groups in society in 
order to determine what kind of social change was possible. Sarvodaya first 
tried the method of Bhoodan (or land gift); although quite a lot of land 
was promised, it was either of little use or ultimately actually not received. 
Subsequently, the movement tried the method of Gramdan (or village 
gift). Initially this went very slowly, although after making some changes in 
strategy to make it less demanding for villagers, it took off and eventually 
grew very strong. By 1970, the whole state of Bihar and one third of all the 
villages in India (in toto, some 160,000 villages) were declared Gramdan 
villages. By this, ‘[t]he Gandhian nonviolent revolution seemed within reach 
[…] But the mirage soon faded’ (Shepard 2012: 22). Like with the land 
gift movement, the village gift movement failed in practice. The quality was 
poor, the enthusiasm faded, actual implementation of the principles did not 
take place and knowledge of how to run the collective villages together was 
lacking; by 1971 the movement was over (Shepard 2012: 22). Evaluations 
of the movement were made. They indicated major failures and limitations, 
particularly regarding any long-term impact and structural change of land 
distribution and, by extension, uplifting of the poor in society (Church 1975; 
Rigby 1985). Having said this, it should be noted that to many individuals 
and families it made a huge difference. 

Jayaprakash Narayan (popularly referred to as JP) was active within 
the Sarvodaya together with Vinoba, but with time he developed a 
different strategy, focusing on socialism, participatory democracy and mass 
mobilization to complete the ‘unfinished’ revolution (Bhattacharjee 2004; 
Narayan 1978; Shrivastava 2010). His agitations and organizing appealed 
to a younger generation, and particularly in the state of Bihar a student 
movement was mobilized in 1974. Soon they spread the ‘JP movement’ to 
such a degree that it threatened the Congress led regime in Delhi (Barik 
1977; Hettne 1976). After several killings of students by the police, the JP 
movement succeeded in organizing a mass rally in Patna despite the police 
locking down the city and stopping all transport (Shepard 2012: 29). During 
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the rally, JP spoke to them claiming ‘Total Revolution’ and ‘a complete 
remaking of Indian society along Gandhian lines’ (Shepard 2012: 29). They 
blockaded the state legislature daily, forcing the politicians to walk over their 
bodies to get in. Despite the fact that 40,000 army soldiers were brought in 
and 3,000 activists were arrested, they conducted a successful general strike 
(Shepard 2012: 30). In the following year, the ‘JP movement’ spread to other 
states and conducted mass meetings as well as demonstrations at various 
locations in India.  

The Total Revolution failed to disrupt the elite-controlled Indian 
democracy. Instead, somewhat ironically, it led to Prime Minister Indira 
Gandhi declaring a national state of emergency in June 1975. Even though 
this undermined the legitimacy of the Congress Party, the JP movement 
was ‘crushed.’ JP as well as other leaders were imprisoned. In spite of this, 
the organizing continued underground and when the state of emergency 
was lifted in 1977, the broad-spectrum opposition to the Congress rule 
materialized into a new political party, the Janata Party (The People’s 
Party). In the 1977 general elections, the Janata Party was the first non-
Congress party to win and form a government in post-independence India. 
The Party was guided by JP and many of his activists joined due to his 
encouragement. It is therefore possible to view the Bihar/JP movement a 
success in its attempt to fundamentally change the Congress dominated 
India. However, it did not lead to the ‘Total Revolution’ envisioned by JP. 
The brief period in government (until 1980) for this new party coalition 
between anti-Congress political groups was mainly a failure (Shepard 2012: 
34-39). This first non-Congress government tried to unite various regional 
parties, socialists and even Hindu nationalists. It basically collapsed due to 
in-fighting and ineffective measures to deal with national problems; and in 
the 1980 elections, the Congress Party took over again. 

Thus, historically a division occurred in the Gandhi-inspired 
‘satyagraha’ mobilizations of nonviolent resistance: Vinoba focused on 
‘positive satyagraha,’ and JP on ‘negative satyagraha’ (Ostergaard 1985: 
348). Both movements were large and partially successful, but they were 
separated in time, organization, focus and strategy. They suffered from not 
combining the Gandhian elements into an effective creative social change 
force (Ostergaard 1985: 348). In summary, Vinoba did not disrupt the 
feudal land structure and JP did not build the socialist institutions, making 
the ‘Total Revolution’ possible. A synthesis between these movements would 
have been closer to Gandhi’s vision of Hind Swaraj. 
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 In the early period of postcolonial India, another very different 
resistance formed than the ones introduced above also emerged, namely the 
armed resistance of Indigenous tribes and low-caste groups. This resistance 
was organized by Communist militants and directed against local landlords, 
urban elites and the national (bourgeois) state (Guha 1999). The land reform 
movement was to a degree organized to counter this armed mobilization. 
Despite this, such armed Maoist mobilization among tribal groups (Adivasis) 
in central India is still going on, encompassing a large territory of the country. 
Such armed resistance is, however, outside of the scope of this article.

Single-issue mobilization(s)
Parallel to the JP movement, another Gandhian-inspired movement, the 
Chipko, was growing in the 1970s. This movement became indicative of 
the future way of pro-democracy civil society groups in India: the locally 
based and single-issue resistance movements (Omvedt 1994). These are 
movements based on a local reaction to a specific injustice, organized from 
below, fighting for a particular key change, right or demand, often on green 
issues or against industrial mega-development projects (early examples 
during the 1970s are the Koel Karo anti-dam agitation in Jharkhand and 
the Save Silent Valley in Kerala). Some might be satisfied with reforms, but 
often they are system critical and remain focused on single issues only out of 
pragmatic and tactical reasons, to have an impact on their livelihoods. Many 
movements begin as single-issue mobilizations against an immediate threat 
and gradually develop into system critical movements, yet without adopting 
a large program for reshaping the country. Significant weaknesses with these 
types of movements are their typically weak organizational structures, making 
them dependent on leaders’ ideologies or corruption, and conflicts between 
leaders (Chakraborty 1999). However, some single-issue movements go 
beyond their immediate grieviance, and have shown stronger organizational 
capacity; the Chipko is one of them.The Chipko (or ‘tree huggers’) movement 
(1973-1980s) was a forest conservation mobilization made by hill people 
(Adivasis) living in the Chamoli district of Uttarakhand state (earlier part 
of undivided Uttar Pradesh) (Chakraborty 1999; Routledge 1993; Shepard 
2012: Chapter 4). Inspired by Gandhian ideology—particularly JP and 
Bhave—and threatened by the deforestation in sensitive hill areas (leading to 
landslides and flooding), the movement successfully carried out nonviolent 
resistance against tree logging. In practice, women literally hugged the trees 
(‘chipko’) and through this blocked the logging of them with their bodies 
(Shepard 2012: 65-74). 
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The movement spread over the state and engaged in mobilizing women 
and doing constructive work for ecological conservation and small-scale 
economic development, as well as inspiring thinking around “ecofeminism” 
and “ecosocialism” (Shepard 2012: 78). The Chipko movement became 
a turning point for early ecological mobilizations in India and the world 
by showing how conservation and local resource control was vital for the 
survival of ordinary people. In the 1980s, its engagement spread beyond 
deforestation and the Himalayas to also include, for example, environmental 
struggles against mining and dam projects. 

The Narmada movement is another single-issue movement that has 
shown remarkable endurance and ability to speak against the displacement 
of the poor and ‘development’ that only benefit the urban middle-class 
(Gustafsson et al. 2014). Since the 1980s, the Narmada movement has 
struggled against one of the largest dam systems in the world, which displaces 
mostly Indigenous Adivasis. By showing extraordinary commitment, ‘project-
affected people’ and activists have resisted the mega-dam system along 
the Narmada river for several decades. Some have even chosen to remain 
in villages being submerged by performing what they call a ‘jal samarpan’ 
(sacrifice in the water); that is, being prepared to drown as the water rises 
from the dams. A movement has risen from the Narmada valley, creating 
ripple effects far from this locality in rural, central India. The movement 
has affected debates in the US Congress, forced several transnational 
corporations and banks to withdraw, and for the first time made the World 
Bank withdraw from a development project (Kelley and D’Souza 2010). 
For several years they also convinced the Supreme Court of India to halt the 
construction of the dam. However, in 2000 the Court ruled that the dam 
should be completed and that the resettlement and rehabilitation (R&R) of 
tens of thousands of affected people should be implemented. Nevertheless, 
since the R&R is still limited, the Narmada conflict continues on the streets 
and in the courts, locally as well as transnationally.

To summarize, we can say that the early period of post-independence 
India saw resistance movements in reaction to the systemic injustices 
exploited by the new Indian ruling class. The aim of these movements was 
to complete the ‘Gandhian Revolution,’ seeking to transform India into a 
‘village republic’ or a form of participatory democracy based on Socialism. 
However, the movements failed, and later activists have, despite their general 
critique of Indian society, mainly been focusing on achieving more limited 
change; that is, change that more directly affects their daily lives (Lahiry 



Journal of Resistance Studies Number 1 -  Volume 8 - 2022

52

2016). One such struggle is the Narmada movement, another the Chipko. 
The Narmada struggle, which still continues, is deeply influenced by the 
next period which started in the 1990s, a period largely shaped by increased 
neoliberal globalization. 

Globalization
In 1991, the Indian government launched an economic reforms program, 
usually referred to as Liberalization, Privatization, and Globalization (LPG), 
to avoid a default on loans from the IMF (Bhagwati 1993). These and other 
reforms in the following years appear to have set India on a radically improved 
growth path. Some of the barriers to international trade were significantly 
reduced and private participation, domestic as well as international, was 
encouraged. At the same time, a vast framework of social welfare legislation 
still remains; as a matter of fact, government expenditure in this domain has 
increased dramatically since 1991 (Nayyar 2008).7 In spite of LPG, India 
remained for a long time one of the most regulated and closed economies in 
the world (World Bank et al. 2008), upholding a legacy of a state-controlled 
economy (Kohli 2009; Rodrik et al. 2004). While much of the liberalization 
policies have been further developed, India is still criticized by the WTO for 
its high tariffs.8 

Undoubtedly, the LPG reforms have had social, political, economic and 
cultural effects, including increased private investments and corporations, 
market-driven development projects, corporate/state partnerships, and a 
state facilitated marketization of the economy (Baviskar and Sundar 2008; 
Sinha 2007). This new context contributes to explaining the rise of both 
larger mobilizations of the poor (Udayagiri and Walton 2003; Sahoo 2010) 
and (violent) state repression against various subordinated groups (Das 
2017). For example, the strong involvement of transnational agribusiness 
has concentrated land ownership, facilitated an increased use of chemical 

7  According to The Directive Principles of State Policy, enshrined in Part IV 
of the Indian Constitution, India is a welfare state. That is, however, not so in 
reality, due to the systematic weak implementation of the constitution.
8  See the latest Trade Policy Review (TPR) 2021, https://www.wto.org/english/
tratop_e/tpr_e/tp503_e.htm, and the strong reactions from the USA, https://
www.livemint.com/news/india/us-criticizes-india-at-wto-over-increasing-
restrictions-on-trade-11615144817678.html (accessed April 13, 2021).
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pesticides and genetically modified organisms in farming, making life more 
difficult for sustenance farming (Schock 2015: 496).

The Special Economic Zones (SEZs), which were introduced in 
India in 2005 with the aim of breaking the ‘statist model of development 
in India [that] prioritized the development of a knowledge-based economy 
and industrialization over agricultural development,’ have had a great effect 
on the Indian society (Anwar and Carmody 2016: 121). While conflicts 
in India continue to be about fundamentals, like land resources (Singh 
and Nair 2015), the economic growth following the LPG has also added 
struggles around development, economic inequalities and poverty. Conflicts 
have also intensified around other traditional issues (for example, language 
and religious identities), as well as introduced new conflicts (for example, the 
one on LGBTQ rights) (Srivastava 2014). It is also in this period that the 
Hindu Nationalists emerged as a political power, something we will return 
to below. While democracy was not questioned or attacked in the beginning 
(Sinha 2007), nowadays it appears as if democracy is being undermined 
both from the government and from authoritarian mobilizations from below 
(Patnaik 2016; V-Dem 2020). 

Economic globalization leads not only to the increased impact of 
corporate marketization and increased social conflicts, it also involves a 
continued key role of the state, especially as negotiator of demands and 
protector of property relations. It is therefore reasonable that much pro-
democracy activism, particularly in the last decades, is making law and rights 
central (Gustafsson et al. 2014; Schock 2015). If the early movements in 
post-colonial India tried to complete the ‘Gandhian Revolution,’ the later 
movements (particularly after 1991) tend to be more focused on single 
rights, policies, laws and issues. In other words, today’s social movements are 
more scattered, focusing on specific and more limited questions, than earlier 
ones. Despite this, these movements often share a systemic critique of the 
state, similar aspirations for a deepened democracy, and try to unite. Several 
attempts at forming alliances have been tried over the years.

Defensive and restricted struggles
The progressive campaigns have increased since 1991 but diverge along many 
lines of identity and issues (Omvedt 1994). We can see attempts at multi-
level approaches (with the example of the Narmada movement) and multi-
issue alliances—for example, the National Alliance of People’s Movements 
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(NAPM) and the Global Justice Movement (GJM)—with sophisticated 
combinations of tactics and initially real progressive gains with social welfare 
reforms (for example, the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act 2005, 
the Forest Rights Act 2006 and the Right to Information Act 2005, and 
so forth). Needless to say, this is not the place to address all movements. 
Instead, we will just give a few examples. Since 1991 we have witnessed, 
among many other movements and campaigns, a massive anti-nuclear 
movement in the south of India, collecting some 400,000 individuals at its 
peak, and an LGBTQ movement consisting of Pride activists, intellectuals, 
NGOs and media personalities (Srivastava 2014), which has succeeded in 
legalizing homosexuality through a Supreme Court ruling in 2018. We have 
also seen Peoples Tribunals against crimes and human rights violations by 
authorities, international regimes, or corporations, for example the World 
Bank, the police and the military in Kashmir, as well as political hunger 
strikes or fasting (Vinthagen 2013). This latter tactic is well-known and 
often associated with famous people, such as Anna Hazare and Medha 
Patkar. However, a special case in this regard is Irom Chanu Sharmila (the 
‘Iron Lady’), who went on hunger strike from 2000-2016 demanding the 
repeal of the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act (AFSPA); this Act gives the 
Indian military immunity from prosecution for its actions in civil areas, like 
in its operations in Kashmir and parts of the North East of India. Although, 
the hunger strikes have only on a few occasions been successful in meeting 
the demands, they have proved to be a potent tool for mobilizing public 
opinion.

During the last decades there has also been a significant and visible 
increase of Dalits’ (low caste, often referred to as ‘untouchables’) mobilization 
(Hardtmann 2010; Jeffrey et al. 2008; The Conversation 2019). However, 
many criticize this ‘Dalit revolution’ and argue that it is mainly a surface 
phenomenon, visible at the national level but without much local impact 
(Jeffrey et al. 2008). Nevertheless, some studies show that the Dalit activists 
engaging in nonviolent direct action have at least become more politically 
aware of their discrimination as a group (Davenport and Trivedi 2013).

All in all, the variation in mobilizations, issues and groups promoting 
democratic change in civil society is immense. Yet, as we will see shortly, the 
national impact on democracy is rather weak. In what follows, we will look 
at some of the key resistance actors, both historically and in contemporary 
India; peasants, Adivasis and women, before a brief look at attempts to form 
broad alliances between the single-issue movements, and recent attempts 
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at picking up the Gandhian ‘constructive program’ as part of resistance 
mobilizations.

Lastly, we will discuss two powerful trends within civil society that 
have skillfully adapted to the increased role of globalization post-1991: 
first, the emerging dominance by professional NGOs; and second, Hindu 
nationalism. Both these trends represent challenges to the future democracy 
of India.  

Peasant and Adivasi mobilizations
Peasants, landless, Dalits, Adivasis, urban poor, and workers are connected 
to one another. Many workers are women and many of the landless or 
nearly landless living on agriculture are Dalits without any legal land titles. 
Some of the Adivasis who are driven away from their traditional sites by 
mining or forest industries end up in informal settlements as low-skilled 
workers and street vendors. Since the 1970s, several subordinated groups 
have increased their mobilizations and fight for their rights (Omvedt 1994), 
albeit with few democratizing results.  Among the stronger mobilizations 
we find the Chenagar Struggle in Kerala (2001), and the pan India alliances 
specifically working for the land rights of the Adivasis, like the Campaign 
for Survival and Identity and All India Union of Forest Working People 
(Conversation M. Kumar, 27 Aug 2020). Another example is the umbrella 
organization Ekta Parishad (Unity Forum), which unites about one million 
people all over India, and in Madhya Pradesh mostly Adivasis. The Ekta 
Parishad activists make long ‘Padayatras’ (foot marches) across the country 
towards political city centers, political rallies, ‘chakkajams’ (road blockades), 
‘gheraos’ (surrounding of buildings) and ‘dharnas’ (sit-ins), as well as fasts 
and occasional land occupations (Schock 2015: 496). With their larger 
national padayatras in 2007 and 2012 involving up to 60,000 landless, they 
have achieved some results (Schock 2015: 498). The organization seeks to 
combine its resistance with constructive work (for example organic farming, 
irrigation, small-scale economy and so forth).

Peasant resistance has been common throughout Indian history (Guha 
1999; SinghaRoy 2004), but the mobilization during 2021 was unique 
in size, endurance, contention and alliances between religious groups. 
Hundreds of thousands of farmers from the grain bowl states of Haryana 
and Punjab maintained sit-ins on the border of the capital from November 
2020 until December 2021. As one of the biggest protests in human history, 
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it uniquely defeated the Hindu nationalist BJP government, which tried 
to implement three pro-corporate agricultural bills. The farmers organized 
schools for children at nearby slums, occasionally blocked major highways 
with thousands of tractors, and stormed the Red Palace in Delhi. More 
than 200 farmers died from health issues or suicide (Al Jazeera 2021). This 
mobilization went beyond protest to ‘embody the principles of mutual aid, 
direct action, and intersectional and international solidarity, pointing to the 
possibility of collective life beyond the limits imposed by neoliberal Hindu 
nationalism’ (Narasimhaiah 2021: 511).

The Adivasis (‘original people’) constitute about 100 million people in 
the total Indian population, comprising over 600 different tribes. In spite 
of their differences, they share a common experience of marginalization, 
poverty and oppression. The deprivation of Adivasis in much of central 
India is severe and there are tribal groups, poor peasants and Marxists who 
have come to take up arms against local and national governments. Issues 
that the activists are mobilizing around are manifold, dealing with, for 
example, livelihood, access to water and education. However, much of the 
mobilization concerns resistance to displacement, as well as defense of their 
traditional communities and way of life (Johnston 2012; Nilsen 2016).

While the Narmada movement remains the best known and, most 
likely, the largest social movement involving Adivasi rights, many other 
unarmed resistance groups within civil society have played key roles in recent 
decades (Johnston 2012; Nilsen 2012). For example, the aforementioned 
Ekta Parishad, and the Campaign for Survival and Dignity on rights to 
forest land (Springate-Baginski et al. 2007). In addition to this, we also find 
several local mobilizations, such as the Katkaris Adivasis in Central Western 
Maharashtra, who have been mobilized in the last decades in the Sarvahara 
Jan Andolan, which is a movement with some 20,000 activists led by Adivasi 
women (Mahajan n.d.). 

At the core of Adivasi resistance stands the idea of self-rule over their 
indigenous way of life, their communities and culture; for instance, the case 
of the Adivasi Mukti Sangathan, a Western Adivasi mobilization in Madhya 
Pradesh, which applied an ‘insurgent citizenship’ and used ‘democratic 
idioms inflected citizenship with new and potentially emancipatory 
meanings centered on local sovereignty and self-rule’ (Nilsen 2016: 31). 
However, their success also led to increased state repression, limiting and 
creating new challenges to such radical politics (Nilsen 2016).
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Feminist mobilizations
Due to a very strong patriarchy in India, women have long struggled to 
get civil rights (at least since the 1850s), with many women having leading 
roles within the independence movement (Agarwal 2007; Brännlund & 
Parashar 2018; Ray 1999). Today, this struggle continues through such fora 
as the National Federation of Indian Women and the autonomous All India 
Progressive Women’s Association, which takes a feminist approach to labor 
and land issues. 

Women and men are equal according to the Indian Constitution, 
and women have long held all kinds of high state positions. The women’s 
movement has won many victories resulting in law changes, for example 
the adoption of a law against sexual harassment at the workplace (2013). 
However, the problem is not really getting laws in place, but rather 
implementation of the laws and, by extension, what the reality looks 
like, especially for ordinary, low caste, rural, or poor women. Women 
face systematic discrimination in today’s India, including sexual violence, 
domestic violence, selective abortion, child marriage, trafficking, Sati (widow 
burning) and dowry, among others. One brutal consequence of this sexism 
is the well-documented millions of missing women in the country (due to 
selective abortion, malnutrition, murder and so forth), an obvious evidence 
that has become a focus of some campaigns. Despite the high participation 
of women competing for positions during elections, female representation is 
still low, particularly in the national parliament.9

Another severe problem in this regard is that societal institutions such 
as the police are known to be unhelpful towards women who are victims of 
discrimination or sexual violence. It is common for the police to ignore or 
even violate women who report sexual violence. In a strong reaction against 
a brutal gang rape on a bus in Delhi in 2012, there were major anti-rape 
mobilizations. These mobilizations contributed to the adoption of a series of 
new laws, fast-track courts for rape cases, more willingness among women 
to report crimes, and a wider discussion in the media about sexual violence, 

9  An important change of political representation was the 1994 quotas/
reservations of 33% of seats for women in local governments, which eventually 
was also introduced in the national parliament (The Women’s Reservation 
Bill), although in reality it is still only 14%. See  https://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/SG.GEN.PARL.ZS  (Accessed Sep 10, 2020).
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although the implementation of the new legal measures has ment very little 
in practice (Hundal 2013).10

It took some time before the global #MeToo movement reached India, 
but when it did in October 2018, the global movement peaked for the 
second time since it started;11 when a Bollywood actress accused a filmmaker 
in the industry of sexual harassment, it initiated a wave of women speaking 
up and accusing men in the movie industry, media, academia, and politics. 
Investigations into accusations have, for example, forced editors from major 
newspapers to leave their posts, the ending of a film company and several 
media projects, as well as the resignation of a minister in the government. 

One of the key challenges for the women’s movement is not just to 
fight for already privileged women, but also for working class and lower caste 
women. Such feminist mobilizations among the Dalits have existed since 
the independence struggle and continue today (for example in the National 
Federation of Dalit Women), yet the hurdles are great and they continue to 
be increasingly oppressed. Mobilizations by the subordinated are regularly 
met with a range of state demobilizing measures, including repression or 
cooptation. Over and above this, women’s mobilizations are also met by 
‘internal discrimination’ displaying prevailing male hierarchies and norms 
(Kapoor 2004). 

Alliances of movements
A key problem for pro-democracy social movements has been to create 
(greater) unity around larger programs. In 1995, the Narmada anti-dam 
movement took an initiative to the National Alliance of People’s Movements, 
NAPM. This initiative still brings major movements together in nationwide 
campaigns and solidarity with each other, yet struggles with the challenge 
of developing a united and coherent national program based on people’s 
movements. Some years later, an attempt to bring even more movements 
and NGOs together saw the light of day in the form of the Global Justice 
Movement (GJM). The GJM functioned for some time, but after a few years 
it eventually died out, partly due to internal conflicts. The GJM was based 
on a strong Indian mobilization—linked to the World Social Forum (WSF) 

10  Also see Wikipedia at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2012_Delhi_gang_rape  
(Accessed Aug 28, 2020)
11  https://metoorising.withgoogle.com  (Accessed Aug 28, 2020).
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process, with a culmination in the 2004 WSF gathering in Mumbai—
among fish-workers, peasants, slum-dwellers, Adivasis, Dalits, in addition to 
left-oriented NGOs and social movements (Featherstone 2003). However, at 
the WSF in Mumbai, several ‘counter forums’ were created by more militant 
groups. On an overall level, this move indicated a split between progressive 
movements. Therefore, despite attempts at alliances such as the NAPM and 
GJM, as well as the establishment of progressive parties, for example the 
Janata Party and more recently the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP, or Party of the 
Common Man), in addition to united campaigns on particular issues, the 
pro-democracy movements remain fragmented. While this might at times 
be seen as a rich diversity of a vibrant civil society culture, it might make it 
hard for progressive movements to create united politics at a national level.

Constructive resistance
During the anti-colonial movement, Gandhi strived to build a bottom-up 
independence through a ‘constructive program’ of Indian institutions and 
self-rule organizations, making a ‘village republic’ possible. It was clearly 
part of the larger struggle for indpependence, integrated with the nonviolent 
resistance, but a key one. He viewed it as a more central component of 
the decolonization of India than the disobedience campaigns, since the 
program would create the capacity for autonomy among ordinary people. 
Unfortunately, few people recognized its importance. Although the efforts 
never gained the kind of mass following as did the disobedience campaigns, 
and therefore never materialized into something significant enough to 
change the development structure of India, it created a path of social work 
and activism that serves to inspire, even today. The original campaign for 
promoting Indian products, work and services—the Swadeshi movement 
from 1905 (Hardiman 2018)—continued after independence in the 
form of state regulated licenses for non-local economic activities, state 
supported cooperatives of textiles, and so forth. Yet the main thrust of the 
state effort was in the national development plans of industrialization and 
modernization. Therefore, after the death of Gandhi, the development of the 
constructive program was left to forces outside the state. In this regard, the 
Sarvodaya movement was instrumental. However, as indicated above, the 
movement tried to achieve its goal without resisting the exploitative system 
that maintained the injustices of land distribution. Put somewhat differently, 
the Sarvodaya movement tried to perform constructive resistance without 
resistance. As shown above, the Sarvodaya movement failed to transform 
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the land distribution of the country or to establish a different, more socialist 
village governance of land. Arguably, the lack of combination of construction 
and restance played a role here. The constructive land programs could have 
been combined with resistance to land injustices, but it did not happen. 
Therefore, it does not come as a surprise that the frustration of the landless 
workers or poor subsistence peasants are exploited by the right-wing Hindu 
nationalists today, which is a problem I will return to below. Thus, some 
of the struggle established by the Sarvodaya movement has been ‘hijacked’ 
by the Hindu nationalists (as in the Swadeshi Jagaran Manch). Still, some 
progressive movements are trying to develope the old ideas of Sarvodaya 
in different local projects, as for example the organization Navdanya. 
Navdanya, initiated by the world-renowned scientist Vandana Shiva, 
has tried to counter the domination of the seed market by transnational 
corporations, by preserving local varieties of seeds and traditional ways of 
growing. To date, Navdanya has set up 120 community seed banks in 17 
states of India. Over the past two decades, the organization has also trained 
and created awareness among some 750,000 farmers in seed sovereignty, 
food sovereignty and sustainable agriculture, having helped to set up the 
largest direct marketing and fair-trade organic network in the country.12 
This work can be interpreted as a form of constructive resistance, since the 
economic dominance of corporations in the agriculture sector is challenged 
by the building of alternative organizations and structures. 

While constructive resistance seems to be key to democratization, it is 
more difficult to access, since most of it is seen as apolitical ‘social work’ or 
‘development’ and normally not viewed as ‘constructive’ resistance. Forms of 
resistance that might matter for democratization are those that are creating 
more autonomy, empowerment and self-organization among subordinated 
groups, both in terms of resources and of dignity. A limitation in India is 
that radical autonomy is not attractive to many activists (except when they 
struggle for a new state within the nation), since most activists believe that 
the Indian Constitution makes social change possible. However, to me it 
seems like Indian activists are stuck within a binary. It might be necessary 
to go beyond the polarized conceptualization of autonomous communities 
as either ‘anti-statism’ or ‘state-centrism’ (Nilsen 2012) and instead look for 
how autonomy could exist within the territory of a state, while developing 

12  http://www.navdanya.org/site/living-seed/navdanya-seed-banks  (Accessed 
Aug 28, 2020).
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into communities less dependent on the state (similar to the Zapatistas in 
Chiapas, Mexico).

During the period described above, we also find how the reforms of 
the pro-democracy mobilizations outlined so far are increasingly challenged 
by two prominent trends within civil society: first, an NGO-ization of civil 
society (a professionalization of activism); and second, a parallel strong 
growth of Hindu nationalism (an identity supremacist framing of activism). 
These prominent trends have more skillfully utilized the changed political 
landscape since 1991 (Udayagiri and Walton 2003).

NGO-ization
In recent years there has been a tremendous growth of organizations within 
civil society in India, as a part of a general development of globalization and 
professionalization of such civil society activism. In 2015, the country had 
3.2 million registered Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), 70% of 
which were created after 1991.13 Since this means that an inreasing number 
of citizens are creating and getting involved in civil society organizations, it 
might seem like good news from a democracy perspective. However, NGOs 
are not the same as social movements, especially not ‘peoples’ movements.’ 
NGOs are formal organizations with membership, paid staff and offices, 
funding and budgets. The funding often comes from large institutions, 
the state, government programs or elites, quite often from abroad, and the 
membership has little or no influence on the board or staff and might be 
quite passive, insignificant, or even non-existent. Thus, some NGOs only 
exist on paper and serve as vehicles for individuals or families to gather 
income and funding for private projects, sometimes for the wellbeing of 
ordinary Indians, sometimes not. Others are branches of well-established 
international NGOs, like Oxfam, Action Aid, Human Rights Watch, Save 
the Children, Greenpeace, and Amnesty. They are genuine and impactful, but 
with little popular mobilization. Thus, in general NGOs encompass a broad 
range of organizations and they often suffer from problems linked to unclear 
transparency, legitimacy, affiliation, autonomy, and political position. This is 
widely discussed in the literature on ‘civil society’ (See for example Hulme 
and Edwards 1997). Thus, there are good reasons to be sceptical about the 
emergence of NGOs, and many Indian movement activists indeed are. 

13  https://www.downtoearth.org.in/coverage/rise-of-third-sector-33712  
(Accessed Aug 28, 2020).
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The critique of NGOs is in many ways valid and the NGO-ization wave 
with its professionalization might be a threat to popular mobilization. Since 
the concept of ‘NGOs’ encompasses very different types of organizations 
(from chess clubs to activist groups), it will depend on which NGO we have 
in mind when we are discussing the democratizing potential and impact 
of it. The widely held belief that NGOs are a new form of colonization 
or ‘agents of the broader project of neoliberalism’ lacks evidence, according 
to Jenkins (2015). Instead, many of them facilitate communities’ resistance 
and empowerment, being perceived by the state as ‘enemies’ of India’s 
development (Jenkins 2015: 227). 

In a crackdown on thousands of ‘foreign funded’ NGOs since 2014, 
including Greenpeace, the government accused NGOs of hurting the 
Indian economy, development projects and security, through mobilizing 
protests that undermined the country (Times of India 2014). That is 
probably an exaggeration, but it goes to show that not all NGOs are as 
system conformative as the radical activists suggest they are. As a result of the 
government crack-down, over 14,000 licenses have been cancelled over the 
last five years (Times of India 2019).

Fundamentally, the institutional links, interests and ideas of a NGO 
make the difference, determining if an organization is able to be part of 
social transformation or not, irrespective of whether it comes from civil 
society or not. In fact, being ‘civil’ is not necessarily a badge of honor but 
might be a term that indicates conformity, discipline and lack of resistance to 
the state and its hegemony (Sen 2007). Often it is those regarded ‘un-civil,’ 
namely the subordinated masses’ organizations, that are the ones performing 
the ‘real resistance,’ which then the ‘civil’ try to lead and organize (Guha 
1999; Sen 2007). 

Still, although the view by radical activists might be too dismissive, it 
makes sense. The explosion of NGOs in Indian society represents probably 
a middle-class dominated professionalization and moderation of the more 
radical and system-critical demands and interests of the popular movements. 
As such, the ‘NGO-ization’ might be a long-term threat to democratization, 
one that might replace social movements as the voice of the citizens. Yet 
it could also be that the explosion of NGOs runs parallel to a continued 
strong movement mobilization in India. Popular movements are still alive 
and strong, although with decreasing impact. NGOs are growing, but they 
are attacked by the state.
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The Hindutva counter-mobilization
The influential position of Hindu nationalism in today’s India would have 
been ‘unimaginable’ when it was first formulated in the 1930s (Mahmood 
1993: 723). Today, this supremacist attempt to take control over India 
through a populist nationalist religious identity can be seen as a counter-
mobilization to the progressive and democratic attempts by subordinated 
groups in India, and to decades of lower-caste, socialist, secular, and radical 
democratization mobilizations. ‘Communalism,’ or tensions between 
communities of different religions and culture, has a long history and a Hindu 
core (Mahmood 1993; Chandra 1989: 398-427). Gandhians have tried to 
build bridges between communities (see for example Desai 1962), but the 
communalism discourse has gained strength over time, and since the 1990s a 
supremacist version of Hinduism emerged in national politics. Regular ‘riots’ 
or genocidal attacks on Muslim communities by Hindus are only the most 
violent articulations of this, as for example in Ahmedabad in 1985, Bombay 
in 1992, and Gujarat in 2002 (Krishna 2003), together with the current 
lynching of individuals after WhatsApp rumors, often false, for example of 
Dalits eating cow meat, which for Hindus is religiously forbidden. While 
the early organizing of Hindu nationalist ideology failed, with the fascist 
RSS having been the key group,  it eventually marginalized the Congress 
Party and achieved a political dominance in India through the Bharatiya 
Janata party (BJP) from 2014 (beginning with a majority government from 
1998-2004). This remarkable shift has been possible by combining the 
following. First, a political reformation of Hinduism, suggesting a narrative 
of how a ‘Golden Age’ of ‘oneness’ among Hindus has been replaced by the 
current ‘Dark Age’ because of its ‘enemies’, namely Christians and Muslims 
(Deshpande 1998; Khan et al. 2017; Pandya 2013). Second, unity around 
the BJP. Third, popular mobilizations on the streets (often targeting symbols 
of Christian or Muslim influence, for example Valentine’s Day gift shops or 
Muslim sacred sites). Fourth, a broad range of local and national movements. 
In their reformation of Hinduism, the movements have explicitly embraced 
corporate globalization, nationalist politics, and promoted a Hinduization 
of cultural globalization. This Hinduization of society is visible in, for 
example, the rewriting of educational texts, name changes to cities and key 
places with Muslim names, as well as the demolition of the Babri Mosque 
in Ayodhya by devoted Hindus in 1992. In a creative move, the Hindu 
movements embrace both global capitalism and nationalist religious identity 
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politics, in their own particular way, where they simultanously celebrate 
modernization, tolerance, and secularism, for example through a ‘global 
spiritual marketplace’ and ‘mediatization of religion,’ while simultaneously 
emphasizing a Hindu-oriented ‘oneness’ of society, which drives exclusionary 
modes of communal othering (Pandya 2013: 406-8). While this is obviously 
filled with (potential) contradictions, it is a model that works sufficiently 
well to dominate the political landscape. The goal is to transform India into 
a country where everyone embraces, or at least subordinates themselves to, 
‘Hindutva’ (Hindu nationalism).

Although Hindutva, NGOs or Hindu nationalist movements are part 
of civil society, they often turn out to be ‘anti-democratic,’ especially in 
alliance with conservative political regimes (such as the BJP) when, as shown 
in the case of Rajasthan and the Hindutva organization RVKP (1978-), 
they have facilitated processes of exclusion, demonization, violence and the 
‘serious undermining of cultural pluralism and democratic values’ (Sahoo 
2014: 480).

The failing pro-democracy resistance
The combined effect of the powerful Hindutva counter-mobilization within 
civil society and political party control of the state has pushed pro-democracy 
movements into a corner. They have been forced to mount defensive 
campaigns to deal with the BJP government’s repression, reversal, or watering 
down of reforms. At the same time, other progressive activists have been 
disciplined by the effects of the audit control of funding of non-Hindutva 
NGOs (which limits the ability to function even for established groups like 
Greenpeace). As a result, there have been very few democratic gains in the 
period after 2014. Pro-democracy movements still have democratic impact 
on single issues, laws, policies and so forth. However, the main problem for 
the progressive NGOs and social movements is to create more fundamental 
social change and secure a lasting impact. One example in this regard is 
the Anti-Enron Movement in India that ‘culminated in the most powerful 
anti-corporate movement since the initiation of the economic liberalization 
policy’ (Waqar 2012: 1060), which despite its strong mobilization still ended 
with privatization of electricity production and distribution in the country. 
Yet, the resistance of movements has succeeded in some measure and forced 
the state to put ‘a human face’ on its liberalization and slow down its reform 
agenda (Conversation M. Kumar, 27 Aug 2020). Taken together, the impact 
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of direct and violent state repression and a range of state responses to weaken 
mobilizations (Das 2017; Kapoor 2004), along with three decades of market 
oriented and corporate dominated development, the professionalization of 
activism through NGO-ization and the now dominating Hindu nationalism, 
is making democratic social change hard to achieve. 

In India, the militant Hindutva movement and the progressive 
peoples’ rights movements are mobilized simultaneously, appealing to the 
same constituencies, both with a goal to influence the Center (Delhi), but 
with fundamentally different agendas, strategies, and visions. One is fighting 
for democratization and rights, the other for a national majority’s religious 
identity dominance over India. So far, the Hindutva project is forming a new 
India, by being more skilled in utilizing the global(ized) context.  

Summary
From the analysis in this article, it seems possible to construct four distinct 
periods of context for democratization by civil society groups in India. In 
each of them, the relations between the state and pro-democracy groups 
and their impact on democracy differ. In the third and fourth period, 
globalization has had a stronger effect on the context in which these groups 
and their resistance operates. The overall historical trend is a step-by-step 
diminishing impact from pro-democracy civil society groups, after their 
initial two successes (the independent democratic state/Constitution, and 
the emerging welfare state). 

Thus, I find a first period in which India was granted independence and 
became democratic through the efforts of a national anti-colonial movement 
against the British colonial state (1919-1947). After this follows a second 
period, when the development and welfare state was created. During this 
period, the Gandhians tried to continue the democratization process (1947-
1990). This radical part of the former anti-colonial movement failed in 
completing the Indian revolution, while the other part, the secular Congress 
party politicians, failed to win support and legitimacy for their development 
state project, due to centralization, corruption, party dynasties, bureaucratic 
state plans and so forth. The Congress Party tried to liberalize to stay in 
power, but increasingly lost legitimacy and ended up as a dynastic party.

The third period is when the corporate/market facilitating (LPG) state 
was challenged by scattered issue-based movements promoting multiple 
rights and reforms (1990-2013). The progress of these pro-democracy groups 
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was and is undermined by a parallel strong growth of Hindu nationalism 
(where the BJP grew during the 1990s and ruled from 1998-2004) and, at 
least partially, the NGOization of civil society, as well as continued armed 
uprisings that legitimize a militarized security approach to approach to 
politics. Lastly, we have the current period when the BJP dominates politics, 
and the Hindu Nationalist state is met by defensive movements trying to 
survive and keep at least some rights (2014-). 

The historical legacy of resistance
Indian nation state democracy has been relatively stable, important and an 
avenue for various civil society-based mobilizations. However, it is flawed, 
increasingly undermined and filled with problems (V-Dem 2020). It remains 
top/center dominated, corrupt, divided and conflictual. Indian civil society 
is vibrant, diverse and conflictual. The number of groups involved are vast. 
The history of its struggles for democratization has left a legacy that forms 
contemporary resistance. To summarize, we can say that pro-democracy 
civil society actors still believe that they can reshape Indian society and 
its democracy, mainly due to the fact that it has often worked previously. 
Therefore, the (relatively radical) Constitution continues to be a basis for 
their claims, and the inheritance from the Independence struggle created a 
strong tradition of activism, movement mobilization, and particularly their 
use of contentious tactics (for instance, civil disobedience, strikes, boycotts 
and so forth). However, for several decades, pro-democracy NGOs and 
social movements in India have been on the defensive in face of increasingly 
dominant Hindu nationalism. Their capacity to mobilize is weakened, 
due to the strong professionalization of activism and their fragmentation 
along a multitude of socio-economic and cultural lines. Together, this has 
transformed them into single-issue movements. We also see a shift after 
the Independence struggle towards bifurcation of the resistance, in which 
some movements have pursued constructive work, dialogues, community 
development and so forth, while others have focused on mass mobilization, 
resistance and confrontations with the Indian state and various elites. 
During the Independence movement there was at least an attempt to keep 
constructive work and resistance united. The relative social unity of the 
Independence movement is history today. It is clear that the pro-democracy 
groups in civil society are severely divided by caste, religion, language/region, 
class and so on, despite repeated attempts at forming alliances and national 
parties. 
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Historically, different pro-democracy movements have formed the 
democratic state, the Indian Constitution and institutions, having succeeded 
in influencing policies, laws, projects and the status of marginalized groups 
and castes, which shaped independent India and its first few decades of 
national development, welfare politics and reservations for marginalized 
groups.

Still, Hindutva nationalists are shaping contemporary democracy 
and rights in India. Through their trajectory, we can see a movement that 
after some fifty years turned from a marginalized, extremist, fascist ideology 
into a respected, popular, and national force in the form of various Hindu 
nationalist movements and, most importantly, their own, now dominating 
party, the BJP. In the process, the previously dominant party, the Congress, 
despite its legitimacy as the heir of the anti-colonial movement, has crumbled 
and diminished in strength. Part of the reason is a polarization between 
progressive movements and the Congress Party. As a result, India has gone 
from a secular, socialist state with a state driven modernization, to a country 
dominated by Hindu politics, market-oriented development and corporate 
driven globalization. The Hindutva movement has in a skilled and peculiar 
way embraced the central role of the state in Indian politics, yet supported 
economic globalization, while both rejecting and appropriating elements 
of cultural globalization (or multiculturalism). Thus, to summarize rather 
crudely, we can say that the initially strong impact from pro-democracy 
resistance has decreased and, in contrast with the Hindu-oriented resistance, 
it has not been able to shift the dominant discourse, only single-issues or 
special discourses. Therefore, the influence of pro-democracy movements on 
democracy has been very limited and temporary. Today they are basically 
defensive, reactive and fragmented. 

Perhaps there is no chance to achieve real impact for pro-democracy 
resistance, to challenge the dominance of Hindu nationalism, to become pro-
active and create a new more inclusive India with a participatory democracy, 
until the present multitude of groupings are able to form broad alliances that 
resist the root problems of failed political representation, subordination of 
civil society, exclusion of subordinated groups, and the corporate market-
orientation that governs the country today. 
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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic, in combination with the Trump administration’s 
anti-immigration policies, has led to policy shifts and temporary bans that 
essentially ended asylum and refugee resettlement in the United States for the 
period from 2019 to 2021. Regional organizations, however, have continued 
to sponsor refugees and provide community-based educational, employment, 
and material support work. In the Tri-State area of New Jersey, New York 
and Connecticut, local pockets of resistance initiated grass-roots programs 
such as COVID-19 Relief Funds, the Mask Making Initiative, the Light-
house, and the Fun Club. The text investigates these programs and the four 
humanitarian NGOs in which they are housed, through the lens of ‘construc-
tive resistance’, especially the works of Mona Lilja, Majken Jul Sørensen, and 
Minoo Koefoed. Situated between the politics of governance (Maiguashca 
2003) and individual and grass-roots forms of resistance, this paper looks at 
local reactions that led to projects aiming at actively remaking community. 
The four projects exemplify the communities’ efforts to create humanitarian 
and localized structures of compassion, by developing programs that assist and 
help those individuals who were exposed to the most aggressively exclusivist 
policies of the Trump administration.

Introduction
In the United States, the Trump Administration dealt with the migration 
dilemma at the Southern border by severely restricting the country’s 
asylum policy. The migration ‘crisis’ is mostly self-inflicted and has been 
perpetuated through American deportations, weapons’ exports and drug 
policies that led to people seeking asylum (Franz 2021a). Furthermore, the 
Trump administration manufactured anxiety about asylum-seekers for its 
own political purposes. That administration also dismantled the American 
Refugee Resettlement Program and severely obstructed access to US territory 
for ‘undesirable’ immigrants, for example, asylum-seekers from Guatemala, 
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Honduras and El Salvador, and immigrants originating from predominantly 
Muslim countries.  Four grass-roots organizations that I researched responded 
with creative and far-reaching programs, in order to aid people in need 
during the Trump administration and especially during the COVID-19 
pandemic. In the Tri-State area, groups of individuals responded to both 
the election of Trump and the outbreak of the pandemic by establishing 
new grass-roots programs and structures that had two objectives: First, 
by working creatively around existing governmental restrictions and 
limitations, these programs aimed at aiding those individuals and families 
who were in urgent need of help which, beginning in 2020, included many 
who fell through the cracks of governmental COVID-19 relief programs. 
Developing and engaging in bottom-up direct aid and advocacy work, 
these activists created community projects (whose effects often countered 
the Trump Administration’s rules and regulations), in order to provide 
assistance and services to those in the community who were in need, 
including newly-arrived immigrants and refugees.1 Second, this grass-roots 
work aimed at constructing unconventional ways to include refugees and 
migrants in the local communities and therewith create alternative modes 
of social coexistence (Maeckelbergh 2011: 14). Through these programs and 
activities, these NGOs challenged the underlying racism and xenophobia 
that guided much of Trump’s immigration and refugee policies.

Unpacking some of the creative and successful grass-roots activities, 
this paper focuses on four programs and initiatives: 1. the mask-making 
initiative, a project supporting Syrian and Afghan women with Neighbors 
for Refugees (NFR); 2. the COVID -19 Relief Funds for Refugees, created by 
NFR, Hearts and Homes for Refugees (H&HR) and other organizations; 3. 
the Fun Club, bringing together recent newcomers and long-term residents 
to ‘learn, play, and grow,’ organized by Welcome Home Jersey City (WHJC), 
and 4. the  Lighthouse in Union City, New Jersey, a community project 
organized by a number of churches, WHJC, and First Friends of New 
Jersey & New York (FFNJ&NY), which provides temporary housing for 
previously-incarcerated refugees and asylees.  It is especially noteworthy that 
the intentions of many activists in this study did not change, yet, because of 
the radically changed political climate in the USA between 2016 and 2017, 
their activities, previously considered apolitical humanitarian, turned into 
subversive acts.

1  I use the terms activist and volunteer interchangeably.
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The four projects discussed represent civic activism based on resistance 
work by volunteers. Quintessentially inclusive and seeking to combat 
othering and exclusion, they are housed in non-profit organizations that 
express a fundamentally different vision of American citizenship and the 
American society from that of the Trump Administration with its ‘Making 
America Great Again.’ Activists in all four of these NGOs aim at building 
alternative spaces where cooperation and collaboration is practiced, despite 
the widespread notions of American exceptionalism and racism.  By creating 
unconventional platforms that provide hands-on help for individuals and 
groups who the administration sought to expel and who are often excluded 
from basic services and relief schemes, these activists resisted the Trump 
administration policies of, for example, mass deportations and the Public 
Charge Rule.2

This paper focuses on the concept of constructive resistance, which 
encompasses the building of an alternative society that individuals desire 
to create, independent of the existing structures of power and control. 
Although constructive resistance is usually carried out by groups, this article 
will show that it is often individual agency that kickstarts the projects that 
comprise constructive resistance. To be sure, the resistance discussed here is 
both constructive, in the sense that it provides productive alternatives to the 

2    Despite the fear-mongering rhetoric, the overall numbers of deportations 
actually decreased during the Trump era, from over 400,000 in 2012 to 
fewer than 300,000 in 2019 (Watson 2021). However, the number of people 
removed from the country’s interior increased. The Trump administration’s 
anti-migrant stance was especially exemplified by the large numbers of 
deportations of migrants who were so-called ‘community arrests.’ These are 
ICE arrests of long-term residents who often have had no criminal history. ICE 
reported 158,581 community arrests in 2018 in 143,099 in 2019 (ICE 2019). 
Thus, these community arrests left migrant communities everywhere in terror 
and trepidation. The public charge concept was first established by Congress in 
1882 in order to allow the U.S. government to deny a U.S. visa to anyone who 
‘is likely at any time to become a public charge’ — but without defining what 
‘public charge’ means. Under the Trump administration, the ‘Public Charge 
rule’ was interpreted broadly to reduce the number of people who were eligible 
for green cards and other visas, by redefining what made them dependent on 
government benefits. This policy amplified fear in migrant communities while 
at the same time limiting the applications for welfare programs such as SNAP 
(supplementary nutritional assistance for children).
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existing structures, yet simultaneously oppositional (Sørensen, 2016: 57), 
prompted by the election of Donald Trump and the impending demise of 
the American refugee and asylum policies. 

Resistance can be either an implicit or explicit response to structures of 
power upholding the status quo. These structures of power can be, but are 
not limited to, the state, corporate power, patriarchy, or racist structures. The 
constructive element can be either concrete, such as the establishment of an 
‘infrastructure of resistance’ consisting, for example, of media outlets and 
free schools (Shantz 2010), or symbolic, for example, by developing counter-
narratives as strategies of representation (Lilja 2020). It ranges from initiatives 
that aim to inspire others to actions that might lead to the replacement of 
repressive regimes (Keofeod 2017), to the collapse of the dominant way 
of behaving and thinking, for example Mahatma Gandhi’s ‘constructive 
programme’ which, among other objectives, aimed at creating self-sufficient 
villages (Rigby 2022).  Constructive resistance does not exclude oppositional 
resistance, such as the conventional forms for protests, for example, the 
2018 #FamiliesBelongTogether rallies across the USA protesting the Trump 
administration’s policy of family separation and incarceration at the southern 
border (Roberts 2018), as well as boycotts and acts of civil disobedience, 
although it focuses on creating and building alternatives to the existing 
societal organizations. 

I will address this particular form of resistance as a pertinent daily action 
whose objective is to create inclusive society. What makes these humanitarian 
actions oppositional are the exclusive, racist and xenophobic state actions 
and rhetoric. The four projects discussed in this paper epitomize inclusive 
practices and instrumentalize constructive resistance. The paper seeks to 
contribute to the formation of a theory of democratic inclusion that aids and 
is useful for those excluded and harmed by exclusionary structures through a 
politics of coercion and through state borders.

Methodology
This essay is based on participatory observation and semi-structured 
qualitative interviews with eight activists who are involved in the four 
organizations discussed, and one interview with a refugee activist,3 as well 

3   I did all interviews with NGO volunteers and activists during the height of 
the COVID-19 pandemic and they were conducted on Zoom in the spring 
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as an in-depth study of the four projects that in many respects represent the 
ingenuity and work of these NGOs in order to aid migrants, asylum-seekers 
and refugees in need during the Trump administration. 

Following Joanna Allan’s article (2017), I use feminist research because 
as a methodology it engenders the researcher to take sides.  Feminists reject 
the notion that a researcher can be neutral, or that research can ever be 
embarked upon for a politically-neutral motive. Instead, feminists raise 
important questions concerning the problems of reproducing power 
relations in fieldwork and the inevitability of the researcher’s subjectivity 
and therefore automatically ‘taking sides.’  As Diane Wolf puts it, ‘any truly 
feminist research must involve some kind of change through activism and 
consciousness-raising’ (Wolf 1996: 5).  Feminist methodology also demands 
that research not be undertaken for its own sake but rather to counter 
oppression (Barrett 1996). Also, participatory action research goes further 
than cultural critique—that is, research that is concerned with unequal 
power relations but stops short of demanding action from the researcher—
and ensures active involvement in political struggle for change (Hale 2008).

The NGOs I study are located in two different states and counties in 
the Tri-State area north and west of the New York City metropolitan area, 
which is one of the largest and most populous metropolitan areas in the 
world (McCarthy 2021).  Two NGOs, Neighbors for Refugees (NFR) and 
Hearts and Homes for Refugees (H&HR), are located in Westchester county, 
a rich, sparsely populated suburban region north of the metropolitan area of 
New York City and two NGOs—Welcome Home Jersey City (WHJC) and 
First Friends of New Jersey & New York (FFNJ&NY)—located in Hudson 
Country, New Jersey, the smallest, most densely populated county in the 
region west of New York City. The difference between the two counties are 
striking: the average Westchester county resident is wealthy, older, white 
and owns his residence; the average Hudson county resident, is poorer, 
younger, non-white, often first or second generation migrant, and usually 

of 2020. During this time, it was difficult if not impossible to speak with 
refugees and migrants in person outside of the Zoom environment. During the 
research period, I did not find adult refugees or migrants who were interested 
in speaking via Zoom. The one interview with a refugee activist that was 
conducted in person occurred during WHJC’s World Refugee Day celebrations 
on June 20, 2021. 
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lives in rental units.4  Despite these differences, certain individuals, especially 
middle-aged well-off and well-educated (often) women, fostered grass-roots 
activities in both regions, in order to help neighbors and others in need 
during the Trump administration and the pandemic. 

The Moment of Mobilization: The Trump Election
In democracies, activists are understood as agents who seek to induce change 
on the local, regional and national political levels. As Leah Gose and Theda 
Skocpol (2019) show, the November 2016 election of Donald Trump 
sparked nationwide resistance to the new Republican administration and 
Congress. Michel Foucault insists that despite the pervasive, normalizing 
nature of contemporary power, there already exists a possibility for resistance 
wherever power is exercised (Kulynych 1997). This became visible in the 
direct aftermath of the 2016 presidential election. 

Interestingly, it is the political context that changed and that turned 
humanitarian actions—typically seen as apolitical—into criminalized 
activities, or at least into activities that aided ostracized population segments. 
For example, members of the group No More Deaths regularly engage in 
leaving water and food in the Arizona desert for people who attempt to enter 
US territory.  This activity was prosecuted by the Trump administration 
(Deveraux 2019). Agents of the state, Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
(ICE) officers arrested volunteers of No More Deaths, because they now 
could interpret these same acts—identified by previous administrations 
as humanitarian and apolitical—as subversive crimes against the state.5 

4   For details see: US Census Bureau (2020b) and US Census Bureau (2020a)
5   These cases are not as rare as one would think. For example, French 
citizens offering a shower to refugees in the town of Calais—an estimated 
2,000 refugees live along the northern part of the city—were intimidated 
and arrested by the police (Amnesty International 2019). There are other 
such well-published stories of individuals whose humanitarian acts were 
criminalized and thus, one could argue, turned into acts of oppositional 
resistance. For example: Rescuing 40 migrants who had been in naval distress, 
Carola Rackete, the German captain of the ship Sea Watch 3, docked her 
ship at the port of Lampedusa in June of 2019 after a 16-day standoff with 
the Italian government. She was immediately arrested by the authorities. The 
charges brought against her included the violation of an article of Italy’s Code 
of Navigation, specifically ‘resisting a war ship,’ which carries a penalty of up 



Journal of Resistance Studies Number 1 -  Volume 8 - 2022

80

When providing humanitarian support was suddenly labeled agitational 
and oppositional in the USA, more individuals found the motivation to get 
involved in aiding people in need, and therewith resist inhumane policies.  As 
Foucault (1990) suggests, some cohorts respond to extreme policy changes 
that challenge the normative status, for example, through the criminalization 
of humanitarian aid, with a micro-politics of resistance.6

Gose and Skocpol (2019) demonstrate that immediately after the 2016 
election, local resistance groups were created in places of all sizes and partisan 
orientations. The founding actors and other volunteers often had the same 
socioeconomic profile as the activists who founded the humanitarian NGOs 
discussed in this paper: they were frequently middle-class, college-educated, 
mostly white women (Gose & Skocpol 2019: 3). Organizations such as 
Pantsuit Nation, Action Together, and local Indivisible groups usually formed 
through interpersonal connections or Internet-based social media platforms 
such as Facebook (Gose & Skocpol 2019: 15). 

To pinpoint the exact time when these activities were initiated 
is difficult. However, the emergence of agency occurs often at a point 
of disjuncture or contradiction that incites an individual to react to 
environmental challenges. Mahoney and Yngvesson (1992: 70) insist that 
resistance arises through agency—the capacity to do things—and reveals 
a process of self-reflection. The authors (1992: 70) emphasize that an 
explanation of the onset of resistance must account for how the motivation 
to resist—what they call ‘the desire to act “against the grain”’—is constructed 
psychologically.7  They suggest that an individual’s desire to resist must be 

to 10 years in prison on conviction, and for facilitating illegal immigration 
(Povoledo 2019).  Only massive public mobilization in Germany and elsewhere 
halted Rackete from being prosecuted under criminal law.  Under similar 
circumstances in 2017, Pia Klemp, the skipper of the ship Iuventa, was charged 
by Italian authorities with assisting illegal immigration.  If convicted, Klemp 
faces up to 20 years in prison. 
6   Micro-politics comprise ‘the moving substrate of force relations which, by 
virtue of their inequality, constantly engender states of power, but the latter are 
always local and unstable’; the macroscopic powers they create are ‘the over-all 
effect that emerges from all these mobilities, the concatenation that rests on 
each of them and seeks to arrest their movement’ (Foucault 1990: 93).
7   Maureen Mahoney and Barbara Yngvesson (1992) suggest that the capacity 
to want to make things happen has to do with early childhood caregiver-infant 
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understood in the context not only of an ‘acting or speaking subject but 
of a reacting or listening subject’ (1992: 70). To explain the will to resist 
that occurs in some individuals (but not in others) requires a ‘theory of the 
subject as not being simply produced in relations of power but as making 
meanings in her relationships with others’ (1992: 70).  Resistance then is the 
product of the self and her understanding of herself and her positionality 
(‘making meanings’ in relationships with others) within society that consists 
of overlapping, and sometimes contradicting, structures of power. The 
power of the elected bigot, racist, and xenophobe American president can 
be recognized in opposition to a canon of civil and human rights and laws. 
Those individuals who turned activists may have been affected by the obvious 
denigration of those values, and offended by the misogynist and xenophobic 
language of Trump, as were many people in America. Individuals-turned-
activists might have felt that it was a moral imperative to resist, as with the 
volunteers discussed by Gose and Skocpol (2019). Most of the founding 
members of the NGOs discussed here, however, felt that at that particular 
time, their actions could make a difference to the lives of those who were 
targets of the administration’s xenophobic policies. 

In some instances, Trump’s anti-immigrant and -refugee stance triggered 
engagement. For example, Vice-President and Director of the Board of the 
Westchester country humanitarian organization NFR, Jmel Wilson, explains 
how the NGO was created as a direct reaction to Trump’s Muslim travel ban: 

So, Neighbors for Refugees was started knowing that we wanted to do 
this, after the [2016 Presidential] election, so yes. Our beginnings were 
right when Trump was issuing the first travel bans and all of that. It was 
interesting time to say the least. I think that we responded fairly quickly 
to Steven Miller and Trump, realizing what the lay of the land was going 
to be and realizing that we needed to broaden our focus, and not just 
work with new families coming in, and not just wait for that to happen.

interactions. Infants are born into a situation of dependence on others who 
are more powerful. The child’s initial encounters with the dynamics of power 
and dependence are experienced as paradox or contradiction that, the authors 
suggest, has the potential to produce either change or conformity. However, 
in Resistance Studies, resistance usually does not ‘originate’ within the subject, 
rather it arises in a combination of subjectivity, relationships and context 
(Johansson & Vinthagen 2013). 
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The Trump administration’s so-called Muslim travel ban mobilized not only 
Wilson and the NFR in Westchester County, but also Dina Rose, who is the 
current chair of the board of WHNJ in Hudson county. Rose explains the 
beginnings of WHJC in the following way:8 

I was living in Jersey City at the time, but I had strong ties—my family 
had been living in Hoboken and then we moved to Jersey City, so we 
lived in that area for the last 20 years. We’re involved in the synagogue 
in Hoboken, the United Synagogue of Hoboken, and at the same time, 
it was sort of happening in parallel paths. At the synagogue we had a 
strong interest in doing something to help refugees and it was especially 
in regard to all of the Muslim ban-stuff rhetoric as well as actions. And 
so, we were getting mobilized at that time. 

Both Wilson and Rose became actively involved in their respective NGOs 
in reaction to the passage of the Muslim travel ban, which was one of the 
first acts pertaining to immigration that the Trump administration issued. It 
galvanized the opposition. Implemented in 2017, the ban prevented people 
from seven Muslim countries from traveling to and entering the USA. The 
ban, albeit clearly discriminatory and racist, was upheld by the U.S. Supreme 
Court (Cohn 2018).

Like Wilson and Rose, many citizens recognized that something had to 
be done and that they had the positionality (Mahoney & Yngvesson 1992) 
and the capacity to do it. Millions marched and went to rallies (Tamkin & 
Gramer 2017). Some organized and began projects designed to aid those who 
were tyrannized and persecuted.  An example of the Trump administration’s 
persecution was its separation of migrant families at the border and adoption 
of measures such as the Migrant Protection Protocols (MPP), also known as 
the Remain in Mexico policy, as well as implementation of Title 42—the 

8   WHJC started in 2016 as a loosely affiliated group of volunteers supporting 
resettled refugees mainly with apartments setups. In 2018 the group continued 
doing that as well as other basic aid such as, accompanying refugees to medical 
screenings, meeting new arrivals at the airport, and bringing meals. Within 
a year, the group began to transition more into education work, focusing 
on educational volunteer work, including at home tutoring, for refugees. In 
addition, the volunteers helped people with getting their transcripts evaluated 
for those who wanted to go back to school. By the end of 2018 the group 
became a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization. 
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Trump policy enacted in March 2020, based on Section 265 of U.S. Code 
Title 42—that practically suspended the fundamental right to seek asylum 
in the USA (Franz 2021b). Using the COVID-19 crisis as a pretext, these 
programs are largely responsible for the current refugee crisis in the southern 
border region (Mindock 2018; Human Rights Watch 2020; American 
Immigration Council 2021).9 Retrospectively, it appears that the Trump 
election was a point of fissure, a moment that seems to call for a highly 
individual and personal decision, however, in reality the decision is very 
much influenced by one’s social environment.

Resisting the State and/or Building a New Reality: 
Activism and Inclusion Work

The humanitarian activists discussed in this paper did not see their 
voluntarism as anti-governmental actions. The underlying assumption 
here is that there is a clear boundary between ostensibly ‘apolitical’ 
humanitarian work and political action. This appears to be a rather blurred 
simplification of a complex set of circumstances because advocacy goes hand 
in hand with social activism in the daily practices of refugee support. For 
example, according to Jackie Zapata, program director for FF NJ & NY, 
the organization’s volunteers usually engage in visits and pen-palling with 
incarcerated asylum-seekers and refugees. Many of the organization’s 200 

9   The Red Cross and Amnesty International condemned the restrictions 
on the right to seek asylum at the U.S. southern border, but to no avail 
(Amnesty International UK 2020). Trump’s Attorney General Jeff Sessions 
stopped asylum for people who had experienced gang violence or family 
violence and therewith narrowed the eligibility grounds for asylum. The 
Trump administration also restricted the number of asylum-seekers allowed 
into ports of entry each day (this has become known as ‘metering’);  signed 
asylum cooperation agreements with Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador 
(resembling so-called ‘safe third country agreements’ in Europe and elsewhere) 
in order to deport immigrants to these countries en mass; adopted the Migrant 
Protection Protocols (MPP), also known as the ‘Remain in Mexico’ policy, 
which allowed US border officers to return non-Mexican asylum-seekers to 
Mexico; made use of Title 42, a previously obscure 1933 public health order, 
instituted around the start of the pandemic, which expels most migrants to 
Mexico; and enacted the Public Charge rule. Both the MPP and Title 42 have 
been continued under President Biden.
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volunteers are retired former professionals. However, it is false to assume 
that this cohort does not get involved in radical anti-state protests. Based 
on their individual humanitarian or religious convictions, these are exactly 
the volunteers who usually get arrested during protests that seek to prevent 
deportations. These activists conscientiously oppose the government’s 
expulsion and removal policies. At various anti-deportation actions, these 
activists handcuffed themselves to each other in order to form a human chain 
that impedes the trucks from transporting deportees to the airport. Despite 
understanding their work as quintessentially humanitarian, many of the FF 
NJ &NY volunteers also engage in resistance that is oppositional in nature. 

Authors in critical migration studies have outlined how deportations 
function as a key moment in which the state exercises and affirms sovereign 
power (De Genova 2010). According to Peter Nyers (2010: 415), the issue 
of deportations is thus fundamentally a political one: 

In the case of asylum-seekers, the decision about who will and who will 
not be provided with protection is not just a humanitarian determination 
but a moment when the sovereign state (re)founds its claim to 
monopolize the political. Anti-deportation activists can therefore be 
read in terms of contemporary disputes over who has the authority 
to protect, and under what terms and conditions. Such activism can 
reveal new problematizations as well as new ways of thinking and acting 
politically. 

In line with Nyers, I would suggest that volunteers who actively take a 
stand against deportations directly challenge the authority of the nation-
state. Thus, the deportation issue, being a crucial element of humanitarian 
protection, has always been a key mobilizing feature for volunteers who 
are otherwise largely depicted as apolitical in their humanitarian work. In 
reality therefore, the notion that the changing political context surrounding 
the Trump election suddenly turned humanitarian activities into subversive 
confrontations is too simplistic. Humanitarian activism and resistance to 
state actions might be best understood as political activism on a spectrum—
from the volunteers’ efforts to create alternate realities through for example, 
the provisions of living space for refugees, to public protests and to arrests 
of activists. All of these actions vis-a-vis the state can be of humanitarian 
intent. During the pandemic, FF NJ & NY volunteers were involved in 
activities ranging from the creation of the Lighthouse, providing shelter for 
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asylum-seekers released from detention, to protests against state policies, for 
example, the continued incarceration of refugees in prison facilities that had 
extremely high rates of COVID-19 infection (Nieto-Munoz, 2021). 

All four Tri-State NGOs discussed in this article focus on refugee 
inclusion in civil society. Their activities are legal, and they do not engage 
in activities, such as the rescue of drowning or extremely dehydrated people, 
that could be construed as being illegal. For example, Dina Rose explains the 
beginnings of the WHJC organization in the following way:10 

The way I’ve heard the story is that Alain [Mentha, who is currently the 
executive director of WHJC] and his wife Jennifer wanted something 
to do that would respond to Trump and they went to Church World 
Service to volunteer [to transport furniture and clean apartments before 
refugees moved in].

Rose’s explanation of Alain and Jennifer Mentha’s decision to volunteer at 
the Refugee Resettlement organization Church World Service is especially 
interesting, because it shows how closely related oppositional and constructive 
resistance are in the minds of many activists. Rose directly associates opposing 
the Trump administration’s xenophobic policies with the notion of helping 
to provide housing for refugees. For her, the Mentha family’s resistance was 
expressed through constructive acts of cleaning apartments and moving 
furniture, that is, by creating living spaces for newly arrived individuals 
in New Jersey. Rose sees these activities as, at the same time, undermining 
xenophobic forms of state power (Sørensen 2016).  

Similarly, Kathie O’Callaghan, the president and founder of H&HR 
in Westchester County, explains how she began to think about helping 
refugees:

10   WHJC started in 2016 as a loosely affiliated group of volunteers supporting 
resettled refugees mainly with apartments setups. In 2018, the group continued 
doing that as well as other basic aid such as, accompanying refugees to medical 
screenings, meeting new arrivals at the airport, and bringing meals. Within 
a year, the group began to transition more into education work, focusing on 
educational volunteer work, including at home tutoring, for those refugees 
who wanted that. In addition, the volunteers helped people with getting their 
transcripts evaluated for those who wanted to go back to school. By the end of 
2018, the group became a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization. 
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[Trump] was not even a thought in my head. In 2016, my thought 
was there is a dire need and there are the resources and passion among 
communities and there’s a solution. Let’s tap into that! Many people were 
thinking the same way, asking: ‘What are we going to do and how can 
we make a difference?’ And we thought why isn’t anyone doing it? […]
It was so obvious that community volunteers could be a local solution 
to the global crisis. Everything was in place. Someone just had to pull it 
together. And I was not alone. […] In Westchester County there were 
faith groups, activists, who come to the table to welcome refugee in so 
many ways. Community sponsors have resettled refugees and assisted 
our new neighbors in a variety of ways and commitment levels.

In her interview, O’Callaghan did not articulate resistance against the Trump 
regime as an essential driver for her decision to begin to organize in order 
to help refugees. Focusing on seemingly apolitical humanitarian work, her 
approach to aiding refugees highlights a resistance practice that goes beyond 
conventional understandings of resistance as subordinated actions, ‘being 
against’, ‘in opposition’, or ‘saying no’, instead establishing and building a 
desirable alternative to the dominant xenophobic order.  O’Callaghan took 
stock of what was needed and what was available in Westchester County, 
and began bringing a number of different religious and civic organizations 
together on a refugee resettlement platform. 

Some authors refer to these actions within specific environmental factors 
as culture. For example, Mona Lilja (2020) emphasizes that much theorizing 
surrounding resistance emerged out of the British Gramscian tradition of 
Raymond Williams and Stuart Hall. Lilja (2020: 227) argues that from this 
perspective, ‘culture must be viewed not as a given set of relations and ideas 
structuring social life, but as something that is produced through human 
intention and action.’ Therefore, culture is understood through what people 
do, and not through the symbolic or economic calculations assigned to their 
actions. The emphasis is on how society, culture and structure are produced, 
reproduced and transformed through human agency.

For example, the reach and multiplicity of the activities and programs 
engaged in by organizations such as NFR, WHJC, FFNJ&NY, and 
H&HR should not be underestimated. They did not only aid refugees and 
immigrants—people who were depicted as menacing and not belonging in 
the United States by the Trump administration—these organizations also 
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began to influence public opinion in their respective geographical areas. Most 
obviously, they did this by calling for volunteers to engage in oppositional 
political actions, for example, by organizing call-ins to their Representative’s 
and Senators’ offices, or in constructive activities, such as visiting incarcerated 
asylum-seekers or organizing clothes and food drives.  This clearly qualifies 
as resistance, but it shows that these small NGOs meshed various functions 
together, often engaging at the same time in constructive resistance and in 
oppositional resistance. However, these acts and practices do not only make 
a difference in the lives of deprived people, they also express the activists’ 
values that clearly oppose the party line of Trump’s Republican party (Baaz 
et al. 2016: 140). 

Volunteering as Practicing Resistance 
The key disagreement in the field of resistance studies, as described by 
Hollander and Einwohner (2004), focuses on the question of who needs to 
recognize an act as resistance in order for it to be categorized as such an act—
the actor, the target (power holders), or the observer. My work, following the 
reasoning of Mikael Baaz et al. (2016: 139), considers recognition as being of 
secondary importance for the study of resistance. Volunteers did not all share 
the same motivations to get involved with refugee and asylum work. For some, 
opposition to the Trump administration was clearly the main motivating 
force; others saw helping the needy and oppressed as their humanitarian 
or religious duty; some did not recognize their work as resistance practices 
until I explained my theoretical framework prior to the interviews.  In this 
paper, I use the definition by Baaz et al. (2016) of resistance as a practice 
with ‘no demand for any particular intention or consciousness of the actor or 
recognition by targets of resistance.’ Indeed, ‘resistance is a particular kind of 
act—not an intent or effect’ (Baaz et al. 2016: 141-142). In contrast to Alain 
Mentha and Dina Rose, a number of the citizen activists I interviewed, such 
as O’Callaghan and Frank Pierson, President and Director of NFR, were 
surprised when they heard that I would like to write about them and their 
activism within the framework of resistance studies. 

Once the first group of activists initiated outreach projects, others 
quickly followed. Priti Chitnis Gress, recently named as a member of the 
Board  of WHJC, explains why she personally became involved in the 
organization and how her work with refugees has turned her into an activist 
with political agency:
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And I’ve said also to people, one good thing that came out of this [the 
Trump election] was that people did become politically active, people 
did start to wake up from a slumber almost of complacency because 
it—you aren’t even aware of all of the things that were going on. I think 
during the George Bush era, there were a lot of problems, but then 
some of our policies and problems continue throughout Democratic 
presidents as well, but we become complacent. So, when we get this 
drastic shift where a TV character suddenly becomes President, we are 
all supposed to just take that sitting down? No. So, I think a lot of 
people did become sort of politicized or at least activated. […] So yes! I 
am much happier being involved. I think that I did channel some of my 
angst about the [2016] election and the state of our country into a more 
positive-productive kind of way. […] Being involved in this [WHJC] 
has made me feel so American, and so positive about this country.

The activists involved in pro-immigrant organizations are actively remaking 
their communities and the state. Once the pandemic hit, WHJC, like many 
other humanitarian NGOs, pivoted to include undocumented migrants in 
their client group because these migrants did not receive direct COVID-19 
relief payments from the federal government, despite the fact that many 
of them worked in essential jobs such as meat-processing and home care.11 
Inhumane law and a polity that is identified as amoral, as well as the 
identified, extreme need among this cohort, were drivers for these activists.

What drives the activists who work with the four local NGOs discussed 
in this paper seems to be solidarity with newcomers and a progressive image 
of the US society. Baaz et al. (2016) have expanded the conceptualization of 
resistance by arguing that resistance also has the potential to be productive, 
plural and fluid, and can be integrated into everyday social life. Interviews 
with members of these NGOs reveal the productive and constructive 
dimensions of resistance—the programs designed and implemented on a 
grass-roots level that directly affect the daily lives of refugees, asylum-seekers 
and others in need during times of exclusion.

Mona Lilja (2020: 220) states that the concept of constructive 
resistance denotes both individual and collective forms of resistance and that 

11   California, unlike all but a handful of states, reacted to this federal policy by 
passing its own state-wide aid packages for the undocumented population.
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‘it can be grand, but it can also be a matter of producing ongoing small-
scale differences that might look trivial,’ but often have major impacts on 
those who benefit from them. The activists discussed in this paper frequently 
engage in small acts, such as driving a refugee to an appointment or tutoring 
someone in English, which can transform individuals’ lives. These, and 
many other such practices and acts, also pick away at state authority and 
policies such as the 2019 Public Charge Rule.12 Constructive resistance 
practices, such as providing financial aid to refugees during the pandemic, 
limit the direct ramifications of the Public Charge rule on individuals and 
their families, and have a direct, constructive impact on the recipients’ lives. 
These activities also moderate and decrease the repercussions of an unjust 
system of rules and processes that were designed to make life difficult for 
refugees, asylum-seekers and (undocumented) migrants. It is largely in this 
way that the activists in the Tri-State area make their political presence and 
objections felt. The four programs discussed in the following part exemplify 
constructive resistance activities that work at cross purposes to the goals of 
Trump’s laws and processes, that make life difficult for non-citizens.

The Lighthouse
In April 2021, FF NJ& NY—which provides advocacy, visitation and 
resettlement assistance for detained asylum-seekers and refugees—and 
WHJC in partnership with Episcopal St. Paul’s and Church of the 
Incarnation in Jersey City, opened the new Lighthouse in Union City, New 
Jersey. It is the second time that a group of local NGOs established a home 
for people seeking refuge who have been released from detention. The six-
bedroom, three-bath building in Union City can house 12 people. Alain 
Mentha, executive director of WHJC, refers to the Lighthouse’s predecessor 
in describing its purpose: 

It’s transitional housing. […] The Lighthouse 1, was also [part of the] 
ministry of the Episcopal Church in Jersey City and it was based in 

12    See footnote 2. The Trump public charge rule essentially counted the use 
of specific health or human services programs or expected future use of those 
services as a negative when evaluating specific immigration applications. 
Although the law only applies the public charge test to a small segment of the 
immigrant community, the law created a ‘chilling effect’, where even those who 
are eligible for public benefits, including Medicaid, choose to avoid applying 
for it, for fear that their immigration status might be impacted (Sanchez 2022).
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Jersey City. It was primarily designed for post-release detainees who 
sought asylum while they were in detention, or bonded out of detention 
and maybe they had to wear an ankle bracelet or something. So you 
know, they needed a place to go, either on a very short term basis, before 
they were reunited with their families elsewhere in the country, or […] 
if they didn’t have a family tie, and they needed permanent housing but 
they didn’t have a job yet. The Lighthouse is a place for them to live until 
they get their feet on the ground. 

The Lighthouse is a good representation of constructive resistance. It is a 
cooperative project. Activist groups focus their efforts on helping asylum-
seekers and refugees who, while incarcerated, have been put in a particularly 
dire situation, because of the state’s regulations and policies. The Lighthouse 
shows how change can be directly established through resistance itself, rather 
than be seen as a goal to be achieved in a near or distant future. As Minoo 
Koefoed (2017: 50) emphasizes, ‘rejecting a politics of waiting, constructive 
resistance assumes a different temporality of change that dissolves the 
time gap between resistance and change.’  Constructive resistance takes 
the ideal visions for a future society and sets them as goals for the here-
and-now, for example by directly establishing institutions of social change 
and humanitarian aid, such as the Lighthouse. In this case, constructive 
resistance is intimately connected with processes of actual change. Currently, 
the Guatemalan family who is residing in the Lighthouse spent the last year 
and a half detained at the Mexican border, because they were not allowed 
to apply for asylum due to Title 42. The Lighthouse illustrates effective 
local resistance against such policies by representing physical evidence of 
the successful cooperation of local organizations that results in tangible 
improvements of the lives of refugees, while at the same time resisting 
xenophobic policies.  Set-ups like the Lighthouse allow its residents to settle 
down, connect with the community, and begin rebuilding their lives. The 
Lighthouse illustrates constructive resistance at its best: a concrete building 
that represents the attainment of an ideal vision of a future society, imagined 
and created in Union City, New Jersey, by the volunteers of a number of 
local NGOs and established through donations and grass-roots work.

COVID-19 Relief Funds
COVID-19 Relief Funds were similarly urgent projects that arose during 
Spring 2020, when the desperation of many refugees and immigrants living 
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through the pandemic became indisputable. In pandemic times, when 
the U.S. government renounced human rights and the suffering became 
extensive for many, these organizations sprang into action, by supporting 
local newcomer communities and by raising funds in order to aid families 
and individuals.  Jmel Wilson from NFR explains that the activists realized: 

[We needed] to work with families who are already here, who needed 
more support. We got connected, through some great people, with 
a whole lot of Syrian families up in the New Haven area, who were 
floundering and really needed some help. It started with us helping a 
family who was about to be evicted, by paying their rent for a year, and 
then it went on from that. We now have a very robust grant program, for 
people who have been here past that whole resettlement period, along 
with several other programs for folks who have already been here. There 
are no new families coming in right now, and that is most of what we 
do. Our last new family got here a year and a half ago, and we’re not 
expecting another new family until the end of the year at the earliest.13 

The outreach efforts of small, local NGOs such as NFR brought relief to 
refugees living in other parts of the country. When COVID-19 hit, the 
group identified several organizations that worked directly with refugees 
in Westchester, New Jersey, Connecticut, and upstate New York. The 
network that linked NFR’s COVID-19 Relief Fund to other organizations 
includes, among others, Keeping Our Promise Rochester, One World One 
Love, Elena’s Light, RDJ Refugee Shelter, RIF Asylum Support and Queer 
Detainee Empowerment Project. Being part of these diverse NGO networks 
allows for the production and distribution of knowledge about various issues 
and resistance activities, including refugee and immigration policy, as well as 
the prison-industrial complex and LGBTQ+ issues.

Grants from the NGO’s COVID-19 Relief Fund were used to help 
families put food on the table, buy medicines, pay utilities, and pay rent. 
NFR’s webpage explains that the organization ‘distributed $23,000 to 73 
families, that’s 265 people,’ through a number of local sister organizations. 
The grant program of the Westchester County NGO aided refugees in need 
elsewhere through an impressive network of aid and advocacy organizations. 

13   This interview was conducted on May 20, 2021. NFR has ramped up their 
preparations and is now resettling a number of Afghan families. 
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Other NGOs also initiated COVID-19 relief funds. WHJC and 
H&HR also raised funds for COVID-19 relief.  H&HR’s webpage details 
the organization’s support for refugees, asylees and asylum-seekers with 
$30,000 in cash assistance, including MasterCard gift cards, grocery and 
clothing store gift cards, and cash grants. Overall, 130 families, comprising 
414 people, were assisted by H& HR between the months of March and July 
2020 alone.  As Lilja (2020: 220) points out, constructive resistance targets 
disciplinary and bio-political institutions and strategies, such as the federal 
government’s decision not to provide COVID-19 relief for refugees, asylum-
seekers, and undocumented migrants. The NGOs’ COVID-19 relief funds 
were a form of resistance that ‘destabilises, displaces or replaces established 
truths or [and] various claims to “the real” by suggesting other ways of life, 
and constructing discourses, subjectivities and institutions.’ The NGOs’ 
COVID-19 relief funds constructed a different reality about communal living 
during the pandemic, for both the donors and the recipients. The funding 
undermines a number of ‘facts’ or ‘established truths’ in American life, for 
example, the prevailing notion that extreme individualism is quintessential 
in order to make it in the USA (Franz 2022). The massive community-based 
funding of the COVID-19 Relief Funds represents an endeavor to build new 
realities around community, humanity and civility, through constructive 
projects that targeted the federal government’s bio-political strategy to deny 
aid to whole categories of residents. 

Mask Making
One grass-roots project made the national news. In partnership with 
MasksforNY.org, NFR encouraged seven refugee women (from Afghanistan 
and Syria) who owned sewing machines to begin a mask sewing project. 
The refugee women joined a collective of 250 community volunteers in 
making masks and got compensated for their labor with money raised by 
NFR, largely from private donors (Rosen Fink 2020; News 12 2021).  A 
member of the NFR board, Frank Pierson, explains the larger point of what 
the program did for these women:

For most of these women, the making of the masks gave them the 
opportunity to connect to their new community by helping people 
around the country fight the pandemic and gave them a way to help 
their families make ends meet, maybe for the first time, as their families 
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struggle to make a new life here in the U.S. Both of these were very 
positive for the women who might otherwise feel isolated and depressed.   

Donating to funds like the Mask-Making programs promotes the wellbeing 
of the refugees, while at the same time encourages the sponsors’ personal 
involvement in the projects and community at large. These forms of activism 
are examples for subaltern practices where local donors support refugees and 
other individuals who found themselves in a strange environment and in 
subaltern and destitute positions.

The donors engage in practices that create nascent alternative means to 
provide wages for a person in need and, at the same time, these acts might 
undermine state power (Vinthagen 2015: 7). Donations therewith can be 
seen as practices of resistance that are performed on behalf of and/or in 
solidarity with individuals who are in precarious situations; these acts are 
also often referred to as proxy resistance (Lilja and Vinthagen 2017, Baaz, 
Lilja, Schulz and Vinthagen 2017). In addition, the mask-sewing provided 
income for those refugee families in need who did not receive any federal 
aid in times when many other better-off families received COVID-19 relief 
from the government. Donating to the mask-sewing program flew in the 
face of the administration’s malevolent policies of exclusion. 

At this point, many local affiliates of various refugee resettlement 
agencies had closed down. To be sure, the federal government provides 
refugees with a one-time $2,175 grant per refugee to cover initial expenses 
such as food, rent and job-placement services (Karas 2019). This was clearly 
not enough to make ends meet in the medium and long term. The act of 
donating money in order to pay somebody’s salary can be seen as an act of 
resistance; in the context of willful federal neglect of refugees and asylum-
seekers, donations to the mask-making program constructively contributed 
to the income of Syrian and Afghan families. The program responded to the 
refugees’ economic need in a creative way—providing not only much needed 
income but also a purpose and meaning for the individual seamstresses—
and aiding those whom the xenophobic Trump administration would have 
preferred not to reside in the USA.

Mohandas K. Gandhi emphasized the importance of what he labeled 
‘the constructive programme’ in civil resistance movements (Gandhi 1945; 
Rigby 2022). The constructive program, according to Gandhi, represents 
long-term, everyday, low-key activities that are guiding nonviolent 
movements, like the mask-sewing campaign during the height of the 
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COVID-19 crisis, vis-à-vis more spectacular, nonviolent resistance practices, 
such as civil disobedience campaigns and strikes (Koefoed 2017).  For 
Gandhi, cloth-spinning constituted a central component of his constructive 
program, as producing clothes made locally in this traditional way reduced 
India’s economic dependence on England (Koefoed 2017: 43).  Mask-
making somewhat alleviated the refugees’ dependence upon state financial 
support during the height of the pandemic. MasksforNY.org donated their 
masks to underprivileged populations, for example, prison populations and 
school children. These masks therewith secured the safety of disadvantaged 
individuals who were otherwise at severe risk during the pandemic, due to their 
work, education or incarceration, which forced them to be in places that were 
highly conducive to the rapid spread of COVID-19 through overcrowding, 
poor ventilation, inadequate sanitation, and lack of healthcare services. The 
individuals who received the masks could spend the money that they would 
have otherwise spent buying masks on other needs. The program contributed 
to the establishment of a new and localized ‘structure of compassion’ which 
could augment further alternative long-term, everyday, low-key resistance 
activities in the future. Koefoed points out that constructive programs refer 
to long-term processes of movement-led experiments in constructing their 
new desired society from the bottom up (Koefoed 2017: 43). This is exactly 
what the mask-sewing program represents in a nascent form. 

Gandhi’s ideas about constructive programs highlight how resistance 
movements can be engaged in and develop self-organized processes and 
structures. However, as Koefoed points out, Gandhi’s framing of the 
program does not make the connection to resistance explicit. To remedy 
this, Koefoed introduces Vinthagen’s (2015) definition of resistance as a 
subaltern practice into her analysis of constructive programs in Northern 
Kurdistan, attesting that this feature is useful in explaining the potential 
to undermine different ‘modes and aspects of power in their enactments, 
performances and constructions of “alternatives”’ (Koefoed, Sørensen 2016). 
For the mask-making program, the aspects that undermine political power 
appear minimal, but it might have been life-saving for some who received a 
mask and did not get infected by COVID-19. On the small-group, localized 
level, the program established new structures that might in the medium- and 
long-run provide venues for others to challenge and subvert power. 
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The Fun Club
In contrast to fundraising and giving financial aid to those in need, The Fun 
Club, initiated by WHJC in 2017, is based on weekly physical get-togethers. 
Alain Mentha describes the founding of the Fun Club as a direct reaction to 
the cutting of refugee placements and the administration’s squashing of the 
refugee resettlement program: 

In 2018, it was a pretty difficult year, and in which by the end of the 
year the placement program at Church World Service was ended, and by 
the end of the year we had started our weekly program called Fun Club 
because we were now doing fewer apartment set-ups for asylum-seekers 
and asylees out of detention and we decided to provide deeper services 
to those folks who were already in Jersey City. 

Mentha explains that, out of the necessary reorientation that resulted from 
the dismantlement of the refugee resettlement program of Church World 
Service—one of the resettlement organizations that WHJC had worked with 
closely since its founding in 2016—came the NGO’s greatest success:

So, probably our major accomplishment of the last few years has been the 
establishment of Fun Club, a family program where we provide academic 
coaching, homework help, ESL classes for the adults, and we provided 
meals, we had sort of a bazaar where people could get household goods. 
We drove the families from their homes and back from Fun Club. It 
really helped us deepen the sense of community that existed within these 
micro-communities, based on language and nationality of our clients or 
friends. And that was a great thing!

The Fun Club, a weekly get-together where neighbors share a meal, and 
various tutoring sessions are offered, is WHJC’s largest success because it 
exemplifies the effective building of alternative interactive practices and 
communal structures that go beyond organizational features. The Fun Club 
provided the groundwork to allow for the members of the community—
the long-term residents of Jersey City and the newcomers who recently 
arrived in the area—to get together and begin to get to know each other. 
The program is a platform that encourages interactions with strangers and 
allows for the building of new friendships between individuals who would 
never otherwise have met each other. This form of social experimentation 
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can evolve into providing true alternatives to, and escape venues from, the 
oppressive structures that many refugees and asylees find themselves in. Dina 
Rose explains the underlying social process:

We are trying to hook up an individual person with a client, as their 
partner or their primary contact. I would say that maybe half of our 
clients already have that person who is close to them, and that happened 
organically through Fun Club. For instance, I work very closely with 
a family. And I don’t know if that relationship would ever come to an 
end because it is now, my relationship with them [and] is less about 
Welcome Home than it is about our relationship. […] Helping the kids 
get into better schools, and things like that.

Rose emphasizes that, in the end, a personal relationship that arises from 
WHJC activities such as the participation in the Fun Club, should outlast 
the refugee’s relationship with the organization:

So, I think that we would like to get everyone paired up that way. If we 
did that successfully, then the individual [activist] would take more of 
the responsibility, and then the core organization would take less of it. 
And then, they may or may not still come to Fun Club for social reasons, 
let’s say. The clients themselves became friends [with the volunteering 
activists]. 

The weekly interactions between volunteer and refugee begin the refugee’s 
process of getting involved in society and, perhaps more importantly, it 
changes society itself, by altering the activists’ views. Constructive resistance 
as experimented with in the Fun Club embodies forms of personal and 
societal change which are articulated, designed, and practiced by the same 
subjects who are directly affected by that change (Koefoed 2017: 50). Thus, 
the refugees, as the people on whose behalf the Fun Club was created and 
who might be conceived as the ones who are attending the weekly events 
in order to be helped, actually become the locus through whom change is 
produced. The volunteers’ attendance at the Fun Club, like many other acts 
of volunteering, goes hand in hand with a qualitative shift in the individual’s 
understanding of her day-to-day experiences, because it often creates 
solidarity with others—which subsequently changes the activist’s worldview 
and understanding of herself. 
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Elaborating on what this sort of solidarity created for her, Christnis 
Gress explains: ’I am motivated and actually feel empowered. Getting Doha’s 
children out of detention [in Thailand],14 I would tell you, is the single most 
important work I have done in my entire life.’ For Christnis Gress, the 
relationship she developed with Doha switched her perspective and changed 
her consciousness. Today, Christnis Gress and Doha are friends and their 
friendship has changed both Doha’s and Christnis Gress’s family, circle of 
friends, and social lives—they created a new ‘community of belonging’ 
(Lilja 2022: 1). By encouraging the establishment of new communities of 
belonging, the Fun Club should be understood as a platform that allows for 
the prefiguration of a desired society within the shell of the old. I therefore 
agree with Koefoed (2017), who argues that constructive resistance is a 
suitable means to achieve self-organized change and development. This form 
of volunteer work allows for not only the conceptualization, but also the 
development, of nascent but enduring and assiduous forms of constructive 
resistance as subaltern responses to power. Thus, they undermine oppressive 
forms of power through the creation of social alternatives.

The existence of these weekly, often mundane, activities aided the 
refugees and, at the same time, changed the experience of both the refugees 
and the volunteers, by creating engaging and supportive activities, such as 
math tutoring. Taken together, these activities might alter the ways of thinking 
and engaging with each other, and thus could create stronger community 
ties and relations. In addition, these activities, by the simple fact that they aid 
those who are ostracized and marginalized by society and the state, also resist 
state policies and laws that oppress and tyrannize those groups. This is an 

14   Welcome Home Jersey City’s webpage solicits donations for Doha, who 
is a refugee from Syria and single mother of four. Her family initially fled 
to Thailand. Doha and her two minor children were offered resettlement 
in the USA, but her two older children were excluded because of their age. 
Eventually, Doha’s son and daughter in Thailand, who had been working 
to support themselves, were rounded up in an immigration raid and spent 
nearly a year at the notorious Immigration Detention Center in Bangkok for 
violation of their visa rules. WHJC was able to secure their release, and they are 
awaiting the papers needed to immigrate and rejoin their family in the USA. 
Thailand unfortunately does not recognize refugee status, so Doha’s children 
are in the difficult position of not being able to work anymore. WHJC is 
fundraising for their upkeep until they are able to leave Thailand. https://
welcomehomerefugees.org/campaigns/dohas-family-support-fund/
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example of how resistance can be understood as a continuum between public 
confrontations and hidden subversion (Vinthagen & Johansson 2014: 3). 
These forms of constructive resistance, integrated into social life and as a part 
of normality, are perhaps more common than we may assume. 

Discussion:  
Constructive Resistance in Grassroots Organizations

During the Trump years of xenophobic mayhem and pandemic, the work 
done by the volunteers at organizations such as WHJC, NFR, H&HR, and 
FFNJ& NY was remarkable. It exemplifies resistance—not because the key 
emphasis of these NGOs was the public opposition to Trump policies; it was 
not.  Nor was resistance part of their advocacy work per se. But the outcomes 
of many of the volunteer projects frequently enhanced the lives of refugees, 
asylum-seekers, immigrants and others in need. The programs and activities 
had real tangible impact on the lives of exactly those individuals who the 
administration harassed and sought to expunge with both its policies and its 
rhetoric. As Priti Chritnis Gress explained above, life and perspectives also 
changed for many of the activists, who were involved in these programs. The 
most fundamental value of resistance is that, by undermining traditional 
power relations that limit our actions, it opens up possibilities (Lilja 2021). 
This is exactly what happened for the refugees, the migrants and the activists: 
their involvement with each other expanded for them the space to encourage 
them to make different choices.

Much of the work done within these NGOs is mundane, informal 
and repetitive. This work often occurs on a daily basis, is often non-
confrontational but seeks to concretely improve the lives of individuals, and 
thus has reality-altering impact for these individual refugees and, as I argue 
here, also for the activists themselves. This kind of constructive resistance can 
be a matter of producing ongoing small-scale differences that might appear 
trivial, but sometimes can have major impacts (Sørensen 2016).  These 
activities can be referred to as ‘everyday acts of constructive solidarity’ (Rigby 
2022: 10). They are primarily about urgent assistance for people in need 
while at the same time these practices explore how we can imagine the world 
differently, and how our actions and daily practices can change realities on a 
local communal basis and eventually on a societal basis.

As Lilja (2022, 2021), Koefoed (2017) and Rigby (2022) have shown, 
these everyday acts of constructive resistance are not necessarily confronting 
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state or corporate interests, nor do they typically create animosity amongst 
other groups and individuals. But such actions often are addressing and 
‘to some extent challenging established relationships and institutional 
structures’ (Rigby 2022: 11) and their shortcomings. Within the state and 
its institutions, this study shows, how many practices that volunteers engage 
in, in order to improve the living conditions of refugees and others, also 
challenge xenophobic structures and policies. The four examples discussed in 
this paper focus on such acts as providing monetary aid during the pandemic 
to undocumented immigrants who did not receive governmental COVID 
relief, providing housing for asylum-seekers who had been detained by the 
state, supplying refugees with business opportunities and ways to connect 
with the community, and encouraging refugees to join community events, 
such as July 4 or International Refugee Day celebrations. 

These and many other such acts of constructive resistance oppose the 
state’s authority and policies. For example, the Trump administration aimed 
to dissuade refugees and immigrants from coming to the USA by making 
their experience as inhospitable was possible: by making it difficult for them 
to find suitable jobs and communities into which they felt welcomed, and 
by perpetually threatening them with deportation. The four humanitarian 
organizations analyzed in this paper were located in two counties who 
exemplify population segments with very different features regarding race, 
wealth distribution, and average age.  Still, these NGOs resisted the state 
policies by constructing alternative programs and structures of compassion 
within their communities. With each small action of volunteers—helping 
with food and housing, finding jobs, working with the refugees to fill out 
apartment leases and, during the pandemic, providing them with computers 
and tablets so that their children could engage in remote learning—they 
quietly subverted the aims of the Trump administration. They did so, 
without ever overtly articulating or displaying their resistance.

During the pandemic, the NGOs broadened their client base and 
included (undocumented) migrants and homeless people. The NGOs’ 
COVID-19 Relief Funds payments provided urgently needed financial 
aid to individuals who were largely excluded from the federal pandemic 
relief schemes. This is one example of constructive resistance that radically 
improved the quality of life of needy people. The money donated to the 
NGOs’ COVID-19 relief funds also symbolizes an act of oppositional 
resistance because, as a result of it, many migrant families managed to remain 
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in the USA, despite Trump’s relentless efforts to force these families to leave 
the country. 

The activists at their respective NGOs, created, built, cultivated and 
experimented with programs and activities that were needed. The volunteers 
sought to build what they would like to see replacing dominant structures; 
for example, with the Fun Club, activists sought to include interactive 
spaces and activities that would provide for more inclusive resettlement 
programming. The Lighthouse was perhaps the most apparent project 
of constructive resistance. Above all, it is a tangible house that provides 
shelter for asylum-seekers who have been recently released from detention 
centers, many of whom are required to wear ankle monitors or check in 
daily with detention supervisors. The Lighthouse is a clear representation of 
the humanitarian values that these activists hold—seeking to provide shelter 
for those least protected and most vulnerable. The mask-sewing project is a 
strong representation of Gandhi’s constructive programs, because it provides 
a venue to create a localized structure of care and compassion by linking the 
refugee women and mask making volunteers to other disadvantaged groups, 
such as inmates. Constructive resistance occurs when people start to build a 
society according to the ideas and values they desire to foster and implement, 
independently of prevailing power structures. As Sørensen (2016: 58) shows, 
creating alternatives for refugees and others in need ‘can be resistance without 
having to facilitate anything that looks like more traditional or well known 
forms of resistance.’

Often,  constructive resistance activities are organized in tandem with 
oppositional resistance. For example, during the fall of 2021, activists of 
these NGOs continued to challenge the existing power relations with letter 
writing campaigns that condemned the treatment of Haitian migrants, 
thousands of whom were deported from the southern border. Many of 
these activists strongly oppose the current migration policies and refugee 
resettlement program priorities, which are a relic of the programs’ historic 
dependence on American foreign policy.

The four projects discussed here all include everyday acts of 
volunteerism, such as math and ESL teaching, donating, collecting 
donations, and raising funds. While one could argue that activists might not 
define their voluntarism as acts of resistance, Baaz et al. (2016: 140) found 
that the intentions of an individual need to be considered as being ‘plural, 
complex, contradictory, or evolving as well as occasionally something that 
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the actor is not sure about, views differently in retrospect, or even is not able 
to explain.’  Following Michel de Certea (1984), I want to emphasize that 
‘it is the act that matters,’ often independent of the intentions. As explained 
above, most of my interviewees did not see their voluntarism as acts of 
resistance but once I explained my theoretical frame, they acknowledged that 
their activities focus on creating a different more humane society, and can be 
seen as resisting the xenophobia outbreaks that were frequently encouraged 
by the Trump administration. 

The NGOs discussed in this paper function as ‘local centers’ (Foucault 
1990) that work as hubs surrounding individual refugees. A refugee, typically, 
needs help finding a job, registering his children for school, getting a driver’s 
license, and with learning English. The NGOs offer services to help with all 
these needs and they are ‘centers of knowledge production’ for the refugees 
and their families and, in an indirect way, also for the activists. Among 
other things, refugees learn about how to maneuver various administrative 
systems, including schools and the DMV, and what it takes to land a job 
in the USA, all with the help of volunteers. In many ways, the NGOs 
provide the refugees with an orientation in their new environments that 
is invaluable. The activists themselves learn how to organize advocacy and 
humanitarian projects, and fundraisers (just to name some of the obvious 
skills). Furthermore, their work with refugees often broadens activists’ 
understanding of their communities, which might allow them to create a 
future where the needs of newcomers can be met more easily. As Larissa 
Fleischmann (2019: 239) explains in another context, refugee work brings 
‘“the local” and “the global” together in an ambivalent, contested and at times 
contradictive relationship, demonstrating that these scales are enmeshed in 
complex ways.’ Refugee work leads volunteers to reconsider their place in 
their community and the wider world.

Conclusion
The Lighthouse, COVID-19 relief funds, the Mask-Making Initiative, and the 
Fun Club can be explored as of constructive resistance in support of the most 
struggling population segments in society, refugees and asylum-seekers as well 
as undocumented migrants. When the American political context shifted, 
humanitarian activism suddenly was redefined as oppositional activities. The 
NGOs discussed in this paper are platforms that foster constructive work, 
which can be interpreted as oppositional resistance when the political context 
changes. However, I’ve argued here that humanitarian work always includes 
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oppositional elements. Even Democratic administrations, such as the 
Obama administration, have engaged in inhumane refugee and immigration 
policies. Thus, refugee work always includes activities that aim at creating 
societal change—the methods employed can be peaceful or directly resisting 
state authority. In times when the political ruling class suddenly changes 
and becomes antithetical to the values held by a considerable majority of 
the population, programs that represent other values by default become 
oppositional.

Volunteering is perhaps the most efficient way to create a more 
compassionate and caring society. As individuals, we should prioritize such 
constructive work in order to change our neighborhoods and communities 
(Rigby 2022: 219). Martin Luther King and Mohandas K. Gandhi 
encouraged the voluntary engagement in relatively low-risk and and non-
threatening forms of involvement, such as humanitarian NGOs (Rigby 2022: 
220). Constructive activist work often enhances the image of volunteers, 
which in turn increases the legitimacy of the NGO work in the eyes of the 
community, and provides a larger media platform for these programs; this 
encourages more voluntarism and involvement in humanitarian NGOs.  In 
our post-modern, neoliberal world, this voluntarism, representing sustained 
long-term resistance, can lead to change. Bernie Sanders’ career has shown 
that much. His work, like the work of individual activists, such as Kathie 
O’Callaghan, Jmel Wilson, Alain and Jennifer Mentha, has shown that 
constructive actions can help sustain and replicate oppositional identities 
and programs, a necessary dimension of any prolonged effort to create 
change (Rigby 2022: 221). The four activists named above are the founding 
members of H&HR, NFR, and WHJC, respectively. Three out of these four 
are middle-aged women and three out of the four are white. I speculate 
that the demographic particularities have something to do with their 
particular positionality during the 2016 election. As O’Callaghan stated, 
these individuals saw there was a need and that they had the capability to do 
something to help. However, in addition, these individuals had the courage 
to create refugee-serving NGOs and the determination to see their projects 
through. They also had the connections in their respective communities to 
create successful humanitarian enterprises. Getting involved in programs 
once they are created, can also provide wellbeing and give meaning to activists’ 
lives. As Christnis Gress explained to me, being mobilized, becoming an 
activist with WHJC and, crucially, becoming involved with Doha’s life is, in 
her estimation, the ‘single most important work’ that she has done (p. 30). 
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The activities of volunteers who engage with marginalized communities 
under the banner of resistance provides us with potentialities, that might 
allow us to create a future where the needs of newcomers can be met and, at 
the same time, their presence can reinvigorate our shared commitment to our 
political values. Constructive resistance can help us build communities that 
do not incarcerate, harass, and expel strangers in need, but instead receive, 
welcome, and include immigrants and refugees into the fabric of our society.
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Reviews

Monica Sharma:  
Radical Transformational Leadership: 

Strategic Action for Change Agents 
North Atlantic Books, 2017

Reviewed by Crisol González García, 
Center for Justice and Peacebuilding at Eastern Mennonite University, USA

In her compassionate work Radical Transformational Leadership, Monica 
Sharma offers fresh insight into the subject of transformational leadership. 
The author encourages recognition and respect of human dignity and 
challenges the structures we see as indestructible or indispensable. She adds 
the word ‘radical’ to transformational leadership, alluding to its etymological 
meaning, ‘root.’ With that, Monica Sharma urges transformational leaders 
to source their work in universal core values, to which every human has a 
longing.  

Sharma enriches her arguments with practical examples from her 
experience as a United Nations consultant. She assessed the design and 
implementation process of many programs that helped to manage the HIV/
AIDS epidemic, female genital mutilation, and access to medical services to 
poor communities.  

Although the author offers a radical perspective on the role of a leader, 
she does not use the word radical as an invitation to take an extremist 
position or actions. Instead, she explains that the word radical means 
‘relating to affecting the fundamental nature of something’ (p. 2). By adding 
this word, she encourages two things: first, to lead from the core, the ‘root’ of 
our being, an innate sense sourced in universal values of dignity, equity, and 
compassion. Secondly, through the four parts of the book, she encourages 
building leaders capable of analyzing complex conflicts and implementing 
innovative approaches. 

The author also guides the reader into new perspectives of leadership 
work. For example, she highlights the feminine characteristics of 
transformational leadership, such as by extending an invitation to lead from 
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a courageous heart instead of being a leader who is centered around logical, 
rational decision-making processes, which usually relate to masculinity. 

Sharma goes further and builds the ‘unifying architect’ concept, 
which signifies that leaders have to embody the values that we want to see 
in the world. Also, the author talks about how leaders should be ‘mindful 
pro-activists.’ She says: ‘BEING a leader, stewarding change while actively 
supporting others to lead, is a new pattern emerging worldwide’. With this, 
Sharma challenges one of the oldest leadership paradigms, the idea that only 
a few people can become leaders. Instead, she argues every person executes 
a leadership position, and that it is a leader’s responsibility to help develop 
and nurture leadership skills and respect them as such. Sharma also rejects 
the belief that leadership can only be trusted to ‘professionals and experts 
in a specific field.’  The author advocates for demystifying ‘complex’ topics 
such as finances, economy, complex strategy, and process planning. Sharma 
warns that by failing to do this, we ‘close down opportunities for citizens to 
participate meaningfully’ (p.103).  

The author highlights the importance of education in the leader’s 
development process. However, according to the author, education must 
become accessible to the masses, and people should not be motivated to 
acquire knowledge to get power. Instead, it should be a process of ‘learning 
and applying that knowledge intelligently for the progress of humanity’ 
(p.241).

The author’s approaches to transformational planning are based 
on fractal design. Fractal ‘is a pattern that repeats itself ’ (p. 210) that can 
be down- or up-scaled into a different context. In the book, Sharma also 
presents an example of fractal planning; she calls it a ‘conscious full-spectrum 
response (CFSR)’ (p. 210). Plans based on the CFSR model are a fractal ‘of 
the whole paradigm shift’ (p. 210). The essential components of these are:

(1) sourcing inner capacities and universal values for action—acting 
from our oneness; (2) shifting systems and cultural norms, creating new 
patterns, BEING a principled game changer; and (3) solving problems 
(p. 211).  

Sharma offers examples of projects that, based on this model, were successful 
in dealing with complex situations. She provides an example of the HIV/
AIDS pandemic; in addition to limited treatment and diagnosis, patients also 
had to deal with the stigma around the disease. Therefore, social stigma and 
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taboo around the illness were essential to address through the CFSR planning 
process. It ended up being a strategy that promoted preventive resources and 
better medical treatment; the plan eventually led to a transformation in the 
social prejudices and stigma around HIV/AIDS patients. 

The CFSR model approach is a new way to analyze the roots of a 
problem or social situation. Like a fractal, it takes into consideration wider 
dimensions of the conflict. It is a new approach because common leadership 
strategies in problem solving usually focus on finding technical solutions 
to the problem, rather than on the transformation that needs to happen in 
social structures to stop replicating the problem in broader contexts.

Sharma’s book not only encourages self-awareness and change, it also 
calls readers to action. Action that has a strategy, ‘unifying architects, mindful 
proactivist and radical transformers’ (p. 203). However, a limitation of the 
book is that the given examples narrate processes that were implemented 
with the support of a power structure with a lot of influence like the UN 
programs and associates. It could have been helpful to include examples 
of contexts where government or power systems go against democracy, 
freedom of speech, and perpetrate violations against human rights and the 
environment. Also, it could be interesting to know the author’s opinions and 
perspective of a transformational leader’s role in contexts that experience 
violent conflict.

Still, most importantly, this book is highly recommended for scientific 
researchers, medical professionals, business administrators, social movement 
leaders, teachers at any level, financial advisors and dialogue facilitators. This 
book is indispensable reading for every person who cares and wants to get 
involved in creating a more equitable and just world. This book inspires and 
encourages changes toward a revolutionary style of leadership and action 
planning.
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Tatiana Bazzichelli (ed.):  
Whistleblowing for Change: Exposing 

Systems of Power and Injustice
Transcript Verlag, 2021

Reviewed by Brian Martin, University of Wollongong, Australia

Edward Snowden, the National Security Agency contractor who leaked a 
vast number of documents revealing covert surveillance by the agency, is 
perhaps the world’s most famous whistleblower. He knew exactly what he 
was doing. He set out to expose and challenge massive abuses of power. He 
knew he could not do it on his own, and carefully went about recruiting 
journalists as allies. He revealed his identity a few days after the initial media 
stories, knowing that he would be tracked down and that being known 
would better help achieve his aims. He was willing to make an enormous 
sacrifice, spending his life in prison, but luckily so far has been able to spend 
it in exile, in Russia.

Snowden is not a typical whistleblower, and not just because his 
disclosures were so voluminous and sensational. Much more commonly, 
whistleblowers are ordinary employees who see something wrong at work 
and report it to their boss or someone else in authority, fully expecting that 
the problem will be investigated and, if necessary, fixed. A great many do 
not think of themselves as whistleblowers, at least not at first: they say they 
were just doing their jobs. So, they are deeply shocked when they become 
subject to adverse actions: ostracism, petty harassment, punitive transfers, 
excess work duties or removal from work, disciplinary measures, referral 
to psychiatrists, demotion, dismissal and blacklisting. Only later may they 
understand what happened to them and refer to these actions as reprisals.

Many whistleblowers are conscientious employees who are conventional 
in that they think the system works. That’s why they report problems 
expecting them to be fixed. A more cynical employee would understand 
what is going on and either tolerate corruption or join in. Whistleblowers, 
in thinking the system works, are shocked in two ways. The reprisals are 
deeply distressing. In addition, whistleblowers are pushed to recognise that 
the world is not the way they thought it was. They learn that the world is 
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not just: the person who tries to do the right thing is the one singled out for 
attack.

 In this context, Snowden and others like him are at one end of a 
particular spectrum of whistleblowers and their supporters. The spectrum 
here is about motivations. Is the goal to fix a local problem in an otherwise 
satisfactory situation and, associated with this, to ensure that whistleblowers 
are not penalised for their efforts? This goal underpins a great deal of the 
writing about whistleblowing, which deals with it at procedural or legal 
angles, for example by arguing for and about laws to protect whistleblowers 
from reprisals. Or is the goal to be part of a broader process of social change? 

 For some commentators, whistleblowers are one of the only hopes in 
a degenerating political culture. The major political parties are beholden to 
rich and powerful interest groups, so voting has little prospect of promoting 
fundamental change. Meanwhile, regulatory bodies have been captured 
by these same interests, so systemic corruption seems unstoppable. In this 
context, ‘truth-telling’ by whistleblowers and others is one of the few avenues 
to hold the powerful to account.

 Tatiana Bazzichelli is a researcher and activist. She helped set up the 
Disruption Network Lab, based in Berlin, which has staged many events. 
The first element is ‘disruption,’ meaning here destabilising the usual way 
that people see the world by questioning normal assumptions. The second 
element is ‘network’: the intention is to build connections across a range of 
fields, for example art and protest, that would otherwise be unlikely. The 
third element relates to ‘lab’: activities are meant to be experimental, to try 
things out and see what happens, and learn from the process.

 As part of the lab’s activities, Bazzichelli has put together the book 
Whistleblowing for Change. She says the goal of the anthology ‘is to encourage 
the exploration of critical models of thinking and understanding, and to 
analyse the wider effects of whistleblowing as an act of dissent on politics, 
society, and the arts’ (18). The book is the most important publication 
available that presents whistleblowing as a form of activism. Artistic practice, 
something usually given little attention in writings about whistleblowing, is 
an important feature of the volume.

 Most of the book’s chapters are written by whistleblowers, activists or 
allies; other chapters are interviews by Bazzichelli with whistleblowers and 
others. The focus is on what might be called high-profile whistleblowing, 
especially in national security, and features contributions by or about 
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individuals well-known in whistleblowing circles, including Reality Winner, 
John Kiriakou, Daniel Hale and Julian Assange. Edward Snowden and 
Chelsea Manning are not directly represented but their leaks provide a 
recurring reference point, sometimes close up as with Bazzichelli’s interviews 
with Laura Poitras, the filmmaker to whom Snowden made his disclosures.

 There are a number of chapters about the relationship between art and 
whistleblowing. Bazzichelli introduces the concept of ‘art as evidence,’ in 
which artistic works are used to convey aspects of whistleblowing in ways 
different from, or beyond, the usual media forms. She writes:

Artistic works of evidence and about evidence become therefore not 
only a challenge to expose facts and wrongdoings that are hidden 
and not accessible to the general public, but also an opportunity to 
collectively question the concept of evidence itself, and to reflect on 
which speculative forms of artistic research and practice might arise 
from its analysis. (81)

Filmmaker Laura Poitras talks about art as evidence in this way:

The goal in my art is to make work that is truthful to the facts, but that 
also has emotional meaning. If you don’t feel something, then I have 
failed. The primary material feeds into how to work with it, and how it 
can be expressed. (96)

Trevor Paglen, an artist who writes about ‘Turnkey tyranny, surveillance and 

the terror state,’ tells Bazzichelli how he conceives art as evidence:

I don’t think about it so much as revealing the invisible; I consider 
making artwork as being similar to making words. […] building 
vocabularies that we use to see the world around us and to articulate 
the things that constitute our societies and our environments. It’s not 
that there’s something hidden and we’re doing this work to reveal it, it’s 
that we’re trying to bring forth the possibility of seeing the world in a 
different way, or a more precise way. (106)

 Whistleblowers come from all walks of life: education, police, military, 
churches, medicine, private companies, airlines, NGOs, and many others. 
In Whistleblowing for Change, the greatest emphasis is on three areas: 
government surveillance, military abuses and financial corruption. Some of 
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the highest-profile whistleblowers are in these areas: think of Daniel Ellsberg 
and Edward Snowden. 

 This is a rich and readable collection. It is rich with a diversity of issues 
and information, told by individuals close to the action. It is readable, for the 
most part, because most of the chapters are in the form of personal stories 
rather than esoteric analyses. Yet there is plenty of social analysis implicit or 
explicit in the stories.

 John Kiriakou worked for the CIA and tried to raise the alarm about 
torture being carried out by the agency. He was charged with revealing 
classified information and went to prison. Of all those involved in the US 
torture programme, none went to prison except Kiriakou, the one who tried 
to expose and stop it.

 Joana Moll uses artworks to foster awareness of surveillance. Her 
preparations can involve considerable investigation. For one work, she 
collected every electronic record created in just one Amazon purchase and 
then printed them all out. One component of her work The hidden life of an 
Amazon user is a pile of paper two metres high. Her aim is ‘to transcend the 
story and activate experience by allowing for the arrangement of different 
pieces of evidence across multidimensional layers’ (p. 173).

 Two of the whistleblowers say what triggered them to speak out. For 
Kiriakou, it was hearing George W. Bush say, ‘We do not torture.’ Kiriakou 
knew it was a lie. He agreed to be interviewed by a journalist and tell the 
truth. For Brandon Bryant, it was hearing Barack Obama say that drones 
were awesome. He decided he could no longer remain silent.

 Leaking—anonymous whistleblowing—is usually a far safer way to 
make disclosures. It reduces the risk of reprisals, puts the attention on the 
disclosure rather than the whistleblower, and enables the person to remain 
in the job and continue leaking. Think of ‘Deep throat,’ the FBI insider who 
briefed US journalists Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein about Watergate. 
Most leakers are never exposed. Hence, we seldom get to read the personal 
stories of successful ones. Instead, though, we can learn from the stories of 
those who receive leaks, most commonly journalists.

 The Paradise Papers are a vast collection of information from the 
Panamanian firm Mossack Fonseca, revealing tax evasion from around the 
world, including by many prominent figures. These documents were leaked 
to the German broadsheet Süddeutsche Zeitung. Rather than immediately 
publishing the story, two journalists, Frederik Obermaier and Bastian 
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Obermayer, decided to involve hundreds of other journalists in researching 
the papers, a secret and lengthy process that culminated in international 
news from dozens of outlets, with massive impact. Bazzichelli interviews 
Obermaier and Obermayer about ‘How the rich and the powerful hide their 
money,’ and how they decided to use the leaked documents to have the 
greatest possible international impact rather than for the greatest personal 
advantage. Obermaier recommends that whistleblowers first approach 
journalists anonymously, at least initially.

 Daryl Davis is an African American musician and activist. He spends 
time talking with White supremacists and is so successful in convincing them 
to change that he has a collection of Ku Klux Klan robes given to him by 
former members of the White racist organisation. Davis thinks of himself, as 
the title of his chapter indicates, as ‘Another type of whistleblower: exposing 
the public to overt and covert societal truths.’ The first part of his chapter 
recounts many cases of US police violence against Black people, indicating 
that the murder of George Floyd by policeman Derek Chauvin was only 
different in being so well known.

 Os Keyes is a whistleblower who reflects on the shortcomings of the 
usual conception of whistleblowing. Keyes laments the excessive attention 
on the whistleblower as noble truth-teller, noting that bringing about change 
requires collective effort. Just speaking out is not enough: there have to be 
others who listen and are prepared to act.

 Anna Myers worked for the British whistleblower support organisation 
Public Concern at Work (now called Protect) and listened to a great many 
whistleblower stories. Her chapter is the only one addressing the full 
diversity of whistleblowing, from all walks of life but with remarkably similar 
trajectories. This helps to put in context the much higher profile cases, the 
ones that get into the news and generate support campaigns.

 Whistleblowing is risky. This is not news to anyone familiar with the 
area. Anyone who speaks out in a way felt to be threatening to others can 
become the target of adverse actions seeking to deter, silence, discredit or 
destroy them. This is true for low-profile cases, such as teenage employees 
who question payment shortcomings, as well as high-profile ones like 
Snowden and Manning. Many of the chapters reveal the lengths to which 
authorities will go in attacking whistleblowers. Daniel Hale went to prison 
for exposing killings of civilians in the US drone program. His statement 
to the court prior to his sentencing concludes with an ironic and revealing 
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regret: his crime, in the eyes of the prosecutors, was using words, not killing 
innocent people.

 Organisational definitions of whistleblowing typically refer to reporting 
problems at work to figures in authority. Most contributors to Whistleblowing 
for Change have a much broader conception, and some of them might even 
exclude organisational whistleblowing:

‘Whistleblowing is presented [in Whistleblowing for Change] as an act 
of “disruption”, which is able to provoke the unexpected with closed 
systems.’ — Tatiana Bazzichelli (11)

‘If we see the act of whistleblowing as a cultural perspective able to 
provoke change, with the strength to radically construct a different 
point of view, it is possible to find such a mindset in the activities of 
many artists, activists, journalists, researchers and people in general.’ — 
Tatiana Bazzichelli (79)

‘By contrast [with open source investigation], the act of whistleblowing 
commonly conveys large quantities of detailed and internally coherent 
information—documents, communiqués, account statements—into 
the public domain by the singular and decisive action of an individual 
(invariably, of course, at great personal risk).’ — Robert Trafford (112)

‘For the risks I take and the truths I tell by blowing the whistle and 
exposing the fraud, disguises, and hidden truths behind White 
supremacy, I am not protected by the law, nor am I compensated.’ — 
Daryl Davis (242)

‘I am using whistleblowing in its broadest sense to refer to the practice 
of exposing injustices, rather than drawing on definitions which situate 
it squarely as an act performed by workers in corporate or government 
contexts.’ — Charlotte Webb (259)

‘But one particular cluster of archetypes and people stands out [among 
activist techniques]. I’m thinking specifically of the “whistleblower”; 
the critical thinker and practitioner of critique; the iconoclast (literally: 
smasher of false idols). Each of these archetypes is distinct, but what 
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brings them together is the idea of a person who tells “dangerous truths”, 
and through doing so, catalyses and generates change in how we see the 
world—individually and collectively—and how we behave towards it.’ 
— Os Keyes (285)

‘We may define whistleblowing as the act of exposing alleged 
wrongdoing.’—Barrett Brown (345)

Whistleblowing for change is a collective process. As most clearly articulated 
by contributor Os Keyes, most attention is usually placed on the figure of the 
whistleblower, seen as a lone heroic individual, while others who are crucial 
to getting the message out and having an impact remain in the background. 
Both whistleblowers and audiences are misled by this picture. It is vital to 
involve others. In many cases, journalists are key players.

 Whistleblowing for Change is an impressive contribution to thinking 
and acting. Through the range of chapters—only some of them mentioned 
here—readers can gain a sense of a diversity of initiatives involving a range of 
fields, from art to community-based investigations. It can help in seeing how 
whistleblowers can be connected to activists, or to be activists. A warning 
from Barrett Brown is appropriate: ‘The easiest part of being a whistleblower 
is blowing the whistle. The most difficult part of being a whistleblower is 
ensuring that the results are worthwhile.’ (345)

 Theresa Züger, in the afterword, characterises Whistleblowing for 
Change as an example of art as evidence. She concludes by saying the book:

Exemplifies the resistance that exists despite all the wrongdoings it 
describes. Every chapter represents a successful act of uncovering and 
deepening our understanding of the specific type of resistance that is 
truth-telling and whistleblowing. It displays a belief in politics and 
citizens as political subjects that can make a huge difference, even 

though the struggle never ends. (373)

 Whistleblowing for Change is available as a free download at: 
https://www.disruptionlab.org/book.
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Andrew Rigby:  
Sowing Seeds for the Future, Exploring the 
Power of Constructive Nonviolent Action

Irene Publishing, 2022
Reviewed by Bob Overy, Independent Researcher

Andrew Rigby takes us on a lively roller-coaster ride across continents and 
decades, giving us glimpses of the different types of constructive unarmed 
and nonviolent action he has encountered.

As a British academic sociologist with strong activist sympathies, only 
Andrew could have written this book, because it is based on his unique 
personal experience: as a researcher, author, traveller and teacher.  The 
tone is light and even personal in places.  It is not an autobiography, nor a 
memoir, but contains elements of both.  What he has done is to look across 
his whole career and draw from it threads which loosely tie his experiences 
together. The surprise is to find how many of these different strands do stand 
comparison and help to define a neglected area.

His aim is to tease out what may be thought to be lesser forms of 
nonviolent action (he calls them ‘constructive action’ or ‘constructive 
resistance’) that have tended to be neglected by theorists of nonviolent action. 
Sometimes relatively disregarded methods can in fact buttress the actions of 
the bravest activists and help sustain a struggle over months and even years, 
giving an important place to the less brave and to everyday actions.

Seeking to define his terms, he says that ‘the socio-political context 
within which action takes place is a crucial determinant of whether an action 
might be considered a form of resistance or not’.  He then proceeds to build 
his narrative in the context of six different settings: Intentional Living and 
the Power of Exemplary Action; Gandhian Reconstruction and Resistance; 
Civil Resistance for Political Change; Resistance in Wartime; Resistance to 
Organised Crime; and Action in the Sphere of Production. Such a wide range 
of subject areas enables him to look concisely at what constitutes resistance, 
and what in many contexts will not warrant that label.

He takes us, for example, from the Israeli occupation of Palestine, to 
the Gandhian struggles in India, and to Kosova’s fight for secession from 
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Serbia. Then, on a different tack, he moves from the UK utopian tradition 
of intentional communities and cooperative enterprises, to other attempts 
to build directly the infrastructure of a good society, including examples of 
cooperatives from Spain and the USA. Andrew also includes a fascinating 
examination of Danilo Dolci’s work undermining criminality in Sicily and 
that of Dolci’s successors.

Throughout he asks himself, does this example justify inclusion in 
the panoply of civilian actions short of violence which can challenge and 
disturb unjust authority? Throughout he is at pains to dignify constructive 
action as a form of direct action; one which can make its own significant 
contribution to radical change alongside more obstructive and aggressive 
forms of nonviolent action.

What I found particularly moving is Andrew’s discussion of sumud, 
a Palestinian word translated as ‘steadfastness’.  The pressures of a never-
ending Occupation—unfailingly oppressive, deeply resented, unsuccessfully 
challenged—breed a shared hopelessness that nevertheless defies defeat 
and sustains resistance. Andrew links this constructive resistance with the 
thoughts of Vaclav Havel, the Czech leader, on a life spent living under 
a totalitarian system. Those who comply with the oppressive status quo 
without finding ways of expressing their true feelings, are ‘living within the 
lie’, says Havel; whereas those who somehow step outside and rediscover 
their suppressed identity and dignity are attempting to ‘live within the truth’.

Andrew comments:

The practice of sumud in different walks of life has enabled Palestinians 
[…] to affirm and reproduce a culture and way of life integral to the 
maintenance of an oppositional identity.

I confess that for me this is perhaps the greatest strength of constructive 
modes of action and resistance. They can constitute low-risk ways 
of holding on to valued identities and convictions […] that can be 
integrated into everyday life and sustained over time.

Another powerful theme concerns constructive action in wartime. A 
short overview of civilian resistance in Europe in the 1930s and 1940s 
covers evacuation of Basque refugees during the Spanish civil war and the 
Kindertransport of Jewish children to the UK and America, together with 
evacuation work in Vichy France. The discussion then looks at similar 
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extraordinary humanitarian work in the Netherlands, Denmark, Norway 
and Poland under conditions of occupation. It then addresses the more recent 
work of Peace Brigades International, with unarmed third-party civilians in 
war zones ‘accompanying’ local activists who may be vulnerable, and the 
creation and mixed history of peace zones in the Philippines and Colombia.

What is also notable is how Andrew comes at several case studies from 
different angles. His India case study moves from Gandhian practice and 
theory, to the post-independence work of Vinoba Bhave and Jayaprakash 
Narayan, on to the Narmada dam satyagraha, together with Andrew’s 
personal experience alongside Jaganathan and Krishnamal, particularly 
in Tamil Nadu with the prawn farm satyagraha, then up to date with the 
villagers’ movement, Ekta Parishad.

Similarly, the Dolci fight against the Mafia in the 1950s and 1960s 
is followed through with the murder of the anti-Mafia legal prosecutors 
thirty years later, then the Addiopizzo movement’s resistance to protection 
rackets since 2000. His review of workers’ collectives begins with workers 
cooperatives during the Spanish civil war, looks at the Mondragon company 
in Spain and its influence worldwide, in particular in the United Sates, and 
continues with the Lucas Aerospace conversion plan and the Scott Bader 
company’s pioneering role in the UK and beyond, together with worker 
buyouts in Italy. 

In his concluding section, Andrew identifies some of the key features 
that have emerged from his book. Here is one of them: ‘Constructive modes 
of resistance constitute crucial avenues for broadening the participatory base 
of any movement for change’. 

He explains that in the US civil rights movement, it was the community 
organising of those involved in voter education and registration, that 
brought people into the movement. Some felt wary of public action such as 
participating in marches and rallies. Going to literacy classes was a relatively 
low-risk form of involvement, but it laid the ground work upon which the 
community mobilisation initiatives of Martin Luther King and his associates 
depended.

It is the important and often essential role of these low-risk forms of 
engagement which Andrew’s strongly-felt analysis brings forward for our 
attention.
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Tareq Baconia: 
 Hamas Contained:The Rise and 

Pacification of Palestinian Resistance
Stanford University Press 2018

Reviewed by Matthew Hewett, University of Massachusetts, Amherst

 Hamas Contained is a historiographical retelling of the Palestinian liberation 
group Hamas. The book begins by explaining how and why Hamas became an 
organization dedicated to Palestinian resistance against Israeli occupation. In 
the early 20th century, native Palestinian land was expropriated by Zionists, 
with the process authorized and protected by foreign powers such as Great 
Britain and the United States (p.9). The taking of Palestinian land, which 
was made formally official in 1948, created the state of Israel. This event is 
called ‘Al-Nakba’, or the catastrophe, by Palestinians. As time progressed, 
multiple wars and military conflicts were fought over Palestinian-Israeli 
borders, resulting in Israel occupying even more of Palestine (p.16). In 1987, 
the First Intifada broke out in Palestine, and with it arose the resistance 
group Hamas. Hamas, with its core values from Islam, was different from 
the dominant secular political organization at the time, the Palestinian 
Liberation Organization (PLO) which is a conglomeration of Palestinian 
groups such as Fatah (founded by Yasser Arafat). Hamas was founded by 
Muslim brotherhood member Sheikh Ahmed Yassin and traces its lineage of 
struggle back to Izz ad-Din al-Qassam. al-Qassam was an early proponent of 
Islamic jihad against the Zionist occupation, with his campaign and death 
in 1935 being factors in the 1936 ‘Great Revolt’ (p.8). Hamas’ military wing 
is still named after al-Qassam. In its dedication to resisting the occupation 
by any means necessary, Hamas has succeeded in spirit while the PLO has 
turned into a party placating to foreign demands (p.228). Israel has used 
this split to play the two groups against each other, while isolating Hamas to 
the Gaza strip and the PLO to the West Bank. Hamas is labeled a terrorist 
organization, although their primary concern of late has been keeping 
the resistance alive through political struggle and preventing Gaza from 
becoming a humanitarian crisis (p.232).

When western eyes look at Hamas and the Palestinian resistance, it is 
typically from an orientalist framework. This leads to Eurocentric theories 
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that view Arabs as backward people and Islam as a violent religion in conflict 
with democracy and peace (Said 1978). These orientalist theories conclude 
that Hamas and Palestinians hate Israel because of a core defect in their 
culture, while ignoring the truth that ‘it’s the occupation stupid’ (Pape 2010). 
Israel is occupying Palestinian land and Hamas was voted into power by the 
Palestinian people in democratic free elections that were lauded by the world 
for their fairness and openness (p.92). These results show that Palestinians 
are aware of the wrongs being done to them by the occupation and want a 
group in power that will defend aggressively their rights as a people (p.96).  

In practice, it seems that any decision by Palestinians is made toothless 
by a powerful militaristic Israeli force that continues its occupation of 
disputed territory while routinely engaging in deadly military operations 
on Palestinian soil (the book details sixteen lethal operations in total). This 
leaves Hamas effectively pacified, as the three main paths to social change 
of conventional politics, violence and nonviolence (Martin 2006) have 
been blocked by an Israeli regime that has shown no long-term solution for 
Palestine. Violence was the first and main tactic used against the occupiers 
by Hamas, a strategy that Hamas hailed as successful in driving Israel out 
of the Gaza strip (p.72). Violence has had serious repercussions for Hamas 
though, as suicide bombings and daily rocket fire have resulted in Hamas 
being labeled a terrorist organization by foreign powers such as the US and 
Israel. This designation gives said powers the credence to refuse to negotiate 
seriously with Hamas as a political group and carte blanche to use lethal 
measures to eradicate the group (p.99). Talks of nonviolent resistance by 
Hamas to meet liberation goals have been met with the same lethal Israeli 
force (p.230). Hamas is governing Gaza the best it can under extraneous 
circumstances, but collapse seems imminent unless the Israeli blockade 
around it is lifted.

Reflecting on Hamas Contained, I highly recommend it to anyone trying 
to learn more about the Israeli-Palestine conflict. It is filled with useful, well-
written information to the benefit of experts and newcomers alike. Coming 
in with little knowledge myself, I was amazed at the complexity and various 
intricacies that surrounded the situation. Baconi does an incredible job of 
taking the reader from the conflict’s beginnings in the early 20th century 
up to the present day (2017). He does this with clarity and immense details 
of events, filling the pages with historical facts, figures and firsthand source 
interviews with Hamas leaders. Tareq Baconi is open and up-front about 
being Palestinian and his family coming from Gaza, and I see no clear bias 
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in his reporting of the facts of the situation. There were a few questions left 
unanswered in the book, such as what if Hamas did try more non-violent 
resistant approaches in resolving the occupation, what would that look like 
and how would that fit into the dynamics of the situation? Baroni does call 
Hamas’s targeting of civilians morally bankrupt (p.227), so how does Hamas 
gain strategically from a moral high ground? No information is given in the 
book about the international, Palestinian-led BDS campaign to force Israel 
to withdraw from Palestine by boycotting Israeli businesses. This could be 
because Hamas is not involved with the process, although I am interested in 
what the author and Hamas think about BDS and other global responses to 
show solidarity towards Palestine and its people.
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Jeremy Brecher:  
Common Preservation:  

In a time of mutual destruction
PM Press 2021

Reviewed by Dalilah Shemia-Goeke,1 University of Wollongong, Australia

While I was putting together some tools for my research to assess the 
effectiveness of resistance strategies challenging corporations, I came across 
Common Preservation: In a time of mutual destruction. It is a complete toolbox 
covering everything from identifying and analysing to solving societal 
problems. Not just any problems, but addressing the most pressing issue of 
our times: climate destruction. The person who compiled these conceptual 
tools into an actionable heuristic device is Jeremy Brecher, the author of 
Strike! a widely read book that narrates the history of mass strikes in the USA 
during the early 20th century. Brecher was only 27 when he wrote this debut 
work in 1972, which has been translated into several languages, and many 
interesting and inspiring publications have followed ever since.

Although sometimes Brecher is referred to as a labour historian, he has 
also written about the history of other movements, particularly the climate 
movement and globalisation from below. With activism and writing, he is 
committed to contributing to social change, particularly social-ecological 
transformation. Brecher has put considerable effort into bringing the labour 
movement and the climate movement closer together, uniting forces to 
overcome the destructive consequences of the fossil-fuelled economy. In his 
latest book, in which he shares his mentioned ‘toolbox’, he brings all this 
together; his past experiences, insights and reflections from half a century of 
dedicated engagement in activism and theory in a variety of different areas.

In Common Preservation, Brecher tells how he discovered key concepts 
that helped him make sense of the mess we are in and how to strategise our 

1   Dalilah Shemia-Goeke focuses in her research on how nonviolent action 
can be used to curtail corporate power. She has been a labour organiser, peace 
worker and facilitator of workshops on effective grassroots strategies.
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way out. As such, it is an intellectual autobiography, as Brecher is taking 
stock of everything he has learned during his life about how people can act 
together more effectively. Yet at its core, this book is about how people can 
collectively develop abilities to act together in a way that prevents the self-
destructive consequences of current human behaviours. It provides tools for 
analysis, collective coordination, and action to achieve shared goals, such as 
the protection of the climate. As the title suggests, the overall framing of the 
book is to explain how people sometimes shift from self-preservation as the 
‘first law of life’, which can lead to situations in which each person fights 
against everyone else, to ‘common preservation’, which he defines as actions 
that allow people ‘to cooperate to realize their collective ends’ (p. 1).

The book is divided into three parts. In part one, Brecher tells how he 
came across the various key concepts, why they felt meaningful to him, and 
which puzzles they helped him solve. Part two discusses the various tools 
for analysis, shows how they can be used, and what function they fulfil in 
the broader quest of shifting to common preservation. These analytical and 
strategic ‘instruments’ cover the entire process, from problem identification, 
strategizing, effective collective coordination, to countering domination 
and disorder, and how to prevent the new forms of cooperation leading to 
oppressive or chaotic results. In part three they are applied to the collective 
task of protecting the climate. After outlining the historical development 
of the climate movement, he suggests a way forward and concludes with an 
outlook for the future of collective action for shared goals. 

It is fascinating how the author manages to bring together and combine 
thinkers and concepts that at first glance seem to be incompatible or from 
unrelated areas of scholarship. His central underlying foundation is Jean 
Piaget’s theory of human development, according to which people learn and 
grow because they want to overcome the unpleasantness of imbalance and 
return to a balanced state. This process is called equilibration. While likening 
the development of social movements to the development from childhood 
to adulthood can be problematic, due to the implicit infantilisation of 
movements, drawing some cautious parallels may be helpful to understand 
some of the drivers of transformation of the organisational forms and 
strategic approaches of movements. Ultimately, the risk of linearity inherent 
in developmental models is balanced by the systemic thinking of the author.

Then, Brecher borrows from a diverse bouquet of scholars to 
complement this basic model, as he explores ‘the methodology of history, 
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the dialectics of Karl Marx, the pragmatism of John Dewey […] paradigms 
of cybernetics and systems theory’ (10). Brecher even draws on mathematics 
to use the concept of heuristic tools, which are conceptual models that 
help solve a problem. He introduces the notion of heuristic devices to 
explain the purpose of the thirteen tools he presents and applies; they 
facilitate understanding and solving the problem of how to shift from self-
preservation to common preservation. His conceptualisation of power is of 
particular importance and relevance to anyone interested in comprehending 
how collective action can be effective. In his framework, Brecher: 

Drew on historical sociologist Michael Mann’s ideas about power as 
rooted in social networks. From Gandhi and his great interpreter Gene 
Sharp I learned to view power as rooted in dependence, and see the 
apparently powerless as potentially powerful because of the mutual 
dependence that exists within a social system (16).

Brecher elegantly mediates in the often-dichotomous debate between 
Weberian power-over thinkers and those who agree with Gene Sharp, as 
he shows how both can be true at the same time. Although this book is a 
brilliant orchestration of a multitude of highly intellectual components, it 
is written in a very accessible, non-academic language, with many examples 
from a variety of social movements, including his own personal experiences 
as a participant, which makes the discussion very tangible and easily 
comprehensible.

In the third and last part of the book, the author applies the tools he 
has assembled with new combinations of existing concepts to the climate 
movement. He starts by showing how many elements of the current world 
order, such as nation states and private property rights, contribute to the 
destruction of the foundations of human life on this planet, and how the 
movement that tries to protect these is an expression of common preservation. 
He briefly narrates the history of the attempts to halt climate change from 
the 20th century to today, by showing the limits of lobbying and making clear 
that it is necessary to also employ methods of nonviolent direct action and 
civil disobedience to withdraw support and consent from the elements of the 
world order that lead to mutual destruction. 

To illustrate how it could be done, Brecher then gives the example of the 
climate justice organisation 350.org. Its name refers to the target threshold of 
350 parts of carbon dioxide per million molecules in the atmosphere, which 
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is scientifically considered a relatively ‘safe’ level of CO2, while currently 
we are at almost 420 parts per million. The organisation was co-founded by 
Bill McKibben, inspired by a reading class about the civil rights movement. 
350.org has supported the disruption of fossil fuel projects—such as the 
Keystone XL pipeline—global days of civil disobedient actions, for example 
Break Free from Fossil Fuels, as well as the global fossil fuel divestment 
campaign ‘Fossil Free’. 

Brecher sees in these attempts a miniature foreshadowing of a much 
larger and encompassing movement he envisions. He proposes a global 
nonviolent insurgency defying the authorities that allow the destruction 
of life on earth. He goes on to delineate a very detailed transition plan, 
from where we are to an entirely fossil-free society, which reads like a radical 
utopia of community- and council based direct democracy, social justice 
and liberation. Like many others before him, he sees in the pressing issue 
of climate emergency a unique opportunity for general socio-ecological 
transformation and explains how and why overcoming all other forms of 
oppression and domination are necessary to overcome the destruction of 
climate and biodiversity. 

While this may have the potential to inspire, it can also overwhelm. If 
all this is necessary to halt the worst consequences of the climate crisis, then 
the outlook seems grim. What Brecher proposes is nothing short of a general 
revolution, which neither feels realistic, in terms of getting all these required 
constituencies on board, nor is it guaranteed that the disordered state of 
overthrowing governments all over the world will automatically result in a 
more egalitarian society. There are many uncertainties and potential missteps 
in his program. Notwithstanding, he offers such a great variety of suggestions 
of what could be done at all levels of society and action that his plan provides 
ample opportunities for everyone to find a place and a role. 

This book is highly recommended for activists seeking inspiration for 
innovative ways to think about strategy, as well as for scholars who look 
for impulses on how research and academic work can be put in service of 
movements, while still staying committed to truth-seeking that is rooted in 
reason and evidence. And it is for both activists and scholars alike who yearn 
for non-dogmatic ways to learn about social change.


