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Brian Martin’s two latest books, Technology for Nonviolent Struggle and Nonviolence
Versus Capitalism, make insightful and original contributions to the � elds of nonviolence
and social defence, which will bene� t academics and activists alike. Brian Martin was born
in the USA in 1947 and initially trained as an applied mathematician. A proli� c author, he
has written numerous books and articles on science, technology and nonviolent action since
the late 1970s. In fact, the creative tension sparked by Martin’s ability to straddle multiple
disciplines in the � elds of science, technology and the humanities has produced enormous
practical and theoretical insight, particularly in the area of social defence: the nonviolent
means of defending a community or a ‘way of life’ which aim to replace the military and
encompass both defence against repression as well as struggles to build a society without
oppression. Brian Martin is currently an associate professor in science, technology and
society at the University of Wollongong, Australia.

Technology for Nonviolent Struggle

Martin’s central argument in Technology for Nonviolent Struggle is that, like armed struggle
or war, nonviolence has a signi� cant technological dimension that all too often is
overlooked. Martin argues that nonviolent action is an extremely powerful way of bringing
about social change, ‘indeed so powerful that it can be a possible alternative to military
defence’ (p. 7.). He goes on to say that although research and development by those in the
science and technology � elds has been overwhelmingly orientated towards the military,
technology can be reoriented, converted and created to support nonviolent action. This
stands in direct contrast with popular images of nonviolent activists opposing technology.
Gandhi’s simplicity and his insistence that spinning is a means for achieving Indian
independence, for instance, are often used to argue that nonviolent activists are somehow
inherently opposed to technology. Actually, Gandhi was not opposed to technology per se,
but technology that concentrates wealth and power in the hands of fewer people and
technology that robs the ability of the masses to meet their own needs. The point in this
is that technology is never neutral and all technology has certain biases. For instance,
though a knife can be used for many different purposes including many useful ones, it
would be hard to imagine a nuclear warhead or a landmine having a variety of socially
useful purposes. At the same time the purpose of some technology can be adapted. Martin
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points to the internet, for example, which was originally developed by the US military and
now is one of the most participatory forms of media available.

I was surprised to read the extent to which technology had played signi� cant roles in
nonviolent struggle. In Czechoslovakia, a sophisticated radio network was used ‘to
broadcast messages of resistance, to warn about impending arrests, to counsel the use of
nonviolent methods, to tell where troops where headed, and to call a meeting of the
Czechoslovak communist party’ (p. 75). Similarly, in 1961 technology decisively in� uenced
the outcome of a coup staged by French generals in Algeria, angry at the French president
de Gaulle’s support for Algerian independence. When French conscripts in Algeria, loyal
to de Gaulle, heard his passionate broadcast urging troops to refuse to cooperate with the
coup, on their transistor radios, many stayed in their barracks or turned up to duty but failed
to do anything. At the same time one-third of � ghter pilots � ew their planes out of the
country. ‘The coup collapsed after four days without a shot being � red against it’ (p. 75).
Nonviolent resistance movements have also used other types of communication technology
successfully. Audio cassettes containing speeches by Ayatollah Khomeni and other re-
ligious leaders galvanized resistance in Iran during the struggle to overthrow the Shah
(p. 79) and video footage of the 1991 Santa Cruz massacre in East Timor, smuggled out of
the country and aired around the world, was decisive in turning the Indonesian occupation
into an international ‘public relations disaster’ (p. 80).

Martin also systematically looks at the role of other communication technologies and
techniques in nonviolent struggle, including newspapers, lea� ets and the underground press,
telephone and fax, the post, conversations and meetings, and computer networks. Martin
highlights the role technology can play in nonviolent strategy and the way technology can
be used strategically to strengthen the ‘centre of gravity’ of the resistance: the sum total of
social resources that support the nonviolent struggle. Although repressive technology can
undermine this centre of gravity, technology can certainly reinforce the ability and will of
the defence to conduct the struggle and undermine the opponent’s centre of gravity by
persuading the opponent’s supporters and passive third parties (often through intermedi-
aries) to withdraw their support from the opponent (p. 66). This is essentially what
happened in Czechoslovakia, Algeria and East Timor.

Of course many of these examples have been discussed extensively in the literature.
What Martin does, however, is link the role of technology in nonviolent struggle to
communication and nonviolence theory, discussing how technology aids or limits the
dynamics of nonviolence in bringing about change. Drawing on the theory of Habermas and
insights from Galtung, Weber and other theorists, Martin argues that ‘communication
technologies that foster or enable dialogue are more useful for the purposes of nonviolent
action than those that inhibit dialogue’ (p. 92). However, in situations of unequal power,
where dialogue in the absence of domination is simply not possible, technology can
communicate the message and integrity of the nonviolent resisters as well as the repression
of the opponent to third parties who may be persuaded to support the resisters. This was
certainly the case with the famous nonviolent raid on the Dharasana salt works by Gandhi’s
followers in 1930. The eyewitness reports by journalists like Web Miller that were
broadcasted around the world were enormously successful in undermining the legitimacy of
British rule in India. Martin concludes that in situations of unequal power, ‘communication
between intermediaries is often more effective than direct communication between un-
equals’ (p. 92). The crucial thing is to make both the nonviolent resistance and the
repression visible.

Martin not only focuses on the importance of communication with the opponent and
third parties, but also emphasises the importance of communication among the resistance
and assesses the role technology can play in this, arguing that the ‘denser the interlinkings
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of the communication network, the greater the ease of dialogical communication’ (p. 93).
He concludes by suggesting that ‘one-directional media are selectively useful for oppression
and network media are successfully useful for resistance to oppression’ (p. 95). The critical
factors when assessing the usefulness of communication technologies for nonviolent
resistance against repression are accessibility, ease of use, the dif� culty for dominators to
control communication, and the ability for large numbers of people to develop the skills to
decentralise communication (p. 95).

In addition to resisting repression, attention is also given to the role of technology in
building a society free from oppression. Technologies that can be decentralised, are
accessible, easy to use and support self-reliance will most usefully aid nonviolent move-
ments working towards a society that is socially just and ecologically sustainable. Unfortu-
nately, Technology for Nonviolent Struggle does not detail the types of technology that
could facilitate greater movement towards local community-based self-reliance. However,
Brian Martin does make it clear that more linkages need to be created between people active
in the � elds of sustainability and those committed to active nonviolence.

Attention is also given to recent dramatic advances in militarized technology that pose
a number of challenges for nonviolent activists. This technology presents new challenges
to nonviolent action, and more coverage of this point would have been helpful. Martin does,
however, devote substantial space to identifying the priorities and obstacles to further
research and development on technology and social defence and shows how scientists and
engineers have prioritised violence over nonviolent defence and other socially usefully areas
of research. With a budget even one-tenth of that devoted to military research and
development, enormous advances in nonviolent struggle could be made. In this regard the
book certainly promotes the expansion of nonviolent struggle to a variety of professions,
particularly those in the � elds of science and engineering. One can only hope they read it.

Nonviolence versus Capitalism

Given the recent re-emergence of a mass grassroots movement against corporate-led
globalisation and neoliberal economic policies and the reality that this movement has been
in� uenced by, and incorporated elements of, nonviolent action and nonviolence theory into
its organisation and tactics, the publication of Nonviolence versus Capitalism is indeed
timely. Martin argues that ‘nonviolent action is the most promising method for moving
beyond capitalism to a more humane social and economic system’ (p. 2). Martin begins by
summarising the success of nonviolent action and the theory that supports it. He analyses
the strengths and problems of capitalism from the standpoint of nonviolence strategy and
reviews conventional anti-capitalist strategies, particularly state socialism and socialist
electoral strategies. Martin’s beginning point for outlining the contribution nonviolence
could make to dismantling capitalism is to � rstly discuss the various alternatives to
capitalism. He then looks at building up an activist-relevant theory from there. Alternatives
to capitalism are assessed against a set of � ve principles: cooperation, identifying people
with the greatest needs who should have priority in the distribution of social production,
satisfying work, a system that is designed and run by people themselves rather than
authorities or experts, and, lastly, the principle that any alternative to capitalism should be
based on nonviolence (pp. 48–50). Various nonviolent strategies and campaigns against
capitalism are then assessed and evaluated against the following strategy checklist: Does the
campaign help to undermine the violent underpinnings of capitalism, or undermine the
legitimacy of capitalism, or build a nonviolent alternative to capitalism? Is the campaign
participatory? Are the campaign’s goals built into its methods? And is the campaign
resistant to cooption? (pp. 108–112.) These principles and the nonviolent strategy checklist
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certainly make a valuable contribution to nonviolent campaigns. Martin continues by
discussing and evaluating a range of strategies used against capitalism including workers’
struggles, sabotage, environmental campaigns, social defence and economic alternatives as
strategies. Global campaigns against capitalism including the campaign against the Multilat-
eral Agreement on Investment, campaigns against genetically modi� ed organisms and the
campaign for free software are also discussed and examined.

The major problem of capitalism from the viewpoint of nonviolence is that capitalism
is a system of organised violence, backed up by the state: the laws, police, courts, prisons
and ultimately the military. Martin acknowledges that, except for a few activists and
theorists who have advocated and struggled for nonviolent revolution, capitalism has been
neglected by many nonviolence writers and theorists who have used nonviolence more to
reform capitalism than to oppose it. Martin explains that one reason for this has been that
nonviolent action has been based on the ‘consent theory of power’ (pp. 35–39).

The consent theory of power works best when there is an obvious oppressor, but this
is not the case in this context. Although there may be direct domination of workers by a
single employer, more often than not power under capitalism is diffused. The consent
theory of power, particularly the analysis popularised by Gene Sharp, also neglects the role
of structures in maintaining oppression. The other problem is that capitalism is extremely
resilient. Not only does it coopt and commodify dissent, but the system of exchange built
into capitalism, based on markets for goods, services and labour, strengthens capitalism
because each party is both giving and receiving. Because of the system of ownership and
exchange built into capitalism and the way this is reinforced by the power of the state,
‘there are few obvious “opponents” who by their actions could change the system’ (p. 14).
Despite its shortcomings, however, Martin argues that the consent theory of power is well
suited to nonviolent activists because it ‘immediately implies that individuals can make a
difference’ simply by withdrawing their consent and cooperation from oppression (p. 39).
To address the limitations of the consent theory of power, Martin proposes that a nonviolent
analysis of capitalism needs to incorporate both a structural analysis of capitalism as well
as in-depth research that analyses local systems of power (p. 39).

The alternatives to capitalism outlined in Chapter 5 (sarvodaya, anarchism, voluntary-
ism and demarchy) are certainly not exhaustive; however, the principles by which
alternatives and strategies are assessed provide a useful framework from which an analysis
and strategy of action can be developed and evaluated. The key advantage of nonviolent
strategies for dismantling capitalism is the degree to which the goals of any nonviolent
strategy are contained in the means. My major criticism of Nonviolence versus Capitalism
is that Martin’s analysis of capitalism is quite general. The way capitalism is manifested at
the level of individual attitudes and behaviours and local communities is not adequately
examined. Nor are strategies at the level of individuals, communities and small collectives
discussed in much detail. Martin acknowledges this limitation. There is also only limited
discussion about how capitalism interlocks with and reinforces other systems of oppression.
However, Martin does make the point that ‘there is no need to decide which issue is most
important. All systems of domination need to be challenged and transformed. Capitalism is
certainly one of them, and that is suf� cient rationale for developing a nonviolent strategy
against it’ (p. 63).

The only other comment I would add concerning the two books is that neither contains
an index or bibliography, which certainly would have been helpful. On the positive side
Brian Martin has made both books available for free on the Internet—a globalising
technology that can aid nonviolent struggle and a nonviolent action that undermines the
commodi� cation of knowledge and information built into capitalism. To access the books,
go to www.uow.edu.au/arts/sts/bmartin/pubs/.























Nonviolence versus capitalism 
 
Review of Nonviolence versus capitalism by Brian Martin (London: War Resisters’ International, 2001). 
187 pp. 
Book available free on the web at http://www.uow.edu.au/arts/sts/bmartin/pubs/01nvc 
 
 
People have always fought against capitalism. The tradition of anti-capitalist social action ranges from 
cottage workers smashing the factory machinery that threatened their livelihoods in the late 1700s, 
through Marxist revolutions, anarchist movements, socialist electoral campaigning, to indigenous peoples 
resisting the appropriation of their land and resources. Even the act of placing a ‘no junk mail’ sticker on 
a letter box can be a form of resistance. From this perspective, social action against capitalism is not a 
radical or exceptional activity – it’s a normal human response to a situation of extreme injustice and 
oppression. 
 
Anti-capitalist movements have often drawn on the rhetoric and imagery of class struggle, including 
armed struggle, while the language and concepts of nonviolence have been less prominent. However, 
there has been an enormous range of nonviolent action against many aspects of capitalism. Gandhi 
declared that poverty was “the worst form of violence”. His campaigns in India, which kickstarted 
nonviolent movements throughout the twentieth century, had a strong anti-capitalist constructive program 
based around village democracy and economic self-reliance. A number of workers’ campaigns (such as 
the United Farm Workers’ struggle in the United States) have had an explicit nonviolent philosophy. 
Strikes, boycotts, work-to-rule, factory occupations, worker’s cooperatives, environmental campaigns, 
squatting, defacing of billboards, and direct action against genetically engineered crops are just a few 
samples from the global smorgasbord of nonviolent action against capitalism. 
 
Mass protests in Seattle, Washington DC, Melbourne, Genoa and elsewhere during the past few years 
have shown that the level of public anger about capitalism, and the level of desire for a just and humane 
economic system, is as strong as ever. In this context, Brian Martin’s new book Nonviolence versus 
capitalism is a timely contribution to debates about the direction of anti-capitalist campaigning. This book 
deserves a place on the shelf of every campaigner for positive economic change, because of its broad 
survey of anti-capitalist strategies (including many brief case studies) and its thought-provoking 
discussion of their potential contribution to change. Brian’s checklist-style format for analysing the 
strengths and weaknesses of campaigns can be easily adapted by activists to suit local conditions or 
specific political frameworks. The author’s concise and intelligent summary of key features of capitalism 
and a variety of nonviolent alternatives is a pleasure to read. 
 
The book presents challenges for activists of many different political hues. For nonviolence theorists, a 
key challenge is to make sense of capitalism as a system of power. Nonviolence theory tends to assume 
that oppressive power structures contain a clear distinction between an elite “oppressor” group and other 
opposing groups. Nonviolent strategy then focuses on how to consolidate the sources of power of the 
opposition, while undermining the sources of power of the oppressors. Brian points out that this ruler-
subject model does not fit capitalism well. Although there are clearly people who benefit enormously 
from economic injustice (Bill Gates), and institutions that play key roles in entrenching exploitation (the 
IMF), much of the oppression in capitalism is built into the system of exchange in which individuals may 
be both buyers and sellers, and in which participation and ownership are dispersed. Withdrawing 
cooperation from an oppressive individual or institution does not necessarily undermine the system of 
exchange. Nonviolence need an updated theory of power which deals with these complexities. 
 
For socialist activists, the challenge is to reassess the extent to which nonviolence can contribute to 
achieving goals of economic justice and equality. Brian is upfront about his view that, despite being the 
most powerful challenge to capitalism to date, Leninism and socialist electoralism have in the long term 
not proven to be successful strategies against capitalism. Clearly this is due in part to the ability of 
capitalism to coopt and destroy alternatives, often at massive human cost. However, Brian also argues 



that it is due to the way in which Leninist and electoral strategies have relied on violence (including state 
power) and on party elites to implement change. He comments that the long-standing tradition of socialist 
organising and campaigning at the grassroots provides a framework that is highly compatible with 
nonviolence. Nonviolent tactics have always been seen as one element of socialist revolutionary 
strategies. It may be time to consider whether a broader nonviolent strategy, which undermines rather 
than reinforces militarism and state power, may provide a way forward for socialism. 
 
One of the empowering features of nonviolence (which it shares with feminism) is that it sees social 
change occurring through personal choices as well as through political campaigning. Decisions about 
what work to do, how to spend time, what housing situation to live in, what (and how much) to own, are 
all political decisions that affect the operation of capitalist economies. From a grassroots perspective, 
large-scale changes in the patterns of people’s economic choices must be an essential part of a transition 
to a non-capitalist economic system. A disappointing aspect of Nonviolence versus capitalism is that it 
contains relatively little discussion of the dynamics of these types of ‘cultural’ changes, nor of how best 
to encourage and support individuals and communities to make alternative choices against the huge 
pressures of the dominant system. 
 
Another aspect of the book where I would argue for a slightly different approach is in the type of 
analytical questions which are asked about campaigns. Brian poses questions along the lines of “Is the 
campaign participatory?”, “Are the campaign’s goals built into its methods?”, and “Is the campaign 
resistant to cooption?” These questions tend to result in an assessment of the utility of particular types of 
campaigns in challenging capitalism. However, the discussion often suggests that it is not what campaign 
is undertaken, but how it is undertaken that determines whether its impact is revolutionary or reformist. 
From an activist point of view, then, a more useful set of questions may be “How can this campaign be 
made maximally participatory?”, “How can this campaign be made maximally resistant to cooption?”, 
and so on. 
 
Despite predictions of imminent collapse, capitalism has survived and extended its grip on peoples around 
the world. As we enter the twenty first century, it seems that a robust strategy for winding back capitalism 
and creating alternatives must incorporate many different methods, perspectives and visions. In the words 
of Barbara Ehrenreich, “This is a time when people looking for change don’t have some kind of precise 
model to inform that struggle for change. Everyone has some responsibility to start imagining, dreaming, 
inventing and visualizing the kind of future we would like.” It is also vital for anti-capitalist activists to 
communicate, coordinate, and cross-fertilise each other’s work and thinking. Brian Martin’s book is a 
great contribution to this discussion, placing nonviolence on the anti-capitalist map, and putting economic 
change firmly on the agenda for nonviolent activists everywhere. 
 
Mark Planigale 
February 2002 
 
Mark Planigale has been involved in organising social change campaigns on environmental, indigenous 
and anti-militarist issues in Melbourne since 1991. Most recently, he has been active with the nonviolent 
affinity group Black & Blue in opposing the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan. He has a long-standing interest 
in strategies for creating nonviolent economic systems. 




