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Abstract
In recent decades, civil resistance, also known as nonviolent action, has become more widely 
used among social movements and recognised by researchers. Alexei Anisin has usefully offered 
a critique of civil resistance theory and practice. His ideas are used as a basis for reflection and 
deeper understanding of both strengths and weaknesses of this approach. Inspired by Anisin’s 
questioning of the dataset used to compare nonviolent and violent anti-regime campaigns, we point 
to multiple neglected factors. Anisin contrasts quantitative nonviolence research unfavourably 
with medical and scientific research. Although Anisin’s image of science is idealised, it does point 
to the value of recognising the role of values in civil resistance research and in critiques of it.
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Introduction

There are long histories of two approaches to social and political change, armed struggle and what 
might be called conventional politics, which includes negotiation, lobbying, public debate, cam-
paigning and elections. The writing and analyses in these areas are vast in extent, for example with 
detailed scrutiny of wars and political machinations. There is also a third approach to social and 
political change, which can be called civil resistance, nonviolent action, people power or satya-
graha. It involves citizens who, in their roles as civilians, use methods such as strikes, boycotts, 
fasts, sit-ins and setting up alternative institutions. Although these methods have been used for 
hundreds of years, seeing them as a strategic approach to social change dates from the early 1900s, 
when Mahatma Gandhi led campaigns in South Africa.
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In the past century, this third approach has gradually gained recognition among social activists, 
and in many countries in recent decades has replaced armed struggle as the preferred approach in 
social movements. This is despite a lack of funding or official recognition by governments. 
Accompanying the greater use of civil resistance, there has been greater interest in this approach 
by scholars. Even so, civil resistance remains a minority interest in studies of social movements, 
where resource mobilisation, political opportunity structures and framing continue to dominate the 
field.

Along with the rise in activist and scholarly interest in civil resistance, there have been a number 
of critiques (e.g. Churchill, 2007; Gelderloos, 2007). More recent critiques, such as Malm (2021) 
also show how relevant this debate is for practitioners, and why it may therefore be meaningful to 
engage in it on an academic level as well. Critiques can be valuable for testing and developing 
ideas. Here, we focus on Alexei Anisin’s 2020 article ‘Debunking the myths behind nonviolent 
civil resistance’. It raises a number of valuable points worthy of further comment. While we disa-
gree with some of Anisin’s assessments, we appreciate the effort he has put into his analysis. We 
share with him a search for effective ways for activists to challenge repression and oppression, and 
for this it is valuable to learn from different perspectives.

In the next section, we provide some background about the theory and practice of nonviolent 
action, as the context for examining issues raised by Anisin. Then we look first at methodological 
and then at ideological issues involved with Anisin’s critique. Our examination points to some mat-
ters that need greater attention by researchers, such as the recognition of violence in otherwise 
nonviolent campaigns and new conceptualisations of campaigns. In summary, we highlight the 
value of critique for gaining greater knowledge about ways of challenging repression and 
oppression.

Background of nonviolence theory and practice

Methods of nonviolent action, such as strikes, boycotts and other forms of non-cooperation, have 
been used for hundreds of years. It was only in the 1800s that awareness developed about a few 
major campaigns – notably in Hungary and Finland (Csapody and Weber, 2007; Huxley, 1990) – 
using these methods. Thinking of nonviolent action strategically is commonly attributed to Gandhi 
in campaigns that he led in South Africa and India (Sharp, 1979). Gandhi developed this approach 
over the following decades, seeing his efforts as ‘experiments with truth’ (Gandhi, 1940). During 
his lifetime, Gandhi was lauded but also reviled, including by proponents of armed resistance in 
India. Gandhi was a prolific writer but did not try to organise his ideas into a standard framework. 
A few researchers tried to do this (Bondurant, 1958/1988; Gregg, 1934/1966). Gandhian nonvio-
lence is based on an ethical imperative not to use violence against opponents and is sometimes 
called ‘principled nonviolence’.

Gene Sharp (1973, 1980, 2005) developed a different approach to nonviolence. Initially follow-
ing Gandhi’s approach, he then developed a framework grounded in the assumption that nonvio-
lent action can be more effective than violence. Sharp’s approach is sometimes called 
‘pragmatic’.

Gandhi’s campaigns and example inspired many activists around the world, for example Martin 
Luther King, Jr. Sharp’s work also inspired many activists, especially his book From Dictatorship 
to Democracy (1993/2010), which was translated into many languages and widely read. Despite 
his huge impact on activists, for decades Sharp had relatively little impact on social movement 
scholarship (Martin, 2013).

Gandhi and Sharp are the two most prominent figures in the field of nonviolence, but there have 
been a great number of other contributions. There are studies of nonviolence in history (Bartkowski, 
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2013), new theoretical approaches (Vinthagen, 2015) and numerous case studies of nonviolent 
campaigns (Parkman, 1990; Schock, 2005; Zunes et al., 1999), and the possibility of civil resist-
ance as an alternative to military defence (Boserup and Mack, 1974; Johansen and Martin, 2019). 
Despite the research and increasing attention to nonviolent struggles, though, it has been com-
monly assumed by most commentators – aside from those involved in nonviolent campaigns – that 
a sufficiently ruthless government can always defeat nonviolent challengers. This assumption was 
most obvious in comments that Gandhi’s methods might have worked against British colonial rule, 
with the British assumed to be gentle oppressors, but not against the Nazis.1

A number of scholars documented challenges to repressive regimes driven by nonviolent action 
– for example the Iranian revolution of 1978–79 – but the belief that nonviolence could be success-
ful only against democratic or benevolent governments persisted (Chenoweth, 2021: 13). Statistical 
studies confronted this belief. First was a treatment by Karatnycky and Ackerman (2005). After 
this, and far more powerfully, was a comparison of armed and nonviolent campaigns for regime 
change, secession or against occupations carried out by Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan 
(Chenoweth and Stephan, 2011; Stephan and Chenoweth 2008). Their 2011 book in particular 
became widely recognised.

Chenoweth and Stephan drew several conclusions. One was that nonviolent anti-regime cam-
paigns were twice as likely to be successful as armed campaigns. Another was that nonviolent 
campaigns were just as likely to be successful against repressive regimes as against less repressive 
ones. This latter finding was a frontal challenge to the hegemonic belief that violence, if suffi-
ciently ruthless, will always triumph over nonviolent opposition.

Chenoweth and Stephan (2011) argue that nonviolence as a form of organised and strategic civil 
resistance activates multiple mechanisms, which force the state to either give in to demands or give 
up office completely. These mechanisms include mass mobilisation, backfire and loyalty shifts to 
undermine the state’s pillars of support. This understanding counters the common assumption of 
monolithic state power. Instead, Chenoweth and Stephan as well as predecessors, such as Sharp 
(1973), argue that the state – no matter how repressive – relies on the cooperation and obedience 
of its people. These dependencies, on for example elites, economic organisations and security 
forces, are targeted in an effort to encourage people to disobey orders and withdraw their support 
from the government. Fundamental to Chenoweth and Stephan’s study is that the chances of this 
happening are much higher with nonviolent campaigns than with violent ones. Among other rea-
sons, this is due to more people seeing the resistance as legitimate, and state agents becoming more 
reluctant to use repression.

The attention to Chenoweth and Stephan’s work has shifted the field, to some extent, towards 
quantitative studies. Even so, a considerable amount of qualitative research continues. It is impor-
tant to recognise that the nonviolence research field is much broader and diverse than quantitative 
studies of anti-regime campaigns. In particular, there continues to be research on how nonviolent 
campaigners can be more effective (e.g. Bramsen, 2018; Burrows and Stephan, 2015; Dudouet, 
2015), in addition to studies of whether they are effective.

With this brief background, we now turn to issues raised by Alexei Anisin. Our aim is two-fold: 
to examine his findings and to use his critique to point to areas where nonviolence research can 
usefully be expanded or directed.

Methodological issues

Anisin’s primary focus is on the quantitative study of campaigns, in particular Chenoweth and 
Stephan’s (2011) study of 323 anti-regime, secession and anti-occupation campaigns from 1900 to 
2006. Chenoweth and Stephan selected campaigns with maximalist demands – overthrow of a 
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government for an anti-regime campaign, independence for a separatist movement and ending of 
an occupation – and classified them as either violent or nonviolent. They then assessed whether 
they were successful, partially successful or unsuccessful in achieving their goals. Chenoweth and 
Stephan found that nonviolent campaigns were twice as likely to be successful as violent 
campaigns.

Anisin challenges this finding in several ways. He argues that Chenoweth and Stephan’s dataset 
is inaccurate in a number of respects, for example that relevant campaigns have been omitted or 
misclassified. Most importantly, he offers two modifications to the dataset.

First, he argues that rather than classifying campaigns as either violent or nonviolent, there 
should be four categories: nonviolent, unarmed violent, reactive violent and fully violent cam-
paigns. Unarmed violence refers to rioting and, more generally, violence without arms, for exam-
ple throwing stones or using Molotov cocktails. Reactive violence refers to violent methods of 
defending against state violence. Classifying campaigns into these four categories, Anisin finds 
that nonviolent campaigns are not as successful as claimed by Chenoweth and Stephan, while 
campaigns using unarmed or reactive violence are more effective.

Second, Anisin extends the dataset by including campaigns in the 1800s. He finds no nonviolent 
campaigns during this century but a considerable number of violent campaigns, a majority of 
which were successful. Adding these campaigns to the dataset increases the overall success rate for 
violent campaigns.

Anisin’s innovations raise a number of issues worth considering. One is the question of how to 
classify campaigns, most of which in this case are campaigns to overthrow a government or oust a 
dictator. Classifying a campaign can be difficult because few campaigns solely use one set of meth-
ods. Chenoweth and Stephan decided to use two categories, violent and nonviolent, making the 
decision based on an assessment of the dominant method of action. If protests, strikes and boycotts 
were the main methods, a campaign was classified as nonviolent even if there was some unarmed 
violence. This is a problem if the unarmed violence was instrumental in the success of the 
campaign.

We would go further than Anisin in pointing to the limitations of classifying campaigns. Many 
violent campaigns also use nonviolent methods. As is well known, guerrilla warfare is as much a 
political as a military mode of struggle. Guerrillas seldom can win in a frontal battle, and much of 
their success stems from obtaining support from the population, which can be achieved through 
means such as land distribution, stamping out corruption and setting up community justice proce-
dures, all of which are part of the repertoire of nonviolent campaigners.

Given that armed struggles typically include nonviolent elements and that many campaigns 
called nonviolent include some degree of violence, what is the best way to proceed? Chenoweth 
and Stephan assessed campaigns according to what seemed to be the dominant mode of struggle, 
either arms or nonviolent action. As Anisin argues, this is questionable because many campaigns 
have other elements besides the mode considered dominant.

However, Anisin’s classifications can be subject to the same sort of questioning. He has not 
made clear whether his two new categories, unarmed and reactive violence, are based on an assess-
ment that these are the primary modes of struggle. In each campaign that he so categorises, nonvio-
lent as well as violent methods were used. What is the justification for categorising a campaign as 
unarmed violence? It seems that Anisin classifies campaigns in this category if unarmed violence 
played a role, perhaps even a seemingly secondary role. Consider the campaign in Madagascar 
from 1991 until 1993. Anisin classifies it as unarmed violence. It did indeed involve violence yet, 
according to newswire reports, only 2% of 147 campaign events included rock-throwing.2 Is this 
enough to categorise the entire campaign as unarmed violence, and how does this differ from cam-
paigns in which 30% or 60% of campaign events are violent?
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It is further unclear why Anisin chose those two new classifications and decided against using 
already existing categories. Among others, there is research on the role of fringe terrorism in nonvio-
lent campaigns, which is distinctively different from unarmed violence (Belgioioso et al., 2019). As 
armed actors are in fact sometimes part of otherwise nonviolent campaigns, as pointed out by 
Pinckney (2016), there seems to be insufficient justification to treat unarmed violence as a category 
of anti-regime campaigns. The only alternative mentioned by Anisin to his own classification is 
research on radical flanks, which he describes as a very broad label. Indeed, it can be argued that radi-
cal flanks, in this context better called violent flanks, encompass a variety of violent tactics (Chenoweth 
and Schock, 2015). Anisin’s category of unarmed violence raises the same sorts of issues. On the one 
hand, Anisin excludes the use of arms from the category, hence calling it unarmed. Yet, Molotov 
cocktails and homemade grenades (for example in the 1986 people power revolution in the Philippines) 
are included under the umbrella of unarmed violence. This gives the impression that neither Molotov 
cocktails nor homemade grenades are arms, which is open to question.

It is also unclear whether reactive violence is the immediate reaction to repression or a longer 
development. Reactive violence could take place in response to numerous state actions, including 
covert repression, arrests and intimidation tactics. Furthermore, violence is not always immediate 
but can also develop over the course of time, for example when participants become frustrated with 
the lack of achievements.

Anisin’s criticism of Chenoweth and Stephan’s dichotomy of violent versus nonviolent cam-
paigns, and the questions about how he justifies his own set of four categories, point to a shortcom-
ing inherent to most – if not all – research. We need to simplify the complexities of individual 
campaigns and, more generally, processes of social change in order to make claims and draw 
conclusions about their effectiveness. No matter how hard we try, every research design will have 
to rely on some form of simplification. Whether this simplification, for example into the dichotomy 
of violence and nonviolence, is useful depends on the research aim. As Chenoweth and Stephan set 
out to compare large primarily nonviolent and violent campaigns, the dichotomy works for their 
purpose. Introducing a new threshold for what constitutes nonviolence and violence also simplifies 
complex realities, in Anisin`s case for the purpose of drawing conclusions about the effectiveness 
of unarmed violence.

In terms of methodology and dichotomies, the question arises of why Anisin did not supplement 
the existing quantitative data with qualitative insights. One way of overcoming the simplification of 
quantitative analysis while harnessing its advantages could be a mixed method approach (Creswell 
and Clark, 2017). This could for example strengthen the conceptualisation of violence in otherwise 
nonviolent campaigns and allow scrutinising violent mechanisms by relying on case-specific insights 
and guaranteeing generalisability through large-n data. Following this, it needs to be pointed out that 
deciding what is nonviolence and violence, and whether to use either of them, is context-specific and 
regularly discussed by campaign members and leaders. In other words, the distinction into violence 
and nonviolence could be understood as a social construct. As far as we know, neither Anisin nor 
Chenoweth and Stephan relied on campaign expertise for their classifications.

Without refining the research design to make more reliable claims and without offering more theo-
retical insights into how unarmed violence leads to success, it is possible that the enhanced likelihood 
of success found by Anisin is due to a reporting effect. On the one hand, large movements are more 
likely to be successful and to engage in diverse tactics, including unarmed violence. On the other 
hand, the media are more likely to cover large movements and report on the use of violent tactics. In 
other words, the media reports on those movements most likely to achieve change and that involve 
violent tactics. Yet, the common determinant for both could be size rather than violent tactics. Gamson 
(1989), in reflecting upon his own work from 1975, comes to a similar conclusion: just because vio-
lence is observed does not mean that it works. Instead, he says, ‘violence is more a symptom of 
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success than a cause’ (Gamson, 1989: 458). This highlights the problem of not being able to observe 
the counterfactual in a real-life setting. We cannot see what would have happened had a specific vio-
lent movement relied solely on nonviolent methods, and vice versa.

There is a different sort of shortcoming in Chenoweth and Stephan’s analysis, one not noted by 
Anisin. According to Dahl et al. (2021), a key factor in anti-regime campaign strategies is selection 
of methods according to their prospect of success. Campaigns with the potential for widespread 
popular participation may be more likely to choose nonviolent approaches: they have a mobilisa-
tion advantage. In contrast, movements with a more limited capacity to generate popular support 
do not have this advantage and hence may be more likely to choose armed struggle, which is less 
dependent on mobilising mass support. This can help to explain the higher rate of success of non-
violent anti-regime campaigns: they are the ones with a broader base in the population for bringing 
about change.

As noted earlier, Anisin supplements Chenoweth and Stephan’s dataset with campaigns in the 
1800s. He says there were no nonviolent campaigns during this century. It is not clear why he has 
omitted the Hungarian struggle for autonomy from the Austrian empire, which was an inspiration 
for Gandhi and other supporters of nonviolence (Csapody and Weber, 2007). That aside, to include 
campaigns in the 1800s raises an issue addressed neither by Chenoweth and Stephan, nor by 
Anisin: the roles of technology and training.

The availability of deadly weapons can make a big difference to a battle. For most of the 1800s, 
weapons might be said to have been relatively “democratic” in the sense that they were available 
to both governments and challengers. In hand-to-hand combat, strength and skills are vital, and 
governments have no great advantage. For remote combat, weapons make a much greater differ-
ence. Rifles were crucial in the 1800s, and these could be acquired and easily used by challengers. 
The development of the machine gun marked a turning point: it provided an overwhelming advan-
tage against opponents without their own machine guns, which is an explanation for the one-sided-
ness of many colonial wars (Ellis, 1975). By the 1900s, governments were consolidating their 
weapons advantages, a process that has continued over the decades with air power, tanks and 
guided missiles (Coker, 2013; Dunnigan, 1983; Scharr, 2018).

The implication is that armed struggle against a well-armed regime has become ever more dif-
ficult in the strictly military domain. When looking at contemporary campaigns, challengers sel-
dom have weaponry comparable to governments, so success rates are likely to be lower. Including 
campaigns from the 1800s skews the success rate of armed struggles, giving a misleading impres-
sion for contemporary conditions. To put it this way, as governments acquire ever more sophisti-
cated weaponry, nonviolent campaigns are likely to have an increased rate of success compared to 
armed campaigns, at least when considering the fighting dimension of the struggles.

There is another factor not taken into account by either Chenoweth and Stephan or by Anisin: 
training techniques. As argued by Grossman (1995), most men have a great reluctance to kill oth-
ers, even preferring to die rather than kill. Alarmed by a study showing that only one quarter of US 
soldiers fighting Germans on the frontline during World War II fired their rifles, the US military 
developed training techniques, based on psychological research, that improved firing rates to 90% 
by the time of the Vietnam War. It is safe to say that few fighters in liberation movements or insur-
rectionary campaigns have similar training. The implication is that wherever militaries provide 
training to overcome instinctive reluctance to kill, they will have a huge advantage over challeng-
ers without such training. Note that this applies mainly to killing at relatively close range and not 
to dropping bombs, firing missiles or setting up improvised explosive devices.

If the impact of training were included in studies of the success rates of anti-regime struggles, 
this might help explain a declining success rate for armed struggle in the past half century. On the 
other hand, most of the successes of armed struggle during this period have been in parts of the 



Onken et al. 1197

world where this sort of training may not have been standard. In any case, the implication is that 
statistical studies need to be supplemented with analysis of the circumstances of individual cam-
paigns. The weapons used and the training in using them, including training to overcome a reluc-
tance to kill, should be considered.

In statistical studies of anti-regime campaigns, success is judged according to whether the stated 
aims of the campaigns have been achieved. This seems like a logical criterion, but there are other 
possible considerations that can be taken into account. One of them is the level of freedom years 
after the success of a campaign. Karatnycky and Ackerman (2005: 19) find that nonviolent cam-
paigns are far more likely to lead to free societies later on.

There is another important factor worth including: death and destruction due to a campaign. On 
average, armed struggles lead to far more death and suffering, including trauma and its long-term 
effects on the individual and societal level, than nonviolent struggles. An example is the Algerian 
war for independence from France, 1952–1962, listed by Chenoweth and Stephan as a violent 
campaign that was successful. This war had a horrific toll in torture, injury and death, with sources 
reporting hundreds of thousands of deaths, perhaps even a million or more, in a population of only 
9 million. If achieving success causes massive human suffering, then this needs to be taken into 
account. However, there is no simple way to weigh the benefits of a successful liberation campaign 
against the human cost of the struggle. It is possible though to take note of the human cost and to 
compare it in different sorts of campaigns.

Anisin questions the causality of nonviolent action for successful political change. What he 
fails to consider though is that research on social movements and revolutions tends to empha-
sise structural conditions that lead to change and to neglect the role of agency in such socio-
political transformations. Nonviolent action research contributes to this academic field, by 
highlighting the impact of strategic choices of protestors and resisters on societal change. 
Nowadays the fact that a chosen campaign strategy does make a difference with regards to the 
outcome of a movement is reflected in public and academic debate. Until very recently though 
most research accounts of revolutions were structural analyses that left out the agency of peo-
ple. Chenoweth and Stephan in their book “make the case that voluntaristic features of cam-
paigns, notably those related to the mechanisms put into effect by the resistors, are better 
predictors of success than structural determinants” (2011: 66). Their quantitative findings seem 
to have encouraged some social movement researchers to give more attention to movement 
dynamics, in particular to campaigners’ strategies and tactics. This contribution of nonviolent 
action research should be acknowledged despite all legitimate criticism of how to measure and 
operationalise the complex underlying dynamics. It is a positive development that the number 
of academics who take on a diligent empirical examination of dynamics of nonviolent action is 
growing and we welcome this trajectory.

In summary, Anisin’s critique of Chenoweth and Stephan’s comparison of nonviolent and violent 
campaigns points to several areas worthy of further exploration and development. The impact of 
weapons technology and the training of soldiers on the success rate of armed campaigns needs to be 
taken into account, and in assessing success of campaigns, more needs to be taken into account than 
simply whether the campaign’s goals are achieved. In particular, the human cost of the campaign – 
death, suffering and lasting impacts – needs to be considered. However, it is very difficult to include 
such factors in a statistical analysis, which points to the value of qualitative analysis.

‘Ideological’ issues

Anisin raises a number of issues concerning the validity of analysis of campaigns that point to the 
role of values, goals and what he calls ‘ideological bias’. We agree that these matters are important 
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and need more attention. We look first at the role of values in scholarly inquiry and then at their 
roles in classification systems, research systems, goals and the purpose of research.

In his critique of research by Chenoweth and Stephan, Anisin makes a comparison with scien-
tific research, describing how caffeine researchers set up experimental and control groups. He 
gives the example of the sugar industry to indicate how research findings can be distorted by the 
influence of vested interests, suggesting that the same sort of influence affects Chenoweth and 
Stephan’s study. There are several points worth making about this.

Anisin’s portrait of the scientific research enterprise is an idealised one, built on the assumption 
that scientists are, or can be, neutral, objective searchers for the truth. This picture has been criticised 
by generations of scholars in the social studies of science. In practice, according to researchers in 
this field, scientists are always influenced by current ideas in society, by struggles for recognition 
and by various biases (e.g. Barnes, 1977; Mitroff, 1974). Anisin seems to subscribe to what has been 
called the myth of the scientific method, namely that there is a single method used by scientists that, 
if followed, leads to unbiased scientific knowledge (Bauer, 1992; Feyerabend, 1978).

The implication is that all researchers are influenced by their social roles, their aspirations, their 
peer groups, their sources of funding and prevailing assumptions in society. This is not something 
that can be overcome by a ‘pure’ scientific method. Rather, it needs to be acknowledged. We agree 
that Chenoweth and Stephan are influenced in various ways, but so is Anisin and so are we!

With this context, it is useful to look again at the classifications of campaigns by Chenoweth and 
Stephan and by Anisin. The existence of a category is not neutral because it suggests a particular 
way of understanding the world and potentially obscures other possible ways. In other words, we 
find patterns in data according to our interest and expertise.

We need to ask whether certain methods of action are the driving forces behind campaigns. This 
is easier with nonviolent and violent campaigns. It is not so obvious in the case of unarmed vio-
lence campaigns. Are there instances in which campaigns were initiated by unarmed violence and 
this remained the dominant method throughout? How frequently did unarmed violence occur? Did 
it coincide with nonviolent methods, such as demonstrations, or did it take place in isolation?

Given that researchers are not neutral, it is likely that they will be influenced in various ways 
when classifying campaigns. In other words, it is worth looking at potential biases in assigning 
campaigns to particular categories. Chenoweth and Stephan addressed this by having subject and 
area experts examine documentation about campaigns and make judgements about their classifica-
tion, including the primary resistance type, conflict type, outcome and peak participation (NAVCO, 
n.d.). By drawing on judgements by experts outside their project, they reduced the likelihood that 
their biases would influence their dataset.

Anisin, in contrast, drawing on a perspective different from Chenoweth and Stephan’s, uses his 
own judgement to assign campaigns to classifications. An approach less vulnerable to bias would 
be triangulation by relying on individuals with no stake in the conclusions to assign campaigns to 
his categories.

Gene Sharp (1973) presented a set of stages or facets of nonviolent campaigns in what he called 
the ‘dynamics of nonviolence’. Among these facets are laying the groundwork, challenge brings 
repression, maintaining nonviolent discipline and political jiu-jitsu. Political jiu-jitsu occurs when 
violence used against nonviolent campaigners generates greater support for the movement by 
mobilising members of the grievance group, third parties and sometimes opponents. Maintaining 
nonviolent discipline, which means avoiding using violence even in retaliation, as with reactive 
violence, is crucial to the likelihood of political jiu-jitsu.

A similar process can occur even when protesters use violence. The process of political jiu-jitsu 
can be generalised to other interactions, in what has been called backfire dynamics (Martin, 2007). 
For example, in a war, excessive violence by one side can be counterproductive, as in the case of 
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the My Lai massacre during the Vietnam War (Gray and Martin, 2008). From this perspective, it 
may be more useful to look at those campaign tactics that enable backfire. Unarmed violence may 
not matter when the regime’s violence is much greater.

Underlying political jiu-jitsu and backfire dynamics is the question of legitimacy. It is crucial to 
be seen as having a legitimate cause and in being justified in actions taken (Feinberg et al., 2017; 
Sharp, 1959). Recall that nonviolence relies on a perception of moral superiority, from which it 
draws its legitimacy to make claims. This allows mobilising participants and encourages loyalty 
shifts. When faced with repression, legitimacy plays an even bigger role, as the backfire effect is 
only activated and participation increased if repression can be framed as disproportionate and/or 
illegitimate. The chances of this happening decrease when nonviolent discipline is broken and 
campaign violence occurs (Abbs and Gleditsch, 2021). It is less likely for potential participants and 
supporters to identify with a campaign that uses violence, as it is more easily portrayed as unjust 
and illegitimate (Benford and Snow, 2000). After all, violence is often seen as morally wrong 
(Gandhi, 1940; Gregg, 1934/1966).

There are contexts in which an unarmed but still violent reaction by protestors may be viewed 
as legitimate by potential supporters, such as had been the case in some instances of the labour 
movement of the late 19th and early 20th century, when workers defended occupied factories 
against police and soldiers (Piven and Cloward, 1979: 69; 140). However, the question is always 
how easily it is for actions to be discredited in the eyes of the public. In general, mass support will 
more likely be generated for those that seem to have the moral high ground, and less likely for 
those who engage in human rights abuses (Feinberg et al., 2014). In other words, the outrage over 
repression has to outweigh the outrage over the campaign’s use of violence in order for backfire to 
still occur (DeNardo, 1985). Yet, because campaigns are often held to higher moral standards than 
state forces, even unarmed violence can have negative consequences for campaigns.

There are a number of studies showing a negative relation between unarmed violence and cam-
paign success. Huet-Vaughn (2013) finds that riots, and in particular property destruction, lower 
the chances of the campaign to achieve success. Steinert-Threlkeld et al. (2021) argue that protest 
violence reduces participation. Abbs and Gleditsch (2021) conclude that riots have a damaging 
effect on nonviolent activism.

Anisin neglects to establish any explanatory correlation between unarmed violence and success 
rates based on violence-specific mechanisms. The question thus remains whether and how unarmed 
violence could be responsible for the success of the campaigns – and not just occurring despite it.

Anisin says that nonviolence research is biased towards elite interests. This may be true in some 
instances, but there are also many nonviolent campaigns that have challenged Western powers, for 
example against the neoliberal dictatorship of Pinochet in Chile or movements in Indonesia, Iran, 
Philippines, South Africa and West Papua. Indeed, within the nonviolence research community, 
and among nonviolent movements, there is considerable support for challenging US imperialism 
(Johansen et al., 2012). According to activist and writer George Lakey, as Gene Sharp’s concepts 
of the logic of change of nonviolent action played a role within movements that accelerated the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, people may be

confused about the nature of his project, which was to amplify the power of nonviolent struggle for 
whoever chooses to try it instead of using violence. Some groups did choose civil resistance instead of 
armed struggle to elude the grasp of Russia. Others chose it to abolish apartheid in U.S.-allied South 
Africa. It is available for all. (Lakey, 2019)

Nonviolent action can be viewed as a tool and, like any tool, it can be used for a variety of pur-
poses, but – importantly – some more easily than others. A toothbrush is designed to clean teeth 
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and can be used for many other purposes, some more easily than others. Similarly, nonviolent 
action has been widely used to combat elite interest, for instance against racial segregation in the 
US, the achievement of universal suffrage, and independence from colonial rule. Yet on the other 
hand, elites may have come to understand that nonviolent action may be at times more effective 
than more traditional approaches of secret intelligence, such as covert killings of leaders, support-
ing guerrillas or coup d’états that blow back against those who instigated them. It is thus plausible 
that the CIA or other intelligence institutions have tried to initiate or support nonviolent move-
ments to topple a government that does not serve US elite interests. (On the role of foreign support 
for nonviolent movements, see Chenoweth and Stephan (2021).) Moreover, there is evidence that 
right-wing activists have also started appropriating the toolkit of nonviolence with the purpose of 
spreading their explicitly Islamophobic ideology, as they have been convinced by historical and 
scientific evidence of the effectiveness of nonviolent methods of change (Volk, 2021).

Even if there are exceptional situations in which violence may not be detrimental to campaign 
success, it always causes suffering. A further question is, what type of society may result from this? 
There can be advantages of using violence in campaigns but also significant disadvantages, includ-
ing legitimating increased repression, making violent escalation more likely and modelling a world 
built upon violence and human rights abuses.

Conclusion

Alexei Anisin (2020), in presenting a critique of statistical comparisons of nonviolent and violent 
anti-regime campaigns, raises a number of points worthy of further examination. Most importantly, 
statistical comparisons reduce complex social interactions into simplified sets of numbers that can-
not capture the nuances of actual cases. The question then becomes, which simplifications are most 
useful for gaining greater insight about general patterns and for guiding campaigns against repres-
sion and oppression? Furthermore, how can qualitative and statistical studies be used together to 
inform each other?

Chenoweth and Stephan (2011) have done pioneering research in compiling a dataset of anti-
regime, secession and anti-occupation campaigns during the period 1900–2006, classifying each 
campaign as either nonviolent or violent. Anisin points to a shortcoming in the dichotomy between 
nonviolent and violent, and proposes two additional categories, unarmed violent and reactive vio-
lent. However, given that nearly every campaign contains a mixture of methods – for example, 
armed struggles nearly always involve methods of nonviolent action – it becomes important to 
justify classification systems. One way to do this – the way used by Chenoweth and Stephan – is 
by judging the predominant mode of struggle. The mere presence of unarmed violence, for exam-
ple at the end of a campaign, may not be enough to justify putting the entire campaign in the cat-
egory of unarmed violence. Anisin does not discuss this vital methodological point.

It is worth noting that talking of a predominant mode of struggle is as much normative as scien-
tific – as is assessing this mode from a scholarly as well as an activist point of view. Part of what 
social movements do is to influence understandings of what is considered violent and nonviolent 
action, by shifting public opinion and what is accepted and perceived as common sense by raising 
awareness through their actions, internal discussions, public statements and how they frame their 
activities. One result is the interplay between movement and scholarly understandings and hence 
the making sense of tactics, dichotomies and classifications.

Anisin, in presenting his revised dataset, includes campaigns in the 1800s. This raises an issue 
addressed neither by Anisin nor by Chenoweth and Stephan: the roles of technology and training. We 
have noted that weapons technology after the 1800s, including the machine gun and aerial bombing, 
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provided a major advantage to regimes with these capacities. Further, training techniques developed 
after World War II make soldiers far more willing to kill, giving a great advantage to forces so trained. 
Developments in both weapons and training mean that armed anti-regime struggles are less likely to 
succeed. It would be worth taking these developments into account in future studies.

At a more ideological level, Anisin invokes the methods of natural science to imply the exist-
ence of bias in studies by civil resistance scholars. Although natural science is not value-free, 
Anisin’s general point is worthwhile: it is valuable for scholars to take note of influences on their 
work from sources of funding and, as well, presuppositions deriving from social position, discipli-
nary focus, and possible applications. Anisin points to the influence of US government interests on 
civil resistance research; we noted that a considerable portion of research (and practice) in the field 
is counter to the interests of US imperialism.

Military research and development is a vast enterprise employing thousands of scientists and 
costing billions of dollars annually. Arms manufacturers sell their wares to governments world-
wide, and technology corporations sell surveillance equipment to repressive regimes. To challenge 
the massive military and policing systems is a daunting enterprise. Supporters of civil resistance, 
though, have comparatively meagre human and material resources, yet many campaigns have suc-
ceeded despite the massive imbalance in weapons and training.

Nonviolent protest does not involve human rights abuses by the protesters, whereas guerrillas 
may perpetuate spirals of violence and trauma; nonviolence also has strategic advantages in con-
texts in which the use of violent means may reduce legitimacy and support in the public domesti-
cally and internationally. This is also known to governments who may resort to forms of soft 
repression when overt physical violence might backfire against them and thus can be detrimental 
to the goal of silencing protest.

The hope of many civil resistance advocates is that more research and experience will improve 
the effectiveness of campaigns. A valuable part of improving nonviolence theory and practice is 
critical analysis, and for this we thank Alexei Anisin for his thought-provoking critique.
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Notes

1. For example, Burrowes (1996: 239), in contrasting British colonial practices in India and Kenya, refers 
to ‘the frequent and naive claim that it was the British moral code that made Gandhian nonviolence pos-
sible in India’, citing three authors who made this claim.

2. The 2% figure is drawn from a database being prepared by L Mitchell and M Onken titled Measuring the 
Intensity of Nonviolent Discipline, intended for publication when complete.
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