
ORGANISING EFFECTIVE
ACTIONS

Sending the protest message

Jørgen Johansen and Brian Martin

What makes a protest action effective?
Organisers have lots of potential choic-
es: what, when, where, how and who.

Looking at how audiences are likely to respond
to messages can give guidance.

Heads of government are coming to town.
Let’s organise a protest! We’ll have a massive
rally and march. Those who want to can block-
ade the venue. We’ll make our concerns about
inequality, exploitation and aggression known
far and wide.

But wait a second. Is this sort of protest
going to be effective? Is it going to change peo-
ple’s viewpoints, mobilise support and help
bring about a better society? Or, instead, will it
reinforce prejudices, alienate potential sup-
porters and suck energy away from more effec-
tive initiatives? And anyway what does it mean
to “be effective”?

There are no simple answers to these
questions. Actions have many different impacts.
Many are hard to measure and some are entirely overlooked. Weighing up the pros
and cons is difficult: it’s an emotional as well as a rational matter.

Context

Actions need to be designed with the context in mind. What is appropriate in
one situation could be completely counterproductive in another. Laws, media,
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police, culture, religion, civil society and many other factors are very different
in Burkina Faso, Germany, Nepal, Indonesia, and China. 

In India in 1930, Gandhi chose to build a campaign around salt, a potent
symbol for Indians because of the British salt laws. What could protesters use
as a potent symbol in Swaziland or Sweden today?

Actions must be designed with a deep knowledge of the local conditions. As
a general rule, success stories should never be copied, but they can function as
inspirations and as useful cases from which to learn. 

Open-ended hunger strikes are regarded very differently in a Christian cul-
ture than in a Hindu society. For atheists and Christians it means a lot to sacri-
fice your life, whereas a Hindi anticipates thousands more lives to come — an
important difference! 

In a country where an activist risks torture, lengthy imprisonment or the
death penalty, civil disobedience is a different matter than where the likely
outcome is a fine or a few weeks in a decent prison. It is wise for activists to
act differently in countries with strict censorship and state-run media than
where free and oppositional media regularly cover demonstrations.

Choices

There are two main types of actions: (1) oppose and (2) promote. The first
focuses on what you disagree with and the other on your alternative. Within each
of these there are many options. In most cases, it’s much easier to create a pos-
itive image when you have an alternative. To say no! is common and easy, but it
will often be regarded as unhelpful, as blocking progress. Presenting alternatives
is more demanding but often rewarded by being seen as constructive.

Within each of these main categories there is again a choice to be made:
direct action or indirect action. By direct action we mean to do something
about the problem/conflict ourselves. It could be to close a city street to
change it into a space for pedestrians. Or it could be to squat in a house and
turn it into a cultural centre. When the activists in Genetix Snowball destroy
genetically modified plants from fields in Britain they are not only demanding
that these fields should be made illegal but are removing them themselves.
These types of actions are often illegal and risky. The point here is that the
activists themselves are making the change directly: they are taking direct
action. 

Indirect actions involve asking someone else, such as politicians or business
executives, to respond to a demand or deal with an unjust situation. In many
countries you need permission from the local police to have a demonstration
and sometimes they will be helpful in keeping things calm during a demo. To be
successful, these types of actions depend on sympathy from someone else. If
neither power holders nor the public support your demands you will not achieve
what you want.

Note that in a dictatorship, making requests can be a form of direct action,
because it is an exercise of free speech.

For both direct and indirect actions there is a need to develop more types
of actions. Creativity, fantasy and experiments are crucial. Just as arms pro-
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ducers come up with more sophisticated weapons every year, activists need to
develop new forms of action. Good examples should be tested, documented
and adapted for use at other times, places and circumstances.

Audiences 

On many issues there are three main audiences: activists, opponents and third
parties. When a group wants to challenge a repressive government, the
activists are those involved in protests. The opponents are the government and
its agencies such as the police and the army. The third parties are those not
directly involved in the struggle: the general public and most people in other
countries. People can move from being a third party to being an activist, and
the other way around, as a consequence of actions. One goal is to engage more
people. In most cases the media convey information/propaganda and messages
from the event to wider audiences.

As well as looking at who the audiences are, it’s helpful to look at the inter-
action between activist methods and audiences.

Alignment 

Media guru Marshall McLuhan said “The medium is the message.” For example,
television encourages a certain way of viewing the world, irrespective of what’s
on the screen. Personal conversation encourages a different perspective.

In activism, too, the medium — namely the method of action — is the
message. According to a perspective in psychology called correspondent infer-
ence theory, audiences make assumptions about someone’s motivations accord-
ing to the consequences of the actions they take. When activists threaten or
use violence — for example, bombings, assassinations or hijackings — many
observers believe the goal of the activists is to destroy society. The method,
namely destruction, is assumed to reflect the goal. For example, after 9/11,
many people in the US thought al Qaeda’s goal was to destroy US society. This
was the wrong message. Very few US citizens knew that Osama bin Laden’s key
goals concerned US government policies in the Muslim world. 

The same thing applies on a much smaller scale. If a worker on a picket spits
on a manager, the message is one of contempt and disrespect, which can dis-
tract audiences from the message that the pay is too low or working conditions
are unsafe.

Actions are more powerful when the method used — the medium — is
aligned with the message. In the US civil rights movement, well-dressed blacks
entered white-only restaurants and sat politely and quietly at lunch counters,
not responding to abuse and police provocation. Their presence and respectful
demeanour sent a powerful message that was aligned with the short-term goal,
equal access to the restaurant, as well as the long-term goal of racial equality.
On the other hand, the abuse by white patrons and aggressive action by police,
directed only at blacks in the restaurant, sent the message that segregation was
a system of racism, exclusion and aggression. These powerful messages helped
discredit segregation among audiences in the rest of the US and the world.
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Dealing with attack 

Protesters often come under attack: they may be slandered, harassed, beaten,
arrested, imprisoned, even killed. Their communications may be intercepted,
their offices raided and their equipment confiscated or destroyed. These
attacks are hurtful and expensive, damaging to morale and can discourage par-
ticipation. But with the right preparation and tactics, and good luck, some
attacks can be made to backfire on the attackers. It’s not easy and doesn’t hap-
pen often but it can be very powerful.

Perpetrators and their supporters regularly use five methods to inhibit out-
rage from their attacks: 

� cover up the attack, 
� devalue the target, 
� reinterpret what happened (including lying, minimising effects and blaming
others),
� use official channels to give an appearance of justice, 
� and intimidate and reward targets and their supporters. 
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Protesters need to be prepared to counter each of these methods:

� expose the attack 
� validate the target 
� interpret what happened as an injustice 
� avoid or discredit official channels; instead, mobilise support
� and resist intimidation and rewards

For example, after police assault protesters, the police and their supporters
may use every one of these four methods.

� Police, in assaulting protesters, often try to do it away from witnesses and
cameras. Protesters need to be prepared to record assaults and communicate
them with credibility to wider audiences.
� Police claim that they were doing their duty, that protesters were violent
and disturbing the peace and indeed that it was the police who came under
attack. Protesters should focus on the injustice of the assault.
� When protesters make formal complaints or go to court, seldom are there
any serious consequences for abusive police. Meanwhile, the whole process
takes so long that most people lose interest while activists are tied up in
technicalities and distracted from activism. It is better for protesters to avoid
courts and instead encourage greater participation in future planning and
action.
� In many cases protesters don’t speak out for fear of police reprisals; in a
court action they may accept a settlement to resolve the matter, often with a
silencing clause attached. It is powerful when some protesters, or their
supporters, speak out and refuse to be bought off.

Documentation, evaluation and dissemination

For actions to become more effective, activists need to learn from past expe-
riences. They need to document and evaluate what they are doing and make
this information available for others. Just as students at war colleges learn
about historical battles from lectures and textbooks, activists must build a sim-
ilar system for coming generations to learn from the history of nonviolence and
social movements. This requires serious, critical evaluations of planning,
actions and outcomes. It is just as important to study failures as to celebrate
victories. Then these evaluations must be made available for other activists,
taking into account different languages and contexts. It is a large task. There
are many actions from which to learn!

This is a shorter version of an article published in Gandhi Marg, Vol. 29, No. 4,
January-March 2008, pp. 503-519. You can access the full article at:
http://www.bmartin.cc/pubs/08gm.html

✸
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