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The Comrade with the Gun Has the Floor:  

Political violence, democracy and peace. 

 

 This paper investigates attempts by left-wing movements to transform and democratise the 

organisation of political violence. To explore changes in the praxis of political violence by 

the left I highlight different perspectives regarding democracy and violence in contemporary 

revolutionary movements. The past decade has seen an upsurge of struggle against neo-

liberalism and capitalism in Latin America expressed in various rebellions and by the election 

of left parties and movements on anti-neo-liberal platforms in Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, 

Ecuador, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Paraguay, Uruguay and Venezuela. Previously, the Paris 

Commune, the Russian Revolution and the Allende Government in Chile, have all 

demonstrated the limits of establishing revolution in restricted spaces and trying to defend 

against the violence of counter-revolution. The lessons learnt from these struggles are now 

being tested across the globe and have opened up new possibilities in Latin America. In order 

to further understand these new possibilities and their implications for strategies of 

proletarian defensive violence, I look at the Zapatistas „net war strategy‟, the question of 

political violence in Venezuela, the lessons of Chile‟s attempt at „a peaceful road to 

socialism‟ and the development of a „new Superpower‟ – the global peace movement.     

 

 

Zapatistas: “soldiers so that  

there will not be any soldiers” 

 

Following years of declining influence left-wing 

movements were powerfully re-invigorated as part of 

the eruption of the global „movement of movements‟ 

against neo-liberalism around the turn of the 

millennium. Many pinpoint Chiapas, one of the poorest 

states of Mexico, as the birthplace of what is 

commonly referred to as the anti-globalisation 

movement, but more accurately as the alter-

globalisation movement. On January 1 1994, the day when the North American Free Trade 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_American_Free_Trade_Agreement
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Agreement (NAFTA) came into effect, the Zapatista Army of National Liberation (EZLN) 

launched a twelve day military offensive and occupied twelve municipalities in Chiapas, 

Mexico. Rising up in arms and organised to defend themselves the Zapatista‟s created 

liberated 'autonomous zones' which are run by the local community to put into practice their 

ideals of self-determination, decentralisation, democratisation and sustainability.  

 

The Zapatistas had trained themselves “in politics and weapons” (EZLN: 2005) and their aim, 

according to EZLN Sub Comandante Marcos (2007: 3) was “to change the world”.  The 

Zapatista communities expelled the state police forces and established community self-

policing, unpaid and done by all, as part of their „horizontal revolution‟. The EZLN saw itself 

as an army fighting for humanity against the „world war‟ of neo-liberalism, waged by 

capitalism for global domination. While engaging in armed struggle, the Zapatistas most 

successful strategy was their weaving of an “electronic fabric of struggle” that prevented their 

military defeat and built global solidarity (Cleaver: 1994: 155). The use of the World Wide 

Web to publicise their activity and strategy, based on the idea that “the means are the ends”, 

fostered widespread support. Their 1996 call for a series of international Encounters “of all 

rebels around the world, for humanity and against neo-liberalism, touched a chord among the 

dispossessed and disenchanted” (Mertes: 2004: viii) and led to gatherings in Chiapas and 

Spain where thousands of grassroots activists and intellectuals came together to discuss the 

struggle against neo-liberalism on a global scale. Solidarity and coordinating groups were 

soon established in various countries and a People‟s Global Action (PGA) network 

established. The PGA network would soon play an important part in the rise of the alternative 

globalisation „movement of movements‟. Faced with a rapid upsurge in social struggles U.S. 

military strategists quickly identified the Zapatista‟s strategy as the “prototype of social 

netwar for the 21
st
 Century” (Arquilla and Ronfeldt: 1996: 73). 

 

 Sub-Comandante Marcos (in El Kilombo and Hardt: 2008: 37) explains that:  

When we were in the mountains, we were on the socialist path. We came out into 

public light knowing that there was now no referent for this, that these movements 

were finished, that even armed struggle was done. 

 

The Zapatistas have declared that armed struggle is of very limited use and that “our word is 

our weapon”, that their ability to “Encounter, Assemble and Create” is the real power they 

rely upon rather than conducting a guerrilla war “that might destroy as many communities as 
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it saved” (Marcos: 2007:16). In July 1995 the Zapatistas called for a consulta between the 

Zapatistas and the Mexican Government to determine conditions for an autonomous peace in 

an attempt to replicate their village-level democracy on a wider scale. David Graeber (2003: 

330) explains that the Zapatista Army “represents an attempt by people who have always 

been denied the right to non-violent civil resistance to seize it – essentially, to call the bluff of 

neo-liberalism and its pretence of democratisation and yielding power to „civil society”. The 

EZLN has not been defeated, despite repeated attacks by government forces, and the 

Zapatistas have not surrendered, but have stopped their war “set aside the fire and took up the 

word” (EZLN: 2005). Despite contrary assurances various Mexican governments have 

spurned a peaceful resolution to their war with the Zapatistas and the non-violent actions of 

the Zapatistas are “possible only in a general atmosphere of peace” (Graeber: 2003: 331). 

Now, surrounded by Mexican Army camps and regularly attacked by paramilitaries, the 

Zapatistas are again preparing for war. But they also retain a sense of optimism, that if they 

“prepare for war well enough, there may not be a war” (Tenuto Sánchez: 2008).  

 

The EZLN is an army that aspires not to be an 

army. For most of its existence it has been 

non-violent and for years did not even carry 

guns (Graeber: 2003: 330). The Zapatistas 

have organised the occupation of state 

military bases where hundreds of unarmed 

Zapatistas confronted the soldiers sent to 

attack them. The EZLN currently maintains 

its commitment to an “offensive ceasefire”, a 

peaceful political struggle without arms while 

seeking to “defend, support and obey the 

Zapatista indigenous communities of which it 

is composed” (EZLN: 2005). Sub-

Comandante Marcos (2004: 4) has explained 

that if the EZLN “perpetuates itself as an 

armed military structure, it is headed for 

failure. Failure as an alternative set of ideas, 

an alternative attitude to the world”.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lTp1c7bUf-k 

for video of base occupation 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lTp1c7bUf-k
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As the EZLN explained in 2005: 

 

the problem is that the political military 

component of the EZLN is not democratic, 

because it is an army. And we saw that the 

military being above and the democratic 

below, was not good, because what is 

democratic should not be decided militarily, it 

should be the reverse: the democratic-

political governing above and the military 

obeying below. Or, perhaps, it would be 

better with nothing below, just completely 

level, without any military, and that is why 

the Zapatistas are soldiers so that there will 

not be any soldiers (EZLN: 2005).  

 

  The EZLN emphasise decentralised horizontal 

organisation as opposed to vertical centralised structures and the Zapatistas‟ goal is not to 

take state power, win political dominance or control. Instead their goal is to struggle for less 

state power over their lives and to seize and build autonomous spaces where people can 

“begin building new forms of democracy from the bottom up, to talk to each other and 

discuss how to establish democracy, social justice and peace” (EZLN: 1998: 9). In their 

autonomous communities, the Zapatistas are “actively replacing four of the key functions of 

the state: the implementation of justice, economic management, defence and security, and 

social reproduction” (Hollon and Lopez: 2007: 54). At a time when Mexico‟s government has 

been installed by an „electoral coup‟ enforced by thousands of police (Giordano: 2006), the 

Zapatista have been concentrating on the Other Campaign. The Other Campaign is a 

„horizontal‟ effort that includes many different individuals and organisations, including 

unions and NGOs, in “an effort to build a new civil society that is both grass-roots and anti-

capitalist . . . an attempt to create the types of political relationships necessary to dissolve 

rather than obtain state power” (Hollon and Lopez: 2007: 61).  
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Venezuela: Democratisation or Militarisation? 

 

 

 While the Zapatistas have been embraced by much of the left for demonstrating a way of 

practicing politics based on building relationships of respect and mutual aid amongst those 

opposed to neo-liberalism and capitalism, those on the left more interested in gaining state 

power have tended to look elsewhere for inspiration. For many of these comrades it is the 

situation in Venezuela that offers the most promise. In 1998, four years after the Zapatista 

uprising, the government of Hugo Chavez was voted into power in Venezuela on a popular 

anti-neo-liberal platform. Re-elected in 2000 and again in 2006, on the back of significant 

achievements in areas such as health, education, housing and poverty reduction, the Chavez 

government claims that the country is now in a transition from neo-liberalism to a „socialism 

of the 21
st
 Century‟. According to Chavez the intention is to “head towards a social state and 

leave the old structures of the bourgeois capitalist state, which places brakes on revolutionary 

impulses” (Chavez in Wilpert: 2007: 230). Policies to both nationalise and socialise sectors of 

the economy are described as attempts to „democratise the economy‟. This is to be done 

through the redistribution of wealth, and policies that are both reformist and „transformative‟, 

those that are social democratic and those “which could change the capitalist dynamic of 

competitive private capital accumulation into a dynamic that is instead based on human needs 

and cooperation” (Wilpert: 2007: 101). The government‟s commitment to alternative 

„democratic and participatory institutions‟ is exemplified by over 20,000 local general 

assemblies known as communal councils aiming to “transfer power and democracy to 



6 

 

organised communities to such a degree that the State apparatus would eventually be reduced 

to levels that it becomes unnecessary” (Velasquez in Ciccariello-Maher: 2007).  

 

 The Government has introduced major changes to the exercise of constitutional, judicial and 

military power, transforming the administration of the state with the expressed intention of 

extending democratic power. This has involved campaigns against corruption, bureaucracy 

and state structures considered anti-democratic. Yet state corruption continues, bureaucracy 

remains entrenched and a personality cult around Chavez as „the leader of the revolution‟ has 

developed excusing autocratic tendencies of top-down governance and often overriding and 

negating participatory policies and processes. Attempts by the Chavez government to 

displace the old elite from positions of power provoked a military coup in 2002 with the 

support of the CIA and United States government. The coup was defeated by a popular 

uprising in support of Chavez which demonstrated the power of revolutionary neighbourhood 

organizations, and other grass roots organizations, as they battled the police and linked with 

„Chavistas‟ in the armed forces to return Chavez to the Presidency.  

 

 For most Venezuelans violence, crime and personal insecurity are major issues. Much of the 

population is armed and there is widespread distrust of the police. The police forces are often 

ineffective or are complicit with organised crime gangs and right-wing forces. Economic and 

political elites, corrupt sections of the bureaucracy and the „security‟ infrastructure are part of 

an extensive network, supporting violence against progressive political forces including a 

National Guard that is committed to the big landlords and bosses and most likely aligned to 

the Colombian and U.S. military (Petras: 2008).  
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 Partially in response to these concerns, in 2008 Chavez (in Suggett: 2008) decreed a National 

Police Law which established a “national revolutionary police of the people . . . demolishing 

the old repressive police model”. In announcing this new force, Chavez contrasted the past 

“capitalist police” who abused the poor with the new “communal police” who will be close to 

the citizens and dialogue-oriented. Those involved in Venezuela‟s communal councils are 

expected by the Government to join, help select and direct the new force by managing 

security modules in each barrio. The transformation of the police forces is part of what 

Chavez (in Ciccariello-Maher: 2008) describes as a “peaceful but armed” revolution. As he 

explains: “We need people armed with ideas, with creativity, and also with rifles” because 

“the oligarchy will take up arms” and “to avoid a war of weapons one must say to the enemy 

that this revolution is peaceful, but backed up with ideas and with rifles” (Chavez in Serrano : 

2008).  

 

 Supporters of the revolutionary process in Venezuela are well aware of the U.S.A.‟s history 

of violent intervention in Latin America. The United States government supported the 2002 

coup and backs continued attempts to destabilise and threaten the Chavez government 

through internal violence and external attacks, including supporting, training and arming a 

belligerent Colombian government and death squads to infiltrate Venezuela (See Fuentes: 

2007; Petras: 2008). Concern over U.S. intervention, either directly or through proxies, is 

behind the Venezuelan state forming a reserve army, spending billions of dollars on new 

weapons and on the construction of two arms plants to make Kalashnikov assault rifles and 

bullets. But, while preparing for war, the Venezuelan government has also attempted to 

mediate between the Colombian Government and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 

Colombia (FARC). While supporting the FARC‟s resistance to the Uribe Government (which 

is closely tied to right-wing death squads), Chavez (in Romero: 2008) has called on FARC to 

end its armed struggle and use non-violent means, arguing that “the guerrilla war is history”.   

 

 Along with the introduction of military instruction in all high schools, the Venezuelan 

government has created a military reserve ultimately of 15 million (half of the population) 

(Ciccariello-Maher: 2007). Chavez (in Rangel: 2007) regards the reserve as “the armed 

populace” while he also considers that the traditional armed forces are now supporters of the 

Venezuelan Revolution. The reserves are included within the official Armed Forces, yet 

Chavez says the objective is to link the reserve to popular organisations so that they become 

“the people as a whole” (Chavez in Ciccariello-Maher: 2007). However Venezuelan Defence 
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Minister, Gustavo Rangel Briceno (in Ciccariello-Maher: 2007), has argued that “the reserve 

should not be a component of the armed forces” that it should have full autonomy. While 

Ciccariello-Maher (2007) explains that “no matter how popular or autonomous, a centralised 

reserve structure would nevertheless maintain a degree of alienation from local organs of dual 

power” arguing that while the “inclusion of the reserves within the Armed Forces might be 

interpreted as recognition of the democratic counter-power of militia organisation, it is better 

interpreted as an effort at co-optation and subordination”.  

 

 

 

  Since the election of the Chavez government there has been significant deployment of the 

military to carry out social projects and increasing involvement of civilians in the military. 

The stated aim has been to revise the relationship between the military and „the people‟, using 

the military to address social problems, defending not just against external attack but fighting 

against poverty and injustice and expanding security to include the well-being of the 

population. For Chavez and his supporters, this relationship is based on the principle of 

“civil-military unity” and Chavez often quotes Mao Zedong to explain that “The people are to 

the military as the water is to the fish” (in Wilpert: 2007: 50).  
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 While there has been a mobilisation of the military reserve and „popular defence units‟ in 

neighbourhoods and workplaces, the Venezuelan armed forces have not been democratised 

and retain the traditional hierarchical structure of command. This military structure raises 

concerns about Chavez‟s influence over the military and the reserves; over the extent to 

which Venezuelan civil society is being militarised and if the military are now the real rulers 

of the country (Wilpert: 2007: 40). Some also have concerns about the failure of the 

Government to pursue many of those involved in the 2002 coup, links between state forces 

and organised crime gangs, their involvement in continuing attacks on the proletariat and 

what many see as the continued “impunity of the elite” (Petras: 2008: 17). As Ciccariello-

Maher (2007) explains, “the true replacement of the army and the police requires a more 

substantial break with the monopoly of violence, a decentralisation of coercive force that is 

more firmly rooted in local structures”. Still, many Communal Councils now have security 

and defence committees and “the history of armed organisations outside and against the state 

runs deep in Venezuela” (Ciccariello-Maher: 2007).  

 

 The uprising against the 2002 coup 

demonstrated the power of 

neighbourhood-based organisations 

that battled the police and 

confronted the anti-government 

sections of the armed forces. The 

continued existence and public 

displays of power by this armed 

network of self-defence units, 

mostly located in the poorest parts 

of Venezuela, has made evident 

divisions within the Chavez 

government. Police and intelligence service activity in these barrios is deeply resented by 

those who remember that some of these forces supported the 2002 coup and helped to 

slaughter thousands of the rebellious poor during the Caracazo uprising against neo-

liberalism in 1989. While many police have been purged since and the intelligence services 

are being reformed, individual security and political freedom depend on the popular 

knowledge of and the power to combat the forces of reaction. While militant left groups in 

Venezuela “facilitate local preparations for asymmetrical warfare” there is concern that 
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“despite Chavez‟s pronouncements on the need for a citizens‟ militia, many of those within 

the structure still believe in the state‟s need to maintain the monopoly of violence” 

(Ciccariello-Maher: 2007). In regard to this Chavez (in Ciccariello-Maher: 2008) has invoked 

memories of Chile, warning the armed organisations in the barrios “of the alleged harm that 

the Chilean ultra-left caused to the government of Salvador Allende”. Yet Chavez (e.g. in 

Serrano: 2008) has often also pointed out that if “each Chilean worker, had had a rifle at 

hand, the fascist coup would never have taken place”. 

 

 

Chile: Who Has the Guns? 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The failed attempt at constructing a socialist society in Chile is an important touchstone for 

the Latin American left. Naomi Klein (2007) argues that the neo-liberal project was actually 

launched in Chile on September 11 1973, when a fascist coup brought down the Allende 

government. Thousands of government supporters were murdered by the military; most were 

rounded up, executed without trial or tortured to death. Thousands more were herded into 

concentration camps and gaols. Allende‟s Popular Unity (PU) Government had been 

committed to „a peaceful transition to socialism‟ aimed at maintaining „civic peace‟. While 

the government and its supporters committed themselves to defence against 

counterrevolutionary violence, they relied on Chile‟s „democratic traditions‟ and the 

neutrality of the armed forces. The Government and much of its party support base sought to 

placate local and international capital by leaving the guns in the hands of the military and 
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police. Following the unsuccessful „tancazo‟ coup attempt in 1973, Allende declared that the 

armed forces had saved the nation. This led to widespread demoralisation amongst many PU 

supporters as the military began to attack left-wing areas and torture activists (Henfrey and 

Sorj: 1977: 55). As Robinson Rojas (1973: 319) explained at the time, “the Armed Forces are 

the referee (gun in hand) that imposes the rules of the reformist game embodied by the 

Popular Unity”, warning that “in the face of this armed bourgeois referee, the proletariat has 

no other alternative than to oppose [the Armed Forces with] its own armed force”.  

 

 While radical groups such as the MIR (Revolutionary Left Movement) called for 

preparations for confrontation and warned of a coming bloodbath, the Popular Unity 

government neglected to put the question of power at the forefront, leaving the questions of 

“full socialism” and democratic institutions to a later stage (Henfrey and Sorj: 1977: 17 & 

51). Those on the left who disputed Allende‟s staged transition to socialism opposed this 

trend by building “popular power”, while still critically supporting the Government. These 

“popular power” forces established communal commands and envisaged Cuban style 

committees for the defence of the revolution in every neighbourhood, while the Popular 

Unity leadership continued to look for technocratic solutions, stressing the need to win the 

battle of production and calling on workers to work harder (Henfrey and Sorj: 1977: 17 & 

49).  

 

 As workplace struggles intensified (including bosses‟ strikes and economic sabotage by 

rightwing forces), proletarian organisations independent of the state, widened the communal 

commands in industrial centres, shops, barrios and rural areas, self-organising around 

common concerns, occupying workplaces and land, coordinating food distribution, transport, 

education, health services and security measures. As the proletariat formed its own militias, 

subject to popular assemblies, to deal with policing and external threats, class polarisation 

increased as the capitalist class continued to hold on to its means of oppression and regularly 

launched violence against the left. The final year of the Allende government “was one of 

constant confrontation and mounting right-wing terrorism, as the military prepared to take 

action” (Henfrey and Sorj: 1977: 16). The Government continued to try and curb the growth 

of armed proletarian power even as it became increasingly clear that the question of power 

was not going to be mainly an economic or political question but a military one; who has the 

guns? 
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Democratic Violence? 

 

 For Karl Marx (1977) the question of who has the guns is central to the project of proletarian 

revolution. In analysing the experience of the Paris Commune in The Civil War in France, 

Marx pointed out that the first decree of the Commune was the suppression of the standing 

army, and the substitution for it of the armed people. The Commune publicly burnt the 

guillotine and demolished the Victory Column as a symbol of national hatred. As the ruling 

class prepared for war, the organised workers of France, Germany and England sent each 

other messages of solidarity, proving to Marx (1977: 193-194) “that a new society is 

springing up, whose International rule will be Peace”. But this “new society” was confronted 

by the “conspiracy of the ruling class to break down the Revolution by a civil war”. Even 

after the “most tremendous war of modern times, the conquering and the conquered” 

capitalist states that had just been fighting each other fraternised “for the common massacre 

of the proletariat”.  

 

 

 The Paris Commune, the Russian Revolution and the Allende Government in Chile have all 

in their own fashion, demonstrated the limits of establishing revolution in restricted spaces 

and trying to defend it against the violence of counter-revolution. Peace was central to the 

Russian Revolution as war-weary troops turned their guns around and mutinied as part of a 

more general refusal to fight for capital and the Russian state. The Bolsheviks argued for the 

necessity to arm the people, and the establishment of workers‟ and soldiers‟ revolutionary 

militias was part of their strategy of converting imperialist war into civil war to fight for 
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bread, freedom and peace. After promising peace and demobilising the Russian Army, the 

effects of invasion and civil war led the Bolshevik government to adopt what Lenin (1936: 

360-364) termed “state capitalism”. In 1918 Soviet Russia was invaded by 17 armies from 14 

countries. Alone and encircled, the Bolsheviks recognised the principle of “defence of the 

fatherland” (Lenin: 1936: 357) creating a new standing army, the Red Army, under the 

leadership of Leon Trotsky and dominated by the Bolsheviks and the officers of the old 

Russian Army (Minz: 1942: 73-75).  Thus began the period known as “War Communism” 

(1918-1920) and with it a system of military despotism exercised by a small group within the 

Bolshevik Party who would successfully defend “the fatherland” while smashing proletarian 

power and developing a new political and military elite that would be a danger to the 

proletariat for most of the 20
th

 century.  

 

 Despite the dangers of state capitalism, left-wing movements have continued to develop their 

strategic vision in relation to peace and non-violence learning from their own praxis and the 

historical and contemporary struggles of the proletariat. That the proletariat‟s optimal strategy 

is peace has been clearly demonstrated by the failures of guerrilla warfare and the 

hierarchical and dictatorial „people‟s armies‟ and national liberation movements of the 

twentieth century. While various armed movements have seemed to offer a model for do-it-

yourself revolution free from the authoritarianism of the state or the Party, appearances were 

often illusory as these guerrilla movements turned out to be the Party in embryonic or 

alternative forms, as their structure was transformed from the relatively horizontal to the 

vertical in order to wage war and/or to exercise state power (Hardt and Negri: 2004: 72-76). 

These state capitalist strategies of armed struggle have been increasingly rejected by the 

proletariat in favour of more democratic, decentralised and autonomous forms of 

organisation. The power now increasingly employed to resist and challenge capital is the 

power to cooperate, communicate and create new subjectivities through alternative modes of 

interaction and more fluid and democratic networks. The focus of these networks is less on 

attacking the ruling powers and more about transforming society. As new technologies, 

changes in the labour force and forms of social production further transform the proletariat‟s 

network forms of organisation they cannot be centralised, disciplined or commanded like an 

army. This situation assists the recognition that there is no democratic version of armed 

struggle that armed struggle is incompatible with and hostile to progressive movements. 
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 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (1994: 204) explain that capitalist society, including its 

state capitalist variant, is a “monster of provocation and devastation” and constitutional 

bourgeois democracy is a “theory of the management of legitimate violence” (Negri: 2008: 

129). The constant and coordinated application of this violence helps to maintain social 

hierarchies, social anxiety and conflict. Fear of violence is used to maintain capitalist social 

relations. Hardt and Negri (2004: 13-14) discuss the war on terrorism as a development from 

previous wars on poverty and drugs, where the enemy is a concept or set of practices.  These 

wars are social wars, mobilising society to fight continually across the globe against 

“immaterial enemies”. As military and police actions increasingly intermingle, distinctions 

between the „enemy‟, generally conceived of as outside of the nation-state, and the 

„dangerous classes‟, traditionally viewed as inside, also blur. Enemies of „social order‟ and 

„peace‟ can be identified everywhere, leading to the criminalisation of all forms of social 

contestation and resistance. From this perspective U.S. military strategists have recently 

identified the second most dangerous future scenario that the nation‟s military could face as 

the threat from a global web of “radical transnational „peace and social justice‟ groups” 

(Nichiporuk: 2005). 

 

 The global peace movement is the most important response to the ongoing debates around 

political violence and the unleashing of capitalistic terror and global war. Following the 

September 11 attacks and the launching of the global war on terror, paramilitary policing of 

protests became commonplace in many parts of the world and more brutal state violence was 

unleashed against the radical left. As the suffering, destruction and death of war intensified, 
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peace became the common demand of global civil society. On February 17, 2003 the front 

page of the New York Times (Tyler: 2003: 1) declared that a new superpower had emerged as 

tens of millions demonstrated against the impending invasion of Iraq. According to The 

Nation‟s Johnathan Schell (2003) this “new superpower possesses immense power, but it is a 

different kind of power: not the will of one man wielding the 21,000-pound MOAB [massive 

ordinance air blast bomb] but the hearts and wills of the majority of the world's people”. The 

importance of these peace protests was that “the whole world [was] defending itself”.  

 

 While the large 

demonstrations leading 

up to the war received 

much of the media's 

attention, people in many 

parts of the world 

resisted and refused to 

cooperate with the war in 

a wide variety of ways. 

The multitudinous anti-

war movement included 

direct actions, symbolic 

actions, lobbying, strikes 

and industrial action. 

Anti-war action was global, creative and diverse; the Italy-wide blockades of the “trains of 

death” (carrying military supplies); direct actions to disrupt war preparations in Ireland; 

British dockworkers refusing to load supplies for the war; protests in Turkey that ensured the 

country would not be used to stage the invasion; the mass arrests in San Francisco the day the 

invasion began; and nude peace signs and student rampages through Sydney. While previous 

alter-globalisation protests had sought to „shut down the city‟, many of the February 14/15 

2002 demonstrations were so large that whole sections of the world‟s capitals were clogged 

and brought to a halt. 

 

 Many armed forces personnel were defiant in the face of the Iraq invasion even before they 

were sent to battle, refusing anthrax shots, speaking out publicly against the war and refusing 

to fight. Thousands rejected their call up. The rebellion against the war grew amongst the 
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invading forces with a number of nations withdrawing. Large numbers of Iraqi armed forces 

personnel (during and since the invasion) have refused to fight and thousands of US and 

British troops deserted in what became a “mass exodus” from the Army (Catalinotto: 2007; 

BBC News: 2007). This exodus of troops saw the rapid growth of anti-war veteran‟s 

organisations and anti-recruitment movements in the United States. These movements are not 

just campaigning against the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan but are “challenging the roots of 

unending war and militarisation” (Allison and Solnit: 2007: xi-xii) by looking at what Iraq 

Veterans Against the War organiser Margaret Stevens (in Catalinotto: 2007) describes as “the 

root of the problem . . . the capitalist system”. 

 

 A popular slogan amongst anti-capitalist sections of the global peace movement, „neither 

their war nor their peace‟, rejects the violence of capital and any halt to militant struggle in 

the face of repression. The war of capital against the proletariat is an unending war of 

constant violence and the „peace‟ of capital is the end of all violence but its own. This 

appearance of peace is dependent on the continual threat of violence. The reality of this threat 

enables capital and its state forms to achieve some of their goals without directly using 

violence while keeping a facade of peace. Capitalist states constantly deploy violence and 

terror and the threat of violence and terror as tools of social control. And “the tasks given the 

military alternate between making war and peacemaking, peacekeeping, peace enforcing, or 

nation building – and indeed at times it is difficult to tell the difference among these tasks” 

(Hardt and Negri: 2004: 52).  

 

 The intensification of terror, war and repression makes the question of the proletariat‟s 

relation to violence vitally important. The proletariat cannot utilise violence to expand 

democracy and peace but at times requires violence to defend itself. Violence cannot initiate 

revolution it can only defend progressive accomplishments from attack, helping to protect 

what has already been created. It is not a matter of whether the proletariat should resist 

capital‟s violence with violence, as this is already happening. The establishment of „workers 

militias‟ and „self defence groups‟ regularly occurs in struggles to defend picket lines, 

workplace occupations, meetings, offices, demonstrations, rebellions and revolts. The 

intensification of class struggle involves a struggle over who is armed, how, when and 

whether arms are used. But there are not necessarily clear boundaries between friends and 

enemies. Historically as the proletariat arms itself, members or sections of state armed forces 

side with it.  
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 Brian Martin (1993) details many forms of social defence including boycotts, acts of 

disobedience, strikes, demonstrations, symbolic actions, non-cooperation and alternative 

institutions, fraternisation and alternative communication channels. For Martin (1993) social 

defence includes „social offence‟, the use of non-violent techniques to undermine potential 

aggressors. Social defence/offence requires democratic and self-reliant defence systems that 

are self-organised, non-hierarchical and link social movements around the development of 

social defence skills and preparations. He further points out that disarming the military would 

require support from within the military and that social defence needs to be global. The need 

for global support has been clearly recognised by both the Chavez government and the 

Zapatistas. However, while the transformations in Venezuela tend to rely on other left leaning 

Latin American governments and assistance from powerful states like China and Russia, the 

Zapatistas mainly rely on global civil society, the self-organised multitude who compose 

social movements such as the alter-globalisation, peace, indigenous and environmental 

movements.  

 

 „Violence‟ is often a catch-all phrase which is relatively easy to condemn. Yet, what is 

classified as violence reflects the concerns and priorities of different classes, movements, 

social groups and individuals. Some kinds of violence and some kinds of actions that cause 

harm, injury and death, are considered far worse than others. It is common to view violence 

as the illegitimate use of force. Peace demonstrators can be described as „violent ferrals‟ by 

Kevin Rudd (in Braithwaite & Tadros: 2007) and the bombing of children as „combating 

terror‟ by Government and military leaders. The definition of violence as illegitimate force 

allows those who claim they are „defending the law‟ and „protecting social order‟ to present 

themselves as opposed to violence, as the protectors and keepers of „the peace‟. Accepting 

these parameters disguises the daily violence of oppression, condones police/military 

violence and delegitimises militant struggle against the status quo. 

 

 Many on the left understand the pivotal role played by those who have the guns, as well as 

appreciating that even defensive violence can compromise attempts to create alternative 

social relations. As Marx (1977) explained, the proletariat‟s struggle against war and violence 

is not a matter of commanding armies but of dismantling them. While democratic violence 

can be defensive, the general tendency of violence is dictatorial not democratic. Examples of 

defensive violence used to shield spaces of autonomy and to limit capital‟s destructive power, 

include the Zapatista army which exists not to make war but to protect autonomous 
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communities from violence perpetrated against them. While remaining an army ready for 

war, the Zapatistas have stood firm to their strategy of non-violence. Instead they fight with 

what they consider the best weapons they have, solidarity, their words, encounters, 

assemblies, creativity and popular support. These are weapons of peace and non-violence. 

And it is peace, not violence, which is required for libratory, cooperative and creative social 

relations and a strategy of building and strengthening movements committed to non-violence 

can demolish the capacity of capital and its state forms to use violence. Contemporary 

struggles against political violence are occurring within, outside and against existing states. 

Increasingly the proletariat‟s answer to violence, war and terror is to generate collective 

actions of resistance, peace and non-violence. This is an advanced form of social conflict, 

reflecting revolutionary maturity via strategies that seek to develop social stability while 

demonstrating, through the struggle for peace, that social revolution actually constructs 

freedom and democracy.   
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