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“Cultural domination has been an underappreciated facet of American global power.  Whatever one may think of its aesthetic values, America’s mass culture exercises a magnetic appeal, especially on the world’s youth…As the imitation of American ways gradually pervades the world, it creates a more congenial setting for the exercise of the indirect and seemingly consensual American hegemony.”

–
Zbigniew Brzezinski

“…If ever anyone was to try to carry out in practice my ideas about laws and constitutions, now was the time for making the attempt; for if only I could fully convince one man, I should have secured thereby the accomplishment of all good things…I might some day appear to myself wholly and solely a mere man of words, one who would never of his own will lay his hand to any act.” 

– Plato

“We continue to hear it said or suggested in a thousand ways and from a thousand sources that a major concern of American diplomacy, worldwide, should be the advancement of self-government by other peoples… In a host of ways, the thought finds expression in the American media that America has the duty to encourage and support the growth of democratic institutions, or at least the assurance of human rights, across the world, and that this should constitute a major, and even overriding objective of American foreign policy on a global scale.  There are a number of reflections which cause me, for one, to have deep misgivings about this thesis… Those Americans who profess to know with such certainty what other people want and what is good for them in the way of political institutions would do well to ask themselves whether they are not actually attempting to impose their own values, traditions, and habits of thought on peoples for whom these things have no validity and no usefulness.”

 – George Kennan

Introduction

In this paper I will explore the nature and extent of U.S. involvement in the Color Revolutions, particularly the use of American nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).  One of these NGOs involved is the Albert Einstein Institution (AEI);
 its founder, Gene Sharp, has studied the nonviolence techniques of Gandhi since the 1950s and written extensively on the subject.  Two of Sharp’s books, The Politics of Nonviolent Action (1973) and From Dictatorship to Democracy (1993), have been instrumental in helping to build upon the ideas of the youth-led demonstrations in Serbia (2000), Georgia (2003), Ukraine (2004), and Kyrgyzstan (2005).  Yet some critics argue that Sharp’s use of nonviolence is being used as a tactical weapon in a geopolitical theatre – its major participants being the U.S., Russia, and China.  Adversaries of Sharp argue that the Gandhian theory that Sharp once studied and which historically falls in a continuum between Socrates and Martin Luther King, has developed into a great-power realism, one that calculates the ends first, anticipating a favorable outcome.  The nonviolent civil disobedience that Socrates, Gandhi, and Martin Luther King practiced, irrespective of the outcome, was set in motion with the intention of benefiting a common good;
 conversely, opponents say Sharp’s nonviolence has been incorporated into U.S. foreign policy as a regime-changing tactic designed solely to stretch its imperial ambitions, benefiting not a common good but the interests of a powerful few.

I was introduced to Gene Sharp’s ideas on nonviolence through his book, Making Europe Unconquerable: The Potential of Civilian-based Deterrence and Defense (1985).  Written toward the end of the Cold War, Sharp’s ideas on the possibilities of nonviolent, civilian-based defense of nation-states were needed (still are, today) and offer a refreshing alternative to standing armies and conventional warfare - especially in the nuclear age.  For example, the nonviolent “Blitzkrieg” described by Sharp combines striking, economic shutdowns, evacuating cities, staying at home, and defying media sources such as newspapers and radio, offers arguably better ways of defending an attack than countering with violence.  Sharp’s Albert Einstein Institution (AEI) has a list of “198 Methods of Nonviolent Action” that can be used as a substitute for violence and range from public speeches, slogans, group or mass petitions, mock awards, displays of flags, wearing symbols, and marches and parades.
  Although Alan Gilbert speaks highly of Sharp’s nonviolent alternative during the Cold War in Must Global Politics Constrain Democracy? (1999);  intriguing questions remain.  “Is Sharp’s analysis of Europe that of a realist?” and  “How might a Marxian be critical of Sharp’s viewpoint?” 
   I became interested in more closely exploring Sharp’s motives after reading  From Dictatorship to Democracy (1993), which has been strategically circulating around the globe and is currently available in over twenty languages.
  Gilbert has also questioned Sharp’s apparent invisible stance on Vietnam and Iraq asking  “Was this nonviolent theory put to use during the Vietnam War or now and/or during the Iraq War?” 

Enter the CIA 
This has led me to research Gene Sharp, his theory and how his nonviolent techniques have been used and are being used today.  I discovered an article entitled, “The Albert Einstein Institution: Nonviolence According to the CIA,” journalist Thierry Meyssan, writes: 

It has been 15 years since (the) CIA began using it (non-violence as political action) to overthrow inflexible governments without provoking international outrage, and its ideological façade is philosopher Gene Sharp’s Albert Einstein Institution… Gene Sharp formulated a theory on nonviolence as a political weapon… he first helped NATO and then CIA train the leaders of the soft coups of the last 15 years.  Since the 50s, Gene Sharp studied Henry D. Thoreau and Mohandas K. Gandhi’s theory of civil disobedience.  For these authors, obedience and disobedience were religious and moral concerns; Civil disobedience can be considered then as a political, even military action technique…Therefore, nonviolence, recognized as good-natured and assimilated to democracy, offered a suitable option to antidemocratic secret actions.
  

Meyssan also asserted that the Albert Einstein Institution is backed financially by the National Endowment for Democracy (NED)
 and that in September, 2002, Sharp trained members of Ahmed Chalabi’s Iraqi National Council to return to Iraq, and that Sharp organized the leaders of Sumate to demonstrate against Hugo Chavez after the failed CIA coup in April of 2002.  Not ready to accept Meyssan’s thesis and his notes, I searched for additional conclusions.  Although Meyssan might be discredited by some due to his questionable 9/11 conspiracy-theories, it has  become increasingly clear that more mainstream reports have accepted Meyssan’s reservations about how Sharp’s theories and his organization, the AEI, are being used to further western control and interests.  In a recent Counterpunch article, Paul Craig Roberts, discussing the fact that the Foundation for Democracy announced funding for the “promotion of democracy and internationally -recognized  standards of human rights in Iran”  adds, “By now we all know what that means.  It means that the US finances a “velvet” or some “color revolution” in order to install a US puppet.
   Mark MacKinnon,  twice-winner of Canada’s top reporting prize, recently published (both in the US and Canada) his book on the subject that also describes “the links between these democratic revolutions and the forces that are quietly reshaping the post Cold-War world.”

Gene Sharp: evolution of a nonviolent CIA? or “from war to struggle”

Gene Sharp’s global interests and involvement span the past twenty years beginning with his creation of the Albert Einstein Institution in 1983 - founded to promote the study and use of nonviolent action.  He spent three decades (1950-1980) studying and writing on nonviolence, particularly the theories and politics of Mahatma Gandhi, obtaining a master’s degree in 1951 from Ohio State University.  Sharp continued to study Gandhian thought and the political turmoil in India more intensely while working as a personal secretary for pacifist A.J. Muste.  He also served nine months of a two year prison sentence as a conscientious objector during the Korean War, published his first book, Gandhi Wields the Weapon of Moral Power (with an introduction by Albert Einstein) in 1960, and received his doctorate at Oxford University in 1968. Throughout the seventies, he lectured at Boston University, Lesley College, Tufts University, Brandeis University, and Harvard University.  He became an Associate Professor of Sociology and Political Science at Southeastern Massachusetts University in 1971.  Despite his nonviolent beliefs and his proximity to East-coast anti-war activities, he seems to be missing from overt political involvement during the Vietnam War.  I have found little to no information of substance concerning Sharp in this era, except an article written in 1976 critical of the antiwar movement.  Published in Fellowship magazine, Sharp comments: 

Peace groups have been willing to settle for things far short of abolishing war: witnessing to one’s piety and purity-and the stupidity of everybody else; witnessing to being a “holy remnant” or the only sane people around; struggling for the rights of conscientious objectors to war.  There is nothing intrinsically wrong with any of these things.  The point is not that.  But they serve as substitutes for serious efforts to abolish war as such.

Years later Sharp contradicts his stance on the possibilities of abolishing war in his book, Social Power and Freedom (1980), with an introduction by Senator Mark Hatfield:

It may never be possible, or even desirable, to remove conflict from human society.  Max Weber insisted, for example, that “conflict cannot be excluded from social life…Peace is nothing more than a change in the form [of the conflict] or in the antagonists or in the objects of the conflict, or finally in the chances of selection.”  Conflict may help to keep human society creative and free and to remove oppression and injustice, which are constant potential sources of open struggle.

Here, Sharp appears to adhere to the traditional realist principle set forth by Hobbes, that man by nature is evil.  Throughout Sharp’s chapter entitled “The Political Equivalent of War,” he continues to cite Weber as well as Morgenthau (politics is about man over man).  Yet one might observe such views on the nature of man and pessimism towards the possibility of eradicating war as reactionary and determined by one’s “throwness” to his/her historicity as Heidegger theorized.  This “worse-case-scenario” outlook by those affected by war negates the positive steps made throughout man’s history.  This idea that man is by nature evil and violent omits the fact that our history extends very far back into the past and that war is simply a contemporary phenomenon and thus very susceptible to disintegration.

From Satyagraha to strategic nonviolence

Sharp’s The Politics of Nonviolent Action (1973), with an introduction by Thomas Schelling, set his pragmatic nonviolent theory, nonviolent training workshops, and academic studies of nonviolent political activism in motion.  Though Sharp founded his studies on Gandhi’s nonviolence, it seems Sharp began to embrace a more “realistic,” pragmatic nonviolence technique that was stripped of the moral obligation.  For Gandhi, nonviolence as a moral principle could not be separated from the political, since the consequences of actions could never be known, and therefore kept pure.  Sharp’s disassociation and differentiation from Gandhi’s nonviolent theory specifies “knowing the consequences…that the aim of nonviolence should be victory not conversion.”
  Gandhi’s satyagraha or clinging to the truth of conflict resolution, attempts at conversion, and freedom without humiliation became “too worldly and utopian” for Sharp.  One example is not only the idea of living nonviolently throughout one’s life (as opposed to its use pragmatically), but applying it to whole societies/nations vs. individuals.  “Somehow or other,” proclaims Gandhi, “the wrong belief has taken possession of us that ahimsa (nonviolence) is preeminently a weapon for individuals and its use therefore should be limited to that sphere.  In fact that is not the case.  Ahimsa is definitely an attitude of society.”
  Taking a slightly different path, Sharp diverges, “The turn the other cheek philosophy and the love your enemies philosophy were only valid, I felt when individuals were in conflict with other individuals; when racial groups and nations were in conflict a more realistic approach seemed necessary.”
   

Sharp’s views fall in line with arguments put forth by scholars like Michael McFaul, a senior fellow at Stanford’s Hoover Institution and advisor to the National Democratic Institute (NDI.)  For example, in his article “Transitions from Post-Communism,” McFaul lays out factors for determining the success of regime change in Serbia, Georgia, and the Ukraine: 

1.  a semi-autocratic rather than fully autocratic regime

2.  an unpopular incumbent

3.  a united and organized opposition

4.  an ability quickly to drive home the point that voting results were    falsified

5.  enough independent media to inform citizens about the falsified vote

6.  a political opposition capable of mobilizing tens of thousands or more demonstrators to protest electoral fraud

7.  divisions among the regime’s coercive forces”
  

This quantifiable approach to regime change coincides with Sharp’s pragmatic nonviolence, which aims not for long-term change but the exchange of political power:

Nonviolent action is a technique by which people who reject passivity and submission, and who see struggle as essential, can wage their conflict without violence.  Nonviolent action is not an attempt to avoid or ignore conflict.  It is one response to the problem, of how to act effectively in politics, especially how to wield power effectively.

One might look to a review Sharp wrote on Erik Erikson’s Gandhi’s Truth, as a crystallizing moment.  In the review, Sharp questions whether Gandhi can even be credited with discovering nonviolence saying, “…while Gandhi stimulated some of this (nonviolence), the technique was modified in new cultural and political settings and has already moved beyond Gandhi.”
  Whether or not this was a turning point is difficult to ascertain, but the consequences of Sharp’s pragmatic nonviolent theory border on unethical.  For instance, when nonviolence is pragmatic the aim is to defeat the opponent; there is no desire to seek a compromise or a common good.  This leaves “conflict resolution” through nonviolence in an endless cycle with an acceptance that none is possible.  The elusiveness and relativity of such an opponent invites Sharp’s pragmatic nonviolence to be used for good or bad purposes when the morality of nonviolence is not factored in.  At the same time, the use of nonviolence is still preferable to the use of violence in any case.  Still, Sharp states, “It is not a question, is this violent or nonviolent.  It is not a question, is it morally right or morally wrong.  It is not a question, is it justified or unjustified.  The question is what are its consequences.”
  

Today, Sharp is known as the Clausewitz or Machiavelli of nonviolent warfare, championing that nonviolence need not concern itself with ethics, only hard-headed realism, particularly with regard to the color revolutions of the former Soviet bloc and unrest in Asia, Latin America, the Middle East, and even Africa.  It seems obvious that anti-government political actions around the globe have increasingly become almost scripted.  F. William Engdahl points out that Sharp’s book, From Dictatorship to Democracy, has become the bible of the color revolutions that explains the various uses of nonviolent tactics, e.g. color symbols and flags.
  In a November 29, 2004 interview with Robert Parry, Amy Goodman of Democracy Now! asked Parry to contrast the media’s coverage of the Ukrainian elections to the U.S. presidential elections of the same year.  Parry, an investigative journalist whose reporting led to the exposure of the Iran-Contra scandal, remarked to Goodman:

…Immediately after the Ukraine election, the Washington Post and other major news organizations in the U.S. began demanding that the official results be thrown out because of questions about legitimacy.  The Post cited in a lead editorial the fact that exit polls had shown the opposition candidate prevailing while the official results came in the opposite way…Ironically, of course, some similar facts existed for the U.S. election on November 2.  The exit polls had shown John Kerry winning…So you have a double standard in fact.  In the Ukraine, the U.S. press corps seems to be much more concerned about having a pure and precise democratic process, where in the U.S., there’s less of a commitment, it seems.

Little did we know at the time that much of the Ukrainian Orange Revolution that brought a pro-U.S. candidate to power was organized and financed by American NGOs using Gene Sharp’s methods.  Engdahl, author of A Century of War: Anglo-American Oil Politics and the New World Order (2004), admits that:

The Kuchma regime is anti-democratic and no model for human rights, one factor which feeds an opposition movement, but the Ukrainian elections are not about western-sanctioned democratic voting…it’s mainly about who influences the largest neighbor of Russia, Washington or Moscow - the deeper issue is Eurasian geopolitical control.
  

A significant observation, however, is that Ukraine is the transit land for most major Russian Siberian gas pipelines to Germany and the rest of Europe.  Former National Security Council chief, Zbigniew Brzezinski has written on the geopolitics of regime change in Eastern Europe and Central Asia and sees Ukraine as part of a wider U.S. pattern of active regime change:

Ukraine, a new and important space on the Eurasian chessboard is a geopolitical pivot because its very existence as an independent country helps transform Russia.  Without Ukraine, Russia ceases to be a Eurasian empire…If Moscow regains control over Ukraine, with its 52 million people and major resources as well as access to the Black Sea, Russia automatically again regains the wherewithal to become a powerful imperial state, spanning Europe and Asia.  Ukraine’s loss of independence would have immediate consequences for Central Asia.

In 2001, Brzezinski accompanied Yushchenko to Washington, having been invited by the Bush Administration.  The event was paid for by the National Endowment for Democracy (NED) – an organization established by the Reagan Administration and Congress to privatize certain CIA operations.  Engdahl points out that media groups such as the Washington Post and New York Times reported voter fraud only from Moscow-backed Viktor Yanukovych.  Helsinki Watch Group, a British human rights group, reported that both sides committed vote fraud and found more voting irregularities from the side of U.S.-backed Viktor Yushchenko.  Still, an estimated 500,000 nonviolent protesters in support of Yushchenko filled Kiev’s independent square and marched in front of the Ukrainian Parliament wearing and waving Yushchenko’s symbolic orange party color demanding a fair reelection.
  

The driving force of such an awesome exhibit of mass demonstration was the “swarm,”
 a 10,000 strong student youth group Pora!, which means High Time!  Whether Pora! was grass-roots based or not remains in question, but it received considerable training from by Robert Helvey, a retired U.S. Army colonel and president of the Albert Einstein Institution, and was funded by American NGOs - specifically, the Republican arm of the National Endowment for Democracy – the International Republican Institute (IRI), Freedom House
, the U.S. Institute of Peace, USAID, and the Center for Nonviolent Conflict, AEI
, and George Soros’ Open Society Institute.  Helvey’s first youth-oriented group, Otpor!, meaning “resistance,” had been established in 1999, prior to the 2000 Bulldozer Revolution which culminated in the overthrow of Slobodan Milosevic.  The training of twelve Otpor! leaders at the Budapest Hilton Hotel, by Helvey, came at the behest of the International Republican Institute.
  Such training included teaching the Otpor! leaders Sharp’s specific nonviolent techniques in dealing with fear, keeping protest lines straight, and chanting and making noise to drown out threatening sounds.  While the origins of the “coup” upheaval can be traced back to the CIA’s overthrow of Mossedegh in the 1950s, the “banana republics” in South and Central America, the Philippines in 1986, and Tiananmen Square destabilization in 1989, the current color revolutions utilize today’s high-tech gadgets, e.g. cell phones, text messaging, computers, chat rooms, blogsites, video games; and thus the power of regime change has been shifted exoterically from the old top-down model to a bottom-up movement.  After Helvey’s training, the Otpor! leaders unleashed an immense recruitment drive garnering an estimated 70,000 members.
  The NGO Freedom House,
chaired at that time by James Woolsey, former CIA director and signer of the Project for a New American Century (PNAC) letter to Clinton that called for the removal of Saddam in 1998, funded the printing of thousands of copies of Sharp’s From Dictatorship to Democracy and trained opposition, democratic poll observers.  

Since then, ‘color’ revolutions have flourished across the post-communist regions of Eastern Europe and Central Asia.  Otpor! leaders have become modern nonviolent mercenaries with the American government footing the bill.
  Serving as a template, Otpor! was replicated in the form of Zubr! in Belarus in 2001 although efforts failed to overthrow Luschenko.  Kmara!, meaning “enough,” in the 2003 Rose Revolution in Georgia overthrowing Shevardnadze, Pora! in the aforementioned Orange Revolution in the Ukraine in 2004, and the 2005 Tulip Revolution in the Kyrgyz Republic.  Engdahl has summarized the situation thusly: 

In short, virtually every regime which has been the target of a US-backed soft coup in the past twenty years has involved Gene Sharp and, his associate, Col. Robert Helvey.  Notably, Sharp was in Beijing two weeks before student demonstrations at Tiananmen Square in 1989.  The Pentagon and US intelligence have refined the art of such soft coups to a fine level.  RAND planners call it swarming, referring to the swarms of youth…who can be mobilized on command to destabilize a target regime.

The benign empire?  Nonviolent imperialism

Due to the fact that these movements have been triggered by outside interests rather than inspired from within the countries permanent change has been elusive.  The Gene Sharp inspired street protests and regime changes have not resulted in the expected stable democracies.  For instance, Orange Revolution supporters were discontented in August, 2004 when pro-Western Yushchenko was forced to back his arch-rival, Yanukovych, as prime minister.  Yanukovych favors, as well as most members of parliament, the maintenance of close relations with Russia.  The pro-Western, democratically elected President Bakiyev of the Kyrgyz Republic signed a new constitution limiting his powers, resulting in BBC headlines concluding, “Tulip Revolution Wilts.”  This after  Bakiyev’s predecessor, Askar Akayev stated, “We have to confront those that are committed to reproduce a Georgian or Ukrainian scenario…we’ll not allow the import of Rose [Georgian] and Orange [Ukrainian] revolutions in our country.”  These and past historical examples of regime change, as well as the process and outcome of the March 2005 upheavals in the Kyrgyz Republic, suggest that democracy is rarely achieved through mass street protests or through elections alone.  In Fiona Hill and Kevin Jones’ “Fear of Democracy or Revolution: The Reaction to Andijon,” they write:

Although either may lead to a change in power, allowing nascent democratic movements to emerge, political democracy is solidified through the development of strong civic institutions and a fair and impartial legal system.  Furthermore, the goal of democracy promotion is not simply to ensure free and fair elections.  It is supposed to be the creation of a system of governance that enhances the political, economic, and social welfare of as large a group of the population as possible.

Some countries, alarmed by the strategic implementation of these manufactured revolutions by the U.S., have already begun to take drastic, more repressive measures; Uzbekistan, Russia, and China have banned NGOs from entering their countries.  George Soros and his Open Society Institute are now being accused by Tajikistan of corruption and nepotism.

 Since these regime changes have resulted in power changes that favor the wishes of the United States, it can be argued that Gene Sharp’s theory on nonviolence has ended up serving the goals of imperialism and been masked in the promotion of democracy.  As Chalmers Johnson rightly clarified in Seattle on February 11, 2004, “Imperialism is not colonialism.  Colonialism involves establishing governments abroad, whereas imperialism influences foreign governments from abroad.”
  The U.S.’s priority does not lie in bringing free trade and open markets, let alone democracy for the people it would appear.  Our main concern, perhaps, is keeping Russia and China from influencing Central Asian and Eastern European countries – specifically with regard to oil and the oil pipelines.     

Old wine in new bottles: the national interest

It is increasingly clear that the domino-like regime changes, youth-led revolutions, and the circulation and popularity of Gene Sharp’s “how-to” book on nonviolent protest have not been a series of unrelated events.  The big power countries of Russia and China are in competition with the US and other NATO countries for the energy resources of areas like the Caspian Sea, and a series of pipelines are being built to funnel oil to the West.  To have the routes of these pipelines surrounded by Western-friendly regimes only makes sense to the nations and major companies that stand to reap the rewards.  By taking control of countries like Ukraine, Uzbekistan, and Azerbaijan, Washington would lay siege to Russia in order to assure that China and Iran’s ties with Russia come to an end.  To answer the age-old question of the Roman Cassius, “Cui Bono?” Justin Raimondo observes in “The Pipeline from Hell:”

For sheer clout in establishment circles, the Azeri and Georgian lobbies are hard to beat.  Several prominent figures in the Bushian wing of the Republican party stand to make a substantial profit through their investments in companies doing business in the region, among them: James Baker, Brent Scowcroft, Dick Cheney and John Sununu; the secretary of state, national security adviser, secretary of defense, and chief of staff respectively for George Herbert Walker Bush.”

“Energy and oil and gas pipeline control lay at the heart of the US moves;” writes Engdahl, “Little wonder, perhaps, that some people inside the Kremlin, notably Putin, began to wonder if Putin’s new born-again Texan partner-in-prayer, George W. Bush, was in fact speaking to Putin with a forked tongue, as the Native Americans would say.”
  One hundred and fifty years ago Manifest Destiny called for railroads across the United States and a series of military forts to defend them from the indigenous landholders; today we can look forward to pipelines and a series of modern “forts” built by that largest contractor of military bases, who else but Halliburton?  While Sharp and his followers may truly believe these endeavors protect a common good (the U.S./West), they manage to only help a small percentage of the world’s population.  After listening to Slobodan Djinovic, a founding member of Otpor!, describe his experiences  with that group and after watching “Bringing Down a Dictator,” my thoughts were on the sheer magnitude of the resistance that Otpor! created – truly an awesome feat.  I believe people in Eastern Europe and Central Eurasia truly want governments that tilt more in favor of democratic regimes, as opposed to authoritarian ones.  That democratization should be carried out around the world by the U.S. depends on the intent; perhaps an implementation of nonviolence based on Gandhi that is concerned with what might happen to nonviolent actors and its people as a result of their struggle might better suit countries like Serbia, Ukraine, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan that are caught in the revolving door.  Ackerman and Duvall call Sharp “the great theoretician of nonviolent power…Anyone undertaking to write about nonviolent action necessarily stands on the shoulders of Gene Sharp.”  This is a compelling echo of the way that Sharp once stood on the shoulders of Gandhi and declared that:

The satyagrahi, a believer in satyagraha, constantly seeks to live a life of truth and love.  He always seeks to turn the searchlight inward and to so live that he does no wrong to his fellow men through exploitation, oppression, violence, or other means. The satyagrahi looks upon all as his brothers.  He believes that the practice of love and self-suffering will bring about a change of heart in his opponent.  The satyagrahi tries to change both individuals, and institutions.  He believes that the power of love, if pure, is great enough to melt the stoniest heart of an evildoer.
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