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Social defence—otherwise known as nonviolent 
defence, civilian defence, civilian-based defence or 
defence by civil resistance—was the focus of some 
attention particularly during the Cold War, explored as 
an alternative (or complementary) to military-based 
defence, including nuclear postures. Since 1989, the focus 
has diminished. Yet, with Johansen and Martin’s Social 
Defence, the authors seek a reappraisal and rejuvenation 
of ideas of social defence for our contemporary era. 

Although Social defence is pertinent to various ields and 
subjects, given the necessary brevity of this review, I will 
only touch on the book’s general structure. Consequently, 
I have focused on two of the text’s themes that make it rel-
evant to human security. The irst concerns ways in which 
social defence, like human security, expands or shifts the 
focus of security away from the traditional state emphasis. 
The second, closely connected to the irst, examines the 
relationship of social defence as bottom-up resistance to 
the suggestion—also noted in this journal (Martin, 2017: 
24)—that human security could shift its emphasis towards 
resistance as a means of remaining relevant.

Johansen and Martin note that ideas regarding social 
defence have moved on little since the 1970s, which is why 
they seek to offer “some basics about social defence, aimed 
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at a new generation” (2019: 20). The prologue offers an 
engaging ictitious scenario imagining the application of 
social defence in our technologically sophisticated world, 
helping the reader to consider its potential relevance. 
Chapter 3, ‘Historical Cases’, and Chapter 8, ‘Kyne jäll: a 
case study’, are important in that, even if an intentional 
strategy of social defence has rarely if ever been applied, 
there are cases that merit the de inition that could be 
learnt from. In the face of seemingly insurmountable 
and mutually reinforcing military, state and economic 
structures, implementing the alternative of social defence 
may seem foreboding, but the prologue and case study 
chapters ground this alternative in practical potential for 
individual and organised action.

Chapter 2, ‘The Downsides of Military Systems’, may 
be well-trodden territory for established peace and 
nonviolence theorists and activists, but it provides a worthy 
recap—or accessible introduction to such criticisms for 
a ‘new generation’—given that militarism has not gone 
away. Chapter 5, ‘Social Defence in a Changing World’, is 
complementary in this regard, particularly, I think, in its 
consideration of technological developments and the 
increasing sophistication of the opponents of nonviolent 
movements and neoliberalism—positing social defence 
as a viable option against aspects of deeper structural 
violence. In its turn, this argument for the viability of social 
defence is persuasively built and explored in Chapter 4, 
‘Ideas about Social Defence’, in relation to broad social 
movements (Chapter 6) and personal action (Chapter 7). 
This effectively and rightly situates social defence as a 
means of radical, nonviolent social change. 

Turning to the two themes of Social Defence focused 
on in this review, the irst is the shift of security or 
defence away from the traditional state emphasis. This is 
summarised under the subheadings of Chapter 4—“social 
defence is defence of society or community, not necessarily 
of territory” (2019: 63) and “social defence challenges 
the state monopoly over legitimate violence” (2019: 64). 
More speci ically, rather than defending a physical state’s 
borders or territories, defending society or community 
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involves “practices and institutions that enable people 
to live cooperatively. This can include political practices 
such as free speech and assembly, economic practices 
such as production and distribution of goods and services, 
and social practices such as care for children” (2019: 
63). As a nonviolent approach to defence by a mobilised, 
unarmed citizenry, the state’s monopoly over legitimate 
violence and, indeed, the state itself, become redundant 
(2019: 64). Further to this, to undertake successful social 
defence, it may be signi icant to defend an alternative 
centre of gravity such as the “unity, morale, and power 
and will of defenders” (2019: 72).

If one considers the documents that have seen human 
security crystallise and become tangible as a concept and 
practice at the supranational level, such as the UN Human 
Development Report 1994, it is clear that the orientation 
away from the “security of territory from external 
aggression, or as protection of national interests in foreign 
policy or as global security from the threat of a nuclear 
holocaust” (UNDP, 1994: 22), is re lected in Johansen and 
Martin’s conceptualisation of social defence. Moreover, 
social defence as a counter to militarism and incorporating 
a process of disarmament re lects an underlying aspiration 
of the 1994 report (UNDP, 1994: 47-58).

Despite these similarities, this irst theme of the 
book cannot be too far removed in this discussion from 
that of the second theme, which is social defence as 
bottom-up resistance. The “threats to human security”, 
originally stated by the UNDP, were economic, food, 
health, environmental, personal, community and 
political security (1994: 24), and it is clear that the 
sense was that a uni ied, global effort to resolve human 
insecurities was necessary (1994: 34) including for early 
warning and prevention (1994: 38). Without dwelling 
too much here on any failures of top-down interventions, 
sometimes of a military nature, in the interests of 
human security, it is apparent that where ‘dignity’ and 
‘individual responsibility’ are discussed in relation to 
such security, Johansen and Martin convincingly show 
how the involvement of individuals and groups in 
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defending communities and societies could offer such 
empowerment. When a state fails to adequately protect 
its population, opening up questions concerning external 
intervention in various guises, a bottom-up social 
defence system offers “protection against state violence. 
If a community is organised to resist aggression and 
oppression nonviolently, this capacity can be used against 
the state (Johansen and Martin, 2019: 64).

Rather than follow Gene Sharp’s approach of seeking 
to get civilian-based defence accepted within the state 
system, Johansen and Martin propose that, “an alternative 
path is to raise the idea in social movements and to 
encourage them to incorporate elements contributing to 
social defence in their thinking and campaigning” (2019: 
67). Chapter 6 provides a convincing argument as to 
social defence’s relevance to various social movements—
the feminist, environmental, labour, youth and global 
justice movements (to a lesser extent business and faith-
based movements)—not just as a method, but inherently 
re lecting those movements’ challenges to structural 
violence and the pursuit of social change. 

Accordingly, Social Defence offers a solid contribution to 
the emerging discussion of human security as resistance, 
where awareness of the important role ‘local’ actors play 
in relation to top-down initiatives is expanding (Martin, 
2017: 24; Chinkin & Kaldor, 2017). When one reads 
UN documents relating to the responsibility to protect 
doctrine, for example, there is a clear acknowledgement 
that the responsibility to avoid ‘atrocity crimes’ lies 
in deep-rooted individual and civil society practices 
promoting tolerance and upholding dignity, beyond 
the responsibility of the state (United Nations General 
Assembly & United Nations Security Council, 2012: 
12-13). Moreover, there is the acknowledgement that 
various diplomatic and peaceful measures may be 
taken to pre-empt and avert affronts to human security 
(United Nations General Assembly & United Nations 
Security Council, 2012: 7). While Social Defence re lects 
this language and development of human security, I 
nevertheless feel that Johansen and Martin’s text goes 
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further, offering an argument and blueprint for a radically 
autonomous development of societies from the bottom-
up which would arguably meet the conditions of human 
security. Although the implications for upholding human 
dignity and our individual responsibility to each other 
go far beyond the extreme case of military intervention 
to prevent the worst of atrocity crimes, one potential 
consequence of adopting Social Defence is that top-down 
initiatives for human security interventions, particularly 
those of a military nature in violent con licts, could be 
markedly relegated in prominence due to the aims of 
such a social defence system. 

If social defence is taken as an argument for the need 
for radical action to constantly re-secure and defend 
tenets of society that we cherish—fundamental rights, 
equality, tolerance, democratic principles— we may 
consider growing threats to these tenets, including the 
prospect of growing environmental insecurity and the 
knock-on effects in other areas, and take Social Defence 
as a point of departure for movements for social change 
to equip themselves with further means of resistance. In 
turn, this will help to secure defence of a space wherein 
the problems of militarism, nuclear proliferation, 
global warming and marginalisation can continue to be 
challenged from the bottom-up.



Page  I  98  

Issue 3 / 2019

Human
Security

European
Journal of

REFERENCES

Chinkin, C., & Kaldor, M. (2017). International law and new 
wars. University of Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

Jørgen Johansen & Brian Martin. (2019). Social defence. 
Sparsnäs, Sweden: Irene Publishing.

Martin, M. (2017). Human security: Present and future 
frontiers. European Journal of Human Security, (1), 
pp.9-26.

United Nations Development Programme. (1994). Human 
development report 1994. Oxford; New York: Oxford 
University Press.

United Nations General Assembly & United Nations Security 
Council. (2012). Responsibility to protect: Timely and 
decisive response. Report of the Secretary General. 
A/66/874-S/2012/578.  (2012, 25th July). Retrieved 
from: https://undocs.org/en/A/66/874




