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Preface

Most of the time, though, we’re bored to tears by eggheads with no 
criminal practice of their own.

—Alain Mabanckou, African Psycho (2003)

Alain Mabanckou’s novel African Psycho tells the story of Gregoire, a 
would-be serial killer who not only is consumed by an unhealthy fascina-
tion with crime but who also is filled with an overpowering rage toward 
experts who purport to understand the mind of a criminal. Amid count-
less literary jabs that critique everything from a crime-obsessed media 
to the failings of the police, this protagonist of sorts saves his harshest 
lashings for the most loathsome of all crime watchers: the criminologist. 
“They claim to be analyzing crimes, but have they committed even one? 
What kind of nonsense is that?” Declaring the writings put forth by aca-
demics to be nothing but “a lot of nonsense,” he vows to ignore criminol-
ogy outright until the day when “criminals, real ones, start teaching their 
subject themselves.”1

Should the fictional Gregoire be given the chance to hold these pages 
in his hands, he probably would be satisfied with its approach to the study 
of crime. There are no accounts of murder, bloodlust, or dismemberment, 
to be sure. There are, however, plenty of passages detailing the actions of 
persons—criminals if you will—who deliberately and publicly violate the 
law as expressions of protest against perceived racial, economic, or other 
social injustices. Moreover, these accounts are provided not by second-
party observers but by the very persons who perform these transgressions. 
Indeed, both as a criminologist and as this book’s author, I have been nei-
ther a dispassionate observer nor a detached bystander of the phenomena 
at hand. Instead, I have been an active participant in some of the very 
transgressions detailed throughout the chapters that follow.
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And I am not alone in my dissent. In recent years, concern over such 
issues as corporate globalization, third-world debt, environmental degra-
dation, and the rise of militarism has been manifested in large-scale pub-
lic demonstrations unseen since the civil-rights and anti-Vietnam move-
ments. In Seattle 1999, thousands of activists comprising environmental, 
labor, and human rights organizations took to the streets in opposition of 
policies set in motion by the World Trade Organization (WTO). On Feb-
ruary 15, 2003, millions of people in over one hundred cities worldwide 
protested against an impending war in Iraq. And in November of each 
year, activists from both secular and religious peace networks trespass 
onto the military base in Fort Benning, Georgia, calling for the U.S. gov-
ernment to shut down the training school formerly known as School of 
the Americas (SOA). These are but a few of the displays of dissent staged 
by activists around the world who find themselves increasingly dissatis-
fied with politics as usual.

Among the tactics used by more seasoned activists organizing for so-
cial change are those of civil disobedience, nonviolent resistance, and di-
rect action. Requiring the deliberate and public violation of established 
law, these strategies of dissent pose numerous risks to the participants in-
cluding arrest, criminal prosecution, and the stigmatizing effects of being 
labeled a social deviant. The staging of civil disobedience also creates nu-
merous challenges to law-enforcement personnel, who often find them-
selves unprepared or unaccustomed to managing these forms of protests, 
especially when they involve a large number of people. Judges, too, must 
decide whether, or how, to impose punishments on protesters who clearly 
violated the law but who do not pose a risk to the public and who are not 
likely to be amenable to rehabilitation by any means of incarceration.

Clearly, the study of dissent has relevance to people concerned with the 
politics of crime and the curtailment of deviance. Yet despite the apparent 
importance of social protest to the study of crime and law enforcement, 
research into this important topic within the disciplines of criminology 
and criminal justice is neglectfully scarce. To address the paucity of schol-
arship examining the intersection of crime and dissent, this book adopts 
a multidisciplinary and multimethodological approach to aid in an un-
derstanding of the violation of law as a means of attaining justice. First, 
it draws on lessons from history, social and political theory, literature, 
and religious studies to present an overview of the longstanding motiva-
tions and rationalizations for civil disobedience. It also culls information 
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from activist training manuals, anarchist publications, mainstream news 
outlets, and alternative media to place dissent in a contemporary political 
context.

Second, this book makes use of my own experiences as someone “guilty” 
of committing various crimes of dissent. Indeed, as an activist, I have been 
arrested for my involvement in a sit-in at the district office of a South-
ern California congressperson who would not pledge to end funding for 
the war in Iraq; I was arrested in Minneapolis while attempting to serve a 
mock arrest warrant to the chairman of a munitions firm whose company 
manufactures landmines and cluster bombs, allegedly in violation of inter-
national humanitarian law; on the sixtieth anniversary of the bombing of 
Hiroshima, I was one of approximately two hundred activists arrested for 
trespassing onto the grounds of the Nevada Nuclear Test Site—a location 
that has been dubbed the most bombed place on the planet. And on the 
dawn of the 2004 Republican National Convention (RNC) in New York 
City, I was arrested and detained for thirty-six hours after failing to dis-
perse from what police deemed to be an unlawful assembly on a sidewalk. 
Of course, I have also engaged in various acts of dissent that have not re-
sulted in my arrest. I have used my body to block the entrance to military 
recruitment centers in protest of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq; I have 
protested the (ab)use of animals in the circus; under an enormous police 
presence, I have rallied against the policies of the World Economic Forum 
and corporate globalization; and I have marched to defend the content of 
a progressive, listener-supported radio station. These and other protests I 
have performed were done as acts of conscience rather than for research 
purposes. That my research reflects my preexisting commitment to social 
change is a benefit for which I am grateful.

Third, this book complements the discussion of political theory and 
my own dissent with a chronicle of the experiences of twenty-one activ-
ists from across the political spectrum who have transgressed the law as 
a means of attaining justice. Throughout the book, these activists provide 
the reader with insight into the short-term and long-term personal and 
social consequences that may result from the public display of dissent. 
They also shed light on their views regarding how justice “works” (or 
does not work) in our political and judicial system. Finally, they docu-
ment their interactions with police, with the courts, and with corrections 
systems while detailing the various strategies they employ as they traverse 
the criminal justice system.
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The activist interviews were conducted between the spring of 2005 and 
the winter of 2007. I used a snowball sampling method to identify indi-
viduals working within activist communities who were actively engaged 
in illegal dissent. This sampling method ensured that interviewees rep-
resented a range of issues from across the political spectrum.2 To initiate 
the snowball referral chain, I contacted three seasoned protesters who are 
familiar to me; each was actively engaged in civil disobedience, nonvio-
lent resistance, and direct action. These initial contacts were persons re-
spected by various groups involved in social protest; indeed, two of the 
three initial contacts have published articles and guidebooks of sorts on 
how to carry out activism. Each of these participants provided me with 
referrals to additional individuals. To ensure representation from across 
issues and ideologies, I then contacted a fourth individual by phone who 
is well-known in pro-life/anti-abortion activism and who not only agreed 
to an interview but also provided me with additional referrals. All inter-
views followed a rough template that was updated as data collection pro-
gressed.3 Roughly half the interviews were conducted face-to-face, often 
at the site of community organizing or organizational meetings or at the 
participant’s home. All other interviews were conducted by telephone. In-
terviews ranged in length from one to two hours and were recorded for 
future transcription using a digital voice recorder.

Because many of the activists interviewed for this book have been ar-
rested in excess of fifty times during their careers, it was hard for me to 
get a precise estimate of the number of crimes represented in the inter-
view pool. For example, one activist told me, “I think I’ve been arrested 
fifty-nine times for nuclear weapons issues,” and an opponent of abortion 
responded to my question about the number of times he had been ar-
rested by saying, “I don’t have any idea. I’ve spent days, weeks, and months 
in jail . . . fifty to sixty times, all over the country.” The best answer that 
an animal rights activist could give me was that he had been arrested “at 
least” a dozen times that he could recall. Suffice it to say that collectively 
the information presented in the pages that follow is based on hundreds 
of actions stemming from acts of dissent ranging from the blocking of 
medical centers where abortions are performed to the blocking of a de-
partment store that sells fur. My best guess is that the interviewees are 
responsible for over 450 arrestable acts of dissent and for countless other 
acts of dissent that do not result in an arrest.

Still, the voices featured in this book do not reflect a random or even 
a representative sample of activist communities or of protest actions. 
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Indeed, as has been the case with other studies on social movements 
within the United States, the activists who agreed to recorded interviews 
represent a racially homogeneous sample, with all but one activist being 
white.4 Moreover, most of them can be considered middle class, though 
an assessment of income was somewhat harder to measure because many 
participants worked for nonprofit, religious, or activist organizations and 
individually did not earn middle-class incomes. Instead, they relied on 
the goodwill of spouses, family, and friends whose donations allowed 
them to live somewhat comfortably. Finally, most of the participants were 
highly educated. Two held doctorates and several held master’s degrees. A 
discussion of whether activists as a population represent a demographi-
cally diverse constituency appears later in the text. For now, the reader is 
cautioned not to generalize from the narratives contained in the chapters 
that follow.

A final word about the activists featured in this text is in order. Al-
though civil disobedience signifies a public display of dissent, for various 
personal reasons, some of the participants in this study have requested 
that I conceal their identities within this publication. To oblige them, I 
refer to them by pseudonyms, indicated by the use of only first names, 
which appear in quotation marks when they are introduced. Also, when 
necessary, quotations from recorded interviews have been edited for clar-
ity. Finally, the appendix to this text provides brief biographical sketches 
of some of the activists interviewed for this book. What follows is my best 
attempt to document the patterns and perspectives of seasoned activists 
who are willing to transgress the law in the pursuit of social justice. It is 
my hope that the reader will gain a better understanding of (and sympa-
thy for) those who are committed to social justice—however individually 
defined. Political opinions aside, I dedicate this work to them.


