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Resistance is a human right. This is why the preamble of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights states that people will be ‘compelled to

have recourse, in the last resort, to rebellion’ if human rights are not
respected, and why the defence of human rights framed in many United
Nations resolutions supports resistance against colonialism and apartheid. It
could not be otherwise. If your rights are violated, you must have a recourse.
Normally this would be found in the law and the courts but, when faced with
severe and intransigent injustice, resistance is that recourse. But when others
are resisting, and we are sympathetic to their aims, what should we do? The
answer is surprising.

From autumn 2018 for about a year, the group known as Extinction
Rebellion (XR) staged a number of disruptive protests in the United
Kingdom, on London’s bridges and across several city centres, bringing road
traffic to a standstill. The protestors were drawing attention to the need for
immediate action on the climate emergency. From their perspective, these
were acts of resistance, drawing attention to injustice and inaction. What
should someone who is sympathetic to this cause and to their action do? If
possible, nothing. But there are different ways of doing nothing. It matters
that you do nothing in the right way and for the right reasons. Let me
explain.

Rights imply duties. If you have a right to something, other people owe you
certain duties. There are at least three negative duties that are generated by
the right of resistance: non-interference, non-obstruction and non-
collaboration.
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The simplest of these is the duty of non-interference. If a person has the right
to do something, there is a fundamental duty not to prevent them from doing
that thing. So, if a person is enacting their right to resistance, then
bystanders have an obligation to forbear and not to interfere. This seems
obvious, but there was a rather shocking instance during the London XR
protests where this duty was not respected. In October 2019, protestors
stopped London trains from working by climbing on top of carriages. At
Canning Town in east London, one protestor was dragged off the roof of a
carriage and set upon by commuters. This is a violation of the duty of non-
interference. It might be that people were angered by having their day
disrupted, but this doesn’t excuse their behaviour. It might be irritating but
we have an obligation to do nothing.

Yet simply not interfering with individuals is not sufficient. Resistance to
injustice is often organised. In addition to the obligation not to interfere with
individuals, there must also be a duty of non-obstruction to organisations.
This is often overlooked, but there are numerous ways in which people can
unintentionally obstruct organised resistance. In 1849, Henry ‘Box’ Brown
escaped slavery by mailing himself in a box from Virginia to Pennsylvania. It
became a sensation in the media, a fact lamented by the abolitionist
Frederick Douglass because it effectively closed this path out of slavery: if
journalists had been more circumspect, then more people might have
escaped slavery by post. In the age of Twitter, Snapchat, Facebook and
TikTok, it is easy to inadvertently obstruct organisations fighting injustice.
Posting a video or picture on social media could lead to a protestor being
identified by the police or to escape routes being closed. We should avoid
getting in the way of what those who are performing acts of resistance try to
do. Living up to the duty of non-obstruction requires us to be more
conscientious about the ways in which we communicate.

The final negative duty is that of non-collaboration with agencies that are
suppressing resistance. If we shouldn’t inadvertently obstruct resistance, it
follows that we shouldn’t actively help to suppress it. Agencies that are
engaged in suppressing resistance often depend upon third-party assistance.
As the academic Juan Espíndola found in his research on the German
Democratic Republic of 1949-90, the wide network of ‘unofficial coworkers’
who informed on dissidents and provided logistical support to the Stasi were
referred to as the state’s ‘respiratory organs’. Without collaboration, unjust
regimes suffocate. We might think that we aren’t pressured to collaborate
like this today, but one might look at Apple’s decision in 2019 to remove an
app that sought to inform prodemocracy protestors in Hong Kong where the
police were concentrating and using tear gas. It is possible that, as resistance
to climate change grows, ‘liberal democratic’ states might employ similar
pressures. The rule is simple: don’t snitch.

So we have at least these three obligations not to do things. Is there anything
else we have a duty not to do? One option would be to follow the example of
the philosopher Henry David Thoreau, who in 1846 stopped paying his taxes
in response to the US government’s unprovoked war with Mexico and
continued support for slavery. Thoreau refused to support a state so
immersed in injustice. Ought we do the same in relation to the climate
emergency? At this stage, I would say no. Democratic states still provide
sufficient protection of human rights to warrant some continued support,
though this could erode as the climate emergency escalates.

So now that you know how to exercise your obligation to ‘do nothing’, you
must begin to (not) do it. There will no doubt be many opportunities, now
that we’ve welcomed a new decade of the Anthropocene and an area nearly
the size of England burned due to drought worldwide, exacerbated by the
rising temperatures produced by climate change. Recently, the eyes of the
world were on Australia because it is the first advanced postindustrial state
that was severely affected by and unable to contain (or, within its leadership,
even acknowledge) the climate emergency. One hopes that governments
around the world will rise to this existential threat, but the prevarication,
truculence and unthinking optimism that characterised the reaction to the
COVID-19 pandemic in many developed nations doesn’t inspire much hope.
Left unchecked, the effect of climate change will continue to spread, and the
thousands of Australians who took to the streets in protest in January 2020
will inspire others in acts of resistance as the emergency continues. If we are
unable to join protestors, we still have duties to support them with our
conscious inactions. It’s not just what you do that matters, but what you
don’t do, too.
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