Guest Editorial: The Committee of 100

by Gertjan Coblens

[MORRIS: Two documents are attached here. Gertjan’s editorial is in US English, but Cadogan’s article is in UK English.}

We are posting today (see below) three previously unpublished articles from the Committee of 100 archive, held by the IISG in Amsterdam, as part of our ongoing research into the early influence of nonviolence on the pacifist movements. During the summer of 1960, philosopher and activist Bertrand Russell was persuaded to resign his presidency of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and assume the leadership of the Committee of 100, a newly planned movement for large scale nonviolent direct action against the manufacture and use of nuclear weapons. Together with Michael Scott, Ralph Schoenman, Michael Randle, April Carter and 95 other public signatories, 88-year-old Russell launched the Committee at a meeting in London on 22 October 1960. Its objective was to stop the “folly of nuclear armaments” through mass civil disobedience. 

Right from the beginning the Committee of 100 strongly emphasized the nonviolent nature of the demonstrations, and anybody who wished to participate had to adhere to a long list of behavioral guidelines designed to safeguard the nonviolent integrity of the movement. Nevertheless, demonstrators expected to be arrested and charged, and at the second of the sit-down demonstrations in April 1961 in London, over 800 people were arrested. That September, a week before the next mass demonstration, all one hundred committee members were summoned to court without charge for incitement to commit breaches of the peace. They were asked to sign a promise of good behavior for twelve months, but 32 refused, including Bertrand Russell, who opted to go to jail instead. The September demonstration was the largest organized by the Committee. Between 12,000 and 15,000 demonstrators flooded into the centre of London, and more than 1,300 were arrested.

By now the authorities were beginning to take the Committee more seriously. Six of the younger and lesser known Committee members were arrested and charged with conspiracy and incitement to breach the Official Secrets Act. Five were imprisoned for 18 months. This heavy handed crackdown caused many signatories to resign from the Committee, and with the ebbing away of the Cuba Crisis in 1962, mass support for the activities of the Committee and the concept of unilateral nuclear disarmament also started to dwindle. In 1963 Russell resigned. In October 1968 the Committee of 100 was disbanded.

Despite its limited success the Committee would become a template for later activist organizations, especially anarchist inspired organization. In early 1962 the Committee had decided to decentralize its organization by splitting into autonomous regional committees and area working groups under the umbrella of the national Committee. Any region attracting 100 signatories could start its own Committee of 100 and plan its own actions, hence the Twickenham Committee of 100, the Croydon Committee of 100 and the Bromley and Beckenham Committee of 100, to name just a few. Next to the regional committees there were innumerable autonomous work groups who carried out an array of specialized tasks, including the Legal Action Group, Schools for Non-Violence, the Welfare Group and the 100 Book Club. 

EDITOR’S NOTE: Gertjan Coblens is our Pacifism editor, and in charge of our research project into the early influences of nonviolent theory on the European and U.S. pacifist movements. 

Committee of 100 Draft Resolution: Aims, Policies and Methods

by Peter Cadogan

Aims: To ban the bomb. To prevent World War III. To rid the world of the power of militarists and military alliances. To understand the causes of war and to work out how to eliminate them. To identify the particular people, interests and factors making for World War III.

In face of the threat of war to alert people in Britain and throughout the world to the necessity of building a new kind of national and international movement against war. To achieve our purposes by direct action, without violence and by civil disobedience when need be. To give incidental support to conventional methods of opposition.

To secure recognition to our belief (not now a necessarily pacifist belief) that in the second half of the 20th century war is outmoded as a means of solving political questions. To begin to explore the meaning of the nonviolent society of the future, realising that at present nonviolent means are the elements of that future society in embryo.

Policies: That Britain should take unilateral action in getting rid of the Bomb and quitting NATO. That it is our hope that people all over the world like ourselves, shall take the same stand as we do over nuclear weapons and military alliances. That there is nothing to choose between NATO and the Warsaw Pact.

That we have no faith in any of the present governments being able to do what we want to see being done. That our success will be the end-products of our own efforts and of people the world over in building the international movement. That we look forward to seeing the movement of direct action for unilateralism built everywhere including Russia and America and will do what we can to help it. That the movement will grow in different countries in different ways and at different rates according to the varying conditions that obtain. That the coordinating factor will be deepening understanding, greater knowledge and growing conviction aided by forms of ever improving international communication devised by ourselves.

We do not believe in any World Authority. It follows that the United Nations, as the agency of governments rather than of peoples, will not, in our view,  be able to solve the major problems of war and peace. At the same time it can serve as a useful international forum and as the organiser of valuable international social services like UNICEF. We do not believe in a United Nations Army. A non-military UN police force may conceivably have some value in certain circumstances.

We proclaim our belief in people not in governments or international governmental agencies.

Methods: To practice open politics as a principle in the belief that people, knowing all about us, may generate that confidence in us and in themselves that is so signally absent from Party politics. To maintain collective responsibility, fundamental to the foundation of the original 100. To accept that at some internal meetings, especially briefing meetings at which civil disobedience is being discussed, the press and the police will be excluded, thus ensuring by this that individuals cannot be singled out for what they have said and that collective responsibility is upheld in practice. The decisions taken by the meeting will not be secret. To accept that there are certain exceptional circumstances that involve strictly limited security precautions peculiar to those special circumstances, the setting up of a pirate radio station would be a case in point.

To practice nonviolence, recognising that to some of us this is a principle and to others a tactic. It is enough that we are agreed in our practice and that the discussion of the grounds of our agreement will continue freely amongst us.

To discuss the degree of non-cooperation in advance of any demonstration and to recognise the central importance of acting together as far as possible. At the same time to accept the right of the individual to do as he thinks best if he cannot be persuaded of the correctness of the collective decision.

To become a mass movement developing experimental forms of direct action suited to the circumstances of different people and places.

To be committed in principle to decentralised organisation, aggregate rather than delegate meetings, the prevention of elitist tendencies of any kind and the fullest and most frank criticism amongst ourselves .

By means of a growing association of Committees of 100, Working Groups and convenors in the closest possible touch with all supporters, to build an organisation without precedent, to face and accomplish a task without precedent.

To avoid the creation of any top-heavy bureaucratic machine without belittling the vital contribution of those who work fulltime for us in the capacity of coordinators. 

To solve the financial problem by minimising overhead expenses, and by asking our supporters for money for specific purposes and in advance of the event. To avoid a formal membership contribution and to see finance itself as an aspect of direct action, expecting the supporters to give generously and according to their means so long as we are living up to our aims and policies. To accept at the same time that financial support cannot be taken for granted and that we can afford none of the expenses that follow from mistaken illusions of grandeur.

Reference: IISG/National Committee of 100: London Committee Archive, Box 16. We are grateful to IISG for their assistance and permission. 

EDITOR’S NOTE: Peter Cadogan (1921–2007) was an English writer and political activist. He studied history at King's College, Durham and taught at Cambridge. On his demobilization from the Army in 1946, he joined the Communist party, but when in 1956 he publicly dissented from the party's authoritarian style and support of the Soviet Union, he was ousted. He joined the Labour Party, only to be dismissed again, this time for his Trotskyist views. In the early 1960s he became national secretary of the Committee of 100. He self-published a political tract on direct democracy (1974), Direct Democracy: An Appeal to the Politically Disenchanted; The Case for an England of Sovereign Regional Republics, Extra-Parliamentary Democracy and a New Active Non-Violence of the Centre. He was a founder of New Consensus/New Dialogue in 1990, co-founder of Values and Vision, 1991, and chairman of the London Alliance for Local Democracy.
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