PRINCIPLE

PUT YOUR TARGET IN A DECISION DILEMMA

Design your action so that your target is forced to make a decision, and all their available options play to

your advantage.

CONTRIBUTED BY

Andrew Boyd

Andrew Boyd is an author, humorist and long-
time veteran of creative campaigns for social
change. He is Wrangler-in-Chief Emeritus at
Beautiful Trouble.

Joshua Kahn Russell

Josh Kahn Russell is an organizer and strategist
serving movements for social justice and
ecological balance. He has worked as an action
coordinator, facilitator, and trainer with many

groups including the Ruckus Society and

350.0rg, and has helped win campaigns against
banks, oil companies, logging corporations, and

coal barons.

If you design your action well, you can force your target into a
situation where they have no good options: where they're “damned
if they do, and damned if they don’t.” This is known as a decision
dilemma.

Gandhi’s 1930 (see: STORY: The Salt March) presented the British
authorities with a classic decision dilemma: either beat up and
arrest Gandhi and his supporters and turn them into martyrs for the
movement, or let them march to the sea in open defiance of British
authority and the hated Salt Act.

Many actions with concrete goals (such as a blockade or a sit-in)
require a decision dilemma in order to be successful. A sit-in at a
corporate HQ, for instance, should leave your target with only two
options, if they are not willing to meet your demands: 1) evict your
forcibly and face the negative public attention this would cause, or
2) wait you out, allowing you to gather more attention and support
while business as usual grinds to a halt.

When done skillfully, decision dilemmas can help win major
concessions from powerful targets.

LEARN MORE

Put your target in a decision dilemma

Andrew Boyd & Joshua Kahn Russell, Beautiful Trouble, 2012
http://beautifultrouble.org/principle/put-your-target-in-a-decision-dilemma/
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POTENTIAL RISKS

In a repressive environment, or
against a powerful target, you
need to be sure that your action
actually puts them in a decision
dilemma, or you may just put
yourself at serious risk. If a
powerful target would face no
negative repercussions for
attacking you, then there is no
decision dilemma keeping them
from doing so. In such a case,
either use a less direct method,
or find a way to change the
context (get celebrity or
international supporters to
accompany you, have major
media witnessing, etc.), so that
your target would pay a big price
for responding violently.
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- Activate international
mechanisms

- Build people power, then
negotiate

- Choose tactics that support
your strategy

- Choose your target wisely

- Don't expect a concrete
outcome from a symbolic action
- Escalate strategically
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- Focus on basic needs

- If protest is made illegal, make
daily life a protest

- Kill them with kindness

- Maintain nonviolent discipline
- Personalize and polarize

- Play to the audience that isn't
there

- Shame the authorities by doing
their job

- Take risks, but take care

- The real action is your target's
reaction

- The threat is usually more
terrifying than the thing itself

- Turn the tables

- Use the law, don't be afraid of
it
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- SMART objectives
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