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Understanding Nonviolent Action
Nonviolent action (also called people power, political defiance, or nonviolent struggle) is a technique of action for applying power in a conflict without using physical violence.
Some examples of the many methods of nonviolent action include: mass petitions, leaflets, marches, demonstrative funerals, teach-ins, walk-outs, boycotts, strikes, refusal to pay taxes, general strikes, sit-down strikes, mutiny, fasting, seeking imprisonment, and parallel government.
Getting Started with a True or False Quiz

True or false?  ______      1. Nonviolent action is essentially a form of psychological persuasion, where the suffering of the nonviolent actionists melts the heart of the oppressors so they are converted to new thinking. 
True or false?  ______      2. Nonviolent action depends on the assumption that people are inherently good.
True or false?  ______      3. Successful nonviolent action requires a charismatic leader (like a Gandhi or a Martin Luther King, Jr.). 
True or false?  ______      4. Nonviolent action is basically passive or submissive.
True or false?  ______      5. Nonviolent action was essentially invented by Gandhi and was possible because of the nonviolent nature of Indian culture and the mildness of the British rulers.
True or false?  ______      6. Nonviolent action does not work against brutal dictators who will use massive violence to stop the nonviolent actionists.
True or false?  ______      7. Successful nonviolent action requires that the nonviolent actionists all believe deeply for religious reasons that violence is evil.
True or false?  ______      8. A little violence or the threat of it may help a nonviolent campaign succeed. 
See back of page for answers and explanations for the answers.
Sources for the explanations:
Albert Einstein Institution:  http://www.aeinstein.org/organizations.php3?orgid=88&typeID=14&action=printContentTypeHome  FAQ about nonviolent action.
Sharp, Gene. Gandhi As A Political Strategist (Boston MA: Porter Sargent Books. 1978), pp 23-41 “Origins of Gandhi’s Use of Nonviolent Struggle” 
Sharp, Gene. The Politics of Nonviolent Action, vol. 3. (Boston MA: Porter Sargent Books, 1973.
ANSWERS:  All are false 
1.
Nonviolent action is not the same as psychological persuasion, although it applies psychological pressure on the ruler. Instead, it is a technique of struggle involving the use of social, economic and political power and the matching of forces. For example in a labor strike, the strikers sacrifice pay and put their jobs in jeopardy, but the employer also cannot produce any product or make any profits while the workers are on strike.

2.
Nonviolent action does not assume that people are inherently “good.” It recognizes the potential for good and bad in people. Again, consider a labor strike. The employer may hire thugs to beat up the picketers and hire strikebreakers to take the jobs of the strikers, but if he is not successful in getting production started again, it is not his inherent goodness, but his pragmatism that suggests he negotiate with the workers.

3.
Successful nonviolent action does not depend on a charismatic leader. There are many examples of nonviolent action that have been waged successfully without charismatic leadership. The struggle against Slobodan Milosevic in Serbia in 2000 is an example. Sometimes excessive dependence on a charismatic leader can be detrimental. A wide diffusion of skills needed to organize and wage non-cooperation and defiance can often produce a more robust result.

4.
For nonviolent action to be successful, the first thing that needs to happen is the people have to overcome their fears and reject passiveness or submissiveness.

5.
Gandhi first became involved in nonviolent struggle in South Africa in 1906. At the time, he was aware of other nonviolent struggles going on around the world, for example: in Russia, a predominately nonviolent movement against Tsarist autocracy in 1905; in China, a boycott of American goods; and in Bengal India, a boycott of British goods including a boycott of British salt (almost 25 years before the famous Salt March Gandhi led). Gandhi wrote about these struggles and learned from them. Also, the British could be very violent in India. More than 8,000 were killed by the British in their violent repression of the essentially nonviolent independence struggle Gandhi led. There were plenty of Indian leaders who thought only a violent struggle could win independence, but the Congress Party accepted Gandhi’s ideas mostly because the Indians did not have the guns needed to fight the British militarily.

6.
In nonviolent action, there is no assumption that the opponents will not use violence against the nonviolent movement. The technique was designed to be used against violent rulers and it has succeeded in overthrowing extremely brutal dictatorships.

7.
People using nonviolent action need not be saints or pacifists. The vast majority of the people who have participated in nonviolent action have been “ordinary” people.

8.
Breaking nonviolent discipline in the course of a nonviolent struggle is often the worst thing that can happen, which is why the rulers often use agent provocateurs to try to incite people to use violence or, if that fails, use the mass media to blame any violence on the nonviolent actionists.
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