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PREFACE 

This monograph expresses some of our thoughts about developing 
theory and conducting research in the field of nonviolent action. We 
thinkof it asa step toward aresearch agenda, althoughno list of projects 
is suggested in it. Instead, it is a rationale for research and theory 
building. Research agendas are an informal genre, appearing irregu- 
larly and without agreed-upon standards of form and content. They 
provide an opportunity for researchers to reflect upon their activity, 
report their reflections in a somewhat systematic fashion, and attempt 
to convince others that there is merit in the approach they prescribe. In 
this essay, our attention is directed toward an emerging field of study, 
that of nonviolent action employed as a technique of struggle in the 
course of human conflicts. 

We owe several debts of gratitude for assistance received in the 
preparationof this work. It owes itsorigin to Gene Sharp, founder of the 
technique-oriented school of thought on nonviolent action, who has 
vigorously promoted the belief that clear and critical thinking about 
nonviolent action is both possible and necessary. We can only hope that 
we have met his standards. This project has been supported throughout 
by the Program on Nonviolent Sanctions at Harvard University's 
Center for International Affairs and the Albert Einstein Institution. We 
express a special thanks to the staff of the Program on Nonviolent 
Sanctions, particularly Kendra McCleskey and Leah Pellegrino, and 
Program Director Doug Bond. These ideas have been aired at the 
Seminar on Nonviolent Sanctions sponsored by the Program on Non- 
violent Sanctions. We wish to thank the members of the seminar and 
guests for their help in clarifying many issues. Special thanks go to 
Roger Powers and William Vogele of the Albert Einstein Institution, 
who helped us to pare down an unwieldy argument into one we hope 
will be accessible. Preliminary versions of these ideas were presented at 
conferences sponsored by the Albert Einstein Institution in 1987 and 
1990. Much of the research and writing was supported by a grant from 
the United States Institute of Peace, to which we express our thanks. 
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viii Preface 

We encourage your comments and criticisms. One of the aims of 
this essay is to encourage more communication among scholars work- 
ing on nonviolent action. Please write to us at: the Albert Einstein 
Institution, 1430 Massachusetts Avenue, Cambridge, MA 02138. 

Ronald M. McCarthy 
Christopher Kruegler 



TOWARD RESEARCH AND 
THEORY BUILDING 

IN THE 
STUDY OF NONVIOLENT ACTION 

by Ronald M. McCarthy 
and Christopher Kruegler 

INTRODUCTION 
THE TECHNIQUE APPROACH TO NONVIOLENT ACTION 

Nonviolent action is arguably a universal phenomenon, in the sense 
that it occurs throughout history and across social and political sys- 
tems. Today's news often carries stories about nonviolent struggle. 
Events such as labor strikes, protest marches, and the defiance of 
governmental authority by groups of people occur in all parts of the 
world. No form of government appears to be immune from nonvio- 
lent challenges, neither the most repressive nor the most democratic. 
Nor are examples of nonviolent action limited to the current period- 
historical research frequently discloses similar actions by people as 
varied as members of the medieval guilds, African-American slaves, 
and upper-class English women. 

Nevertheless, nonviolent action remains poorly understood as a 
distinctive phenomenon. Because it overlaps with other areas of hu- 
man behavior that receive much more study on their own-such as 
social conflicts, state violence and repression, war, and collective ac- 
tion and protest-nonviolent action has been subsumed into these 
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fields, to the extent that it is studied at all. As a result, behavior that 
clearly qualifies as nonviolent action has not been studied as such; 
rather, it has been treated as a marginal part of other areas of interest. 
Further, the field of research on nonviolent action itself generally lacks 
clear definition as the study of a genuinely empirical category of 
human actions in conflicts. Without a firm identity, the research enter- 
prise has had great difficulty constructing a progressive research pro- 
gram 

A major challenge for theorists and researchers is to address such 
deficits and move toward the creation of a more productive field of 
study. This essay argues that a framework for such inquiry already 
exists, which we will call the "technique approach" to nonviolent 
action. We propose that a coherent rea rch  program can be sketched 
out in a way that incorporates existing research and knowledge into 
this framework and generates productive new research questions. We 
do not intend to offer a theory of nonviolent action here, in the sense 
that theory is used in positive social science. Our more modest ambi- 
tion is to identify how the technique approach provides ways to 
examine current ideas about nonviolent action critically, exposing a 
number of "red herringsff and contributing to other research in the 
domain of human conflict. 

The claim made in this essay is that nonviolent action, properly 
understood, constitutes a readily identifiable, rcmrring, and signifi- 
cant human activity in the prosecution of conflicts. It is one that can 
be defined, recognized, and understood. The technique approach to 
the study of nonviolent action contains the outlines of a researchable 
field of empirical knowledge. Briefly stated, the technique approach 
maintains that research will be most fruitful when focused on nonvio- 
lent action as purposive behavior in conflicts and on the problems and 
possibilities that nonviolent action raises for actors in conflicts. 

Definition 

One definition of nonviolent action from the social-scientific point of 
view reads as follows (Sharp 1985:51): 

Nonviolent action is a technique of conducting protest, resis- 
tance, and intervention without physical violence by: (a) acts 
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of omission (that is, the participants refuse to perform ads 
which they usually perform, or are required by law or regu- 
lation to perform); or (b) acts of conunissian (that is, the 
participants perform acts which they usually do not perform, 
are not expected by custom to perform, or are forbidden by 
law or regulation from performing); or (c) a combination of 
both. 

This stresses several important empirical features. First, it defines 
its subject as an aspect of action, generally collective action, in social, 
political, or economic conflicts. As disputing behavior, the actions 
described are typically undertaken by participants to influence the 
course and outcome of conflict. Nonviolent action is therefore neither 
passivity, nor a part of institutionalized politics, nor violence. Indeed, 
Sharp implies that it is an alternative to each of these. 

Second, as a means of protest, resistance, and intervention, non- 
violent action is distinct from conflict resolution and conflict rnanage- 
ment techniques, including persuasion and third party intervention, 
efforts at reconciliation, negotiation, and mediation. 

Third, nonviolent action operates beyond institutionalized means 
for conducting and settling disputes in a given social or political 
system. Voting, for example, is obviously a nonviolent political behav- 
ior, but, to the extent that it remains within institutionalized channels 
for settling questions and conflicts, it is not nonviolent action as meant 
by the definition above. Of course there are significant points of 
contact between the institutional order and nonviolent action, includ- 
ing legal and political procedures that might be introduced to regular- 
ize, manage, channel, and control nonviolent action. This in itself 
makes it clear that nonviolent action is independent of those proce- 
dures as such. 

Fourth, the conduct and effects of nonviolent action in conflicts 
can be assessed independently of whether physical violence (includ- 
ing threats of physical force) and material destruction are present in 
the same conflict. Means such as these regularly happen alongside 
nonviolent action precisely because all are ways of acting to wage 
acute conflict. Violence and destruction may be used by the same or 
different groups as those using nonviolent action, and certainly by 
adversaries of nonviolent groups. In studying outcomes, however, 
researchers justifiably ask how the effects of different techniques vary, 
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combine with, or contradict one another. 
Finally, nonviolent action appears in practice in the form of dis- 

tinctive methods that constitute its discrete and recurrent patterns of 
behavior. Collectively, these methods can be analyzed as types of 
protest and persuasion, noncooperation, or nonviolent intervention. While 
Sharp (1973) identifies 198 methods of nonviolent action, it is certain 
that this list is not exhaustive and that the types of action listed in it 
may not always be mutually exclusive. Besides this, innovation of new 
methods is quite common. 

The assumptions underlying the technique approach are implied 
in the definition just stated. The technique approach assumes that 
nonviolent action is independent of cultures and belief systems, politi- 
cal arrangements, and forms of government that pertain in particular 
times or places. The existence of nonviolent action requires neither the 
presence of particular ethical beliefs nor the willingness of the power- 
ful to tolerate active opposition. Nonviolent action comprises a tech- 
nique for the carrying out of conflict, one that b s  been conducted in 
many political, cultural, and historical contexts. Nonviolent action is 
a unilateral initiative by one party to an acute conflict and does not 
require that the opposing party respond in kind. Nonviolent action is 
an alternative both to passivity and to violence as an option in con- 
flict-it is one of many means of action attempting to use power 
effectively in struggles to prevail over an adversary. 

In addition, specific factors can be identified that increase or 
decrease the likelihood of success in reaching conflict goals through 
nonviolent action (Sharp 1973). Since nonviolent action has not yet 
been systematically studied, these must of course remain propositions 
for further research and testing. However, we can propose that among 
these factors are discipline in nonviolent conduct, the capacity to 
withstand opposition violence, and a knowledge of the particular 
dynamics of this form of struggle. To the extent that nonviolent action 
is purposive, it can be studied and practiced strategically. Identifying 
and exploring the factors and circumstances that contribute to effec- 
tive nonviolent struggle can produce both social-scientific knowledge 
and the possibility of broader and more effective application. 
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Intellectual History of the Approach 

This section discusses the trends of thought that gradually led over the 
past hundred and fifty years to identifying nonviolent action as a 
phenomenon that scholars could study. While the practice of nonvio- 
lent action has a lengthy history, the study of nonviolent action began 
only recently, originating largely in the thought of the Indian nation- 
alist leader Mohandas K. Gandhi (Deutsch, Matt, and Senghaas 1971). 
As he developed his ideas, Gandhi came to believe that nonviolent 
action as a whole could be distinguished from particular methods or 
limited conceptions of its nature. For example, he came to the position 
that the popular terms passive resistance and civil disobedience do not 
encompass all of nonviolent action (Dhawan 1962; Kripalani 1969). 

The English-speaking world began to use the term passive resis- 
tance to mean something like nonviolent action early in the nineteenth 
century. Passive resistance implies, more or less, a stubborn refusal to 
cooperate with or obey persons in power and was used in England 
early in the organized labor movement and during the Chartist period 
(d. Goodstein 1984). As Huxley (1990) shows, ideas about passive 
resistance in the nineteenth century were associated with the Euro- 
pean "constitutionalist" thinking of the time. (Passive resistance was 
also contrasted with active resistance, meaning violence, which 
served to strengthen the sense that nonviolent approaches are a kind 
of passivity.) 

Later, the term civil disobedience came into use and was associated 
largely with American thinker Henry David Thoreau. Like passive 
resistance, civil disobedience suggests refusal and resistance, but in 
this case a more affirmative refusal to obey immoral laws. Thoreau did 
not actually use the term himself, but its meaning is implied by his 
renowned essay "Resistance to Civil Government" (later reprinted 
under the title "Civil Disobedience" [Hunt 19691). In this essay, 
Thoreau proposed two ideas that were important to later generations. 
First, he argued, there is an issue of political morality between the 
citizen and the state; namely, if the citizen accepts immoral acts of the 
state in silence, it is the same as actively supporting and contributing 
to these acts. Second, positive acts of resistance and refusal, even by 
a minority, would hinder the state in carrying out its objectionable 
policies (Thoreau 1973 [18481). Part of the legacy of Thoreau, then, was 
a lack of clarity about the relationship between these two ideas, and 
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especially the distinction between the moral challenge he raised and 
the effects on the state of the kind of resistance he advocated. 

Gandhi's thinking began the task of developing a more encom- 
passing and focused view of nonviolent action and its relationship to 
political positions or objectives, distinguishing it from the more lim- 
ited conceptions of the past. He personally retained the sense of moral 
commitment in his own concept of principled nonviolent action, which 
he called satyagruha. Consequently, Gandhi's influence led to a large, 
often uncritical, literature on the relationships among nonviolence, 
nonharm or ahinsa, love of one's adversaries, and effective struggle. 
However, by suggesting that a term such as passive resistance repre- 
sented only a few aspects of the broader whole, he also encouraged 
more critical studies. 

An early example of this more critical literature is the study by 
American sociologist Clarence Marsh Case, Non-Violent Coercion (1972 
[1923]).' Case viewed "non-violent coercion" as being composed of 
the "methods of social pressure" found in passive resistance and 
similar sources. In addition, he recognized the similarities between 
Gandhi's methods and demonstrations, strikes, and boycotts in gen- 
eral. The research direction this implied was for a broader under- 
standing of the nonviolent technique. Case's direction was not 
followed at once, however, largely because others stressed the study 
and advocacy of Gandhian methods as an especially privileged set of 
ideas. An early work by Gandhian Richard Gregg, for example, ar- 
gued that Gandhi's concept of nonviolent resistance was "universally 
valid (Gregg 1972 [19291). Gregg went on to write several other 
works analyzing the technique, arguing that nonviolent action could 
effectively substitute for war (Gregg 1966 [1935]; Gregg 1936). In a 
sense, Gregg was arguing a highly generalized view based on only 
one version of the practice of nonviolent action. Consequently, analy- 
sis and advocacy were not always clearly distinguished, nor was it 
evident that there could be competing views. 

Krishnalal Shridharani (1939) added a more properly academic 
approach to the Gandhian strategy of satyugruhu, in that he tried to 
identify and assess the specific methods that Gandhi advocated. Joan 
Bondurant (1958) later systematized Gandhi's views on the process of 
conflict and the operations of satyugruhu. Bondurant based her study 
on Gandhi's own ideas and his contentions about their political appli- 
cation. In particular, she compared the actual events of several 
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Gandhian campaigns with his theory, determining to what extent the 
reality differed from the ideal model and what the consequences of 
this might be. 

The outlines of a technique approach emerged from clues con- 
tained in the kinds of studies just mentioned: (1) that nonviolent action 
is broader and more encompassing than earlier characterizations (pas- 
sive resistance) implied; (2) that actions by leaders or participants can 
be studied separately from their ethical commitments and political 
beliefs; (3) that ideas and propositions about nonviolent action are 
combined with ethical statements in many texts; (4) that civil disobe- 
dience and satyagraha are methods in themselves or a combination of 
methods when they are used in acute conflicts; (5) that attention to 
actions taken in conflicts permits researchers to identify many more 
forms or methods of nonviolent action than the classic texts suggest; 
and (6) that the nature, conduct, and effects of these methods and 
therefore of nonviolent action are susceptible to study. 

It was on the basis of observations like these that Gene Sharp 
synthesized the technique approach in his 1973 work The Politics of 
Nonviolent Action. Sharp's contribution lies in recognizing that knowl- 
edge of nonviolent action can be generalized far beyond its heritage, 
once a strategy for recognizing it exists. Sharp's intellectual strategy 
uses the concept of methods to identify nonviolent action. Case uses 
this concept informally and Shridharani employs it to identify a hand- 
ful of methods, but Sharp broadens the concept by employing the idea 
in the sense used by Clausewitz, the scholar of strategy in war. Sharp 
argues that actors in acute conflicts employ recognizably similar be- 
haviors in very different circumstances. In his view, these methods 
draw upon three distinctive sources: symbolic expression (methods of 
nonviolent protest and persuasion), refusal to perform otherwise ex- 
pectable ads (methods of noncooperation), or direct and psychologi- 
cal disruption of normal activity (methods of nonviolent 
intervention). 

The concept of methods of nonviolent action does not imply that 
actors have learned the means from one another, have certain motives 
for not using violence in a conflict, or are aware that their actions are 
nonviolent action. Consequently, the concept treats as an empirical 
question aspects of the phenomenon that others have considered 
definitional. It recasts the history of thought about nonviolent action to 
draw in researchers who knew nothing of nonviolence but who made 
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a contribution in the analysis of a specific method (e.g., strikes; see 
Hiller 1928; Hall 1898) or of the potential dynamics of noncooperation 
(see Sharp 19733436 on Etienne de la =tie and others). In short, by 
arguing that researchers must recognize nonviolent action by certain 
of its features, Sharp opts for a minimum definition of nonviolent 
action that throws open an entire field of research. 

In The Politics of Nonviolent Action, Sharp presents an extended 
hypothesis regarding the relationship of nonviolent action to social 
and political power, the requirements for effective struggle, and pro- 
cesses conducive to achieving goals. The conceptual basis for social- 
scientific study of nonviolent action, its nature, and its effects lies 
within this approach because of three aspects of Sharp's concept: 

a definition based upon manifest features, which clearly 
distinguishes nonviolent action from associated or similar 
phenomena; 
an indicator (methods of nonviolent action) that makes it 
possible to recognize the presence of the phenomenon and 
facilitates the creation of operational definitions and the 
systematic collection of data; and 
an interrelated set of testable hypotheses regarding the dy- 
namics, mechanisms, and effects of the phenomenon. 

In the following sections, we will argue that the technique a p  
proach holds the potential for greater research productivity than do 
alternative approaches, for several reasons. First, it is in accord with 
important criteria of social science, including focusing on observable 
phenomena and assuming that the most likely causes and conse- 
quences of an event or practice are found in other observable phenom- 
ena. The technique approach thus regards nonviolent action as a 
researchable phenomenon. Second, it contains the seeds of an explana- 
toy system, concerned with causal as well as instrumental aspects of 
nonviolent action. Third, by aspiring to develop a logically coherent 
and fully specified theoretical and conceptual basis, the technique 
approach can ground an assessment and criticism of present knowl- 
edge and help identify priorities for further work. Fourth, the tech- 
nique approach is a source of testable and falsifiable hypotheses. It can 
suggest hypotheses that predict relationships between variables and 
in what directions they can be expected to be related. Likewise, it 
offers ways to collect the evidence that may fail to support proposed 
relationships. In our view, therefore, the technique approach is supe- 
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rior as the basis of a research strategy to any a prion' understandings 
of nonviolence or nonviolent action. 

BUILDING UPON THE KNOWLEDGE BASE 

As the outline for a progressive research program, the technique 
approach should be capable of integrating existing research on non- 
violent action with related work from other fields. A renewed research 
program should also be able to answer the questions posed by previ- 
ous research at least as convincingly, identify inconsistencies in other 
approaches, and suggest more satisfactory explanations. How can the 
technique approach build on prior study of nonviolent action? As we 
have noted, the literature on nonviolent action is broad and diverse 
but often does not offer a coherent direction for research. Indeed, we 
believe that the literature uncritically repeats assumptions that are not 
supported by research-"red herringsff that ought to be abandoned 
and connections not warranted by a clear understanding of nonvio- 
lent action. 

Some assumptions are either unstated or not expressed as re- 
searchable problems. Among them is the idea that specific political, 
ethical, or social commitments are necessary for nonviolent action to 
be effective (or even to exist at all). The belief that specific attitudes of 
committed nonviolence are at the heart of nonviolent action is fairly 
modem, probably not predating nineteenthcentury American non- 
resisters. Massachusetts pastor and convinced promoter of non-resis- 
tance, Adin Ballou, is an instance of this. Ballou, whose writings were 
known and praised by Tolstoy, provides his work Christian Non- 
Resistance (1846) with many examples taken from journalism or his- 
tory intended to justify a commitment to nonresistance by showing 
that it can be practically effective. In our century, the relationship has 
often been reversed, in a sense, because authors have argued that 
distinct cases of nonviolent struggle reveal an attitude or ethic of 
nonviolence, even where some or all of the activists may not have 
accepted such a label. In other words, they incorporate the "prin- 
cipled" into the "pragmatic" in problematic ways. 

This point might be made clearer by looking at two studies that 
explore the convictions of activists and leaders in nonviolent struggle, 
producing surprisingly contradictory findings. Inge Powell Bell's 
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study of the Congress of Racial Equality in the early 1960s finds that 
an ideological commitment to nonviolence was characteristic of CORE 
leaders, but not nearly so much of followers. Amrut Nakhre, in a 
study of three Indian satyugmha campaigns, discovered the opposite 
there, namely that the rank-and-file adopted nonviolence as a way of 
life while leaders adopted it as a technique (Bell 1968; Nakhre 1982). 

Since people's attitudes and other motivations are clearly relevant 
for understanding nonviolent action, methods must be found to ad- 
dress them and their significance. Motivation must be treated as a 
variable in explaining both the sources of nonviolent action and the 
choice to continue using it during a conflict. Thus, the principled- 
pragmatic issue could productively be treated as a research question, 
asking what normative motivations are held by people who engage in 
nonviolent forms of struggle. The same question could be stated as a 
testable proposition, as follows: "An attitude of nonviolence (such as 
bearing no ill will towards one's adversary) is necessary for nonvio- 
lent action to occur!' 

Shifting from making an assumption to stating a researchable 
problem encourages refinement of the concepts necessary for a theory 
of nonviolent action. It also generates a series of additional research 
questions. For example: How, if at all, does the presence of an attitude 
of nonviolence contribute to achieving the actors' objectives in various 
conflicts? How do different culturally specific meanings of nonviolence 
affect the choices of methods of nonviolent action? How are these 
meanings used to motivate action in different contexts? Dajani, for 
example, has found that for the Palestinians of the West Bank, the term 
nonviolence implies submissiveness (Transforming Struggle 1992123). 
As a result, many kinds of resistance by Palestinians to the conditions 
of Israeli occupation in the West Bank before ,the Intifadah were 
innovated under the slogan sumud, or "stand fast." According to 
Dajani, sumud implies unyielding resistance and steadiness in the 
struggle, expressed in methods quite like those termed nonviolent 
action here. 

The technique approach broadens the range of motivations and 
attitudes that can be considered, such as political or ideological beliefs, 
perceptions of the relative costs and benefits of participation, and 
dispositions toward particular leaders or away from the existing so- 
cial and political system. Consequently, it could give us a better 
understanding of one of the key components of nonviolent action- 
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the individual's choice to participate in collective action. Friedman, 
for example, has looked at individual propensity to participate in a 
strike from the rationalchoice perspective (Friedman 1983, while 
other studies of collective violence and social movements have inves- 
tigated the same question at a more highly aggregated level (see 
Zimmerman 1983). We note, however, that these studies have pro- 
ceeded without making the character of the behavior-nonviolent 
action as such-the analytical focus. A theory informed by the tech- 
nique approach would direct research toward longitudinal, cross- 
sectional, or cross-cultural comparative studies that recognized this 
key feature of movements of protest and defiance. 

Another assumption that needs to be critically assessed is the 
belief that highly centralized and charismatic leadership is indispens- 
able in nonviolent action. Charismatic figures such as Gandhi, King, 
and Mandela dominate the image of nonviolent action and seem to 
give credence to this view. In addition, the thought of Gandhi and 
King and their ideas on the nature, motives, and effects of nonviolent 
action (on safyugraha and disinterested love of the adversary, for ex- 
ample) hold an almost indisputable truth value. Yet when their ideas 
are doubted or disputed, the larger body of practices they are taken to 
represent is also thrown into doubt. 

Clearly, the practices of a great leader are but one part of a broader 
body of technique. It would be poor empirical work to verify or falsify 
the entire phenomenon on an assessment of one or two cases. This 
conception defines nonviolent action as practically coextensive with 
movements led by the best-known leaders. The more diverse and 
extensive human experience with these methods is ignored. Likewise, 
in a reversal of this same trend of thought, the movements for Indian 
independence and civil rights in the United States finally become seen 
as either historically and culturally unique or the opposite--as stan- 
dards against which all cases are to be compared. (An example of this 
last point is the comparison between the South African anti-apartheid 
struggle and the civil rights movement, a comparison understandably 
annoying to South Africans.) 

A more productive research approach would identify and inves- 
tigate the tasks of leadership in nonviolent movements, varying types 
of organization, differing means of recruitment, or varied communi- 
cations systems. In this context, the particular roles of Gandhi or King 
could be analyzed as representing types of leadership models, and the 
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organizational milieu in which they operated could be better under- 
stood. The comparative questions for research, then, would address 
the presence or absence of particular qualities of effective leadership 
that these men demonstrated. The objed of comparative research 
would then expand to include movements without apparent leader- 
ship, or without charismatic leadership, and would assess the condi- 
tions under which various forms might be effective. 

A third common assumption in research on nonviolent action 
relates to how some thinkers and activists have traced the process by 
which nonviolent action achieves change. One argument proceeds 
something like this: first, the nonviolent challenge engages activists in 
the voluntary acceptance of suffering (because they experience repres- 
sion); second, their suffering creates moral contradictions and ten- 
sions among the adversaries; and third, the contradictions are 
resolved by a change of minds and hearts in the adversaries, leading 
to closer understanding and reconciliation of groups. In the literature, 
the process is sometimes called moral suasion and its results termed 
the mechanism of conversion. However, changesof mind and heart or 
reconciliation constitute only one of several potential mechanisms of 
change. Lakey (1968) and Sharp (1973, 1990) suggest other mecha- 
nisms of change, which broaden the focus of research. Arguably "con- 
version" of opponents (including change in beliefs and attitudes 
toward nonviolent actionists initiated by the effects of self-suffering) 
is one way in which change might be achieved. If conflict is viewed as 
a clash of power relations and interests, however, changes might 
equally be achieved through agreement based upon self-interest or 
even forceful coercion of the opponent. In Sharp's terms, settlements 
would be one kind of "accommodation" and compulsion-when an 
opponent really has no choices left-an example of nonviolent "coer- 
cion" or even of "disintegration." As in other research issues men- 
tioned, the technique approach accepts the potential validity of the 
conversion hypothesis, but enables researchers to construct research- 
able and testable questions about it. Empirical evidence of conversion, 
in other words, must be weighed against evidence of other mecha- 
nisms of change, which may operate independently or in conjunction 
with conversion. Similarly, such a set of research questions profitably 
draws upon work in conflict resolution, negotiation, and the social 
psychology of collective learning, attitude change, and bargaining 
(see Bond 1992 for a brief survey of these literatures). 
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In concluding this section, we turn our attention from the problem 
of "red herrings" to consider sources of insight neglected in studies of 
nonviolent action. (See Ackerman and Kruegler 1994 for an extended 
discussion of these problems in the literature.) As implied by the 
comments above, we believe that students of nonviolent action have 
viewed their topic in isolation from other empirical and theoretical 
traditions, especially in the social sciences, and have not drawn ad- 
equately on them. 

The assumptions of the technique approach can and should be 
posed as testable propositions if they are to be the basis of a coherent 
research program. For example, the belief that nonviolent action, as a 
behavioral phenomenon in conflicts, is global, trans-historical and 
crosscultural can be treated as a proposition for investigation. Put as 
a question, what is the global distribution of nonviolent action? If the 
proposition is largely confirmed by systematic empirical research, the 
problem then is to explain why this should be so. Sharp's arguments 
about the nature of power (1973,1990) offer one set of explanations. 
There may be others. If the record shows significant variation across 
cultures or regions, the challenge becomes explaining those patterns. 
Variation might be explained by cultural differences, the structure of 
opportunities, levels of repression, or the nature of the particular 
conflicts. In any of these cases, treating nonviolent action as a distinc- 
tive class of behavior reveals aspects of conflicts that might normally 
be concealed, opens avenues for new inquiries, and permits construct- 
ing hypotheses and testable questions. 

Social-science studies of political protest, collective violence, and 
social movements also generate potential avenues for research with 
direct relevance to the field of nonviolent action. McAdam (Bond, 
Markley, and Vogele 1992) points out that collective action began to be 
treated some years ago as intentional, purposive activity, rather than 
collective irrationality or mob behavior. (See also Tilly 1978; Gamson 
1990; and McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald 1988 for surveys of relevant 
concepts.) 

These studies focus on movements themselves (or discrete aspects 
of the movements) as the objects of study. Many such movements 
have used methods of nonviolent action in their repertoire of political 
activism. Indeed, several of the research interests of social movement 
studies and nonviolent action are parallel, including organization, 
leadership, mobilization, and motivation, for example (Pagnucco, 
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Smith, and Crist 1992). Research on the technique of nonviolent action 
might examine the proposition suggested by resource mobilization 
approaches that the effectiveness of nonviolent action depends on the 
level and nature of "resources" (social, political, and material) that can 
be commanded by actionists, relative to the power resources of the 
opponent. A question of this kind is entirely consistent with Sharp's 
emphasis on nonviolent action as a struggle over the control of power 
(1973, ch. 1,2) and his concept of the "loci of power'' (1990). 

To summarize the discussion in the preceding pages, we have 
argued that the technique approach to the study of nonviolent action 
provides the framework for a research program that differs in signifi- 
cant ways from what has gone before. It permits the integration of 
propositions from the current literature on nonviolent action into a 
coherent whole and offers a standpoint from which to criticize and 
possibly reject the received wisdom. Likewise, as we can only briefly 
explore here, it can incorporate related theory and research in a way 
consistent with the norms of social-science research. Articulating and 
testing the central hypotheses of a nascent theory of nonviolent action 
would itself be a significant achievement. Several issues remain to be 
addressed, however, including the selection of appropriate methods 
and the definition of variables. We turn to these matters next. 

Toward a Program of Research 

Like most scholars, researchers planning to work on nonviolent action 
usually find a project that interests them in itself and that addresses 
some question they consider worth answering. Often, the research 
questions are suggested by the topic. For example, a scholar might 
notice that nonviolent action occurs in a region or an era that he or she 
is interested in, and this might spark research to explore its extent and 
signifi~ance.~ This can be a fruitful approach, as Patricia Parkrnan 
(1988) showed when she reconstructed several episodes of nonviolent 
struggle in twentieth-century Latin America and discovered that they 
shared many common features that demonstrated a pattern of civic 
resistance. In effect, Parkman used the concept of methods, along with 
"resistance" and "movements," to discover episodes of nonviolent 
action. 
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Approaching the research task this way, of course, does not ad- 
dress research questions explicitly suggested by the concepts and 
theories of nonviolent action. It does not test theory, but makes its 
contribution by adding new insights or by asking new questions. 
There are some difficulties associated with building concepts from the 
accumulation of case studies. First, it is not easy to specify the dimen- 
sions on which the settings of cases are similar or different. It is more 
common to focus on the differences between cases ("China is just not 
like Poland) without attempting to determine how these differences. 
are significant for the outcomes of nonviolent struggle (see also Smith 
1990 for a comment on representativeness of cases). Second, the accu- 
mulation of theory from features of case studies has been 
unsystematic. There is a lack of clarity in the terminology, its intended 
meaning, and the objectives of criticizing the theory.3 The result is a 
piecemeal approach that adds to the theoretical literature from in- 
sights based on specific cases. 

The case study-theory dichotomy implies alternative methods of 
theory construction. In one of these, the case study method would be 
undertaken in a more explicitly theoretical way. Historical and obser- 
vational studies of a single case or a small number of cases could 
deliberately be set up in order to draw out generalizations and propo- 
sitions. The variables of interest would be determined mostly by 
features of the cases, the nature of the evidence and possible findings, 
and personal theoretical interests of the researcher. In a sense, an 
interest in the case or episode would still come first for the investigator 
and the enterprise of building a theory or field would be secondary. 

A theory-driven research enterprise differs because questions are 
defined as part of a project of testing, criticizing, and expanding a 
body of knowledge that stands on its own. Although the theory of 
nonviolent action has limits in its ability to state important generali- 
zations, it contains perspectives and propositions capable of being 
refined and tested systematically. Increasing the rigor of research 
questions formulated to test propositions derived from the theory 
itself is insufficient, however, if it does not rest on careful consider- 
ation of the strengths and weaknesses of the knowledge already pro- 
duced. A research program impelled by the insights in the theory, 
aware of its gaps and absences, and aimed at developing and testing 
theory, is the unexplored alternative in the study of nonviolent action. 
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Taking this course would quickly raise three questions. What do 
researchers in the field need to know? Where are they likely to find it? 
And how do they organize research around concepts? Answering the 
first question requires a thorough critique of the theoretical and em- 
pirical basis of current knowledge. Review and reconsideration of the 
theory of nonviolent action to answer this question has a fourfold aim: 
(a) to identify the strongly supported areas in the theory, (b) to iden- 
tify the poorly supported areas, (c) to identify the missing areas, and 
(d) to criticize and develop the conceptual framework. As should be 
evident from the discussion so far, the theory of nonviolent action has 
not yet been subject to discussion, criticism, and development of this 
kind by a group of committed scholars. As such a critique begins, its 
objective must be the development of a fully specified explanatory 
theory of nonviolent action. 

Empirical knowledge in the field represents a similar problem and 
a similar set of tasks. Reinvigorated empirical work must employ a 
research strategy of identifying nonviolent action by its manifest fea- 
tures, by the methods, to reveal more about the nature and dynamics 
of nonviolent action. The unsystematic nature of data collection about 
episodes of nonviolent struggle obviously has left the field without 
any defensible idea of the actual extent of nonviolent action in history. 
Because of this, an empirical basis on which to build a theory and a 
field of study is deficient in two particular areas. One of these is 
precise evidence of the incidence, prevalence, distribution, and xope 
of nonviolent action. As suggested previously, we do not know if the 
incidence of nonviolent action is high or low as a general feature of 
conflict, although we suspect it to be high. Likewise, we do not know 
precisely whether certain cultural settings or certain social, political, 
and economic relationships alone give rise to nonviolent action, and 
we cannot determine this without knowledge of its prevalence and 
distribution in various contexts. 

Closely related to these areas of ignorance is the absence of theo- 
retically informed inquiry into the emergence and change of the phe- 
nomenon. That is, researchers have yet to explore carefully how 
nonviolent action originates, either in world history or in specific 
conflicts. It is evident, for example, that certain methods of nonviolent 
action were used in antiquity, such as international economic sanc- 
tions in the Athenian Empire (Hufbauer and Schott 1985) and collec- 
tive withdrawal in early Rome (Sharp 1973). It is not clear whether 
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such scattered observations demonstrate a history. It is evident that 
one particular Western example, the early phases of the American 
independence movement, involved some fairly conscious develop- 
ment of violence-free methods of protest, noncooperation, and inter- 
vention (McCarthy 1986). This implies that there is a history, but it has 
not been written. 

Nonviolent action may arise within certain cultures because of 
traditions or ideologies of some sort. Huxley (19901, for example, 
traces the impetus and much of the form of nonviolent opposition 
against the absorption of Finland into the Russian Empire to Finnish 
intellectuals' participation in a European school of constitutional 
"passive resistance." However, nonviolent action may also be in- 
vented independently of traditions, perhaps because certain relation- 
ships give rise to the opportunity for nonviolent pressure and 
sanctioning. 

It is certainly possible that nonviolent action is an innovation that 
arose in a particular place and then was diffused to other settings by 
means of "carriers" and change agents. (We refer here to certain 
Western religious and civic traditions as expressed by Tolstoy and 
Thoreau "diffused" to Gandhi and rediffused, partly through reli- 
gious pacifists and social reformers, to Africa and back to the West.) 
It is equally possible that nonviolent action may be reinvented regu- 
larly, with or without knowledge of the traditions just named. Con- 
sider, for example, the apparent self-invention of tax boycotts in 
British colonial Nigeria by market women. These women built upon 
local methods of humiliating officials in shaping their challenge to 
new taxes, but they also appear to have invented the tax boycott 
spontaneously (Mba 1982). 

Reliable answers to the questions just discussed cannot be found 
without extensive research into the incidence, prevalence, distribu- 
tion, and scope of nonviolent action. Precise evidence of the incidence 
of nonviolent action and processes of its origination cannot be col- 
lected without theoretically-informed research protocols. These proto- 
cols must include agreed-upon standards for defining and identifying 
nonviolent action, formulating significant research questions, and 
developing methods for determining the course and conduct of non- 
violent action in a given case or across a sweep of cases. 

Lastly, nonviolent action can be viewed as a dependent variable 
or as an independent variable, depending on whether the researcher 
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is oriented toward its causes or purposes. Causal questions might be 
cast in this way: if Sharp's (1973) dependence theory of power is 
correct, does it imply that nonviolent action occurs only where there 
is substantial day-today interdependence between partisans and ad- 
versaries and therefore that nonviolent action is caused by specific 
sorts of strains in those relationships? Or does nonviolent action occur 
where the cost-benefit relationship between ruler and ruled (in which 
the ruled accept domination) is altered by the degradation of regime 
authority or an increase in regime exactions (cf. Levi 1983)? Purposive 
questions, on the other hand, would be more concerned with con- 
sciousness, intent, and agency. They would explore, for example, 
variation in the role and nature of explicitness in groups1 formulations 
of nonviolent action; in the knowledge of technique, planning, and 
strategy; or in the forms of strategic consciousness specific to indi- 
vidual cases. Defining nonviolent action as an independent variable 
would also focus the researcher on measures of outcomes, such as 
factors leading to effectiveness or to changes in systems in which 
nonviolent action was used. The distinction between causal and pur- 
posive of course does not mean that researchers focus on only one 
dimension. They will most often find themselves studying both causes 
and strategies, particularly in case studies. 

Formulating research 
In choosing directions for research, three options face the field. Re- 
search could speak to main lines of argument in the existing literature, 
it could specialize further to be dictated by central sub-areas and 
specialized literatures, or it could be theory driven. The obvious dif- 
ficulty of taking the first path is to determine precisely the 'literature" 
in question, and thus its strengths and shortcomings. For example, 
authors often contrast "principled" and "pragmatic" nonviolence or 
nonviolent action, as mentioned earlier (Stiehm 1968). The distinction 
itself is not entirely clear, but implies that the motive for which nonvio- 
lent action is undertaken (ethical commitment or pragmatism) is a 
significant, perhaps causal, factor in its conduct and outcome. From 
this point of view, a text on nonviolent action can be read from an a 
priori viewpoint assuming that a central role for ethical motives is 
there even when it is not explicit. In the absence of an explanatory 
theory, this option is as good as any, despite the fact that a researcher 
may not believe that the principled-pragmatic dichotomy played a 
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role. This argues against putting some 'literature" on nonviolent 
action in a central place until it has been more carefully and theoreti- 
cally defined. 

Secondly, other scholarship concerned with much the same ques- 
tions addressed here has developed independently from any research 
on "nonviolent action." Researchers in these fields have perspectives, 
methods, and theories that have little to do with the presumed main- 
stream of nonviolent action. Most impressive among these are studies 
of labor strikes and lockouts. This international body of work has 
methods for measuring the incidence of strikes in various countries 
and for relating incidence to structural factors in the society and 
economy, bolstered by theories that relate the causes and duration of 
strikes to economic and other factors. This literature is significant for 
the study of nonviolent action in that it has explored the importance 
of labor organizations as struggle organizations, the strike as a sanc- 
tion in an interactive context, and the strategies of antagonists 
(Batstone, Boraston, and Frenkel 1978; Knowles 1952; Barbash 1956; 
Mullins 1980). 

International economic sanctions studies similarly have been con- 
ducted with little concern for the issues that characterize research on 
nonviolent action, but with burdens of their own. The challenge for 
researchers here is that they are expected to come to some conclusions 
about how and why (or if) these sanctions work (Hufbauer and Schott 
1985; Licklider 1988; Khan 1989). The development of clear ideas and 
findings on nonviolent struggle may have something to add to the 
debate about international sanctions, especially as they resemble other 
nonviolent sanctions. 

Only recently have the perspectives of nonviolent action studies 
in general been applied to a specific area (cf. Lofland 1985). One 
example of this is a study of consumer boycotts by Smith (1990), which 
draws on Sharp (1973) in developing its analysis and argument. This 
reveals that the theory of nonviolent action can make an independent 
contribution, rather than being dependent upon the findings of others. 
This in turn suggests that research choices can productively be driven 
by theory. That is, nonviolent action theory specifies that certain 
relationships among the variables in conflicts should be significant in 
certain ways regardless of what specific methods of nonviolent action 
the activists use and regardless of their precise motives in using them. 
Factors such as mass and dispersion of participants, the adversary's 
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capacity for repression, control of resources by actors, loci of power, 
and the like ought in principle to be definable, measurable, and to 
correlate in identifiable ways. Of course, theory in its current state 
quite likely would not provide a very precise guide to formulating 
questions or to predicting findings. The great likelihood is that the 
theory will undergo substantial modification, but this points up even 
more tellingly the necessary relation between theory building and the 
research process. 

New research questions 
The burden of the relationship between theory and research in studies 
of nonviolent action must shift from theory that only responds to the 
findings of researchers to theory that suggests research questions. 
Research questions will need to meet several requirements if they are 
to contribute to the development and testing of theory. 

First, an adequate research question in the field ought to focus on 
variables that are significant in the literature on nonviolent action, 
rather than some other theory. It goes without saying that conflict 
studies in general, work by political scientists on the correlates of 
disruptive political activity, or by sociologists on collective action and 
resource mobilization must be understood by those who contribute to 
studies of nonviolent action. Making a contribution to debates in those 
fields, however, often implies working with a different set of factors 
than those nonviolent action studies focus on. While no radical sepa- 
ration is necessary, it should be clear that these disparate literatures 
find differing issues to be important. 

Second, an important research question states and tests a relation- 
ship among significant variables within the context of struggle. For 
example, the theory of nonviolent action suggests that the use of 
nonviolent means is a "choice" that is stimulated in part by opportu- 
nities in the structure of the conflict. In other words, nonviolent action 
is an affirmative choice of methods, tactics, or strategy deemed appro- 
priate to the objective. In this sense, the theory predicts that, in the 
maprity of cases, self-restraint or refraining from violence as a central 
motive will be a secondary factor in the "'choice" of nonviolent action. 
Implicitly, propositions such as this one can be tested. If properly 
formulated, research should be able to identify the relationship be- 
tween the selection of means and objectives, assuming that the data 
exist. This idea that choice relative to objectives is the principle of 
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selection in most cases may indeed be false and in need of modifica- 
tion or ultimately rejected. 

Third, a research question formulated at one level of generaliza- 
tion should aid in the forming of questions at another, preferably more 
general, level. McCarthy (1983b), for example, compares certain dy- 
namics of extended nonviolent challenges and offers propositions 
about how protracted challenges result in the development of institu- 
tions of struggle. Fourth and last, a set of challenging research ques- 
tions can encourage researchers to tap data sources not previously 
made useful to this field in an explicit and informed fashion. As 
suggested previously, methodological and research competence has 
not been a primary feature of intellectual training in this field. Train- 
ing nonviolent action researchers to do the job of research well also 
ought to lead toward broadening the range of data sources that they 
are prepared to handle, from public records in many languages, to 
social surveys, to more sophisticated approaches to data collection 
and analysis. 

Abandoning unproductive research areas 
Because asking new research questions is vital if nonviolent action 
studies are going to grow, it is necessary to rethink the relationship 
between today's work and its historical roots. In brief, we know today 
about nonviolent struggle largely because Thoreau, Tolstoy, Gandhi, 
and others made it an intellectual as well as a political issue. Yet 
clearly each worked in a setting where political commitment, ethics 
and values, and effective political practice (for Gandhi, anyway) were 
equally compelling problems. 

Since we know that values, commitment, and effective practice 
are contingent and variable aspects of actual struggle, it is important 
to distinguish the falsifiable propositions in writings on ethics and 
practice from the ethical views themselves. For example, a recent 
anthology contains selections on nonviolence and nonviolent action 
under the title "Nonviolence in Theory and Practice" (Holmes 1990). 
The editor implies that the views of Thoreau, Tolstoy, Gandhi, and 
others are the "theory" of which episodes of nonviolent action are the 
"practice." In the first place, as discussed at the Wnn ing  of this 
essay, this position cannot be presumed but must be presented as a 
statement open to support or contradiction by evidence. Secondly, 
what part of these views is the theory? In Thoreau's famous essay on 
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resistance to civil government (1973 [18481), for example, is the 
"theory" his view on political obligation or his ideas on the friction 
created by an uncooperative minority? Thoreau makes both ethical- 
philosophical and practical claims, but only the latter can be held up 
to the light of evidence. 

Reconsidering the history of nonviolent action also suggests 
change in the method of choosing cases to study. A recurring idea in 
the literature on nonviolent action is that certain cases are important, 
either because of the actors involved, because they are well-known, or 
because they represent a famous victory. Consequently, many publi- 
cations include exemplary case sketches, but ones that lack enough 
detail to be instructive. Case studies are often presented to prove that 
nonviolent action is "possible," especially in a repressive regime, or to 
show the courage or commitment of the protestors. It would be wrong 
to say that these reasons are foolish or that they have served no 
purpose in education about nonviolent action, but the repetition has 
itself become a problem. As Ceadel(1980) points out in studying the 
work of Richard Gregg, the cumulative impression can undercut the 
claim that nonviolent action is a significant, worldwide phenomenon 
by making it appear that only very few, rather than many, cases exist. 
Thus this method has served its purpose and needs to be replaced by 
more nuanced and sophisticated case reports. We advocate that de- 
scriptive case studies should be placed second in importance to theory 
development. In this, case studies will contribute centrally to testing 
hypotheses, compelling researchers to clarify their concepts, and giv- 
ing evidence of the nature of previously unclear factors. 

Research and Accumulation of Knowledge 

We now turn to aspects of research that can contribute to a cumulative 
effect. The first is systematically emphasizing theorydriven research, 
while the second is the introduction of an explicitly comparative 
approach. Of course it is possible to do good work without referring 
to any theory, let alone the technique-approach theory discussed here. 
Likewise, many are genuinely ntore interested in phenomena of 
which nonviolent action is only a part, such as particular historical 
examples or current struggles, general process in conflict, the collapse 
of empires, democratization, civil society, ethnic and racial conflict, or 
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the like. The question is, how can communication among scholars and 
the weighing of contributions be accomplished without an effort to 
build an accessible body of theory? The basic categories of knowledge 
about nonviolent action are fairly well agreed upon, even though 
emphasis varies from person to person. Questions of why nonviolent 
action happens, how it operates, and what factors lead to which 
outcomes are basic to all approaches. Consequently, there does not 
need to be resistance to speaking a common theoretical language to 
explore these questions, nor to the view that generating and testing 
falsifiable propositions are at the heart of the research enterprise.' 
Institutionalization of theorydriven research means an agreement to 
join an interactive community of scholars willing to test one another's 
views and to achieve a common body of findings and ideas. 

Institutionalizing a comparative approach has a slightly different 
focus. As discussed above, case studies have contributed much to the 
growth of this field, despite their limitations. Case selection often 
seems to have been prompted by finding that the methods of nonvio- 
lent action have been used with some intensity and effect in a histori- 
cal example, which indeed fits the first criterion of the technique 
approach. The research process, however, has resulted in the accumu- 
lation of fads (rather than their interpretation) and on the unique 
features of any particular case. Relatively few case studies have been 
undertaken with a sense of how the processes they reveal compare 
with other cases or test propositions derived from the theory. 

A methodology of carefully structured comparative case studies 
can contribute significantly to development of a more adequately 
specified theory. The first task for researchers is to become more self- 
conscious about the theoretical assumptions they make in data collec- 
tion and analysis. As we have argued, sufficient research exists on 
nonviolent action and related phenomena to generate testable hypoth- 
eses rooted either in traditional approaches to the field or in newer 
integrative efforts. Case selection, therefore, must be made carefully 
and from the viewpoint of maximizing theory-construction and test- 
ing. 

Recalling the potential areas for research discussed above, an 
inquiry might identify several comparable cases of nonviolent action 
(comparable in terms of the stated goals of the actionists, the scope of 
participation, or some other variable) to examine structural conditions 
preceding those actions. Asking how different social, political, or 
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economic conditions related to similar outcomes might illuminate the 
dynamics of the emergence of nonviolent action. Similarly, a cross- 
cultural study of belief systems among nonviolent adionists could 
reveal key elements of individual motivations to participate. Any 
number of other investigations could be constructed, examining cen- 
tral problems related to an emergent theory of nonviolent action. 

This kind of comparative approach could be used, for example, to 
study resistance to Nazism in Europe during World War I1 or the 
recent transitions from state socialism and Soviet domination in East- 
em Europe. Nonviolent action, as the term is used here, was a key 
feature of resistance in both settings. In the Second World War, pro- 
tests, strikes, and noncooperation reached from the Netherlands, Den- 
mark, and Norway eastward as far as Bulgaria, and even within 
Germany itself (see Kershaw 1983; Semelin 1993; Stoltzfus 1993). Yet, 
evidently, the forms and level of repression, the objectives and out- 
comes, and the implications of these variations differ greatly from case 
to case. Some significant factors are quite evident, such as the 
unrelieved brutality with which Poles were treated, the sentence of 
death that hung over all Jews, and the limited but lethal violence that 
faced Norwegians. But how do these fit together with the causes, 
extent, conduct, and outcomes of the nonviolent resistance? 

Similarly, important questions can be addressed to the challenges 
and transitions of the 1970s and 1980s in eastern Europe. Here the 
comparative enterprise is shaped by the range of similarities and 
differences in each nation's confrontation with local state socialism 
and with the USSR of the Brezhnev and post-Brezhnev eras. What role 
did the accumulation of experience in nonviolent struggle play in 
these cases? To what extent did the building of organizations that 
could survive repression contribute to the expansion and outcome of 
the nonviolent challenge? What accounts for the decision of the re- 
gimes in Europe to avoid the "Chinese solution1' of mass repression, 
as had been employed earlier in Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Po- 
land? Is it enough simply to say that the threat of Soviet intervention 
shaped the outcomes of the earlier years, while the later absence of 
credible threat determined the fall of client states? If some of these 
questions could be answered comparatively, they would point toward 
theoretical relationships testable in cases where there are less manage- 
able similarities and differences. Both of the settings just discussed 
compel researchers to ask the same question: to what extent is the 
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outcome of nonviolent struggle determined by the presence of a large, 
potentially aggressive, nondemocratic state and its range of tolerance 
in the field of play? 

If broader questions about how nonviolent action operates are to 
be answered adequately, they must be answered under as varied a set 
of circumstances as possible. This is implicitly comparative. More- 
over, comparative research must itself be related to the theoretical 
basis of the field. It must inform theory and be informed by theory. In 
short, as discussed in the previous section, research on cases needs to 
be framed in terms that make it useful to other students of nonviolent 
action. This will happen only if case studies are informed by a com- 
parative and theoretical consensus on what issues are important. 

Collecting data that speak to the hau aspect of nonviolent action 
will contribute toward comparability and allow the researcher who 
undertakes a case study to contribute to building a field. A variety of 
models for analyzing and classifying the elements of a conflict may be 
helpful in this research (e.g., Tilly 1978; Kriesberg 1982). Here, we 
suggest the following scheme as organizing rules to guide the collec- 
tion of descriptive data in a focused case study. First, a case study 
should include the structural and contextual factors which form the 
background of action (these may be treated as causal factors in other 
literatures). Population, social and economic stratification, racial and 
ethnic mix and the history of conflict or accommodation among 
groups, the economy and its performance (including relative perfor- 
mance for various sectors), location in the international system, re- 
gime type, and the like are clearly such factors. Certain not-soevident 
factors are also of interest as structural and contextual factors, such as 
those conditions that are conducive to or limit the creation of solidar- 
ity and a common sensibility among the populations disposed to 
conflict. Some of these factors are specific to a given case, such as the 
often-noted role of the African-American church in the civil rights 
movement (Morris 1984). Other factors are more general, such as the 
discovery by social movements researchers that associational bonds 
are related to participation in collective action (McAdam 1988; Useem 
1980). 

Second, a case study should stress the conduct of nonviolent 
action itself and the factors that motivate, inform, and maintain it. The 
technique approach to nonviolent action is concerned with the ques- 
tion of haw action is taken as much as why it is taken. Collecting 
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descriptive data on the huw question begins with the sources of a 
group's knowledge of nonviolent action. This includes what they call 
it (which may well not be "nonviolent action"), what they believe it to 
consist of, and why. It also includes what can roughly be called the 
strategic consciousness, consisting of the action group's awareness of 
the conflict and what it is about, their sense of the adversary and its 
likely response, their orientation toward third parties, possible open- 
ings for the employment of nonviolent means, selection and employ- 
ment of particular methods, and the sense (if there is one) of the 
process by which their own use of nonviolent action may bring about 
some or all of their objectives. Formal and informal organization, 
leadership, internal social control, efforts to keep discipline if relevant, 
and similar variables are also of significance. 

The third set of variables are factors describing the course o f  interac- 
tion during conflict. Seen from the how point of view, the course of 
nonviolent collective action is a sequence of reciprocal efforts on the 
part of each party to modify the behavior of the other party while 
limiting the effects of the others' actions. A central task of descriptive 
case research on nonviolent action is to detail, insofar as possible, the 
actions taken by each side against the other and their effects on the 
opposing party. (See McAdam 1983 and Ackerman and Kruegler 
1994.) 

The sequence of tactical interactions is, of course, bounded and 
modified by factors that neither antagonist can readily control. These 
factors include structural aspects of the relationship between the par- 
ties, but also involve crises that occur within a campaign of action as 
a result of economic or political collapse, natural disasters such as 
earthquakes or floods, or collective action that goes seriously awry. 
For example, massacres are often crisis points in campaigns, as they 
were in Boston, Massachusetts in 1770, Amritsar, India in 1919, and 
Sharpeville, South Africa, in 1960. (See Datta 1969 and Fein 1977 on the 
Amritsar's Jallianwalla Bagh Massacre, and on the concept of crises in 
conflicts, McCarthy 1983a.) Crises are points at which challenging 
groups must respond and respond to some effect, or face dissolution 
and loss. 

The fourth set of factors needed to establish a comparative basis 
for work on nonviolent action are outcome measures. These break down 
into two types: description of the actual outcomes of struggle and 
assessment of the reasons why these outcomes occurred. Both of these 
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are notoriously difficult tasks and are fraught with much greater 
problems of analysis than any of the points already discussed. In the 
matter of actual outcomes, it has been traditional to assess the results 
either as "success" or as "failure." From the viewpoint of comparative 
research, this is vague and does not exhaust the possibilities. As a 
practical matter, action groups regularly fail to achieve precisely what 
they set out to achieve (if indeed they know exactly what that is), but 
is this evidence of "failure?" Likewise, in many cases, the relative 
effects of a given campaign cannot be fully assessed until some years 
have passed. 

Some researchers suggest that actors have the single privileged 
viewpoint from which to answer this question, but even this requires 
a nuanced method of reconstructing what the actors' positions are. 
Groups may evaluate outcomes on different scales, involving the 
accomplishment of concrete goals and changes or the experience of 
participating in rewarding, emotionally significant activities and rela- 
tionships. These somewhat divergent senses of the term "successful" 
may both be among the actors' objectives. Even in a losing cause there 
may be "compensatory values" (Hiller 1928:212) that make the 
struggle successful as an experience. Sometimes this distinction is 
phrased as a contrast between instrumental and consummatory be- 
havior; between action taken for a goal and that taken for the emo- 
tional experiences it brings. This distinction itself may fail to recognize 
the importance of social relationships formed during action as a 
source of objective change, as research on the life course of activists 
(McAdarn, McCarthy, and Zald 1988) suggests. 

It is for these reasons that we advocate an approach that describes 
and assesses outcomes rather than attributing success or failure as 
such. Gamson (1990) measured outcomes only at the end of a "chal- 
lenge," as he called it. The wisdom of this course for researchers on 
nonviolent action is shown by the variety of judgments on the "fail- 
ure" of Solidarity published between the declaration of martial law 
and the movement's reemergence. Just as an adequate description of 
the course of action would attempt to develop measures of, for ex- 
ample, the cost of a given action/counteraction for the group it was 
aimed at, objective measures of outcomes are also necessary. One 
example might be measures of inclusion in the polity (Tilly 1978, 
Gamson 1990) such as receiving voting rights, holding office, consti- 
tutional and legal modifications, or perhaps changes in economic 
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position as defined by labor contracts, wage scales, or other economic 
rights. Grosser measures of relative success or failure as judged by the 
achievement of stated goals may be necessary in quantitative analysis 
where higher levels of aggregation are needed, which should be pos- 
sible to derive from a well-grounded and sensitive description. (See 
also Pagnucco, Smith, and Crist 199230-33.) 

Theory Development and Field Building 

In writing of the "field" of nonviolent action, we refer to something 
that exists in its potential, but not in reality. Nowhere is this more 
noticeable than in the absence of a sustained effort to create a commu- 
nity of researchers who take inspiration from the technique approach. 
Studies of progress in research and theory development point to the 
importance of invisible colleges, groups of researchers who work 
apart from each other, but who share an understanding of the prob- 
lems that need to be solved and the working assumptions that help 
solve them. The absence of this important condition for the advance- 
ment of knowledge must be sobering to students of nonviolent action. 
Good research and good theory can be done and are done in this field 
of study, but they do not accumulate, do not challenge mixoncep 
tions, and do not grow as they can and should. Thus, while one task 
of this essay is to encourage the building of theory and research, 
another is to call for the creation of an effective and self-sustaining 
research field that attracts and supports good workers. Neither of 
these will be accomplished without a clear exposition of the logic and 
necessity of intellectual work in this area. 

What are the next steps in developing a theory that can guide 
research in the field of nonviolent action? Developing an explicit 
theoretical model of the technique approach first requires an uncom- 
promising and thorough criticism of the ideas that now exist. Rule 
(1988:230-38) suggests how factors need to "connect" in an explana- 
tory theory. A "model of theory and explanation" in social research, 
he argues, must first "identify connections linking empirically 
falsifiable properties of social data." These "empirical connections" 
form the "bases for explanation." The task of a theoretical model of 
nonviolent action is: (1) to propose connections between ideas about 
nonviolent action and things that researchers can observe and (2) to do 
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this in such a way that the ideas tell us in advance how to recognize 
the observables when we see them. Theory is not a secondary or 
residual category of thought that can be easily dispensed with because 
it is theory that tells the researcher what to look for. 

A theoretical critique of the technique approach to nonviolent 
action would begn with a careful reading of the works containing the 
essential features of this model. Its aim would be to reveal the assump- 
tions, beliefs, propositions, hypotheses, and proposed generalizations 
contained in these views. This review and criticism would carefully 
specify the assumptions shared by all or most researchers in the field 
and distinguish them from assumptions held by certain researchers 
but not others. The (undoubtedly many) logical failings and gaps in 
the model would need to be drawn out. This would allow researchers 
to examine the core assumptions to see if they are relatively parsimo- 
nious. It would also help to avoid redundancy and inconsistency, 
unnecessary assumptions, research questions masquerading as as- 
sumptions, and assumptions about other phenomena improperly in- 
cluded in the nonviolent action inventory. , 

Accomplishing this task would make it possible to move toward 
stating a theoretical model that would explicate the central assump 
tions necessary for the explanation of nonviolent action and state the 
central concepts unique to this field in a logically adequate and precise 
way. 

Our final, and perhaps most pressing, recommendation in this 
essay is for a serious effort to inventory the propositions stated in the 
theory of nonviolent action, subjjt them to criticism, and restate the 
theory in a fully specified form that can support coming decades of 
research on this important aspect of group conflict. 

Twenty years have passed since Gene Sharp published The Politics of 
Nonviolent Action. This work inspired the beginnings of a complete 
reevaluation of what nonviolent action is all about. From the assump 
tion that it was the application of philosophical nonviolence in the 
political realm, researchers have moved far towards considering it a 
steady and significant feature of much human action that involved 
protest, sanctions, and pressure. But the "field" of work implied by 
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these observations remains more potential than actual. 
We believe that researchers on nonviolent action can and will 

make it clear that their perspective must be addressed when research 
on human conflicts is done. There is an enormous amount to be done 
and twenty more years should not pass until it is accomplished. 

The task of criticizing the theory as it now stands and creating a 
renewed, fully specified, and research-oriented explanatory theory of 
nonviolent action is a pressing need and it is one that can be accom- 
plished. We call on researchers that wish to contribute to this effort to 
join together and carry this out. They must speak with one another 
face to face, argue their differences, and identify points of consensus. 
They must be prepared for the likelihood that cherished beliefs may 
not bear scrutiny, but they must also have hope that their shared work 
can establish nonviolent action as a field of knowledge of essential 
importance for understanding human societies in conflict. 



Ackerman, Peter, and Christopher Kruegler. 1994. Strategic Nonviolent Con- 
flict: The Dynamics of People Power in the Twentieth Century. Westport, 
Conn.: Praeger. 

Ballou, Adin. 1846. Christian Non-Resistance in All its Important Bearings, Illus- 
trated and DejmW. Philadelphia, Pa.: J. Miller McKim. 

Barbash, Jack. 1956. The Practice of Unionism. New York: Harper & Brothers. 
Batstone, Eric, Ian Boraston, and Stephen Frenkel. 1978. The Social Orgnnization 

of Strika. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 
Bell, Inge P. 1968. CORE and the Strategy of Nonviolence. New York: Random 

House. 
Bond, Doug, Michelle Markley, and William Vogele, eds. 1992. "Nonviolent 

Sanctions Seminars Synopses, Spring 1992." Cambridge, Mass.: Program 
on Nonviolent Sanctions in Conflict and Defense, Center for International 
Affairs, Harvard University. 

Bond, Douglas G. 1992. "Research Issues and Explanatory Frameworks." Pp. 
55-63 in Transforming Struggle: Strategy and the Global Experience of Nonvio- 
lent Direct Action. Cambridge, Mass.: Program on Nonviolent Sanctions in 
Conflict and Defense, Center for International Affairs, Harvard Univer- 
sity. 

Bondurant, Joan. 1958. The Conquest of Conflict: The Gandhian Philosophy of 
Conflict. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. 

Case, Clarence Marsh. 1972 [1923]. Non-Violent Coercion: A Study in Methods of 
Social Pressure. New York: Garland. 

Ceadel, Martin. 1980. Pacifism in Britain, 1914-1945: The Dening of a Faith. 
Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

Datta, V.N. 1969. Jallianwalla Bagh. Ludhiana: Lyall Book Depot. 
Deutsch, Karl W., John Platt, and Dieter Senghaas. 1971. "Conditions Favoring 

Mapr Advances in Social Science." Science 171:450-59. 
Dhawan, Gopi Nath. 1962. The Political Philosophy of Mahatma Gandhi. 3d ed. 

Ahmedabad: Navajivan. 
Fein, Helen. 1977. Imprial Crime and Punishment: The Massacre at Jallianwalla 

Bagh and British Judgment, 1919-1920. Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press. 

Friedman, Deborah. 1983. 'Why Workers Strike. Individual Decisions and 
Structural Constraints." Pp. 250-83 in Michael Hechter, ed., The 
Microfoundatwns o f  Macrosociology. Philadelphia, Pa.: Temple University 
Press. 



32 References 

Gamson, William A. 1990. The Strategy of Social Protest. 2d ed. Belmont, Cal.: 
Wadsworth Publishing. 

Goodstein, Phil H. 1984. The Theory of the General Strike from the French Revo- 
lution to Poland. Boulder, Colo.: East European Monographs. 

Gregg, Richard B. 1936. Training for Peace: A Programme for Peace Workers. 
London: George Routledge & Sons. 

. 1966 [1935]. The Power of Nonviolence. 2d ed. New York: Schocken. 

. 1972 [1929]. The Psychology and Strafegy of Gandhi's Non-Violent Resis- 
tance. New York: Garland. 

Hall, Fred 5. 1898. Sympathetic Strikes and Sympathetic Lockouts. New York: 
Columbia University Press. 

Hiller, E.T. 1928. The Strike: A Study in Colledive Action. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 

Holmes, Robert L., ed. 1990. Nonviolence in Theory and Practice. Belmont, Cal.: 
Wadsworth Publishing. 

Hufbauer, Gary Clyde, and Jeffrey J. Schott. 1985. Economic Sanctions Reconsid- 
ered: History and Current Policy. Washington, D.C.: Institute for Interna- 
tional Economics. 

Hunt, James D. 1969. "Gandhi, Thoreau, and Adin Ballou." Journal of the 
Liberal Ministry 9:32-52. 

Huxley, Steven D. 1990. Constitutionalist Insurgency in Finland: Finnish "Passive 
Resistance" against Russification as a Case of Nonmilitary Struggle in the 
European Resistance Tradition. Helsinki: Societas Historica Findlandiae. 

Jackson, Michael P. 1987. Strikes. Sussex: Wheatsheaf 'Books. 
Kershaw, Ian. 1983. Popular Opinion and Political Dissent in the Third Keich: 

Bawria, 1933-1945. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
Khan, Haider Ali. 1989. The Political Economy o f  Sanctions against Apartheid. 

Boulder, Colo. and London: Lynne Rienner Publishers. 
Knowles, K.G.J.C. 1952. Strikes: A Study in Industrial Conflict: With Special 

Reference to British Experience between 1911 and 1945. Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell. 

Kriesberg, Louis. 1982. Social Conflicts. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall. 
Kripalani, J.B. 1969. Gandhi: His Life and Thought. New Delhi: Government of 

India, Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Publications Division. 
Lakey, George R. 1968. 'The Sociological Mechanisms of Non-Violent Ac- 

tion." Peace Research Reviews 2:1-98. 
Levi, Margaret. 1983. "The Predatory Theory of Rule." Pp. 216-49 in Michael 

Hechter, ed., The Minofoundations of Macrosociology. Philadelphia, Pa.: 
Temple University Press. 



Licklider, Roy. 1988. Political Power and the Arab Oil Weapon: The Experience of 
Five Industrial Nations. Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of 
California Press. 

Lofland, John D. 1985. Protest: Studies of Collective Behavior and Social Move- 
ments. New Brunswick, N.J. and Oxford: Transaction Books. 

Mba, Nina Emma. 1982. Nigerian Women Mobilized: Women's Political Activity 
in Southern Nigeria, 19&l-1965. Berkeley, Cal.: University of California 
Institute of International Studies. 

McAdam, Doug. 1983. 'Tactical Innovation and the Pace of Insurgency." 
Ammertcan Sociological Review 48:735-54. 

1 9 8 8 .  Freedom Summer. New York: Oxford University Press. 
McAdam, Doug, John D. McCarthy, and Mayer N. Zald. 1988. "Social Move- 

ments." Pp. 695-737 in Neil Smelser, d., Handbook of Sociology. Newbury 
Park, Cal.: Sage Publications. 

McCarthy, Ronald M. 1983a. The Political Economy of Commercial Resistance in 
Massachusetts, 1765-1775. Ph.D. diss., Brandeis University. 

. 1983b. "Institutional Development and Nonviolent Resistance." Re- 
search in Social Movements, Conflicts, and Change 5:75-98. 

. 1986. "Resistance Politics and the Growth of Parallel Government in 
America, 1765-1775." Pp. 472-525 in Conser, Walter H., Jr., Ronald M. 
McCarthy, David J. Toscano, and Gene Sharp, 4 s .  Resistance, Politics and 
the American Struggle for Independence, 1765-1775. Boulder, Colo.: Lynne 
Rienner. 

Morris, Aldon D. 1984. The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement: Black Commu- 
nities Organizing for Change. New York: Free Press. 

Mullins, Walter G. 1980. Strike Defense Manual. Houston, Tex.: Gulf. 
Pagnucco, Ron, Jackie Smith, and John T. Crist. 1992. "Social Movement 

Theory and the Comparative Study of Nonviolent Collective Action." 
Notre Dame, Ind.: Working Papers Series, Joan B. Kroc Institute for 
International Peace Studies, University of Notre Dame. 

Parkrnan, Patricia. 1988. Insurrectionary Civic Strikes in Latin America. Cam- 
bridge, Mass.: Albert Einstein Institution Monograph No. 1. 

Rule, James B. 1988. Theories of Civil Violence. Berkeley, Los Angeles, and 
London: University of California Press. 

Semelin, Jacques. 1993. Unarmed Against Hitlee Civilian Resistance in Europe, 
1939-1943. Westport, Conn. and London: Praeger. 

Sharp, Gene. 1973. The Politics of Nonviolent Action. Boston: Porter Sargent 
Publishers. 

1 9 8 5 .  National Security through Civilian-Based Defense. Omaha: Associa- 



tion for Transarmament Studies. 
1 9 9 0 .  'The Role of Power in Nonviolent Struggle." Cambridge, Mass.: 

Albert Einstein Institution Monograph No. 3. 
Shridharani, Krishnalal. 1939. War Without Violence: A Study of Gandhi's Methud 

and Its Accomplishments. New York: Harcourt, Brace. 
Smith, N. Craig. 1990. Morality and the Market: Consumer Pressure for Corporate 

Accountability. London and New York: Routledge. 
Stiehm, Judith. 1968. "Nonviolence is Two." Sociological Inquiry 3823-30. 
Stoltzfus, Nathan. 1993. "Social Limitations on the Naxi Dictatorship: The 

Rosenstrasse Protest and the Case of German-Jewish Intermarriage." 
Ph.D. diss., Haward University. 

Thoreau, Henry David. "Resistance to Civil Government." 1973 [18481. Pp. 63- 
80 in Henry David Thoreau. Reform Papers. Ed. Wendell Glick. Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press. 

Tilly, Charles. 1978. From Mobilization to h l u t i o n .  Reading, Mass.: Addison- 
Wesley. 

Transforming Struggle: Strategy and the Global Experience of Nonviolent Dired 
Adwn. 1992. Cambridge, Mass.: Program on Nonviolent Sanctions in 
Conflict and Defense, Center for International Affairs, Harvard Univer- 
sity. 

Useem, Bert. 1980. "Solidarity Model, Breakdown Model, and the Boston 
Anti-busing Movement." American Sociological Review 45:35749. 

Zielonka, Jan. 1989. Political Ideas in Contemporary Poland. Aldershot and 
Brookfield, Vt.: Avebury. 

Zimmerman, Ekkart. 1983. Political Violence, Crises, and h l u t i o n s :  Theories 
and Research. Boston: G.K. Hall. 



Notes 

1. Case mentions in the introduction that he had begun Non-Violent 
Coercion before the First World War as a dissertation on "the social psychology 
of passive resistance," meaning that he was not aware of Gandhi until after the 
war. 

2. Conser et al. (1986), for example, was inspired by Sharp's observation 
(1973:4) that "to an extent that has on the whole been ignored," the early 
stages of the American independence movement used "nonviolent resis- 
tance" and also by the many examples he uses from this movement to illus- 
trate nonviolent methods. The research question suggested by this was 
whether the examples revealed a significant patfern of nonviolent struggle. 

3. See Zielonka 1989: 116, note 53, for comments about what researchers 
ought to understand about nonviolent action as revealed by his work on the 
case of Polish Solidarity. 

4. Disagreement will continue, of course, where thinkers place a commit- 
ted view of nonviolence at the heart of the enterprise. 




