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A. Sources of power  

 If political power is not intrinsic to the power-holder, it follows that it 

must have outside sources. In fact, political power appears to emerge from 

the interaction of all or several of the following sources: 

 1. Authority The extent and intensity of the ruler’s authority among 

the subjects is a crucial factor affecting the ruler’s power.  

 Authority may be defined as the “. . . right to command and direct, to 

be heard or obeyed by others,”
10

 voluntarily accepted by the people and 

therefore existing without the imposition of sanctions. The possessor of 

authority may not actually be superior; it is enough that he be perceived and 

accepted as superior. While not identical with power, authority is 

nevertheless clearly a main source of power.  

 2. Human resources A ruler’s power is affected by the number of 

persons who obey him, cooperate with him, or provide him with special 

assistance, as well as by the proportion of such persons in the general 

population, and the extent and forms of their organizations.  

 3. Skills and knowledge The ruler’s power is also affected by the 

skills, knowledge and abilities of such persons, and the relation of their skills, 

knowledge and abilities to his needs.  

 4. Intangible factors Psychological and ideological factors, such as 

habits and attitudes toward obedience and submission, and the presence or 

absence of a common faith, ideology, or sense of mission, all affect the 

power of the ruler in relation to the people.  

 5. Material resources The degree to which the ruler controls property, 

natural resources, financial resources, the economic system, means of 

communication and transportation helps to determine the limits of his power.

 



PART ONE: POWER AND STRUGGLE 12 

 6. Sanctions The final source of a ruler’s power is the type and extent 

of sanctions at his disposal, both for use against his own subjects and in 

conflicts with other rulers.  

 As John Austin wrote, sanctions are “an enforcement of obedience,”
11

 

used by rulers against their subjects to supplement voluntary acceptance of 

their authority and to increase the degree of obedience to their commands. 

They may be violent or not; they may be intended as punishment or as 

deterrence. Citizens may sometimes apply sanctions against their 

governments or against each other (these will be discussed below). Still 

other sanctions may be applied by governments against other governments 

and may take a variety of forms, such as the breaking of diplomatic relations, 

economic embargoes, military invasions and bombings. Violent domestic 

sanctions, such as imprisonment or execution, are commonly intended to 

punish disobedience, not to achieve the objective of the original command, 

except insofar as such sanctions may inhibit future disobedience by other 

persons. Other violent sanctions sometimes, and most nonviolent sanctions 

usually, are intended to achieve the original objective; this is often the case 

in conventional war, strikes, political noncooperation and boycotts. 

Sanctions are usually a key element in domestic and international politics.  

It is always a matter of the degree to which some or all of these sources of 

power are present; only rarely, if ever, are all of them completely available 

to a ruler or completely absent. But their availability is subject to constant 

variation, which brings about an increase or decrease in the ruler’s power. 

Baron de Montesquieu observed that “those who govern have a power which, 

in some measure, has need of fresh vigor every day . . .”
12

  To the degree 

that the sources of power are available without limitation, the ruler’s power 

is unlimited. However, the opposite is also true: to the degree that the 

availability of these sources is limited, the ruler’s political power is also 

limited.
13
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C. Sharpening the focus for attack  

 

 Nonviolent action is a technique of struggle in which the participants 

are able to advance their cause in proportion to the degree that the 

opponent’s desire and ability to maintain the objectionable policy are 

weakened, and that the nonviolent group is able to generate the will and 

power to give it the internal strength to effect the change. The skillful choice 

of the point of attack is important in this connection. In intellectual 

arguments one often concentrates on the weakest links in the opponent’s 

case. In war, instead of attacking with equal force on the whole front 

simultaneously, one usually concentrates forces on what are believed to be 

the enemy’s weakest points in the belief that a breakthrough there will lead 

to a weakening or collapse of other sections of the front. So in a nonviolent 

struggle the nonviolent leadership will show wisdom in concentrating action 

on the weakest points in the opponent’s case, policy, or system. This will 

contribute to the maximum weakening of his relative position and the 

maximum strengthening of that of the nonviolent group.  

 In nonviolent action it is necessary to have a pivot point on which to 

place the lever which is to remove the evil. The selection of this pivot or is-

sue is very important for the whole consequent campaign. One does not, in 

Gandhi’s view, launch a nonviolent campaign for such general objectives as 

“peace,” “independence,” “freedom,” or “brotherhood.” “The issue must be 

definite and capable of being clearly understood and within the power of the 

opponent to yield.”
55

 In applying this technique of struggle under less than 

perfect conditions, success may depend, Miller writes, on “phasing strategy 

in such a way as to score a series of minor gains or to secure a single major 

victory in the most accessible sector, rather than trying for a cluster of major 

objectives at the same time.”
56

 Whether the specific objective(s) chosen is 

(are) highly limited or very ambitious will hinge in part on the nonviolent 

group’s assessment of its relative strength and capacity for action.  

 In a study of the defeated campaign in Albany, Georgia, in 1962, 

Professor Howard Zinn wrote:  

 

 There has been a failure to create and handle skillfully a set of dif-
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ferentiated tactics for different situations. The problem of desegregating 

Albany facilities involves various parties: some situations call for action by 

the city commission; some for decision by the Federal Courts; some for 

agreement with private businessmen. Moreover, there are advantages to 

singling out a particular goal and concentrating on it. This is an approach not 

only tactically sound for Negro protest but also creates a climate favorable to 

a negotiated solution. The community is presented with a specific concrete 

demand rather than a quilt of grievances and demands which smothers the 

always limited ability of societies to think rationally about their faults.
57

  

 Martin Luther King, Jr., reached a similar conclusion in the same case:  

. . . we decided that one of the principal mistakes we had made there was to 

scatter our efforts too widely. We had been so involved in attacking 

segregation in general that we had failed to direct our protest effectively to 

any one major facet. We concluded that in hard-core communities a more 

effective battle could be waged if it was concentrated against one aspect of 

the evil and intricate system of segregation.
58 

 

 Without question there were other serious causes of the Albany defeat, 

but those do not invalidate these observations.  

 Instead, then, of a campaign for some very general objective, Ebert 

writes: “In working out the staged plan, it is essential for the success of the 

campaign to find the correct point of attack or one flash-point among many 

in social relationships which symbolizes all the other conflicts.”
59

 In the 

Vykom campaign, sketched in Chapter Two, the issue was the right of 

people to use a road that led to their homes. In the 1930-31 independence 

movement the specific issue which initiated the campaign was that of the 

Salt Laws, which touched the lives of most of the people in India; other 

wider political aims were condensed into eleven demands.”
60

 

 This is not a matter of being moderate in one’s aims, but of 

concentrating one’s strength in ways which will make victory more likely. 

The planners choose the point of attack, the specific aspect of the general 

problem which symbolizes the “evil” which is least defensible by the 

opponent and which is capable of arousing the greatest strength against it. 

Success in such limited campaigns will in turn increase the self-confidence 

of the actionists
61

 and their ability to move effectively toward the fuller 

achievement of their larger objectives as they gain experience in the use of 

effective means of action to realize their aims. 
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 The choice of the point of attack requires considerable understanding 

and a keen perception of the total situation. Amiya Chakravarty has 

described very well Gandhi’s ability to combine short-run and long-run 

plans in the selection of a focal point for action. It sometimes happens, 

Chakravarty writes, that “in following one obvious remedial line we have hit 

upon a symptom which symbolizes, demonstrates and challenges a root 

situation.” A series of attacks on these points makes it possible to move 

“from one total situation to another.” The issue should be kept clear and 

clean, he continues, pointing out that, for example, segregation in opium 

parlors would be an erroneous choice as a point for attack on racial seg-

regation, while the right to pray in unsegregated churches “would be an issue 

of overwhelming convergence.” Repression against nonviolent actionists 

concentrating on such a point of attack could but strengthen their cause. 

“Again and again, Gandhiji showed an instinct, a spiritual instinct, for the 

right issue, for the converging issues which supported each other at a 

point.”
62

  

 This approach to political action has strong support from a quite dif-

ferent source, namely, Lenin, who wrote: “The whole art of politics lies in 

finding and gripping as strong as we can the link that is least likely to be torn 

out of our hands, the one that is most important at the given moment, the one 

that guarantees the possessor of a link the possession of the whole chain.”
63
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BASIC ELEMENTS IN NONVIOLENT STRATEGY  

The strategy and tactics of war have been carefully developed and 

studied, and major attempts have been made to develop underlying theory. 

Maxims, rules and systems for conducting war have been formulated in 

response to “urgent want.”
123

 In the field of nonviolent action there has been 

to date no comparable development. Gandhi made the most important 

conscious efforts to develop strategy and tactics in this technique of struggle. 

He was, however, neither an analyst nor a theorist; hence, 



GROUNDWORK FOR NONVIOLENT ACTION 
 

493 

despite his contribution in practice and his passing observations, the analysis 
and formulation of strategy and tactics have been left to others. Only 
comparatively recently has attention been turned to the examination of the 
problems and possibilities of strategy and tactics in nonviolent struggle 
against would-be internal dictators or invaders.

124
  Attention is needed both 

to the broad field of strategy and tactics and to the specific problems which 
are likely to arise in facing particular opponents and in achieving particular 
objectives.  

Strategy and tactics are of course present in various forms and degrees in 
many aspects of social life. They are, however, especially important in 
military action and nonviolent action, which are both techniques by which 
social and political conflicts are conducted when they have developed to the 
point of open struggle and a pitting of strength. There appear to be some 
points at which insights from military strategy may be carried over into 
nonviolent strategy; and there are also points at which military insights must 
not be carried over, because the nature and dynamics of the two techniques 
of struggle differ radically. This section is therefore not purely descriptive or 
analytical of existing observations on strategy in nonviolent action; it also 
involves the incorporation of principles of military strategy where these 
seem valid for the nonviolent technique, and where the military sources are 
clearer and more explicit than observations from nonviolent actionists.  

Here are some brief definitions of basic strategic terms: grand strategy is 
the broadest conception which serves to coordinate and direct all the 
resources of the struggle group toward the attainment of the objectives of the 
conflict. Strategy, a more narrow term, is the broad plan of action for the 
overall struggle, including the development of an advantageous situation, the 
decision of when to fight, and the broad plan for utilizing various specific 
actions in the general conflict. Tactics refers to plans for more limited 
conflicts within the selected strategic plan.  

A. The importance of strategy and tactics  

Strategy is just as important in nonviolent action as it is in military action. 
While military strategic concepts and principles cannot automatically be 
carried over into the field of nonviolent action, the basic importance of 
strategy and tactics is in no way diminished. Attention is therefore needed to 
the general principles of strategy and tactics appropriate 
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to this technique (both those peculiar to it and those which may be carried 
over from military strategy and other types of conflict). These aspects need 
to be considered, of course, within the context of the unique dynamics and 
mechanisms of nonviolent struggle.  

People from a military background may find it strange to discover certain 
exponents of nonviolent means stressing the importance of strategy and 
tactics. And people from a background in religious or philosophical 
nonviolence may also be surprised to find strategy and tactics stressed in-
stead of moral principles and conscience. Therefore, some brief discussion is 
needed of the function of strategy and tactics in nonviolent action.  

In order to influence the outcome of a struggle, it is important to choose 
the course of action wisely and carry it out carefully and intelligently. It is 
quite inadequate simply to say that one will be moral and do what is right, 
for there may be several courses of action which are all morally “right”; 
what is “right” may involve maintaining or creating maximum opposition to 
“evil,” and if so the problem is how to do this; in order to meet one’s moral 
responsibility and maximize the effects of one’s action, those actions must 
be carefully chosen and carried out at the right time. Specialists in the study 
and conduct of war have long since learned that the best results were not 
achieved simply by an uncontrolled outburst of violence and sacrifice. As 
Liddell Hart has said: “. . . the conduct of war must be controlled by reason 
if its object is to be fulfilled . . . The better your strategy, the easier you will 
gain the upper hand, and the less it will cost you.” 

125
  As in war, strategy and 

tactics are used in nonviolent action so that the courage, sacrifice, numbers, 
and so on of the nonviolent actionists may make the greatest possible impact.  

The course of the struggle may take any of a wide variety of forms, 
depending on the strategies, tactics and methods chosen to meet the par-
ticular needs of the situation. The specific acts of protest, noncooperation 
and intervention in the course of a nonviolent campaign will be most 
effective if they fit together as parts of a comprehensive whole, so that each 
specific action contributes in a maximum way to the development and 
successful conclusion of the struggle. The optimal combination of specific 
actions is therefore best achieved where leaders with an adequate grasp of 
the situation and the technique are able to chart the course of the campaigns. 
“Only the general who conducts a campaign can know the objective of each 
particular move,” wrote Gandhi.

126
  Gandhi chose the issues, places, times 

and methods of action with extreme care, so that his movement was placed 
in the strongest position possible vis-à-vis the British, and so that the actions 
themselves conveyed the greatest under-
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standing to his fellow Indians and aroused the maximum sympathy and 
support from everyone. Just as strategy is important in labor strikes,

127
  so it 

is important in more highly developed types of nonviolent struggle— even 
more so when it is directed against extreme dictatorships.  

There is ample historical evidence of the importance of strategy and 
tactics.

128
  Sometimes this evidence is of a negative type, showing effects of 

the absence of strategy or of failure to make important decisions on strategic 
and tactical questions. Sometimes difficult problems which arose in the 
course of given conflicts could have been avoided or more satisfactorily 
resolved had there been greater understanding of the role and principles of 
nonviolent strategy. On other occasions, nonviolent campaigns have been 
continued after the point when achievement of almost all the objectives and 
demands was possible—far more than is usually the case in military 
conflicts; subsequent events then led to the defeat of the movement. Or in 
other cases the nonviolent movement regarded itself as defeated even though 
by normal standards it was victorious; as a result, that nonviolent action was 
eventually replaced by military action which was believed to be more 
effective. The American colonists’ struggles against the British government 
can without difficulty be interpreted in this way. Considerable light would 
be shed on the problems and general principles of nonviolent strategy if 
careful strategic and tactical analyses were undertaken of a series of 
nonviolent struggles. It is also important to have acceptance by the grievance 
group of the strategy for the struggle; in the case of Finland in 1901, 
disagreement on how to deal with the opponent seems to have severely 
accentuated existing internal conflicts.

129 
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B. Some key elements in nonviolent strategy and tactics  

 

 Despite the relative absence of strategic analyses of past nonviolent 

struggles and the lack of systematic studies of basic principles of nonviolent 

strategy, it is possible to list certain fairly clear general principles which 

have taken concrete form in particular struggles. Clausewitz wrote that in the 

case of war it was easier to make a theory of tactics than of strategy.
130

 Both 

theories are very difficult in nonviolent action, and the list of principles 

offered here is necessarily incomplete and provisional.  

 1. The indirect approach to the opponent’s power The technique of 

nonviolent action can be regarded as an extreme development of “the 

indirect approach” to military strategy as formulated by Liddell Hart, and 

discussed earlier in this chapter.  

 Liddell Hart argued that direct strategy consolidates the opponent’s
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strength, while an indirect approach is militarily more sound; generally 

effective results have followed when the plan of action has had “such in- 

directness as to ensure the opponent’s unreadiness to meet it.” Therefore, 

instead of a direct attack on the opponent’s positions of strength, Liddell 

Hart emphasized the importance of psychological factors; the purpose of 

strategy then becomes “to diminish the possibility of 

resistance . . .”“Dislocation” of the enemy is crucial, he insisted, in 

achieving the conditions for victory, and the dislocation must be followed by 

“exploitation” of the opportunity created by the position of insecurity. It thus 

becomes important “to nullify opposition by paralysing the power to 

oppose” and to make “the enemy do something wrong.” 
131

 These general 

principles are all applicable to the use of nonviolent action against an 

opponent using military means, so that the opponent’s means of action are 

always confronted indirectly and his power of repression made to rebound 

against him in a kind of political jiu-jitsu. Finally, the very sources of his 

power are reduced or removed without having been confronted directly by 

the same means of action.  

 2. Psychological elements Some of the psychological elements in 

military war have equivalents in “war without violence.” But the carry-over 

is not automatic. For example, surprise has been regarded as an essential 

element in certain types of military strategy. In nonviolent action, however, 

such objectives as throwing the enemy off guard, benefiting from his 

incapacity to meet the attack, and so on, which surprise has been intended to 

produce, are likely to a significant degree to be achieved simply by 

insistence on using a technique different from that of the opponent in the 

struggle. At times, however, the element of surprise in nonviolent action 

may operate to the detriment of the nonviolent actionists, by increasing the 

possibility of jumpiness among troops which may in turn mean more severe 

repression and less chance of disaffection among them.  

 Morale among the actionists will be important in nonviolent conflict 

just as it is in military conflict. It will be crucial for the population as a 

whole to understand well that the opponent’s military might does not give 

him either control or victory. Confidence in nonviolent action would be 

fundamental, along with the qualities of “a warlike people” as described by 

Clausewitz: “bravery, aptitude, powers of endurance and enthusiasm.”
132 

 

 3. Geographical and physical elements Neither possession of nor 

gaining of control over particular places is regarded even in military war as 

important for its own sake but as “intermediate links,” as “means of 
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gaining greater superiority” so as finally to achieve victory.
133

  While not to 

be totally ignored in nonviolent action, these elements assume a 

considerably lesser role, because the technique of struggle is dependent 

primarily upon the will and actions of human beings rather than on 

possession of geographical positions. It is possible, for example, for a 

territory to be physically occupied by troops without the regime which 

commands them having effective control over the population of the territory. 

Particular places, buildings and so on may on occasion become important in 

nonviolent action, especially where they have high symbolic value; in such 

cases, the methods of nonviolent obstruction, nonviolent raids and 

nonviolent invasion are likely to be applied. Even then, however, the 

physical possession of particular points is of secondary importance to the 

fulfillment of the conditions which make possible the operation of the 

mechanisms of change in nonviolent action. There are other geographical 

and physical elements; on occasion the terrain, time of day and weather may 

be important, and there may be “camps” for volunteers and hospitals to care 

for the wounded.  

 A careful nonviolent strategist is likely to be attentive to the choice of 

the place at which given acts of opposition are to be undertaken. Gandhi 

usually paid considerable attention to this point, as was illustrated by his 

plans for civil disobedience of the Salt Laws in 1930. As the place where he 

would make salt and spark the national struggle, Gandhi chose the little-

known Dandi beach on the Gulf of Cambay, not significant in itself, but a 

point which allowed Gandhi and his followers to walk for twenty-six days—

the now-famous Salt March—during which time he could arouse public 

interest and focus attention on his plans for civil disobedience.
134

  Also 

during his investigation of the plight of the peasants in Champaran, Bihar, in 

1917, when Gandhi expected arrest he went to Bettiah, preferring to be ar-

rested among the most poverty-stricken peasants of the district.
135

  

 4. Timing The timing of the implementation of tactics can be ex-

tremely important in nonviolent action. This timing may be of several types. 

For example, it is necessary to be able to judge when people are ready to 

take direct action, and also when a call for action would meet only a weak 

response or be ignored.
136

  Timing needs to be considered in light of the 

whole situation; Nehru paid tribute to Gandhi’s ability to do this when he 

wrote: “. . . he knows his India well and reacts to her lightest tremors, and 

gauges a situation accurately and almost instinctively, and has a knack of 

acting at the psychological moment.” 
137
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It has been argued that the Irish “No-Rent Manifesto” would have been more 

successful if issued in February 1881—as the extreme wing of the Land 

League wanted—instead of six months later, after the leaders had been jailed 

and reforms were dampening the will to resist.
138

  

 Sometimes the launching of nonviolent action may be timed to coin-

cide with some significant day or occasion. The choice of April 6, 1930, as 

the start of the Indian civil disobedience campaign, for example, coincided 

with the beginning of National Week, which was observed in homage to the 

victims of the Amritsar Massacre of 1919.
139

 Timing may also be important 

in another sense. The hour and minute at which given nonviolent actionists 

are to be at certain places and the synchronization of actions of various 

groups may be crucial; this has been the case in certain student actions in the 

U.S. South.
140

  

 In still a different sense, timing may refer to the choice of the stage at 

which to resist an opponent who is attempting to impose or extend his 

control over a society. On occasion, the opponent’s demands and action may 

require prompt reaction and resistance if his efforts to establish or extend 

control are to be thwarted. In the case of an invasion, for example, this may 

be particularly true at three points. The first occurs after the formal seizure 

of power and the occupation of the country. The second is at the stage when 

the invader seeks the collaboration and assistance of important groups, such 

as police, civil service and trade unions. The last is at the point where he 

attempts to destroy the independent social institutions, bring all 

organizations and institutions under his control, and atomize the population. 

When each of these attacks occurs, it will be important that resistance be 

undertaken without delay and that people do not “wait and see” or just drift. 

Only prompt action can be effective. In other conflict situations, the timing 

of action at various stages of the struggle may also be important.  

 5. Numbers and strength While numbers may be extremely im-

portant both in nonviolent action and in military action,
141

 they are certainly 

not the only important factor and do not guarantee victory. It is fallacious to 

attempt “to analyze and theorize about strategy in terms of mathematics” and 

to assume that victory is determined simply by “a superior concentration of 

force at a selected place.” 
142

 In nonviolent action—especially when 

nonviolent coercion is being attempted, as in a general strike or a mutiny—

numbers may at times be decisive. But numbers must not be considered 

alone; large numbers may even be a disadvantage, either for tactical reasons 

or because discipline and reliability have been sacrificed to obtain them, as 

discussed earlier in this chapter. Particular 
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tactics and methods may in the given circumstances have their own re-

quirements concerning the numbers of actionists. Large numbers unable to 

maintain nonviolent discipline and to continue action in face of repression 

may weaken the movement, but with the necessary standards and discipline 

they may become “irresistible.” 
143

  

 6. The issue and concentration of strength If there are to be wise 

strategy and tactics for conducting nonviolent action most effectively, then a 

careful selection of the points on which to fight is crucial, as discussed 

above. In conventional military campaigns, such points may in large degree 

be determined by consideration of topography, supplies and the like. But in 

nonviolent campaigns they are almost exclusively determined by political, 

psychological, social and economic factors.  

 There is no substitute for genuine strength in nonviolent action. If this 

is lacking, then the attempt to fight for an objective which is too vast to be 

achieved may be unwise. To be effective, nonviolent action needs to be 

concentrated at crucial points which are selected after consideration of one’s 

own strength, the objectives and position of the opponent (including his 

weaknesses), and the importance of the issue itself. Napoleon’s maxim that 

it is impossible to be too strong at the decisive point applies here as well.
144

  

In selecting that point consideration must also be given to the probable 

consequences if that particular battle is either lost or won. This is very 

closely related to the first of the axioms of military strategy and tactics 

outlined by Liddell Hart:  

 
 Adjust your end to your means. In determining your object, clear sight and 

cool calculation should prevail. It is folly “to bite off more than you can chew,” and 

the beginning of military wisdom is a sense of what is possible. So learn to face 

facts while still preserving faith: there will be ample need for faith—the faith that 

can achieve the apparently impossible—when action begins. Confidence is like the 

current in a battery: avoid exhausting it in vain effort—and remember that your 

own continued confidence will be of no avail if the cells of your battery, the men 

upon whom you depend, have been run down.
145

  

 

 There may be particular circumstances, such as the attempt to atomize 

the population, which may require that action be taken despite weak-nesses; 

but even then consideration of one’s real strength is required, and in 

formulating strategy and tactics an attempt should be made to see if the 

existing strength can be used to best advantage and the weaknesses either 

bypassed or urgently corrected. 
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 “The principles of war, not merely one principle, can be condensed 

into a single word—‘concentration.’ But for truth this needs to be amplified 

as the ‘concentration of strength against weakness.’ ”
146

 This principle of 

military action applies also in nonviolent action and was stressed by Gandhi. 

Concentration in nonviolent struggles will primarily be on certain political, 

social or economic points which symbolize wider general conditions. This is 

related to another of Liddell Hart’s axioms: “Keep your object always in 

mind, while adapting your plan to circumstances. Realize that there are more 

ways than one of gaining an object, but take heed that every objective should 

bear on the object.”
147

 Nonviolent actionists will seek to attack the specific 

aspect which symbolizes the “evil” they are fighting, which is least 

defensible by the opponent and which is capable of arousing the greatest 

strength among the nonviolent actionists and the wider population. Success 

on such a limited point will increase their self-confidence and ability to 

move forward effectively toward the fuller realization of their objectives. 

Having chosen the point for concentrated attack, they must not allow 

themselves to become sidetracked to a lesser course of action or a dead-end 

issue.
148

  

 7. The initiative In nonviolent action it is highly important—even in 

defensive phases of the struggle—for the actionists to obtain and retain the 

initiative. “An able general always gives battle in his own time on the 

ground of his choice. He always retains the initiative in these respects and 

never allows it to pass into the hands of the enemy,” wrote Gandhi.
149

  One 

of the important distinctions indicated by Nehru between the 1930 

campaign—which could be described at least as a “draw”—and the 1932 

campaign, which was a clear defeat for the Indians, was that in 1930 the 

“initiative definitely remained with the Congress and the people” whereas 

“the initiative early in 1932 was definitively with the Government, and 

Congress was always on the defensive.”
150

 The nonviolent leadership group 

needs to be able to control the situation and to demonstrate that it has that 

control.
151

 Nirmal Kumar Bose writes that a leader of a nonviolent campaign 

“. . . should not allow the adversary to dictate or force any step upon him . . . 

[nor] allow himself to be buffeted about by every temporary event.”
152

 

Wherever possible, then, the nonviolent group, not the opponent, will choose 

the time, issue and course of action and seek to maintain the initiative 

despite the opponent’s repression. In cases where the conflict has been 

precipitated by the opponent, as in a coup d’état or invasion or when new 

repressive measures are imposed, the nonviolent actionists will endeavor to 

restore the initiative to themselves as quickly as possible. 
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C. The choice of weapons  

 

 In order to achieve optimal results, the choice of nonviolent weapons 

to initiate and conduct the campaign will need to be made carefully and 

wisely. It will be necessary to determine which of the specific methods of 

nonviolent action described in Part Two (and possibly other methods) are 

most appropriate to this particular conflict. This decision will need to be 

taken in the light of a variety of factors. These include the issues at stake, the 

nature of the contending groups, the type of culture and society of each, and 

the social and political context of the conflict. Other factors are the 

mechanisms of change intended by the nonviolent group (as to convert or to 

coerce), the experience of the nonviolent group, and their ability in applying 

nonviolent action. Finally, there are also the type of repression and other 

countermeasures expected, the ability of the nonviolent group to withstand 

them, and the intensities of commitment to the struggle within the 

nonviolent group. There are of course others.  

 The number of methods used in any single conflict will vary from 

only one to dozens. The choice of the specific methods to be used in a given 

campaign will be based on several factors. One of these is a judgment as to 

whether or not the basic characteristics of the method contain qualities de-

sired for that particular conflict. For example, generally speaking, the meth-

ods of the class of nonviolent protest and persuasion (Chapter Three) are 

largely symbolic in their effect and produce an awareness of the existence of 

dissent. Their impact is proportionately greater under authoritarian regimes 

where opposition and nonconformity are discouraged and rare. Depending 

on the numbers involved, the methods of noncooperation (Chapters Four, 

Five, Six and Seven) are likely to cause difficulties in maintaining the 

normal operation and efficiency of the system. In extreme situations, these 

methods may threaten its existence. The methods of nonviolent intervention 

(Chapter Eight) possess qualities of both groups, but in addition usually 

constitute a more direct challenge to the regime. This class of methods 

makes possible a greater impact with smaller numbers, providing that 

fearlessness and discipline are maintained.  

 Moving from the class of nonviolent protest and persuasion to that of 

noncooperation and thence to nonviolent intervention generally involves a 

progressive increase in the degree of sacrifice required of the nonviolent 

actionists, in the risk of disturbing the public peace and order, and in ef-

fectiveness. The methods of noncooperation can be interpreted as with-

drawal of cooperation from an evil system, and hence as having connota-

tions of a defensive moral action. The use of this class of methods, as 
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compared to nonviolent intervention, may also contribute to producing a 

relatively less explosive and dangerous social situation, in that they simply 

withdraw existing cooperation or withhold new forms of cooperation with 

the opponent.
153

  The penalties and sufferings imposed directly or indirectly 

upon noncooperators, although severe at times, may be relatively less than 

those involved in nonviolent intervention. Also, the risk of such repression 

in any particular case may be less. It may also be easier to get people to 

refrain from doing something which has been ordered, i.e., to noncooperate, 

than to get them to do something daring which is prohibited.  

 For effective noncooperation, larger numbers of participants are 

usually required than for either symbolic protest or intervention, and the 

action usually continues over longer periods of time. Often a long duration is 

necessary for the noncooperation to achieve its impact. In 1930 Gandhi said 

that whereas the cooperation of three hundred million people would be 

necessary for a foreign-cloth boycott campaign to be successful, for the civil 

disobedience campaign an army of ten thousand defiant men and women 

would suffice.
154

 Many of the methods of nonviolent intervention can only 

be practiced for limited periods of time. A continuous effect therefore is 

achieved only by constant repetition of the action. These methods therefore 

require more skilled, reliable and determined practitioners than methods of 

noncooperation. Because of this, the quicker methods of nonviolent 

intervention usually require considerable preparations in order to be 

successfully applied. Also, those methods are often best combined with 

other forms of nonviolent action. The movement using intervention methods, 

too, must be more highly disciplined and better led. “The quickest remedies 

are always fraught with the greatest danger and require the utmost skill in 

handling them.” 
155

  

 Another important factor in the selection of the specific methods to be 

used in the campaign is whether the actionists intend to produce change by 

the mechanism of conversion, accommodation, or nonviolent coercion. 

Within that context, the specific inducements for change by the opponent 

which the nonviolent group is attempting to produce may be important; these 

may include, for example, economic losses, weakening of political position, 

guilt feelings, new perceptions, and the like. Where conversion of the 

opponent is sought, such methods as the general strike, mutiny and parallel 

government are obviously not appropriate. But where nonviolent coercion is 

intended these may be precisely the methods needed, whereas forms which 

rely for their impact on psychological and emotional effects on the leaders of 

the opponent group may be a waste of time and 
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effort. The problem is complicated, however, and frequently methods which 

apply differing pressures and use different mechanisms may be combined 

effectively within the same campaign. Fast rules are not possible.  

 In most cases more than one method will be used; then the order in 

which the methods are applied, the ways in which they are combined, and 

how they influence the application of other methods and contribute to the 

struggle as a whole become highly important. The methods to be used in a 

given situation must be considered not only for their specific and immediate 

impact on the conflict situation and the opponent. Also important is their 

contribution to the progressive development of the movement, to changes in 

attitudes and power relationships, to alterations in the support for each side, 

and to the later application and effects of more radical nonviolent methods.  

 Sometimes the combination of methods is relatively simple, especially 

in a local or limited type of action. Economic boycotts have been used, for 

example, in support of sit-ins against racial discrimination, and picketing is 

commonly used in support of strikes. When a general strike is used to 

support the mutiny of government troops, however, the situation begins to 

become more complicated, with larger numbers of methods likely to become 

involved quickly.  

 For large-scale planned campaigns against determined opponents the 

question of how to combine the use of several methods is not easy to answer; 

it must be considered in the context both of the overall strategy of the 

struggle and its more localized and restricted phases. In a long struggle 

phasing is highly important, and the choice and sequence of methods may be 

the most important single factor in that phasing. Waskow speaks, for 

example, of the “‘escalation’ of disorder without violence.” 
156

 The im-

portance of this phased development of a nonviolent campaign has been 

stressed by specialists in Gandhi’s type of nonviolent action, such as Bose
157

 

and Bondurant. As one of nine “fundamental rules” of satyagraha Bondurant 

lists:  

 
Progressive advancement of the movement through steps and stages determined to 

be appropriate within the given situation. Decision as to when to proceed to a 

further phase of the satyagraha must be carefully weighed in the light of the ever-

changing circumstance, but a static condition must be avoided.
158

  

 

 It may, therefore, be determined that certain methods must precede 

others, in order that it may be possible later to use more radical forms.  

 Gandhi frequently used the response of the volunteers and public to 
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some specific action as a means of testing whether or not some further, 

more radical, form of action were possible, in such terms as degree of com-

mitment, willingness to act, ability to withstand the opponent’s sanctions, 

degree of discipline, and ability to remain both fearless and nonviolent. In 

his testimony before the Hunter Committee in 1920, for example, Gandhi 

said:  

 
Hartal was designed to strike the imagination of the people and the gov-

ernment . . . I had no means of understanding the mind of India except by some 

such striking movement. Hartal was a proper indication to me how far I would be 

able to carry civil disobedience.
159

  

 

He also used the consumer’s boycott to test readiness for civil disobedience. 

Gandhi wrote in 1921: “It is my firm conviction that if we bring about a 

successful boycott of foreign cloth, we shall have produced an atmosphere 

that would enable us to inaugurate civil disobedience on a scale that no 

Government can resist.”
160

  

 In May 1920 Gandhi had reported in Young India that the organizers 

of the coming noncooperation movement had decided that it should take 

place in four stages: 1) relinquishment of honorary posts and titles, 2) 

progressive voluntary withdrawal from government employment, 3) 

withdrawal of members of the police and the military from government 

service (“a distant goal”), and 4) suspension of payment of taxes (“still 

more remote”).
161

  The first stage involved the minimum danger and 

sacrifice,
162

  while the last two involved the greatest risks.
163

  

 The 1930-31 movement was planned with a different strategy. It be-

gan with methods of nonviolent protest, such as the Salt March itself and 

mass meetings, and mild forms of political noncooperation, such as limited 

withdrawals from the provincial legislatures—all involving small numbers 

of people. The mass movement itself began directly with civil disobedience 

of a law regarded as immoral, and then developed to include both milder 

forms of noncooperation and more radical forms of noncooperation and 

nonviolent intervention.
164

  

 

D. Selecting the strategy and tactics 

 

 The general strategy, types of tactics, and choice of methods planned 

by the leaders in advance will usually determine the general direction and 

conduct of the campaign throughout its course. Their selection is therefore 

highly important. As in war, a large number of factors must be considered 

in the selection of strategy and tactics. However, the quite differ-
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ent dynamics and mechanisms of nonviolent struggle appear to make the 

interrelationships of these factors more intimate and complex than in 

military struggle.  

 Fundamental to this task is careful consideration of the opponent’s 

primary and secondary objectives, and the various objectives of the 

nonviolent group. It will be highly important to evaluate accurately the 

opponent’s and one’s own strengths and weaknesses, and to take these into 

account in the formulation of strategy and tactics. Failure to do so may lead 

either to overly ambitious plans which fail because they are not based on a 

realistic assessment of possibilities, or to excessively timid plans which 

may fail precisely because they attempt too little. Evaluation of the 

strengths and nature of the opponent group may assist the nonviolent 

leadership in formulating a course of action most likely to produce or 

aggravate weaknesses and internal conflicts within it. Correct assessment 

of the weaknesses of the nonviolent group itself may be used in the 

selection of strategy and tactics which are intended to bypass them, and 

which may possibly also contribute to strengthening them. Estimates as to 

the length of the forthcoming struggle will be needed and will be important 

for outlining the course of action. But provision must also be made for an 

error of judgment in such estimates and for contingency tactics if the 

struggle turns out to be long instead of brief.  

 Careful consideration of other factors in the general situation will be 

necessary to determine whether conditions are suitable for the launching of 

nonviolent action, and, if so, what the general and specific conditions of the 

situation mean for the planning of the campaign. Sibley has emphasized 

that  

 
. . . the effective use of nonviolent resistance depends not only on adequate 

training and commitment, but also on the “objective” situation: external 

conditions must be ripe for effective campaigns, and if they are not, it is the part 

both of wisdom and of morality not to resort to nonviolent resistance.
165

  

 

Gandhi insisted that in formulating and carrying out the strategy and tactics 

of the struggle the leaders need to be responsive to the demonstrated 

qualities of their movement and to the developing situation:  

 
In a satyagraha campaign the mode of fight and the choice of tactics, e.g. whether 

to advance or retreat, offer civil resistance or organize nonviolent strength through 

constructive work and purely selfless humanitarian service, are determined 

according to the exigencies of the situation.
166
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 Strategy and tactics are of course interdependent. Precise tactics can 

only be formulated in the context of the overall strategy, and an intimate 

understanding of the whole situation and the specific methods of action 

which are open. Skillful selection and implementation of tactics will not 

make up for a bad overall strategy, and a good strategy remains impotent 

unless carried to fulfillment with sound tactics: “. . . only great tactical 

results can lead to great strategical ones . . .” 
167 

 

 Liddell Hart has suggested that the particular course of action should 

have more than one objective.  

 
 Take a line of operation which offers alternate objectives. For you will thus 

put your opponent on the horns of a dilemma, which goes far to assure the chance 

of gaining one objective at least—whichever he guards least—and may enable 

you to gain one after the other.  

 Alternative objectives allow you to keep the opportunity of gaining an 

objective; whereas a single objective, unless the enemy is helplessly inferior, 

means the certainty that you will not gain it—once the enemy is no longer 

uncertain as to your aim. There is no more common mistake than to confuse a 

single line of operation, which is usually wise, with a single objective, which is 

usually futile.
168

  

 

 To a large degree this frequently happens in nonviolent action 

anyhow without particular planning, since the nonviolent group aims at 

achieving both particular objectives and more general changes in attitudes 

and power relationships within each group and between the contending 

groups. These more general changes are likely to be taking place during the 

whole course of the conflict, and may be achieved to a considerable degree 

even in instances where the particular political goal is not won. However, 

attention is also needed to the possibility of applying Liddell Hart’s 

strategic principle to concrete limited goals, so long as this does not violate 

the principle of concentration discussed previously.  

 The progressive development of the movement, partially 

characterized by the staged introduction of new methods of action (as 

discussed in the previous section), will also benefit from careful strategic 

planning. Such development will help to ensure that the alteration of 

methods and new courses of action will contribute to the maximum 

utilization of the actionists’ forces, facilitate an improvement in their 

morale, and increase the chances of victory. Without clear strategic insight, 

changes from one type of action to another may take place without good 

purpose or effect, and the discouraging results which may follow can lead 

first to increased uncertainty as to what to do, then to demoralization, and 

finally to disintegration of the nonviolent movement. 
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 Strategic phasing of nonviolent campaigns is not new of course. 

However, greater understanding of the nature of the technique and of 

principles of strategy now make possible a fuller development and more 

effective utilization of such phasing than has been possible before. Three 

earlier examples of phasing are offered here. The provincial convention of 

Virginia, meeting in early August 1774, outlined a phased campaign of 

economic noncooperation to achieve its objectives. The convention set 

dates at which new phases of their campaign were to go into effect, subject 

to alterations agreed to by Virginia delegates in the Continental Congress. 

Starting at once, no tea was to be imported or used. If Boston were 

compelled to reimburse the East India Company for losses (as of tea in the 

Boston Tea Party), the boycott would be extended to all articles sold by the 

company until the money was returned. On November 1, an absolute 

boycott was to be imposed on all goods (except medicines) imported 

directly or indirectly from Britain, including all slaves from wherever they 

were brought. If colonial grievances were not corrected by August 10, 1775 

(a year later), then an absolute program of nonexportation of all articles to 

Britain was to be imposed. The year interval before nonexportation took 

effect allowed for payment of debts to British merchants, and for Virginia 

tobacco growers to shift to crops which could be used at home.
169

  This 

phased campaign drafted by Virginians foreshadowed the program adopted 

by the First Continental Congress.  
 

 A phased campaign of peasant action was issued in Russia by the 

Second Congress of the Peasants Union, meeting in Moscow in November 

1905, during the revolution of that year. The Congress called for the use of 

methods of peaceful pressure (such as the peasants’ collective refusal to 

buy or rent land from the landlords) to achieve the free transfer of land to 

the peasants. If these methods did not produce results, then the Union 

would call for a general agrarian strike to coincide with a general strike in 

the cities. If the tsarist government harassed the Union, it would call on the 

peasants to refuse to pay taxes or to serve in the armed forces.
170

  
 

 The Pan-Africanists in South Africa had planned their campaign of 

defiance of the Pass Laws in the spring of 1960 as simply the first stage of 

a three-front long-range struggle: 1) political, with the international aim of 

isolating South Africa (including United Nations condemnation and 

expulsion from the British Commonwealth) and the domestic aim of ending 

collaboration and submission by the African people upon which the 

government depended; 2) labor, the withdrawal of cheap African labor 

would bring an economic collapse, and therefore stay-at-home strikes 
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were designed to induce industrialists to demand changes in government 

policies; and 3) psychological, the Africans “would discover the power 

they have even without weapons and they would never be the same again.” 

Despite clear thought and certain planning for a phased campaign, however, 

the organization had not anticipated that the government would seize the 

initiative by declaring a state of emergency.
171

  

 While specific tactics for the later stages of the struggle cannot be 

formulated in advance, it is possible to explore a variety of general ap-

proaches for later consideration. Tactics for use in the early (and possibly 

intermediate) stages may, however, be successfully selected in advance if 

one has accurately anticipated the situation and form of attack.  

 A variety of approaches may be used in tactics, involving different 

fronts, groups, time periods, methods and other factors. For example, the 

brunt of the responsibility for carrying out the action may, after certain 

periods of time or certain political events, be shifted from one group to 

another, or different roles may be assigned to particular groups. The most 

dangerous tasks (involving, for example, the use of the most daring 

methods, such as those of nonviolent intervention) could be assigned to 

groups with especially high discipline, experience, skill, or training, while 

other important but less dangerous tasks could be undertaken by groups 

more typical of the general population. At times particular responsibilities 

would fall upon certain occupational or geographical groups because of the 

policies and actions of the opponent. Where the initiative lay with the 

nonviolent actionists, they could deliberately choose to undertake 

simultaneous actions on more than one front if their strength and the 

general situation were such as to make this wise. At times tactics could 

involve geographical fronts as well as political fronts, as in the use of non-

violent raids or obstruction; far more often, however, there would be no 

semblance of a geographical front and the resistance would be more diffuse 

and general, as in the case of a stay-at-home. The selection of tactics will 

be influenced significantly by the immediate and long-term political aims 

of the nonviolent actionists, and by the mechanisms through which change 

is sought. Various types of tactics will produce different problems for the 

usurper and have different effects on the nonviolent population.  

 Variation in tactics may be important in order to add variety and 

interest (and often newsworthiness) to the campaign. Such changes may 

serve other purposes, such as to involve new sections of the population, to 

augment psychological, political and economic pressures on the opponent, 

expand or contract the front and to test the discipline, morale and 
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capacity of the nonviolent actionists. Tactical changes may be designed to 

achieve a variety of effects on the opponent, leadership, bystanders, or po-

lice and troops charged with repression. For example, Ebert points to the 

deliberate use in some cases of small groups of demonstrators (instead of 

large ones) and time gaps between demonstrations (instead of continuous 

ones), as means of reducing brutality in the repression by making it easier 

for the opponent’s police and troops to see the actionists as individual hu-

man beings, and by allowing them time for reflection and reconsideration 

between particular demonstrations.
172 

 

 The unrolling of the strategy and implementation of tactics in spe-

cific acts takes place in a context of a sensitivity and responsiveness to the 

developing conflict situation. Very careful and precise plans may have 

been prepared for commencing the attack. Following the beginning of the 

struggle, however, room must be allowed for flexibility in the further 

development, modification and application of the strategy and tactics.
173

 

Liddell Hart has emphasized the importance of flexibility in the formula-

tion and implementation of the anticipated course of action:  
 

 Ensure that both plan and disposition are flexible—adaptable to 

circumstances. Your plan should foresee and provide for a next step in case of 

success or failure, or partial success—which is the most common case in war. 

Your dispositions (or formation) should be such as to allow this exploitation or 

adaption in the shortest possible time.
174

  
 

The capacity to respond to unforeseen (or unforeseeable) events must be 

acutely developed. Especially important is the response, morale and 

behavior of the nonviolent actionists and potential supporters. If they have 

proved too unprepared and weak to carry out the plans, the plans must be 

altered, either by taking “some dramatic step which will strike the 

imagination of the people, and restore confidence in the possibility of full 

resistance through nonviolence,” or by calling a temporary retreat in order 

to prepare for a future stronger effort.
175

 There is no substitute for, or 

shortcut to, strength in a movement of nonviolent action. If the necessary 

strength and ability to persist in face of penalties and suffering do not exist, 

that fact must be recognized and given an intelligent response. “A wise 

general does not wait till he is actually routed; he withdraws in time in an 

orderly manner from a position which he knows he would not be able to 

hold.” 
176

 The leadership will, just as in a military conflict, need to 

recognize frankly the weaknesses in their volunteers and potential 

supporters and find ways of correcting these.
177



 

PART THREE: DYNAMICS 510 

The means for doing this will vary with the conditions of the given situa-

tion.  

 On the other hand, the struggle may reveal significant weaknesses in 

the opponent which may call for prompt alteration of the tactics and speed-

ing up the tempo of the struggle. At times, too, the struggle may reveal the 

nonviolent actionists and the general population to be stronger than had 

been expected, and then it may be possible to make a more rapid advance 

on a sound basis than originally conceived. 
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B. Withdrawing the sources of political power  

 

 The theoretical analysis of the sources of political power and their 

withdrawal by noncooperation, which was developed on Chapter One, now 

merges with our analysis of the dynamics of nonviolent struggle. In this 

section we shall recall the sources of political power which have already 

been discussed and examine how each of these may be restricted or severed 

by nonviolent action. Some of the examples which illustrate the restriction 

or severance of the particular source of power are from cases of nonviolent 

coercion, while others simply show the potential of nonviolent struggle to 

affect the particular power source. The discussion in this section will show 

the practical relevance of the earlier power analysis and will also help to 

explain how nonviolent coercion is possible. It is precisely the remarkable 

convergence of the necessary sources of political power with the ways in 

which nonviolent action strikes at the opponent’s strength and position 

which gives this technique the potential for high effectiveness and greater 

political power than violence.  

 As the analysis in Chapter One showed, political power emerges from 

the interaction of all, or several, of the following sources of power, each of 

which derives from the cooperation, support and obedience of the subjects: 

authority, human resources, skills and knowledge, intangible factors, 

material resources and sanctions. As was noted, changes in the degree to 

which these sources are available to the ruler will determine the degree of 

the ruler’s political power. Our earlier catalogue of the methods of 

nonviolent action and our analysis of the dynamics of this technique show 

that these sources are potentially highly vulnerable to a widespread, yet 

qualitative, application of nonviolent action. 
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It is the capacity of the nonviolent technique to cut off these sources of 

power which gives it the power of coercion. The precise ways in which these 

sources of power are restricted or severed, and the extent to which they are 

cut, will vary. This technique can both restrict and sever the availability of 

those sources of power to the opponent, and also reveal the loss of those 

sources by other means. This technique becomes coercive when the people 

applying it withhold or withdraw to a decisive degree the necessary sources 

of the opponent’s power. Nonviolent action makes possible “coercion 

through nonparticipation.”
165

 This potential is of the greatest political 

significance and requires detailed attention, even at the risk of repeating 

points made earlier, to show how each of these sources of power may be cut 

off.  

 1. Authority  Nonviolent action affects the opponent’s authority in 

three ways: 1) it may show how much authority the opponent has already 

lost, and a demonstrated major loss of authority will by itself weaken his 

power; 2) nonviolent action may help to undermine his authority still further; 

and 3) people who have repudiated his authority may transfer their loyalty to 

a rival claimant in the form of a parallel government, which may in turn 

weaken his authority yet more as well as create or aggravate other serious 

problems. Any of these consequences for the opponent’s power may be 

serious.  

 Bloody Sunday—which produced a loss of authority—was followed 

by a warning to the Tsar from Minister of Finance Vladimir Kokovstev that 

something had to be done at once to regain public confidence, and also by 

the expressed fear of Count Witte, chairman of the Committee of Ministers, 

that the “aureole of the ruler would be destroyed” if Nicholas II did not 

publicly dissociate himself from the day’s events.
166

 Their warnings proved 

correct. Katkov points also to the Russian liberals’ campaign over some 

years of denouncing and discrediting the autocracy, that is destroying its 

authority, as paving the way for the success of the February 1917 “popular 

rising and the mutiny of the Petrograd garrison [which] resulted in the 

bloodless collapse of the monarchy . . .”
167

  

 In his account of the East German Rising, Brant observes: 

 

To the people of the Soviet Zone it [the declaration of the state of 

emergency by the Red Army, not the East German regime] was con-

firmation of what they already knew: after seven years in command the 

Red republicans were still dependent on power lent them by their 

protectors. But lasting domination depends less upon power than upon 

authority; power demands constant submission, and submission can 
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quickly turn to mutiny. Authority requires and is granted respect, which in 

time of trouble and unrest is confirmed in willing obedience.
168

  

 

 In an extreme case, loss of authority in a system or regime may lead to 

recognition of the authority of a rival, nascent regime, and therefore the 

transfer of loyalty and obedience from the old to the new government. (At 

times loyalty may also be transferred, not to a rival regime, but to a more 

abstract authority, as a religious or moral system, or to a principle or ideol-

ogy.)  

 A parallel government will emerge only in unusual instances of non-

violent action in clearly revolutionary situations. To be successful, the new 

government must possess widespread and deep support, and the old regime 

must have lost its authority among the vast majority of the populace. 

However, when a parallel government develops in a serious way, the oppo-

nent’s remaining authority and power will also be severely threatened.  

 Such a parallel government obviously faces a number of difficult 

problems, and whether it succeeds or not will depend on how they are 

answered. Little analytical work has been done to date on the factors leading 

to success or failure of this particular method, or on the ways in which, when 

successful, the replacement may take place.  

 2. Human resources  Nonviolent action may also cut off the human 

resources necessary to the opponent’s political power. Usually, in “normal 

times,” rulers assume that they will receive general obedience and coopera-

tion among the subjects who will obey and do all the things that need to be 

done to maintain them as rulers and to enable the system to operate. The 

widespread practice of nonviolent action, however, may shatter that as-

sumption. The sheer numerical multiplication of noncooperating, disobedi-

ent and defiant members of the subordinate group and general population is 

likely not only to create severe enforcement problems but also to influence 

the ruler’s power position. Nonviolent action is likely to lead not only to an 

increase in the refusal of consent among the subordinates directly affected 

by the grievance, but also to a related withdrawal of consent among the 

opponent’s usual supporters (assuming there is a distinction between the 

two).  

 This withdrawal of human resources will be most effective in 1) 

conflicts within the opponent’s country in which the noncooperation of his 

own home population denies him the only available source of the human 

assistance he requires, and 2) in conflicts, as in a foreign occupation, in 

which the opponent is denied the assistance of both population groups, 
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that is his usual supporters (the home population) and the grievance group 

(the people of the occupied country). However, even when two population 

groups are involved, and only one of these (as in an occupied country) with-

holds its human assistance, the noncooperation may nevertheless prove ef-

fective given the presence of certain other favorable conditions.  

 The increased withholding of human resources both in absolute and 

proportionate terms may lead to a disastrous situation for the opponent. 

These human resources, along with other sources of power, are likely to be 

reduced simultaneously with an increase in the demands upon that power 

which have been produced by the growth of noncooperation and defiance. 

The opponent then may lose control of the situation and the regime may 

become powerless. When this happens in politics nonviolent action has 

produced in the political arena results comparable to an effective strike in 

the industrial arena. Nonparticipation may paralyze the opponent’s political 

system. This potentiality was clearly foreseen by Gandhi:  

 I believe, and everybody must grant, that no Government can exist for 

a single moment without the cooperation of the people, willing or forced, 

and if people suddenly withdraw their cooperation in every detail, the 

Government will come to a stand-still.
169

  

 For major periods during the Russian 1905 Revolution the situation 

was completely out of the control of the government and the police were 

powerless to intervene, so massive was the popular defiance.
170

  

 In face of massive nonviolent defiance in Peshawar in April 1930 and 

the Garwali mutiny, already cited, the British temporarily gave up the at-

tempt to control the city and withdrew their troops, abandoning the city for 

nearly ten days until reinforcements were available.
171

 

 The Devlin Commission’s report to the British Government in 1959 

revealed that the real reason for the 1958 Emergency in Nyasaland (now 

called Malawi) was fear that widespread African noncooperation and dis-

obedience would lead to collapse of the government—not the “murder plot” 

which was so widely publicized at the time. By early March the situation 

reached the point where “the Government had either to act or to abdicate.” 
172

  The Commission declared: “The decision to suppress Congress, we think, 

owed more to the belief that its continued activities were making 

government impossible than to the feeling that it was, or might be, a terrorist 

organization.”
173 

 

 3. Skills and knowledge People do different jobs, have different skills 

and knowledge, and a particular regime or system needs some of these more 

than others. A withdrawal, therefore, by key personnel, tech-
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nicians, officers, administrators, etc., of their assistance to the opponent (or 

their reduced assistance) may have an impact on the opponent’s power quite 

disproportionate to the numbers actually noncooperating.  

 Refusal of assistance by key subjects may make it difficult for the 

opponent to develop and carry out policies appropriate to the situation he 

faces. This may lead to the acceptance of policies which prove to be political 

mistakes or to an inability to implement chosen policies, or difficulties in 

doing so.  

 For example, during the Inquisition imposed by Spain’s Charles V on 

the Netherlands which Spain then ruled, the opposition of officials and 

magistrates, as well as of regular citizens, seems to have been decisive in 

blocking its implementation. In 1550 there was an attempt to impose the 

most severe measure yet, the “edict of blood,” which imposed the death 

sentence for all trespasses. It proved, however, impossible to carry out the 

edict on a large scale. Pieter Geyl reports that both officials and magistrates 

opposed it and declined to give their cooperation. “In the opinion of those 

who designed the system, religious persecution in the Netherlands never 

worked anything but defectively.”
174 

 

 Gandhi maintained that if the Indians who held official posts under 

the British Raj were to resign them, the result would probably be the end of 

foreign rule without the need for the noncooperation of the masses. The 

alternative for Britain, he said, would be a pure despotic military dictatorship 

which, he argued, Britain did not dare contemplate.
175

 Pleas were often made 

during the Indian struggle for officials to resign.
176

 The key contribution 

made to the defeat of the Kapp Putsch by the noncooperation of civil 

servants and the refusal of experts to join the new cabinet has already been 

described above. The German government in 1923 recognized the special 

role of civil servants in the official passive resistance struggle against the 

French and Belgian occupation of the Ruhr, as it forbade all State, provincial 

and local authorities and civil servants from obeying the occupation 

officials’ orders.
177  

 Doubtless in some political and social situations the chances of the 

administrators and officials—the bureaucracy—shifting their loyalty are 

greater than in other situations, but if it happens, it may prove decisive. The 

opponent’s political power may be weakened also by internal conflicts 

within his own regime, both at upper and lower levels. These conflicts may 

be independent of the nonviolent action, or may be accentuated by it, or 

perhaps even created by it—as on such questions as whether to make 

concessions and what repression should be applied. While the regime may 

give the impression to the outside world that it is firmly united, the 
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actual situation may be quite different, with or without a major nonviolent 

action movement.  

 The theoretically omnipotent Russian Tsar, for example, in 1904 

could neither impose his will on his advisors nor stop their intrigues and 

disputes.
178

  The split inside the Soviet Communist Party and the regime in 

1924-27 is another example.
179

  Various splits also occurred within the Nazi 

regime over policy and administration of the occupied areas of the Soviet 

Union.
180

  Khrushchev’s admission of disputes within the Russian leadership 

on how to react to the Hungarian Revolution is confirmation that such 

conflicts may exist in response to a major challenge outside the regime. The 

mere existence of such internal conflicts under various conditions may 

accentuate the impact of nonviolent action.  

 The analysis of the dynamics of nonviolent action suggests that for a 

variety of reasons such internal conflicts may be more probable in face of 

major nonviolent action, although documentary proof is at present not 

available. Where they occur, such internal conflicts in the opponent’s regime 

will affect detrimentally the degree to which the regime’s full potential of 

skills, knowledge, insight, energy, etc., is available for dealing with the 

challenge.  

 4. Intangible factors  Such factors as habits of obedience, political 

beliefs and the like may be significantly threatened by widespread 

nonviolent action. Such a movement involves the destruction of the habit of 

unquestioning obedience and the development of conscious choice to obey 

or disobey. This development would tend to make the opponent’s political 

power more dependent upon the active and deliberate support of the subjects.  

 Nonviolent action may also be associated with changes in outlook and 

political beliefs. Nonviolent action in some situations (not necessarily the 

majority) reflects the spread among the subjects of views which challenge 

officially blessed doctrines. In most situations, however, the actionists are 

likely to be concerned instead with either particular grievances or a single 

broad political principle or objective, or with both. Even such cases may 

contribute to further erosion of unquestioning belief in an official doctrine. 

In such a struggle, events may refute official dogmas. For example, effective 

nonviolent challenge to the dictatorship may refute the view that violence is 

omnipotent. Or, the doctrine that the dictatorship reflects the will of the 

“people,” or is a “workers’ State,” may be questioned when the general 

population, or the workers, demonstrate in the streets against it, go on strike, 

or noncooperate politically.  Or, a belief that the dictatorship is benevolent 

and humanitarian may be shattered by 
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repression against nonviolent people whose demand seems reasonable. The 

degree to which members of the population as a whole, and particularly 

members of the dominant group (the government, the Party, etc.) will be 

able and willing to re-examine the official political ideology will vary. At 

times firm adherence to the official ideology may ensure that repression is 

swift and harsh, although this may be a temporary phase. In other conflicts 

the actionists may be seen as trying to implement the “real” principles 

underlying official doctrines, while the existing regime is viewed as 

violating and distorting them to support despicable policies.  

 This discussion is only illustrative of ways nonviolent action may alter 

the intangible factors which help to secure the subjects’ obedience and to 

preserve the ruler’s power.  

 5. Material resources   Nonviolent action also may regulate the 

degree to which material resources are available to the opponent. These 

resources include control of the economic system, transportation, means of 

communication, financial resources, raw materials, and the like. The 

capacity of nonviolent action to impose economic penalties on the opponent 

should already be clear, for of the 198 methods of this technique described 

in earlier chapters
61

 are directly economic, boycotts, strikes or intervention. 

In addition certain other methods may also have indirect economic effects, 

as from political disruption or by increasing costs of enforcement, or by 

losing goodwill for the opponent, or public confidence, so that third parties 

withhold loans, investments, trade and the like. A view popular among 

economic determinists—that nonviolent action is inevitably ineffective and 

irrelevant because financial and material factors determine the course of 

politics—is therefore based upon a fundamental gap in their understanding 

of this technique.  

 The Townshend duties, against which the American colonists com-

plained so harshly, had been imposed to reduce the burdens on the British 

taxpayer by raising revenue in North America. The colonists’ campaign of 

noncooperation not only blocked achievement of that objective, but also 

imposed additional economic losses on the Mother Country. A corre-

spondent (probably Benjamin Franklin) pointed out in the London Public 

Advertiser on January 17, 1769, that only a maximum revenue of £3,500 had 

been produced in the colonies, while the British business loss due to the 

American nonimportation and nonconsumption campaign was estimated at 

£7,250,000. He also pointed to the possibility of war if the policy were 

continued, which would take the British at least ten years to win, cost at least 

£100,000,000, and leave a loss of life and a legacy of hatred. In Britain by 

that time, says Gipson, “. . . most men in public life were 
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persuaded that to attempt to collect such duties in face of colonial opposition 

was economically unsound and politically unwise.”
181

  

 It would be possible to offer innumerable examples from the two 

centuries since 1769 in which nonviolent action has inflicted such material 

losses on opponents that their economic, and consequently their power 

position, were both placed in jeopardy. Many examples described in 

Chapters Five and Six are of this type, especially of generalized strikes, 

general strikes and economic shutdowns.  

 However, only one more example of how nonviolent action affects the 

economic resources of the opponent will be offered: the nonviolent Indian 

struggles against British rule. These economic losses are in the main at-

tributed to three sources: direct revenue refusal, increased expenditure for 

administration and enforcement, and deliberate economic boycotts.  

 During the Indian 1930-31 struggle, as a result of tax refusal and boy-

cott of goods providing government revenue, and with increased expenditure 

to deal with the civil disobedience movement, the British regime faced defi-

cits in the provincial governments. At various times the government of the 

Punjab faced a deficit of Rs. 10,000,000, the Bombay government faced a 

deficit of Rs. 10,250,000, the Central provinces Rs. 5,000,000, Madras Rs. 

8,700,000, Bengal Rs. 9,482,000 and Bihar Rs. 4,200,000.
182

 Gandhi’s 

Young India commented: “When we check the nourishment from passing 

from the victim to the parasite the latter naturally weakens and dies while the 

former revives.”
183

 It is clear that revenue refusal was an important aspect of 

that movement.
184

  

 
 

 

Year 

Total Exports of the 

 United Kingdom to British 

 India in Millions of 

 Pounds 

1924 90.6 

1925 86.0 

1926 81.8 

1927 85.0 

1928 83.9 

1929 78.2 

1930  (boycott year) 52.9185 

  

People who argue that Gandhi’s nonviolence had nothing to do with the 

British leaving India, that the real reasons were instead economic, er-

roneously assume that there was no contact between the two. There was, 
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however, a close relationship, which included an immediate reduction of 

trade and profits.  

 A survey of exports to India over several years is instructive.  

 For certain specific items the decrease in imports from Great Britain 

between 1929 and 1930 ranged from eighteen percent to forty-five per-

cent.
186 

 The Secretary of State for India told the House of Commons at the 

end of 1930 that the general depression in world trade accounted for a drop 

of twenty-five percent in exports to India, while he credited a drop of a 

further eighteen percent to the Congress’ boycott.
187

  Even eighteen percent 

is a significant figure, but the boycott may have been even more effective. 

Imports of British cotton cloth to India dropped far more that year than 

imports of cotton cloth from all foreign countries combined.
188

 Between 

October 1930 and April 1931, when the boycott was at its height, there was 

a decline of eighty-four percent in imports of British cloth. Lancashire mill 

owners and workers petitioned the Secretary of State for India to “do 

something about India.”
189

  

 These cases are simply illustrative, and quite mild at that. Large-scale 

strikes and economic shutdowns affect much more severely the economic 

resources available to the opponent and the degree of political power he can 

wield, as the Great October Strike of 1905 or the 1944 economic shutdowns 

in El Salvador and Guatemala illustrate. International consumers’ boycotts 

and embargoes may also influence the outcome of the struggle.  

 6. Sanctions Even the opponent’s ability to apply sanctions may on 

occasion be influenced by nonviolent action. We saw in Chapter One that 

fear of the ruler’s sanctions is one of the reasons for obedience. We also 

noted that the threat or use of sanctions does not necessarily produce 

obedience, and that they can be neutralized by massive defiance.  

 In addition, sanctions as a source of the ruler’s power may be reduced 

or removed by nonviolent action by those who help to provide the sanctions. 

Usually, this means that police and troops carry out orders for repression 

inefficiently, or disobey them completely. Sometimes the actions of others 

may also cut off the supply of weapons and ammunition, as when foreign 

suppliers halt shipments, or when strikes occur in domestic arms factories 

and transport. These means of control may be very important in certain 

situations.  

 The opponent’s ability to apply sanctions may also be influenced by 

the degree to which his agents of repression—police and troops—are willing 

to carry out orders. In some situations there may be too few such agents 

because they have not volunteered or because conscripts have re-
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fused duty. In other situations, the existing police or troops decline to carry 

out orders efficiently, or refuse them completely—i.e., mutiny. Mutinies 

have occurred in wartime, in face of violent revolution, and in cases of 

mixed violent and nonviolent struggle.  

 As we have already discussed, there is good reason to believe that 

mutiny is much more likely in face of nonviolent resistance. The troops or 

police then do not face injury or death from the “rebels” and they must de-

cide whether to obey orders to inflict severe repression against nonviolent 

people. Laxity in obedience and finally open mutiny will only occur in 

special circumstances, however. Police and troops will vary in their sensi-

tivity or callousness to the sufferings they inflict on the nonviolent group. 

The potential for reduced reliability of the agents of repression nevertheless 

exists; this may be described as a tendency in nonviolent conflicts. Gandhi 

was quite convinced that soldiers who wound and kill nonviolent actionists 

undergo a traumatic experience which in time will bring them to contrition: 

“. . . an army that dares to pass over the corpses of innocent men and women 

would not be able to repeat that experiment.”
190

  

 Efforts to convert the opponent group may produce both laxity in 

obeying orders for repression and open mutiny among police and troops, 

which may lead to nonviolent coercion of the opponent leadership. In other 

cases, mutiny may occur without conscious efforts at conversion. In any case, 

disobedience by the agents of repression will reduce the opponent’s power, 

in some cases decisively. Widespread mutinies of Russian troops during the 

revolutions of 1905 and February 1917 have already been described 

above.
191

 In the latter case they played a major role in achieving the 

disintegration of the tsarist regime.  

 The Nazis recognized well that if they lost control of the Army their 

power would be drastically weakened; Goebbels reveals that in early 

February 1938 the Nazis feared most of all not a coup d’etat but the col-

lective resignation of all high-ranking officers
192

 —a form of noncooperation.  

 During the predominantly nonviolent East German Rising of June 

1953 police sometimes withdrew completely or willingly gave up their arms. 

Among the East German armed forces there were some cases of mutiny and 

laying down of arms. There were even evidences of sympathy from Russian 

soldiers and of reluctance to fire on the civilians. The overwhelming number 

of Russians who obeyed orders apparently suffered reduced morale.
193

 It is 

reported that some one thousand Soviet officers and other ranks refused to 

fire at demonstrators, and that fifty-two Party members and soldiers were 

shot for disobeying orders.
194

 



PART THREE: DYNAMICS 754 

Large-scale deliberate inefficiency among troops and police is likely to 

reduce the regime’s power. When officials realize that obedience is 

uncertain, especially if small mutinies have already occurred, they may 

hesitate before ordering severe repressive actions which might provoke 

mutiny. That hesitation also limits sanctions as a source of power. A major 

mutiny is bound to alter power relationships radically, and the opponent is 

unlikely then to be able to withstand the demands of the nonviolent 

actionists. In fact, his regime may then disintegrate.  
 

C. Some factors influencing nonviolent coercion  
 

 There is no single pattern for producing nonviolent coercion. The 

factors which produce it occur in different combinations and proportions; 

there appear to be at least eight such factors. The role and combination of 

these will not be the same when the nonviolent coercion has been largely 

produced by mutiny, for example, as when the coercion has been achieved 

by economic and political paralysis. The contribution of each factor will 

depend upon the degree to which it regulates one or more of the opponent’s 

necessary sources of power.  

 Generally speaking, nonviolent coercion is more likely where the 

numbers of nonviolent actionists are very large, both in absolute numerical 

terms and in proportion to the general population. It is then possible for the 

defiance to be too massive for the opponent to control; paralysis by 

noncooperation is more likely. There, too, may be a greater chance of 

interfering with the sources of power which depend upon manpower, skilled 

or unskilled.  

 The degree of the opponent’s dependence on the nonviolent actionists 

for the sources of his power is also important. The greater the dependence, 

the greater the chances of nonviolent coercion. It therefore becomes 

important to consider exactly who is refusing assistance to the opponent. 

“The extent of nonparticipation required to produce measurable political 

effects varies with the strategic position of the strikers,” argued Hiller.
195  

Under certain circumstances the opponent may be relatively indifferent to 

large numbers of noncooperating subjects and in other circumstances he may 

be nonviolently coerced by the action of a relatively few.  

 The ability of the nonviolent group to apply the technique of non-

violent action will be very important. The role of fighting skill here is 

comparable to its importance in any other type of combat. Skill here includes 

the capacity to choose strategy, tactics and methods, the times and places for 

action, etc., and ability to act in accordance with the dynamics and 

requirements of this nonviolent technique. Ability to apply nonviolent 
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action skillfully will help to overcome the weaknesses of the nonviolent 

group, to capitalize on the opponent’s weaknesses, and to struggle against 

the opponent’s countermeasures.  

 Whether or not nonviolent coercion is achieved will also depend on 

how long the defiance and noncooperation can be maintained. A massive act 

of noncooperation which collapses after a few hours cannot nonviolently 

coerce anyone. Willingness and ability to maintain nonviolent action for a 

sufficient duration despite repression are necessary to reduce or sever 

sources of the opponent’s power.  

 The sympathy and support of third parties for the nonviolent group 

may be important in producing nonviolent coercion if the opponent depends 

on them for such things as economic resources, transportation facilities, 

military supplies and the like. Such supplies may then be cut off and his 

power position thereby undermined.  

 The means of control and repression which the opponent can use, and 

for how long, in an attempt to force a resumption of cooperation and 

obedience are also important. Even more important is the actionists’ 

response to them.  

 The final factor contributing to nonviolent coercion is opposition 

within the opponent group either to the policies at issue or to the repression, 

or to both. The number of dissidents, the intensity of their disagreement, the 

types of action they use, and their positions in the social, economic and 

political structure will all be important here. On occasion splits in the ruling 

group itself may occur. Should this happen, or should a general strike or 

major mutiny of troops or police take place in opposition to repression of the 

nonviolent actionists, it would be a major factor in producing nonviolent 

coercion. 
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