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For all of those, living and dead, who courageously stand 

in solidarity for justice, beauty, and liberation

and, of course, for Christine





I am but a humble explorer of the science of nonviolence.

— Mohandas K. Gandhi, November 20, 1924
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A c k nowle    d ge  m ents  

One day in February 2011, Ines Doukali, a twenty-three-year-old call centre 

worker, stood on the west side of the Casbah plaza in Tunis, holding up a sign 

that read simply, “Peaceful.”  She and thousands of other protesters were there 

to demand the resignation of Mohamed Ghannouchi, the prime minister. 

Ghannouchi had close ties to the country’s long-standing dictator, Zine el-

Abidine Ben Ali, who had been forced into exile by the popular revolution the 

month before. As Steve Coll reported in “The Casbah Coalition,”  Doukali chose 

to take this action to try to prevent the young revolution from disintegrating 

into violence. Up to then, she had not participated in the protests, but she 

found the courage to stand for liberation, informed by a clear instinct that 

nonviolent struggle was the route to achieving it—an instinct that is consis-

tent with current research. In Why Civil Resistance Works, Erica Chenoweth 

and Maria Stephan persuasively argue the point: nonviolent resistance simply 

works better. Many scholars and leaders of civil resistance campaigns could be 

acknowledged here: both their names and their work are woven into the fabric 

of this volume. The real credit for the advance of justice and freedom, how-

ever, must go to Ines Doukali and the millions of other ordinary, courageous 

people who change the history of humanity by participating in campaigns of 

civil resistance, proving that the ultimate power lies with the people. It is my 

belief that the insights of behavioural systems science can contribute signifi-

cantly to the effectiveness of these struggles for justice and that advancing 

this science is one way to stand in solidarity with ordinary people taking such 

extraordinary action. Therefore . . . this book. 

I want to thank members of the Illinois Yearly Meeting of the Religious Society 

of Friends and the 57th Street Meeting for the extensive support they provided 

throughout the development and production of this volume. I especially want 

to thank Athabasca University Press for their tremendous contributions in 

strengthening the manuscript and particularly for making it possible for 
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people anywhere in the world to access this work without cost. For the sake of 

justice, knowledge must be part of the Commons.



1

PA RT ON E

Un  d erstan     d ing    N onviolent          P ower 

Mohandas K. Gandhi often stated that nonviolence—by which he meant 

nonviolent struggle for liberation, not passive acceptance—is, or could be, a 

science. This book takes him at his word, applying the emerging science of 

behavioural systems analysis to the practice of nonviolent struggle and civil 

resistance. A valid scientific approach requires an acceptance of uncertainty 

and a tentativeness and humility regarding “truth,”  both of which character-

ized Gandhi’s life and thinking. In adopting a stance of humble curiosity, 

practitioners of science can advance human and other life; should they lose 

their humility, science can contribute to terrible damage. In attempting to 

bring state-of-the-science knowledge to nonviolent struggle in this book, 

I fully acknowledge that such work is in its early days.

Valuable social science research exploring dimensions of nonviolent 

struggle is available. Over four decades ago, Robert Klitgaard used game theory 

to analyze Gandhi’s tactics, with some success, while Amut Nakhre subse-

quently employed survey methods to study commitment to nonviolent norms 

among those practicing civil resistance.1 Gregory Wiltfang and Doug McAdam 

have researched predictors of such activists’ willingness to engage in high-risk 

and high-cost activities, and James Downton and Paul Wehr have examined 

factors that contribute to the persistence of peace activism.2 Clearly, these and 

many related investigations have made valuable contributions. The approach 

taken here, however, draws on a different body of scientific knowledge and 
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theory, which I believe has unique contributions to make not only to the study 

of resistance movements themselves but also, and especially, to the practice of 

effective resistance. As Gene Sharp, the most important civil resistance scholar 

and practitioner of our time, once told me, the study and practice of nonvio-

lent struggle needs to be examined from many different perspectives if we are 

to continue to advance both theory and methods.

In Part 1, I reformulate current thought about and experience in non-

violent struggle for liberation by drawing on behavioural science theory and 

research, and emphasizing the behavioural systems that constitute both 

resistance movements and structures of oppression. The first two chapters 

introduce the current state of knowledge and stress the urgent need to know 

more about nonviolent struggle (chapter 1), with particularly attention to the 

central place of strategic analysis (chapter 2). Chapters 3 and 4 bring contem-

porary behavioural systems science to that analysis. Chapters 5 and 6 explore 

the possible contributions of that science to the process of developing and sus-

taining cultures of resistance prepared to engage in nonviolent struggle. The 

chapters in part 2 then explore in depth the scientific principles and dynamics 

underlying major methods of nonviolent action.

A reminder for us all, however, is in order: the analyses and conclusions 

presented here should be held lightly in hand. Like war, nonviolent struggle is 

complex and messy, and all science-based knowledge in complex areas should 

be regarded as tentative and constantly open to correction and refinement. 

Given these caveats, though, I have little doubt that science can contribute 

much more to the cause of justice and liberation than it has to this point.
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1

N onviolent          P ower 

There is such a terrible urgency about halting the machinery of 

death that is still unimpeded. For our actions even to be effective as 

symbolic actions—as actions that speak the truth of our condition—they 

must communicate this urgency. 

—Barbara Deming, Revolution and Equilibrium 

Barbara Deming, a key figure in the recent history of nonviolent struggle, chal-

lenges us with the “terrible urgency”  of action to confront the human rights 

violations, genocide, oppression, and violence that Gandhi recognized as so 

deeply interwoven into contemporary human life. “I do not know whether you 

have seen the world as it really is,”  wrote Gandhi to his son Harilal in 1918. “For 

myself I can say I perceive the world in its grim reality every moment.” 1 The 

World Health Organization reports that over two hundred million people died 

as the result of collective violence in the twentieth century alone.2 In addition, 

the lives of hundreds of millions of others either ended or were deeply affected 

as a result of structural violence, violence resulting from social structures and 

institutions that cause and maintain poverty, imprisonment, systemic oppres-

sion, and lack of access for many to education, health care, and other basic 

human rights, while simultaneously supporting the comfortable lives of the 

privileged.3 These realities are not new; the history of “civilization”  parallels, 

in many ways, the history of the emergence of structural injustice.
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Such oppression ultimately and inevitably breeds resistance, however 

cloaked or circumspect.4 Scott Wimberley, exploring the roots of guerrilla 

warfare, succinctly summarizes this situation: “Resistance, rebellion, or civil 

war begins in a nation where political, sociological, economic, or religious 

oppression has occurred. Such discontent is usually caused by a violation of 

individual rights or privileges, the oppression of one group by a dominant 

group or occupying force, or a threat to the life and freedom of the people.” 5 

While the resulting violence may be terrible both to those directly involved 

and to third parties, history—and science, as we shall see—teaches us that 

resistance is a natural response to experiences of oppression. Violent resis-

tance often seems the natural, or perhaps the only, response to violent 

oppression, whether physical or structural. When violence meets violence, 

groups on each side strive to develop and access strategies and weapons 

that increase their capacity to create damage to the enemy while minimiz-

ing damage to themselves, leading each group to continuously intensify 

the struggle.

Governments and their corporate surrogates have invested unimaginable 

human, financial, and scientific resources to what Deming calls “the machin-

ery of death” —the science and practice of weapons development, the science 

of armed conflict and war, the science of repressive policing.6 Insurgencies 

have drawn on and contributed to those sciences and practices. Yet victories 

obtained through these practices are seldom, if ever, clean or stable; as noted 

by Václav Havel—the notable Czech playwright and dissident, and, ultimately, 

the country’s president—violent revolutions typically are “fatally stigmatized 

by the very means used to secure [them],”  and current research supports 

that assertion.7 Given the enormous costs of violent resistance, the search 

for other possible options is critically important but has proven difficult in a 

world deeply immersed in hatred and death. Faced with utterly dehumanizing 

conditions, threats of terrorism, or deadly repression, escalating countervio-

lence often seems like the only realistic option. This “escalation to extremes”  

has only continued our historic march toward an increasingly dangerous and 

inhuman world.8

Nonetheless, history demonstrates that there are, in fact, powerful routes 

to liberation from oppression that do not involve violence. To clarify the poten-

tial and strategies for such options, Mohandas Gandhi called for a science of 
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nonviolent action—but remarkably few resources have been dedicated to the 

serious pursuit of such a science. This lack of attention is rather puzzling; as 

will be seen, hundreds of examples of the successful use of nonviolent power 

over many centuries and on every inhabited continent on earth have been well 

documented.9 Historians of nonviolence and scholars of peace studies have 

chronicled many successes and failures of nonviolent struggle from which 

others can learn.

While we know that nonviolent action has been powerful in many cases, 

some quite surprising, we do not know the limits of either obstructive or con-

structive nonviolent resistance, nor do we have a clear understanding of what 

forms of action are most effective under what circumstances. Activist David 

Dellinger’s observation in 1965 that the knowledge base for nonviolence was 

only at a “primitive”  state of development remains nearly as true today.10 The 

need and potential for an extensive program to refine, extend, and leverage 

what we know seems evident.

Without question, the challenges of nonviolent struggle in such places as 

Somalia and Afghanistan are enormous; they are nearly as great, if perhaps 

not as newsworthy, in dozens of other contemporary struggles for justice 

around the world. And it is not enough to simply interrupt injustice, difficult 

as that often is. As David Cortright insists, nonviolent campaigns must also 

make a real difference in shaping a new reality. While engaging “legitimate 

concerns for justice and human rights,”  those involved in social change “have 

a political and moral responsibility to devise constructive alternatives to the 

policies they oppose.” 11 As discussed later, we know much less about such 

constructive alternatives than we do about protest and disruption. Advances in 

this area are therefore an especially high priority.

Other limitations to present knowledge include, for example, the extent 

to which and conditions under which nonviolent practices could replace 

military, police, and other currently legitimated forms of force. The potential 

contribution of nonviolent methods in cases of genocide is unknown, and 

more study in this area is clearly required; in such cases, a policing strategy 

appears to be required, but how such a strategy might be effectively imple-

mented remains obscure. A scientific perspective requires maintaining an 

open mind about such questions and a commitment to pursuing them with-

out bias. Despite these knowledge gaps, however, there is very strong evidence 
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that nonviolent strategies can achieve substantial reductions in threat and 

violence across a broad range of situations.

The challenges to developing a rigorous understanding of nonviolent 

struggle are serious. Although the variables involved in effective nonviolent 

resistance (as well as in failures of such struggles) are, at root, behavioural 

and cultural, the behavioural and cultural sciences have thus far paid little 

attention to exploring them. The thesis of this volume is that those sciences, 

particularly the study of behavioural systems dynamics, have unique potential 

contributions to make to the further refinement of strategic nonviolent resis-

tance. Both the promise and the uncertainties call urgently, as Deming noted, 

for deeper analysis. Before turning to that work, however, it is important to 

ensure a common language. We begin, therefore, by briefly defining and trac-

ing the history of nonviolent struggle.

U nderstanding            N onviolent          R esistance      

For at least two and a half millennia, and probably much longer, countless 

groups and individuals have dedicated—and often sacrificed—their lives to 

nonviolent struggle. These include activists and resistance movements; com-

munity organizers; spiritual communities, including the traditional peace 

churches (Quakers, Mennonites, and Brethren) but also members of many 

mainstream religious groups; scholars, particularly in peace studies, history, 

and political science; and an astonishing array of ordinary citizens. Many of 

these groups offer somewhat different perspectives on what nonviolent resis-

tance is (and what it is not), but a number of understandings of the concept 

are now well established, including the following:12

	 1.	 Nonviolent resistance is not passive, nor is it weak. Rather, such action is 

an exercise of power—what Gandhi called satyagraha. The word, which derives 

from satya, “truth,”  and āgraha, “appropriation”  or “insistence,”  is com-

monly translated as “truth force”  or “soul force.”  A recurrent emphasis on 

truth is repeated throughout discussions of nonviolent resistance, as will 

be seen repeatedly in what follows.
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	 2.	 There are times when negotiation and mediation are effective approaches 

for resolving conflicts, but basic human rights cannot be negotiated away. 

History offers few, if any, cases where individuals or groups perpetrating 

structural violations of human rights have been willing to give up signifi-

cant power and privilege without struggle; effective resistance requires 

challenging that power and privilege with opposing force.

	 3.	 Nonviolent resistance is not necessarily safe. While the exercise of nonvio-

lent options generally results in fewer casualties (particularly to innocent 

noncombatants) than do violent alternatives, nonviolent campaigns 

that face serious oppression do experience casualties and therefore often 

require substantial and continuous courage. As Gandhi declared, “There is 

no Swaraj [interdependent self-governance] without suffering. In violence, 

truth is the first and the greatest sufferer; in non-violence it is ever trium-

phant.” 13 The more intense the level of dehumanization present, the more 

costly and challenging that dehumanization is likely to be.14

	 4.	 The many forms of nonviolent action (Gene Sharp lists 198 methods in 

Waging Nonviolent Struggle) range from relatively modest persuasive efforts 

to major disruptions of the social fabric. Because nonviolent struggle is 

complex, substantial humility is required in trying to capture its power 

coherently and comprehensively, yet that effort is critically important.

	 5.	 While some nonviolent movements have emerged from deeply spiritual 

stances or other passionately principled positions, most nonviolent cam-

paigns and most participants in such campaigns have not acted primar-

ily out of such convictions. As Peter Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler 

observe, “In the overwhelming majority of known cases of nonviolent 

conflict, there is no evidence that concepts of principled nonviolence were 

either present or contributed in a significant way to the outcome. . . . Often 

nonviolent action is chosen because a viable military option is simply not 

available.” 15

	 6.	 Effective nonviolent action is difficult, if not impossible, to sustain when 

driven by hatred, although many participants may initially engage with a 

movement out of anger. It appears that in the most successful cases, nonvi-

olent struggle confronts oppression aggressively while maintaining respect 

for all parties as human beings. For example, Gandhi recommended that 

“men composing the government are not to be regarded as enemies. To re-
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gard them as such will be contrary to the non-violent spirit. Part we must, 

but as friends.” 16 And Deming recommends what I refer to in later chapters 

as the “two-hands principle” : that in nonviolent campaigns against an 

opponent, activists “have as it were two hands upon him—the one calm-

ing him, making him ask questions, as the other makes him move.” 17 For 

Deming, the message, at its core, should be “We will not hurt you, and at 

the same time, we will not allow oppression to continue.”  The issues here 

are two. First, neither hatred nor anger can provide direction for what is to 

be built. Second, structural oppression is always maintained not by a single 

individual but by an entire system; this fact has extensive implications, as 

explored in depth in later chapters.

Theorists of nonviolent resistance differ regarding the extent to which 

actions involving some level of coercion, interference, property damage, and 

the induction of stress are acceptable. Deciding on such actions involves both 

moral and practical considerations; a scientific perspective can be genuinely 

helpful with the latter and even, to some extent, with the former. The lan-

guage used to describe nonviolent resistance also varies: the terms nonviolence, 

nonviolent struggle, nonviolent conflict, nonviolent social action, nonviolent resistance, 

satyagraha, civil disobedience, civil resistance, political resistance, direct action, and 

positive action, among others, have been used. In the present work, civil resistance, 

nonviolent action, and nonviolent struggle will generally be privileged because of the 

emphasis of each on actions taken; the dynamics of nonviolent power are best 

captured through words that reference verbs (resist, act, struggle). These terms 

are therefore consistent with a behavioural science perspective, and they are 

also favoured in the most important contemporary literature.18 

Within the nonviolence field, there is growing recognition of the 

importance of strategy and strategic action for optimal results.19 Strategic 

perspectives from outside the traditional nonviolence disciplines can make 

unique contributions here. Such perspectives include the dynamics of orga-

nizational behaviour; community organizing; behavioural systems science; 

strategic studies of insurgency, guerrilla action, and resistance movements; 

and military strategy (particularly as related to counterinsurgency). Given an 

emerging understanding that nonviolent methods may function as partial 

or full equivalents to violence in struggles for liberation (although with key 
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differences in outcomes), it is not surprising that strategic experience in mili-

tary campaigns and resistance movements of many kinds offer both insights 

and cautions.

N onviolent          R esistance         in   H uman     H istory   

Nonviolent resistance is deeply embedded in the history of collective action 

for liberation. A comprehensive review is not my purpose here; a number 

of outstanding historical reviews are available to the interested reader.20 

Early examples of nonviolent thinking and action include the lessons of the 

Buddha, as well as the teachings of Mozi, of the Zhou Dynasty in China; the 

stance of early Christians, who generally refused military service and endured 

some of the most brutal repression in history; and the campaign among 

the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) led by Skennenrahowi (“the Peacemaker” ) 

to end intertribal warfare, which took place long before the coming of the 

Europeans.21 The following list provides just of few of the numerous examples 

of relatively effective nonviolent struggle around the world.

	 •	 Africa: Gandhi’s campaigns in South Africa in the early 1900s; the Women’s 

War of 1929 in Nigeria; Kenneth Kuanda’s “positive action”  in Zambia in the 

1950s and 1960s

	 •	 The Middle East: the 1973 OPEC oil embargo; early stages of the revolu-

tion against the Shah of Iran in 1979–80, subsequently marred by post-

revolutionary violence; the First Intifada of 1987–93, which, in its early and 

more successful stages, was largely nonviolent; and certain of the 2011 Arab 

Spring movements

	 •	 Europe: opposition and resistance to Nazi occupation in the Netherlands, 

Norway, France, and elsewhere; resistance movements that ultimately 

overcame totalitarian rule in Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary in the 

1960s, 1970s, and 1980s and led to the fall of the Soviet Union; the Green 

Movement in Germany in the late twentieth century

	 •	 Asia and the Pacific Islands: Badshah Khan’s hundred thousand–strong 

nonviolent Pashtun army in Afghan and Pakistani tribal areas, in alli-

ance with Gandhi’s campaign in India; the People Power revolution in the 



10

Strategic Nonviolent Power

Philippines in 1986; ongoing struggles for justice and democracy in Burma, 

which appears at this writing to be moving in cautious but probably inexo-

rable ways toward advancing freedoms22

	 •	 The Americas: the overthrow of the Salvadoran dictator Maximiliano 

Hernández Martinez in 1944; the US civil rights movement; Cesar Chavez 

and the United Farm Workers union

	 •	 Australia and New Zealand: the Maori Parihaka Movement from 1870 into 

the 1900s; green bans in Australia, in which workers refused to work in 

environmentally destructive projects; protests against participation in the 

Vietnam War

There are hundreds of other known examples and, no doubt, many more that 

have never been documented. Such an extensive history suggests that the 

nonviolent alternative must be taken seriously.

Many historical links can be made among nonviolent movements and the-

orists around the world, particularly during the past two centuries. Members 

of the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers), explicitly committed to non-

violence since 1660, have been deeply involved with numerous campaigns for 

justice, including nonviolent abolitionist and suffrage movements.23 Both the 

Quakers and the transcendentalists, particularly Henry David Thoreau, were 

important influences on the development of Gandhi’s thought, as was Leo 

Tolstoy, himself influenced by the Quakers.24 The American sociologist, histo-

rian, and civil rights activist W.E.B. Du Bois “felt that Gandhi had discovered 

a marvelous new method of nonviolent struggle that could be used to liber-

ate black Americans.” 25 The Chicago Defender, Marcus Garvey, and many other 

African American publications and leaders followed Gandhi’s efforts closely, 

with an eye to what they might contribute to their own struggle for libera-

tion.26 Watching what was developing in the United States, Gandhi stated 

presciently, “It may be through the Negroes that the unadulterated message 

of nonviolence will be delivered to the world.” 27 Bayard Rustin, a gay African 

American civil rights and antiwar activist in the 1950s and 1960s, spent six 

months in India and returned to advise Martin Luther King Jr., who, until that 

time, was not entirely committed to nonviolence in his struggle. Many other 

connections could be cited; the movement toward nonviolent resistance has 

been a global phenomenon for at least the past two centuries, with extensive 
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cross-fertilization and mutual learning. Further globalization of resistance 

movements, given the expansion of communications and electronic media, 

seems a certainty.

A recent ground-breaking study by Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan 

examined the relative success of nonviolent versus violent forms of resistance, 

including over three hundred campaigns from 1900 through 2006. The find-

ings surprised many, including the authors of the study: nonviolent methods 

proved twice as effective as violent methods, with the rate of success increas-

ing over time. Nonviolent campaigns fully succeeded just over 50 percent of 

the time, with partial success in another 25 percent of cases; violence achieved 

full success about a quarter of the time, and partial success another 13 percent 

of the time. Violent campaigns failed completely 60 percent of the time; non-

violent campaigns just 22 percent of the time. Nonviolent campaigns were also 

more likely to promote democracy, even when they failed to achieve their immediate 

objectives. Democratic governments successfully emerged from only 5 percent 

of violent insurgencies, compared to 57 percent of nonviolent campaigns.28 

David Cortright suggests that “nonviolent movements create more freedom 

and democracy because they are by their very nature free and democratic.” 29 

Indeed, successful nonviolent campaigns require widespread participation 

and open communication; guerrilla efforts rely primarily on small cadres of 

fighters operating largely in secret. Furthermore, not surprisingly, the meth-

ods used in the resistance movement, whether violent or nonviolent, tend to 

continue after the campaign succeeds.

All campaigns, regardless of their degree of success or failure, are useful for 

understanding the dynamics of nonviolent power. A good number of defeats and 

partial defeats of nonviolent campaigns are found in the historical record, and 

one assumes there were others that never progressed far enough to be remem-

bered. Campaigns in Burma in 1988 and in Tiananmen Square in China the 

following year resulted in massive killings by the military; both are excellent 

cases for analysis, in part because those struggles continue to reach into the 

present on some level and also because they are extensively documented. In 

the Chinese case, since Tiananmen, acts of civil resistance have become com-

monplace, although full freedom remains distant; the news on the day I write 

this includes the report of large protests in Qidong Province that resulted in the 

cancellation of an environmentally sensitive wastewater pipeline. During the 
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same week, thousands took to the streets of Hong Kong to protest the imposi-

tion of a Chinese “patriotism”  curriculum in the schools.30 Civil resistance in 

the face of massive repression has also repeatedly emerged in remote ethnic 

areas of China.31 In other parts of the world, many apparent defeats of nonvio-

lent resistance proved temporary, as in Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia in 

the second half of the twentieth century: each of these countries achieved full 

liberation in the late 1980s, but only after some decades of apparent defeat.32

In many historical struggles for justice and human rights, the grievance 

group has employed a mix of violent and nonviolent strategies. For instance, 

Malcolm X, although he disavowed violence later in life, in his early years 

advocated taking “any means necessary”  to achieve success, which no doubt 

seemed natural when his people were experiencing brutal repression and 

unyielding structural violence in the form of Jim Crow, lynchings, and deeply 

rooted structural violence. However, Havel’s assertion that violence can be 

fatal to the cause of liberation has considerable support. Violent resistance has 

usually failed in the face of superior weaponry and forces, as has been the case 

with many Indigenous groups around the world, as well as with conflicts in 

Palestine, sub-Saharan Africa, and many colonial situations. Should a violent 

campaign to some degree succeed, the framework of repressive violence estab-

lished by the victors is commonly maintained to sustain control and structure 

privilege for themselves.33 Even “defensive violence”  (or the threat of it) can 

be counterproductive, as in the case of the Black Panther movement in the 

United States, in which the media focused on the weapons the Panthers car-

ried rather than on their community building and advocacy for racial justice.34

Additional reasons to refrain from mixing violence into a nonviolent strug-

gle are evident in the historical record. Violence, once used, becomes tempting 

in other circumstances, and incorporating violent actions into a largely 

nonviolent campaign tends to alienate the uncommitted and third parties 

who are potential allies.35 Moreover, the risk to noncombatants is substantially 

greater in violent campaigns (as witness events in Syria in 2011–13).36 In fact, a 

majority of the two hundred million killed as a result of collective violence in 

the last century were noncombatants.37 And finally, the potential for leveraging 

moral persuasion as one dimension of satyagraha and encouraging defections 

from opponent forces are also higher when the opponent knows him or herself 

to be physically safe.38
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Jonathan Schell, in The Unconquerable World: Power, Nonviolence, and the Will 

of the People, makes a compelling case that while violence played a part in 

some successful revolutions, nonviolent resistance was actually responsible 

for much of the success in those cases. For example, Schell argues that in the 

American Revolution, war did not decide the outcome; rather, the military 

needed only to endure while noncooperation and the constructive of parallel 

institutions produced an autonomous nation. Unity among the colonies (e.g., 

the Acts of Association), Committees of Correspondence, and independent 

local governance structures in each of the colonies built the new nation; 

noncooperation in taxation, refusal to participate in British justice structures, 

and other acts of noncooperation withheld real power from the Crown. As 

described by historian Gordon Wood, “The royal governors stood helpless 

as they watched para-governments grow up around them, a rapid piecing 

together from the bottom up of a hierarchy of committees and congresses that 

reached from the counties and towns through the provincial conventions to 

the Continental Congress.” 39 The war that followed was essentially a war of 

self-defence requiring not victory but simply avoiding loss.40

As Schell notes, in some cases revolutionary overthrow was carried out 

with little or no bloodshed, but the foundation of the new order that followed 

was bathed in blood. In France, for example, the storming of the Bastille 

involved little actual violence; the governor turned it over to an angry crowd 

because the French defenders would not take up arms against their own 

people (a common pattern, as we shall see). In Russia in 1917, despite later 

propaganda to the contrary, Imperial troops refused to fight the people, since 

that would have violated the values they shared with the struggling poor.41 

Schell quotes Leon Trotsky, who, speaking at his trial for his involvement in an 

earlier uprising in 1905, foreshadowed the Bolsheviks’ refusal:

“No matter how important weapons may be it is not in them,  

gentlemen the judges, that great power resides. No! Not the ability of  

the masses to kill others but their great readiness themselves to die—

this secures in the last instance the victory of the popular rising.”  For: 

“Only when the masses show readiness to die on the barricades can  

they win over the army on which the old regime relies. The barricade 

does not play in revolution the part which the fortress plays in regular 
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warfare. It is mainly the physical and moral meeting ground between 

people and army.” 42

Gandhi made the same point many times—satyagrahis needed to be will-

ing to suffer, even to die, if necessary. This principle played out in Peshawar in 

the North-West Frontier Province in India in April 1930, when two platoons of 

the Royal Garhwal Rifles refused to reinforce British troops who had mas-

sacred dozens of nonviolent protesters. In late 2009, a series of similar events 

occurred in Iran; the police became increasingly unwilling to attack the 

people, suggesting an underlying weakness in the regime, although repressive 

forces later regained the upper hand as protesters began to threaten violence. 

Troops in Tunisia also grew increasingly resistant to participating in violent 

suppression during the nonviolent revolution of 2011, as, subsequently, did 

those in Egypt. In each case, however, some among the resistance needed to 

suffer, and some to die, to evoke this change in the actions of security forces.

The history of nonviolent struggle has many important lessons to teach, 

the first of which is that nonviolent resistance can be extraordinarily and 

surprisingly powerful, but, as is the case in war, it can also be unpredictable. 

There will always be limits to what is known, and perhaps to what can be 

known. To the extent possible, however, it seems imperative and urgent to 

further explore nonviolent power such as Gandhi’s “truth force”  and Trotsky’s 

power of the masses with an eye to understanding the dynamics involved in 

ways that go beyond historical anecdote.

T he   Nature     of   N onviolent          P ower 

The potential efficacy of nonviolent struggle is well established; under-

standing why and how nonviolent resistance can be so powerful is more 

complicated but is central to strategic execution. There is widespread agree-

ment among activists and scholars that effective nonviolent struggle is not 

primarily symbolic. While Gandhi’s strategy has often been viewed as “the 

politics of the moral gesture,”  he in fact had no patience with mere symbol.43 

In nonviolent struggle as he understood it, real power for liberation directly 

challenges oppressive power. Consistent with Gandhi’s perspective, Cortright 
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asserts, “To be politically effective, nonviolent action must be able to challenge 

power. Symbolic protest is not enough. One must also confront and under-

mine oppressive power with forceful action. . . . Such actions are more than 

an attempt to persuade. They actually undermine and impede the exercise of 

power.” 44

Emphasizing the potency of satyagraha, Gandhi affirmed that “civil 

disobedience . . . is a full substitute for armed revolt”  and that it is “a complete, 

effective, and bloodless substitute”  for such revolt.45 Ronald McCarthy and 

Gene Sharp argue that violence and nonviolence “may function as, and be 

viewed by participants as, alternative approaches”  for pursuing justice.46 David 

Dellinger, a lifelong justice and antiwar activist, described nonviolent action 

as a viable and accessible alternative to “counterviolence of the victimized.” 47 

Whether nonviolent action does, in fact, function as a “full substitute”  for 

violence is a complicated question. It is clearly not an exact substitute, since 

the long-term effects of the two differ in important ways, as noted above and 

explored in further depth later in this book.

There have been many dramatic protests that were largely symbolic, did 

not have an impact on power dynamics, and, in some cases, produced very 

high casualties. Sharp gives as examples the mass demonstrations in Burma 

in 1988 and in Tiananmen Square in 1989.48 But separating symbol from 

the exercise of power is complicated. “To define clearly which actions are 

symbolic—and which more than that—one has to often look twice,”  sug-

gests Deming. “A bold foray that is absolutely certain to be stopped is, surely, 

symbolic action.” 49 Although the Burmese and Chinese actions may be seen 

as such “bold forays,”  they did have psychological impact and will prob-

ably prove to have been more than symbolic over the long term in that they 

redefined reality for important segments of the population and contributed to 

later advances toward freedom.

Acknowledging that nonviolent action can be powerful raises another 

question: What is the substance of that power? Gene Sharp, in his seminal and 

widely used work From Dictatorship to Democracy, argues that dictatorships have 

weaknesses and that the power of nonviolence lies in exploiting those weak-

nesses. In doing so, the grievance population acquires further power. Sharp’s 

extensive historical work demonstrates that political defiance has particular 

strengths:50
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	 1.	 It can be difficult to combat.

	 2.	 It can “uniquely aggravate weaknesses”  of the oppressor and “sever its 

sources of power.” 

	 3.	 It can be targeted directly at the issue—for example, using political meth-

ods for political issues and economic methods for economic issues.

	 4.	 It can effectively use the grievance population as a whole and, because of 

the dispersion of power among the population, can therefore have democ-

ratizing effects.

Francis Fox Piven recently examined the power of civil disruption in the 

history of the United States. She acknowledges that the control of resources, 

especially wealth and force, provides power, but she asserts that “interde-

pendent power” —the power to disrupt established networks of cooperation 

and interdependence, especially in a densely interconnected society—can be 

a potent counterforce.51 Piven further emphasizes that resisters do not draw 

their power primarily from being obstreperous but rather from the disruption 

of “a pattern of ongoing and institutionalized cooperation that depends on 

their continuing contributions.” 52 This profoundly important insight clarifies 

why understanding behavioural systems dynamics is so important. The better 

we can understand networks of interdependence, which are the core of behav-

ioural systems science, the more nonviolent action can be targeted to have the 

greatest potential impact.

Barbara Deming’s analysis of nonviolent power contributes essential 

additional dimensions to our understanding. Deming forcefully argued that 

violence is counterproductive in liberation movements—because it is not radical 

enough. Violence is the method of the oppressors; one joins those oppressors 

by choosing their methods. Deming criticized activists of her time for being 

too meek, claiming that much more radical action, nonviolent revolutionary 

action, is required to achieve justice. She believed that the direct disruption of 

public order is essential—but also that power is leveraged through the libera-

tion of minds: “The most effective action both resorts to power and engages 

conscience.” 53 Nonviolent action, according to Deming, must forcefully pre-

vent the continuation of oppressive action: “If . . . we will wage battle without 

violence, we can remain very much more in control—of our own selves, of 

the responses to us which our adversaries make, of the battle as it proceeds, 
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and of the future we hope will issue from it.” 54 While Piven’s work may seem 

more easily subjected to a scientific analysis, Deming’s thought is also highly 

consistent with what we know of the workings of behavioural systems.

A S cience       of   N onviolent          P ower 

And so we come to the science. Gandhi often suggested that nonviolence was 

a science, and he clearly meant this literally: “My life consists of nothing but 

experiments with truth,”  he declared.55 As Schell notes, Gandhi’s practice 

was consistent with his words: he made constant revisions to his actions and 

thought based on experimentation, thus avoiding fixed dogma. Furthermore, 

Gandhi presented the principles of nonviolent action as scientific laws, equiva-

lent to the law of gravity, which work whether people believe in them or not.56

David Cortright highlights the need for careful analysis of nonviolent 

social action: “There is no contradiction between acting out of deeply held 

belief and striving to achieve concrete results. Nonviolent social movements 

are sometimes successful, and it is important to know why. . . . We know that 

certain strategies and tactics are more likely to succeed than others and that 

the study of strategic effectiveness matters.” 57 Such study is the potential 

realm of the science that Gandhi sought. Yet, at least in terms of scientific 

work, the situation has improved only marginally since 1955, when the 

American Friends Service Committee declared, “There is now almost no place 

in our great universities, few lines in the budgets of our great foundations, 

and little space in scholarly journals, for thought and experimentation that 

begin with the unconditional rejection of organized mass violence and seek to 

think through the concrete problems of present international relations in new 

terms. It is time there was.” 58 A decade and a half later, Deming deplored the 

lack of such study: “There should have been by now . . . much more extensive 

discussion and research on the whole question of different kinds of power, 

a much more vigorous attempt to define for the country the alternatives to 

military power as a means of defending what we value.” 59

The remainder of this volume clarifies work to achieve a scientific under-

standing of the dynamics of the networks of interdependence that Piven 

emphasized, an understanding that has important potential for defining 
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and refining the alternatives to which Deming refers. While respecting and 

drawing on existing work by activists and scholars of other disciplines, the 

behavioural systems approach offers a unique perspective and therefore 

potentially unique contributions to the rigorous analysis of the dynamics of 

nonviolent struggle.60 A behavioural systems analysis can help to clarify the 

interdependencies present in conflict situations and can suggest experiments 

for leveraging those interdependencies in the cause of justice and human 

rights. In the next chapter, we begin by looking at the importance of strategy 

and strategic analysis in nonviolent theory and praxis, before moving on to 

discuss behavioural systems science in chapters 3 and 4.
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S trategic        N onviolent          R esistance      

One must develop a wise grand strategic plan for liberation and 

implement it skillfully.

— Gene Sharp, From Dictatorship to Democracy

The history of nonviolent resistance is a mixed narrative encompassing 

spontaneous, often reactive responses to oppressive situations, as well as 

thoughtfully executed campaigns. In some spontaneous cases, the resistance 

group happened upon the right tactic or method; in many, it did not. In the 

latter half of the twentieth century, an increasingly widespread recognition 

of the value of rigorous strategic analysis for effective action emerged among 

nonviolent theorists and practitioners. Work in this area by Gene Sharp, 

Robert Helvey, and Peter Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler is especially 

noteworthy.1 Ackerman and Kruegler, for example, made an important start 

toward empirically examining the real-world utility of a set of strategic 

principles that they extracted from the historical record. Still, the current 

near-consensus on the critical importance of strategic analysis and plan-

ning is best viewed as an attractively persuasive hypothesis that has not yet 

been rigorously tested. In this chapter, I trace some of the most important 

thinking of these and other theorists of nonviolent struggle and, in doing so, 

clarify several areas in which the behavioural systems science outlined in the 

next two chapters may have value.
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Strategy is a central dimension of what Sharp and Ronald McCarthy term 

the “dynamics of social action” : “Dynamics are the processes that occur during 

actual conflicts in which nonviolent action is used, especially as they either 

increase or decrease the likelihood that activists will achieve a conclusion 

acceptable to them. Dynamics include preparation, training, strategy, and 

organization and the kinds of interactions that conflict groups have with their 

adversaries, their supporters, and third parties who may be hostile, neutral, 

or indifferent. Lastly, dynamics refers also to the steps and stages that bring 

about a conclusion, particularly the mechanisms of change that may oper-

ate when successes are achieved.” 2 Commonalities (and differences) between 

military strategy and nonviolence strategy are increasingly recognized. 

Strategically executed insurgency and guerrilla campaigns, as well as recent 

work related to counterinsurgency efforts (specifically, The US Army/Marine 

Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual developed by General David Petraeus and 

others), may also be potential sources of transferable knowledge. (At the time 

of writing, the jury is still out on the long-term success of those counterinsur-

gency strategies as they have been implemented in Iraq and Afghanistan.)

In this chapter, I focus specifically on current principles and under-

standings of strategic analysis and planning from both within and outside 

the field of nonviolent struggle, thus providing important background for 

what follows. The next two chapters then bring a behavioural systems 

lens to strategic analysis and, more broadly, to the processes of nonviolent 

action, which have sometimes been viewed in a more static and descrip-

tive manner. Behavioural systems science elaborates and predicts patterns 

of interactions among actors and groups in testable ways. It therefore has 

the potential to refine strategic analysis more deeply than can collections of 

distinct constructs like “preparation,”  “stages,”  and “mechanisms” —relatively 

imprecise nouns that can be difficult to operationalize in consistent ways 

across campaigns.

S trategic        A nalysis      and    Action   

Gene Sharp describes four nested levels of strategy important to nonviolent 

struggle:
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	 •	 Grand strategy: a master plan for the conduct of the campaign

	 •	 Strategy: “the major conception of how most efficiently to achieve objec-

tives in a conflict” 

	 •	 Methods: individual forms of action (e.g., picketing, consumer boycotts)

	 •	 Tactics: actions taken by a group when applying its chosen methods in a 

specific encounter with opponents3

Grand strategy, as Sharp defines it, provides direction for how the ultimate 

goals of a campaign are to be reached, a plan for how the struggle is to be 

won, a vision of the alternative reality to be built, and it outlines “in broad 

strokes how the nonviolent struggle group should conduct the conflict.” 4 

Most overall conflicts require addressing multiple objectives over time; the 

plan for how those objectives are to be pursued is roughly what Sharp refers 

to simply as strategy (or campaign strategy, in earlier work). Strategy “requires 

the continuous and simultaneous evaluation of a complex set of variables,”  

which in turn requires a coherent perspective on and understanding of the 

dynamics involved.5 Methods, for Sharp, are roughly parallel to “operational 

art”  in military strategy: particular options for pursuing strategy. Tactics are 

specific decisions about how to act at a certain place and time to realize larger 

strategic objectives.

One critical strategic consideration—often neglected, to the ultimate dis-

advantage of the struggle being waged—is what happens should the campaign 

succeed. There are examples of struggles for liberation in which nonviolent 

resistance succeeds in bringing down a tyrant, but the resulting vacuum is 

filled by a coup that gives power to yet another tyrannical leader, or in which 

apparent liberation is followed by bloody conflicts.6 The point at which a suc-

cessful conclusion is in sight or major objectives have been achieved can be a 

high-risk time during which continuing strategic analysis and action plan-

ning are required to structure and sustain a new vision for the populations 

involved. As some of the recent spontaneous struggles in the Middle East have 

demonstrated, campaigns that focus on ending oppression but do not have a 

vision and plan for what is to be constructed should the campaign succeed are 

at high risk for producing limited benefit.

In strategic nonviolent action, methods and tactics should flow logically 

from strategy and on-the-ground realities within the conflict context. History 
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suggests, however, that intuition and creativity are also important in stra-

tegic planning, given the uniqueness of every campaign. One of the central 

principles for nonviolent struggle emphasized by Ackerman and Kruegler 

is “expanding the repertoire of sanctions.” 7 (Sanctions, as Ackerman and 

Kruegler use the term, are roughly equivalent to Sharp’s “methods.” ) They note 

that the sanctions chosen should be creative and original, easily and widely 

replicable without requiring extensive training, within the experience of the 

people to the extent possible, and likely to build momentum; they should also 

facilitate seizing the initiative. Ackerman and Kruegler suggest that the last of 

these should not be left to chance; rather, progressively escalating steps should 

be integral to strategic planning.

Saul Alinsky, the well-known guru of community organizing for social 

action, offers nine “rules of power tactics”  that should be taken into account in 

tactical planning:8

	 1.	 Power is not only what you have but what the enemy thinks you have.

	 2.	 Never go outside the experience of your people.

	 3.	 Wherever possible go outside the experience of the enemy.

	 4.	 Make the enemy live up to their own book of rules.

	 5.	 Ridicule is man’s most potent weapon.

	 6.	 A good tactic is one that your people enjoy.

	 7.	 A tactic that drags on too long becomes a drag.

	 8.	 Keep the pressure on.

	 9.	 The threat is usually more terrifying than the thing itself.

Some of Alinsky’s rules are engaging restatements of current widespread under-

standings. Rules 2 and 3, for example, mirror the guidance offered by Ackerman 

and Kruegler. Rule 4 is one dimension of Václav Havel’s profound principle 

of “living in truth,”  which we will revisit later. Some of Alinsky’s language, 

however, directly contradicts the perspectives of other theorists. I am reason-

ably confident that neither Gandhi nor Deming, for example, would consider 

the terms “enemy”  or “terrifying”  appropriate to nonviolent struggle, nor would 

they favour ridicule as a primary tactical option. Such disagreements ultimately 

require experimental testing, but in some cases, established principles of behav-

ioural systems science strongly suggest the likely outcomes of such testing.
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Detailed listings of a wide variety of methods and tactical options are avail-

able elsewhere; Sharp, for example, offered a preliminary list of 198 methods.9 

Examples will be presented throughout this volume to illustrate the breadth 

of possibilities.

P ower    in   the    P eople   

Before looking in detail at the several ways in which nonviolent strategy has 

been understood, it is essential to stress the single most central strategic 

principle underlying nonviolent resistance, a principle on which nearly 

every theorist and practitioner agrees. Although it is not always obvious 

and, in fact, often seems counterintuitive, in every situation, to the best 

of current knowledge, power finally lies in the people. Every theoretician and 

practitioner of nonviolent struggle relies on this principle, at least implicitly 

and usually explicitly. Jonathan Schell explains Gandhi’s confidence in this 

principle: “All government, he [Gandhi] steadily believed, depends for its 

existence on the cooperation of the governed. If that cooperation is with-

drawn, the government will be helpless. Government is composed of civil 

servants, soldiers, and citizens. Each of these people has a will. If enough 

of them withdraw their support from the government, it will fall. . . . The 

central role of consent in all government meant that noncooperation—the 

withdrawal of consent—was something more than a morally satisfying 

activity; it was a powerful weapon in the real world.” 10 History repeatedly 

demonstrates that no oppressor, no matter how many financial resources 

or how much physical force he or she controls, can stand indefinitely once 

legitimacy is lost. For this reason, as David Cortright notes, “the collective 

withdrawal of consent . . . is at the heart of the Gandhian method, and it is 

crucial to the strategy of nonviolent social change.” 11 According to Gandhi, 

“The truth is that power resides in the people. . . . Civil disobedience is the 

storehouse of power.” 12 Gandhi’s unique contribution, his emphasis on mass 

action, emerged directly from this central principle; in Gandhi’s eyes, all 

liberation was self-liberation.13 Note that no one claims that exercising this 

power will be painless, simple, or quick—only that history indicates that it 

can ultimately prevail.
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In describing the revolutions of the twentieth century, Schell writes, “In 

the new world of politically committed and active peoples, it was not force per 

se but the collective wills of those peoples that were decisive” —even in cases 

where they faced severe repression.14 In the 1986 People Power revolution in the 

Philippines, President Ferdinand Marcos, essentially a dictator by this point, 

called for the surrender of rebel military leaders who had joined the nonvio-

lent revolt led by Corazon Aquino and had taken refuge at two military camps 

in Manila. Fidel Ramos, at the time the vice chief of staff of the Philippine 

military (and later the president), gave a response that testifies to the power of 

the people: “We have no intention of surrendering as it is the people’s power 

protecting us. This certainly is a more powerful weapons system at our disposal. 

These people are unarmed. However, the power that they hold to support us is 

much more powerful than the hardware at Marcos’ command.” 15

It is not only nonviolent theorists who recognize that populations hold 

final power. The US Army/Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual, written by 

General David Petraeus and colleagues, states that the civilian population is 

the “center of gravity—the deciding factor”  in counterinsurgency efforts.16 The 

manual therefore concentrates primarily on how to engage and leverage that 

power. Similarly, in 2009, the Taliban leaders in Afghanistan made a strategic 

decision to position themselves psychologically as a local Pashtun liberation 

movement. Taliban fighters were instructed in a code issued by their spiritual 

leadership (a) to avoid such actions as killing civilians in suicide bombings or 

public executions, (b) to assist with needed community improvements, and 

(c) to live and work in harmony with local populations. One former Taliban 

official acknowledged in a New York Times interview that the change occurred 

because the Taliban leaders had come to recognize that to win, they needed the 

support of the people.17 As with other guerrilla campaigns, the primary target 

became the minds and hearts of the entire population: the guerrilla troops, 

the enemy troops, and the civilians. This is standard practice in insurgencies. 

Scott Wimberley points out that in effective insurgencies, guerrillas work 

side by side with the people to build communities, always with attention to 

being respectful and courteous.18 As noted by senior military strategist John 

Collins, “both sides seek support from or acceptance by the same population”  

and “primary battlefields thus lie within human minds.” 19 These are important 
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lessons for those attempting to engage populations in campaigns of nonvio-

lent struggle as well.

This central message, that no other force—whether military dictator-

ship, structural economic oppression, or terrorist network—can finally 

stand against a population that withdraws legitimacy and support, has been 

consistently repeated by military strategists, guerrilla leaders, nonviolent 

activists, liberation theologians, and savvy political analysts. Recall Frances 

Fox Piven’s discussion of interdependencies: according to her, political power 

emerges from interlocking networks of continuous interactions (a corollary of 

behavioural systems theory).20 If those interactions are interrupted, power dis-

sipates. The people have the potential to disrupt the interactions supporting 

oppression; this is where their power lies. 

Gene Sharp and Robert Helvey discuss this reality in terms of “pillars of 

support,”  organizations and institutions that a regime or a resistance move-

ment relies on for successful operation.21 Sharp identifies six “sources of 

power,”  in various combinations and strengths, that are expressed in these 

pillars of support:22

	 •	 Authority and legitimacy

	 •	 Human resources

	 •	 Skills and knowledge

	 •	 Intangible factors (e.g., cultural values, attitudes toward obedience)

	 •	 Material resources

	 •	 The ability to apply sanctions

These pillars are neither unchanging nor untouchable; weakening them 

requires analysis of what Sharp calls the “balance of dependencies”  between 

the oppressor and the grievance group.23 That balance can be shifted by 

disrupting the networks of interlocking practices that actualize central pil-

lars. For example, financial resources are required to maintain power, but the 

existence of a bank account alone cannot support a ruler. Networks of human 

interactions are necessary to direct those resources toward those who act to 

support the regime. The key function of nonviolent action is to have an impact 

on such interdependent networks of interactions.
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E conomic        and    P olitical         I nterdependencies              

Given her emphasis on dynamic interdependencies, Frances Fox Piven’s work 

provides an important initial explanation for the sources of power underly-

ing Sharp’s pillars. Speaking of those at the bottom of hierarchical relations, 

Piven emphasizes that their power lies primarily in their ability to disrupt 

existing systems.24 Given the growing complexities of a globalizing world, she 

believes that capacities for disruption are increasing, despite appearances of 

increasingly centralized power. Interdependencies are not generalized; rather, 

they are unique to “particular groups who are in particular relationships 

with particular capitalists or particular state authorities at particular places 

and particular times.” 25 As examples, Piven traces the distinct dynamics of 

interdependencies and disruption that powered a number of historical move-

ments in the United States, including mob actions at the time of the American 

Revolution, the abolitionist movement, the New Deal, and the Great Society. 

Consistent with behavioural systems theory, she demonstrates how political 

action occurs within a matrix of social relations among multiple institutions 

and communities (economic, political, family, religious), all of which are 

vulnerable to disruption.

Piven maintains that “strategies are forged in a dance of conflict and 

cooperation between the parties to interdependent relations.” 26 While coercive 

force and manipulations of the material bases of biological and social life are 

integral dimensions of oppression, oppressive power also depends on cultural 

constructions: the ways in which the population understands reality. Unless 

the grievance population recognizes their contribution to the support of the 

current state, their place in networks of social relations, they are unlikely to 

act. Once those realities are recognized, options for strategically mixing and 

phasing cooperative and disruptive options emerge: a focused disruption may 

reverberate widely throughout densely interconnected societies.

Most cooperative relations are rule-governed. Disruption therefore requires 

breaking the rules—rules that are deeply embedded in current interdependencies 

and the cultures they shape. Rule-governed behaviour and social constructions 

are areas that behavioural science has come to understand well, including  

how they become fixed and how they may be shifted. As we shall see, in tracing 

the dynamics of networks of social relations, behavioural systems science can 
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help to identify potential leverage points, further people’s consciousness of their 

real power, and help to determine how most efficiently to exercise it.

S trategic        T hinking        in   N onviolent          S truggle     

The recent emergence of an explicit emphasis on strategic analysis and action 

in nonviolent struggle is an important development. A handful of major 

figures have been primarily responsible for this advance, although many have 

contributed. The paragraphs that follow summarize key contributions; read-

ers are strongly encouraged, however, to explore the richness of the original 

sources, which can only be hinted at here.

Gandhi

Gandhi’s collected works comprise about a hundred volumes; obviously, we 

can only touch on his strategic thinking here. His campaigns were generally 

organized into three stages: (a) persuasion, in which he attempted to reach a 

peaceful solution; (b) sacrifice, both to reach the conscience of the opponent 

and to purify the grievance group for the coming struggle; and (c) active 

noncooperation.27 Gandhi’s satyagraha was rooted in spiritual commitment to 

an ethic of loving struggle and in strict discipline and self-sacrifice.28 When it 

was necessary to maintain nonviolent discipline, Gandhi turned to “satyagraha 

against ourselves,”  fasting even unto death to pressure his followers to end 

violence that sometimes emerged among or was perpetrated by supporters of 

his cause.29

Gandhi’s campaigns had a single overarching goal: Poorna Swaraj, or com-

plete self-governance. Self-governance referred both to individuals and to the 

group, and was understood to be possible only within a dynamic of interde-

pendence. At the same time, Gandhi was fully aware that “Civil Disobedience 

can never be directed for a general cause such as for Independence” ; rather, it 

must be “centred round a particular issue, i.e. free speech. . . . The issue must 

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

the opponent to yield.” 30 Gandhi’s general strategic model, then, began with 
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clarifying the issue and appealing to the opponent for change. If this approach 

was not successful, the campaign moved toward a solemn commitment to the 

struggle and the maintenance of strict discipline, a public information cam-

paign, “the generation of an ambience of moral authority and pressure, and 

finally a compromise solution to save the face and honor of all concerned.” 31

Clearly, “the generation of an ambience of moral authority and pres-

sure”  covers a great deal of strategic ground. The strategic direction that 

Gandhi regarded as most important and most powerful, his “constructive 

programme,”  is also probably the least known and certainly the least analyti-

cally well developed. Constructive noncooperation (the term used for the 

“constructive programme”  by Schell in The Unconquerable World) involves the 

construction of a new reality within the shell of the old and is discussed in 

depth later in this volume. Better-known methods used in Gandhi’s campaigns 

include, for example, boycotts of British cloth and liquor, the Salt March and 

the subsequent nonviolent raid on the Dharasana salt works, and the refusal 

to pay land assessments and other taxes. Maintaining nonviolent discipline 

across India during such campaigns proved exceedingly difficult, however, 

and more than once, Gandhi called off an action or turned to the “satyagraha 

against ourselves”  mentioned above to try to bring matters under control. 

More successful in maintaining discipline was Gandhi’s close ally, Badshah 

Khan, who organized a hundred thousand–strong nonviolent Muslim army in 

the Pashtun tribal lands between Afghanistan and Pakistan. Stating that “non-

violence is not for cowards,”  Gandhi proposed that the Pashtuns’ long history 

as warriors had better prepared them for courageous, disciplined action than 

was the case for dissidents in India.32

Gandhi brought nonviolent struggle to the attention of the world, and 

we learned an enormous amount from his “experiments”  about what works 

and what doesn’t. His campaigns are still being mined for guidance. Gandhi’s 

campaigns evoked violent and punitive responses from the British that could 

not be hidden from the world. At the same time, a number of those campaigns 

got out of control, and in some cases Gandhi’s strategic plans were vague. He 

experienced considerable disappointment regarding how few people accepted 

the moral basis of nonviolent struggle and how difficult maintaining nonvio-

lent discipline proved to be.33 Nonetheless, as Peter Ackerman and Jack Duvall 

point out, “Nonviolent action did not force out the British in 1930–31, and it 
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did not work the way Gandhi had expected—but it worked. The suffering of 

protesters did not change the minds of the British, but it did change the minds 

of the Indians about the British. For tens of millions of Indians, satyagraha and 

its results changed cooperation with the raj from a blessing into blasphemy.” 34 

The colonial government had lost all legitimacy among the population, and its 

fall became inevitable.

Gene Sharp and Robert Helvey

Gandhi brought worldwide attention to the power of nonviolent struggle and 

devoted strenuous effort to attempts to refine and understand it, but he was 

not primarily an analytic strategist. It was chiefly Gene Sharp who initially 

brought focused attention to the potential of strategic analysis and action 

to leverage power in his three-volume work The Politics of Nonviolent Action, 

particularly in volume three, The Dynamics of Nonviolent Action. His more recent 

works—including From Dictatorship to Democracy, Waging Nonviolent Struggle, 

Self-Liberation, and Sharp’s Dictionary of Power and Struggle—refine his early 

insights. Drawing on such military strategists as Carl von Clausewitz, Niccolò 

Machiavelli, and Liddell Hart, Sharp identifies the multiple and intercon-

nected levels of strategic thinking, examines key factors relevant to strategic 

analysis, and outlines strategic options that are consistent with the outcomes 

sought (conversion of the opponent, accommodation by the opponent, non-

violent coercion of an unwilling opponent, or complete disintegration of the 

opposition). Based on his extensive study of the history of nonviolent struggle, 

he has clarified strategic guidelines for success in nonviolent struggle. Among 

these are the following, some of which may be surprising but all of which have 

significant historical support:35

	 •	 Develop a thorough understanding of the dynamics and mechanisms of 

nonviolent action before attempting to formulate a strategic plan.

	 •	 Plan your struggle so that success relies only on the actions of your own 

group rather than on third parties.

	 •	 Carefully formulate the objectives for both the overall struggle and 

individual campaigns.
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	 •	 Strengthen the population, the resistance group, and independent institu-

tions in preparation for and in the course of the struggle.

	 •	 Undermine the opponent’s sources of power.

	 •	 Defy the opponents’ violent repression.

	 •	 Maintain persistent nonviolent discipline

Throughout his work, Sharp particularly emphasizes the strategic 

importance of undermining the opponents’ pillars of support. In his manual 

From Dictatorship to Democracy, he stresses that in strategic nonviolent 

struggle the work does not begin by challenging the opponent but rather by 

“strengthen[ing] the oppressed population themselves in their determina-

tion, self-confidence and resistance skills”  and by strengthening autonomous 

institutions and associations among that population. (Note the similarities to 

Gandhi here.) The leadership of the resistance movement that emerges is then 

in a position to develop a “grand strategic plan for liberation.” 36 It is important 

to note that most of Sharp’s guidelines, rather than simply being opinions 

based on anecdote, are supported by the scientific analyses presented later in 

this book. 

Sharp maintains that “a liberation struggle is a time for self-reliance and 

internal strengthening of the struggle group”  and that “against a strong 

self-reliant force, given wise strategy, disciplined and courageous action, and 

genuine strength, the dictatorship will eventually crumble.”  His work provides 

nuanced discussions of dozens of critical strategic refinements. Enormous 

knowledge, experience, and wisdom inform Sharp’s work; anyone interested 

in nonviolent resistance should begin there. His Self-Liberation and the online 

resources cited therein are particularly useful resources for those organizing a 

resistance campaign. In that volume, Sharp speaks of all effective liberation as 

self-liberation, a crucial message for resistance movement participants.

Robert Helvey, who has an extensive background in military strategy, 

undertook to expand on Sharp’s ideas in his 2004 work, On Strategic Nonviolent 

Conflict: Thinking About the Fundamentals. Helvey places particular emphasis on 

operational realities (down to weather and terrain), psychological operations 

and propaganda, and the preparation of a “strategic estimate.” 37 Of particular 

interest for our purposes are his notion of strategic estimate and his identi-

fication of a core body of knowledge critical to strategic nonviolent struggle. 
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Helvey’s outline for a strategic estimate begins with the development of a 

mission statement that specifies both goals and strategies for removing the 

current oppressive structure and, critically, a vision of what is to take its place 

to avoid replacing one coercive structure with another. An adequate mis-

sion statement also clarifies who will be responsible for overall planning and 

implementation of the campaign (often an umbrella organization). The stra-

tegic estimate goes on to detail the existing situation, including the physical, 

political, police, and military contexts; specific strengths and weaknesses of 

both the opponent and the grievance group; and the potential impact of third 

parties. Analyses of these variables and of likely (and other possible) courses of 

action by the opponent then lead to decisions on the overall strategic direc-

tions. Most of those involved in the field of nonviolent resistance believe 

that there are significant potential benefits in preparing an overall strategic 

plan for a nonviolent campaign prior to engagement. At the same time, as 

Peter Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler remind us, we do not yet have any 

historical examples of the use of a fully explicit strategic and operational plan 

for nonviolent struggle. We should, therefore, hold such assertions lightly, 

particularly given the success of many relatively spontaneous campaigns.38

Helvey also proposes “a core package of knowledge and skills on the 

theory and application of nonviolent struggle” —an intriguing and promising 

idea given the enormous complexities of current knowledge and historical 

experience.39 (Sharp’s Self-Liberation might be seen as an effort to provide such 

a package.) Helvey’s proposed core might best be viewed as a series of hypoth-

eses to be tested over time, given that sociocultural events are determined by a 

multitude of factors within contexts of enormous complexity. Helvey believes 

that the following elements should be included in a body of core knowledge:

	 •	 The importance of selecting final and intermediate objectives for 

the struggle

	 •	 The pluralistic nature of power, its sources, and how that power is ex-

pressed in institutions and organizations called “pillars of support” 

	 •	 Exposure to the vast arsenal of nonviolent tools and methods

	 •	 Fear and techniques for overcoming its effects

	 •	 Exposure to fundamentals of propaganda

	 •	 Contaminants to nonviolent movements40
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Surprisingly, missing from this list are the fundamentals of constructing a 

strategic estimate; perhaps Helvey felt that this went without saying given 

its central place in his manual. Attention to understanding the dynamics 

of interdependencies that structure contemporary interconnected social and 

cultural networks is addressed in his list only in terms of “pillars of support.”  

The metaphor of pillars, however, has a more static feel than does a focus on 

matrices of dynamic interactions, as discussed later.

Peter Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler

Peter Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler’s Strategic Nonviolent Conflict: The 

Dynamics of People Power in the Twentieth Century (1994) marks an important 

milestone in strategic thinking.41 For Ackerman and Kruegler, strategy is a 

fluid process of conflict analysis oriented toward “how to gain objectives at 

minimum expense and risk.” 42 These authors also draw heavily upon—and 

view their work as refining—Gene Sharp’s analysis. Notably, quoting Thomas 

Schelling, they explicitly recognize the interdependencies present in conflict 

situations:

The tyrant and his subjects are in somewhat symmetrical positions. 

They can deny him most of what he wants—they can, that is, if they have 

the disciplined organization to refuse collaboration. And he can deny 

them just about everything they want—he can deny it by using the force 

at his command. . . . It is a bargaining situation in which either side, if 

adequately disciplined and organized, can deny most of what the other 

wants; and it remains to be seen who wins.43

Ackerman and Kruegler’s principles are meant to guide the grievance group in 

shifting this dynamic balance toward a more just outcome. The emphasis in 

their work is on obstruction rather than construction of a new reality; while 

the latter is not absent in their writing, it does not emerge as centrally as in 

some of the other perspectives discussed.

The work of Ackerman and Kruegler is rich and nuanced. They separate 

their twelve principles into five principles of development, four principles 
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of engagement, and three principles of conception (see table 1). Principles 

of development involve strengthening the environment for conflict before 

engaging. Principles of engagement relate to how the struggle is waged under 

the pressure of events. And principles of conception involve ongoing strategic 

thinking, assessments of what has been done, and decisions about further 

directions.

Ackerman and Kruegler caution readers that the principles listed are 

“exploratory rather than definitive” —they are hypotheses to be tested rather 

than established fact.44 In Strategic Nonviolent Conflict, their primary agenda is 

to examine a set of exemplar cases to explore whether the presence or absence 

of the concepts listed in the identified principles does in fact tend to predict 

success or failure. This approach is consonant with a scientific approach to 

understanding the dynamics of nonviolent conflict. For example, the data pre-

sented suggest that principles of development may be important for success 

but cannot stand on their own: the successful cases studied conformed with 

Table 1. Principles of strategic nonviolent conflict

Principles of Development

	 1.	 Formulate functional objectives.

	 2.	 Develop organizational strength.

	 3.	 Secure access to critical material resources.

	 4.	 Cultivate external assistance.

	 5.	 Expand the repertoire of sanctions.

Principles of Engagement

	 6.	 Attack the opponents’ strategy for consolidating control.

	 7.	 Mute the impact of the opponents’ violent weapons.

	 8.	 Alienate opponents from expected bases of support.

	 9. 	Maintain nonviolent discipline.

Principles of Conception

	 10.	 Assess events and options in light of levels of strategic decision making.

	 11.	 Adjust offensive and defensive operations according to the relative vulnerabilities of the protagonists.

	 12.	 Sustain continuity between sanctions, mechanisms, and objectives.

SOURCE: Reprinted with permission from Peter Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler, Strategic Nonviolent 
Conflict: The Dynamics of People Power in the Twentieth Century, table 2.1, 23.
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these principles; partial conformity was associated with stalemate, but both 

cases of failure largely conformed as well. Lack of conformity with principles 

of engagement and conception was often associated with stalemate or failure 

in the cases studied. Overall, full conformity with the proposed principles was 

associated with success, a mixture of nonconformity and partial conformity 

with stalemate, and—perhaps surprisingly—a mixture of partial conformity 

and full conformity with failure.45

Finally, Ackerman and Kruegler assert, “There is no substitute for a deep 

grounding in the context and the unique circumstances of an individual 

case.” 46 Like war, nonviolent struggle is always complex and often at least tem-

porarily chaotic; the best-established principles, therefore, can only serve as 

promising guides. Ackerman and Kruegler found no cases that conformed fully 

with every one of their principles, and it is likely that no finite set of principles 

can capture all of the dynamics of complex campaigns.

Although Ackerman and Kruegler’s results are based on only a handful 

of cases, they offer preliminary evidence of the value of such analysis and, 

in doing so, constitute a real advance. They have offered a useful inductive 

approach that they acknowledge to be incomplete. This is not a criticism; it is 

the way rigorous science works, relying on a progression of partial advances. 

An alternative approach that can help identify missing or hidden dimensions 

is one grounded in established theory, the direction taken later in this book. 

The best science typically emerges from the interweaving of inductive and 

theory-based analyses.

Barbara Deming

This book began with Barbara Deming’s call to urgent action. We return to her 

here as, in some ways, the grandest of grand strategists. Deming (1917–84) was 

a writer, journalist, and feminist advocate—but above all, she was a revolution-

ary. In her essay “On Revolution and Equilibrium,”  written in part as a response 

to Franz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth (1963) and published in her 1971 book 

Revolution and Equilibrium, she asserts, “If the genius of guerrilla warfare is to 

make it impossible for the other side really to exploit its superior brute force, 

nonviolence can be said to carry this even further”  (210). Deming believed, 
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however, that up to the time she was writing in the 1960s and 1970s, advocates 

of nonviolent methods had commonly lacked a sufficiently radical vision. 

Nonviolent action had usually been far too timid in challenging injustices that 

required revolutionary nonviolent resistance, revolutionary coercion, the exer-

cise of revolutionary power. This was a difficult leap, because most people “are 

in deep awe of things-as-they-are,”  believing that somehow what-is must make 

sense (264). Deming’s challenge to nonviolent activists is to act much more 

aggressively, to use the power that nonviolent action offers to its fullest extent. 

With few exceptions, Deming therefore supported the use of most forms of non-

violent power that did not cause physical injury to another being. She insisted 

that both noncooperation and disruption, to whatever degree necessary, were 

likely to be required in the pursuit of justice and human rights.

Complementing this clarion call were Deming’s strategic insights, which 

were brilliant, accessible, and, as will be clear in later chapters, highly consis-

tent with what we have come to know of behavioural systems dynamics. She 

recognized that the oppressive system “relies on our cooperation. This is how 

we stand up for ourselves nonviolently: we refuse the authorities our labor, we 

refuse them our money (our taxes), we refuse them our bodies (to fight their 

wars). We strike. We go even beyond this and block and obstruct and disrupt 

the operation of that system in which we cannot feel like free men. . . . One 

can make life as usual, business as usual, simply impossible for our antago-

nists”  (223; emphasis in the original). Crucially, however, Deming further 

argues that the choice commonly drawn between engaging conscience and 

resorting to coercive power is false; both are essential:

Noncooperation, disruption, can be violent or nonviolent. When it is 

nonviolent I believe it is immensely more powerful in the long run. 

Because one has then, as it were, two hands upon the adversary. With 

one hand one shakes up the adversary. With one hand one shakes up his 

life drastically, makes it impossible for him simply to continue as he has 

been. With the other hand we calm him, we control his response to us. 

Because we respect his rights as well as ours, his real, his human rights—

because we reassure him that it is not his destruction that we want, merely 

justice—we keep him from responding to our actions as men respond to 

violence, mechanically, blindly. (224)
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Deming further notes that the control achieved goes beyond control of the 

response of the opponent to the control of ultimate outcomes and explains why 

an approach ensuring the opponent of their safety provides further leverage. “If, 

as revolutionaries, we will wage battle without violence,”  she writes, “we can 

remain very much more in control—of ourselves, of the responses to us which 

our adversaries make, of the battle as it proceeds, and of the future we hope will 

issue from it”  (195). She goes on to argue that maintaining a respectful attitude 

toward our opponent in fact enhances the effectiveness of our resistance:

We can put more pressure on the antagonist for whom we show human 

concern. It is precisely solicitude for his person in combination with a 

stubborn interference with his actions that can give us a very special 

degree of control (precisely in our acting both with love, if you will—in the 

sense that we respect his human rights—and truthfulness, in the sense 

that we act out fully our objections to his violating our rights). We put upon 

him two pressures—the pressure of our defiance of him and the pressure 

of our respect for his life—and it happens that in combination these two 

pressures are uniquely effective. (207; emphasis in the original)

Deming was particularly aware that those defeated in a successful non-

violent campaign under almost all circumstances must subsequently be lived 

with as part of the new system. This is one of the reasons she gives for the 

need to act both radically and with respect. Perhaps even more importantly, 

however, the battle engaged in is for humanity, for human community, and, 

like most other nonviolent theorists, she does not believe that inhumane 

action can increase such community: “We have to be gentle . . . with those 

who are frightened by us—try, as we act, not to sever all community with 

them. Because it is for human community that we are struggling”  (261). 

Clearly, this is grand strategy.

One further note: Deming believed that not only had activists not taken 

disruption nearly far enough, but they had also stopped far too short of con-

structive noncooperation “that confronts those who are ‘running everything’ 

with independent activity, particularly independent economic activity”  (205). 

This is a central insight, strongly supported, as we shall see, by behavioural 

systems science.
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V iolence        and    P roperty      D amage  

A crucial strategic question in campaigns challenging serious injustice is 

whether it is just, realistic, or important to expect complete nonviolence 

on the part of participants in a resistance movement. A related question is 

whether property damage is acceptable as part of a nonviolent campaign. Both 

questions are complex, although there is more general agreement on the first 

than on the second.

Violence

It is important to recognize that the issue of whether to expect complete 

nonviolence really involves three questions. Is it just to expect that some-

one who is being violently oppressed will refrain completely from violence? 

Perhaps not. Is it realistic? The evidence from many campaigns around the 

world suggests that it is very challenging, but possible, for a disciplined 

nonviolent campaign to avoid violence altogether. The most complex question 

is how important such restraint is to the outcome. Might it be useful at key 

moments to incorporate “a little”  violence into a largely nonviolent campaign 

challenging severe injustice? And is there a point where violence becomes the 

only option?

These have been difficult questions for resistance movements and their sup-

porters. It is common for relatively spontaneous mass protests to involve some 

property damage and some degree of violence. In Challenging Authority, Frances 

Fox Piven discusses the power of mass social and economic disruption over the 

course of US history, from the American Revolution through the events of the 

1960s. Some of these movements produced rioting, threats of mob action, and 

looting, and, in Piven’s view, because of those destructive actions, they were 

able to bring about significant social change. With respect to armed conflict, 

David Cortright sees “a certain degree of revolutionary romanticism . . . among 

some American progressives,”  citing events like Oliver Stone’s posing with 

armed Zapatistas in 1996.47 There can be little doubt as to the injustices faced by 

the Indigenous peoples of Mexico; in general, however, the Zapatista revolt has 

refrained from any except limited defensive violence for over fifteen years,  
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finding other strategies more useful. Both Malcolm X and Nelson Mandela at 

one time refused to rule out violent resistance but later supported nonviolent 

methods exclusively. Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., certainly one of the great 

figures in nonviolent struggle, ultimately committed to complete nonviolence, 

but not without some struggle. It is difficult to argue from a justice perspec-

tive that violence, particularly defensive violence, is always immoral; from 

most perspectives, it is not. But that is not the central question in taking a 

scientific approach.

Drawing on the extensive available history, most students of nonviolent 

social action agree that violence in resistance movements can be costly. Helvey 

views violence as a contaminant that, for several reasons, places a campaign at 

risk.48 One practical consideration is immediately apparent: oppressors almost 

always have superiority in weaponry and the capacity for violence; choosing to 

fight with weapons similar to the opponent’s is usually a prescription for high 

casualties and probable defeat. As Moncef Marzouki, of the Tunisian League for 

Human Rights, noted, the 2011 revolutionary movement in Tunisia realized that 

it “couldn’t overthrow this kind of dictatorship by guns”  because its members 

would be “treated as terrorists. . . . So what was left? Only civil resistance.” 49 

Advancing technologies of death (including from invisible sources in the sky) 

have only intensified this issue. Indeed, Sharp observes that whatever the rheto-

ric offered, campaigns of guerrilla warfare have seldom produced real benefits 

for oppressed groups and have always proved very costly to those populations.50

Deming makes another pragmatic argument for eschewing violence: 

nonviolent resistance is simply more effective in reaching the goals of freedom 

and community building and in reducing casualties. Nonviolent activists, 

in her view, can limit the level of violence from all sides by remaining non-

violent; if they shift to violence, an escalating cycle of reciprocal violence is 

assured.51 Sharp concurs, stating his own version of Deming’s “two hands”  

argument alluded to earlier. He observes that it is nearly always important to 

try to engage police and military on a human basis and to clarify that they and 

those they are supporting are not at personal risk: “Troops should learn that 

the struggle will be of a special character, designed to undermine the dictator-

ship but not to threaten their lives.” 52 This understanding suggests that actions 

like those in Iran in 2010, and in a number of countries during the 2011 Arab 

Spring, with crowds chanting “Death to the dictator!”  and similar slogans, may 
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be counterproductive, since those known to be supporters of the individuals 

being threatened are likely to feel threatened themselves.

A second consistently used argument against the use of any violence is that 

doing so, even as a small part of an overall campaign, risks alienating a move-

ment’s supporters. The evidence here is strong. The first Palestinian intifada 

began as a largely nonviolent movement, relying on boycotts, strikes, and other 

nonviolent methods. Some youth, however, engaged in throwing stones (and, 

later, Molotov cocktails) against armed Israeli troops. The media and public 

image of the movement quickly became primarily one of “the children of the 

stones.” 53 The US civil rights movement developed a strong following among the 

general population in large part due to its disciplined use of nonviolence. Urban 

riots from 1964 to 1968, however, dramatically shifted public opinion and risked 

weakening the public’s commitment to action to achieve equal rights; many 

came to view the African American population as unpredictable and potentially 

dangerous. Cesar Chavez argued that maintaining complete nonviolent disci-

pline was essential to keeping the support of allies like the religious community 

and the general public and that it would also reduce the risk of violence toward 

union members.54 Chavez also strongly believed in the moral superiority and 

spiritual power of disciplined nonviolence.

Summarizing these pragmatic arguments, Cortright concludes: “Violence 

is counterproductive, undermining a movement’s ability to claim the moral 

high ground and alienating third parties. . . . Disruptive methods are most 

effective when they remain strictly within the framework of nonviolence. . . . 

One of the surest ways for adversaries to undermine a social movement is to 

portray it as violent.” 55 He gives the persuasive example of the relatively rare 

bombings and overt violence that occurred during the period of the Vietnam 

War protests and reduced support for the peace movement among the general 

population by associating protesters with extremists. Many war resisters 

themselves lost faith in the movement.

The pragmatic arguments have, until recently, been supported largely 

by anecdote. It is not difficult to find examples where incorporating some 

violence was counterproductive, but there have also been instances of success 

despite some failures of nonviolent discipline. Here also, then, open questions 

remain. Recently, however, it has become possible to begin to test some of 

these questions. Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan, in their analysis of 323 
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nonviolent and violent campaigns, persuasively demonstrate that the risk of 

subsequent civil war almost doubled when a nonviolent campaign co-existed 

with actions by armed groups, in comparison to cases in which nonviolent 

campaigns alone were present.56 As discussed later, their data also suggest that 

violence appears never to be necessary to overcoming repressive regimes and 

that it probably is not necessary in challenging other cases of structural injus-

tice, either. Given these data and the substantial advantages of nonviolent 

campaigns outlined in chapter 1, the importance of maintaining nonviolent 

discipline seems clear.

Self-Injury

Particularly because of a series of self-immolations in the Middle East in early 

2011, the question of the place of self-injury in nonviolent struggle needs to be 

considered. There is a substantial history of fasting as protest, including “fasts 

unto death”  by Gandhi, Cesar Chavez, Anna Hazare in contemporary India, 

and others. Such action sometimes places enormous pressure on opponents, 

is clearly within the mainstream of nonviolent action, and does not meet the 

most common definitions of violence as discussed early. Highly lethal actions 

like self-immolation are clearly something different. Some such actions, like 

Vietnamese monks setting themselves on fire as a disciplined form of protest, 

emerge from serious, often collective, discernment processes. Those actions 

are consistent with a Buddhist culture that appreciates the power of self-sacri-

fice and should probably be regarded as consistent with most understandings 

of nonviolent social action.57 Recent self-immolations in Tibet (twenty-nine 

in a one-year period) share some cultural dimensions with those in Vietnam, 

but in many cases, they appear to have resulted more from intense frustration 

than from principled commitment.58

Then there are examples like Mohamed Bouazizi, in Tunisia, who set 

himself on fire in December 2010 after experiencing sustained harassment at 

the hands of a municipal official and her aides; cases like these are closer to 

the suicides of desperate people. While such acts often have a protest function, 

as with a recent series of self-immolations among Tunisian young men and 

even some women, in many cases they reflect psychological displacement or 
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relatively desperate escapes from unbearable situations.59 As Michael Nagler 

notes, these acts are inconsistent with most understandings of nonviolent 

struggle because they are not part of a conversation with the opponent or an 

organized campaign for change.60 They are more a cry of pain and outrage. 

At the same time, they can have profound social impact under conditions 

where many share similar pain. Acts of rage may serve as models for similar 

acts directed toward others. The principles elaborated later in this volume are 

helpful for further analysis of the utility of such acts; the violence that almost 

immediately followed Bouazizi’s action suggests the attendant risks, but the 

success of the subsequent (largely nonviolent) movement initiating the Arab 

Spring raises new questions that require exploration.

Sabotage and Property Damage

Students of nonviolent struggle express a considerable range of opinions as to 

the value and costs of property damage as a method of action. Cortright pres-

ents a thoughtful discussion of this issue, on which I draw here.61 Gandhi saw 

such damage as violence, although not to the same degree as violence against 

persons; he believed that violence against property suggests the potential 

for personal violence.62 This is probably not a false connection; in domestic 

violence and in contemporary “Black Bloc”  protests against globalization, 

for example, escalation from property damage to physical attack is common. 

Gandhi therefore explicitly rejected sabotage and other property damage in his 

campaigns. Dorothy Day also rejected property damage as a method, even in 

cases that involved damaging the war machine.63 Her stance on this question, 

according to Cortright, may have been shaped by her experience of damage to 

Catholic Worker facilities and documents by right-wing groups.64

Although Cortright claims that Sharp presents sabotage as a legitimate 

nonviolent method, this appears to be a misreading. In 1973, Sharp argued that 

“the introduction of sabotage will seriously weaken a nonviolent action move-

ment”  because the dynamics and mechanism of sabotage and most forms of 

property damage conflict with those of nonviolent struggle, a point that he 

reasserted in 2005.65 He points to several reasons why sabotage can damage 

nonviolent campaigns:66
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	 •	 Nonviolent action by its nature involves a direct person-to-person chal-

lenge, while sabotage is secret and impersonal.

	 •	 Sabotage is likely to reduce support from third parties.

	 •	 Sabotage commonly results in highly disproportionate levels of repression, 

often against the general population (in part because the perpetrators can-

not be identified).

	 •	 Sabotage can risk injury to innocent people.

At the same time, Sharp suggests in The Dynamics of Nonviolent Action that such 

actions as destroying files or removing key parts from machinery in ways that 

involve no risk to people but disrupt oppression or violence might, under some 

circumstances, be acceptable.

Deming’s position on property damage is finely nuanced and grounded in 

her radical but frankly loving perspective.67 Certain forms of property damage 

can be consistent, in her view, with a dual emphasis on making a powerful 

revolutionary statement while reassuring the opponent that he or she will 

experience no harm. Although parts of the death machine can be legitimate 

targets for destruction, activists should avoid harming personal property. In 

her own words: “May they also be scrupulously careful not to destroy the kind 

of property that has valid life meaning for people. . . . Some property of course 

is like the very extension of a man’s life—or the extension of many men’s 

lives. . . . Destroy only property that is by its nature deathly or exploitative, and 

unambiguously so.” 68

Deming emphasized the need to encourage growing support for a 

movement among the general public. She believed that respect for personal 

property as an extension of the person was important for achieving this. 

Resources that clearly support oppression, however, were viewed as appro-

priate targets offering opportunities to demonstrate radical resolve. One 

dimension of Deming’s stance, as she was well aware, raises a question. Most 

nonviolent theorists have emphasized the need to make one’s statement 

publicly, standing ready to take obstructive action and face the conse-

quences—thus “standing in frankness before the public.” 69 This was, of course, 

the approach taken by Gandhi, the US civil rights movement, and many 

other nonviolent movements. The failure to stand before the public is among 

Sharp’s objections to the secrecy associated with sabotage. For Deming, 
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however, the issue with “standing”  is that under certain circumstances, 

such action suggests unearned respect for the authority of the oppressor. She 

therefore suggests some alternatives—such as going into hiding but surfacing 

at public gatherings, or sharing statements through taped or filmed inter-

views—but does not offer a final resolution to this question.

One related criticism of radical globalization protesters like the Black 

Bloc is that when they damage property (sometimes targeting symbolic 

corporate sites but occasionally causing more indiscriminate destruction) 

and, in some cases, attack police before disappearing into the streets, they 

fail to “stand”  and are thereby not accountable for their actions. There are, 

of course, other issues with such movements. Most who study nonviolent 

struggle believe that the failure of these actors to demonstrate respect for 

opponents and bystanders, their indiscriminate damage to property with 

“valid life meaning for people,”  and their readiness to shift into violence blur 

the distinction between the movement and the opponent, and thereby reduce 

support among the general population. As Cortright maintains, street trash-

ing conveys “lawless rampaging rather then concern for global justice.” 70 

The responses of the protesters—that new methods are needed since the old 

have lost power, that their actions constitute an important symbolic refusal 

to accept hierarchy, that “diversity of tactics,”  including sabotage or violence 

is necessary to keep the opponent off-balance, or that violent oppression 

deserves a violent response—clearly place them outside the mainstream 

nonviolent resistance community.

Cortright further argues that destruction by a few cannot take the place 

of action by the many and that “movements are most successful when they 

reach toward the political mainstream.”  Chavez emphasized “the ability of 

dignified suffering to attract sympathy and political support.” 71 And Deming 

was adamant about the importance of getting the general public on one’s side: 

“As we strike at the machinery of death, we have to do so in a way that the 

general population understands, that encourages more and more people to 

join us. This is surely the great challenge to the movement: How to make the 

public understand that it’s ‘all right’ to attack the death machine—that it is 

necessary? How to free their minds to see this and join us?” 72 We will return to 

approaches that contribute to “winning hearts and minds”  to support nonvio-

lent action for justice in later chapters.
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T he   P lace    of   T hird     Parties    

A crucial related question is the place of third parties in nonviolent campaigns. 

One strong assertion shared by both nonviolent activists and insurgent move-

ments is that, to use Sharp’s words, “if the liberation of oppressed people is to 

happen and be genuine and durable, it must . . . be essentially self-liberation.” 73 

This recognition has been widely accepted in the nonviolence community; 

Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Cesar Chavez, and many others had much the 

same understanding. By contrast, John Galtung, in his theory of the “great 

chain of nonviolence,”  claims that political change does not come through 

resistance but from the actions of others on behalf of the grievance group.74

History clearly shows, however, that third parties (e.g., nations, other 

ethnic or racial groups, international and nongovernmental organizations) 

can almost never be relied upon to set their own interests aside over the long 

term, and their support may therefore be inconstant. At the same time, the 

evidence also suggests that third parties may provide valuable support to 

an internally strong resistance movement. In general, nonviolence evokes 

support while violence repels it (for either side). There is evidence that shifts 

in opinion among the British public as a result of the violence perpetrated by 

their own forces in the Dharasana salt works protest and the response of the 

American public to the use of whips, dogs, and firehoses against civil rights 

activists changed the balance of power in each case. In a world of globalized 

communications, “world opinion, ”  however inconstant, is now a consider-

ation for even the most repressive regimes.

Another use of third parties, nonviolent accompaniment, involves one or 

more outsiders who physically shadow members of the resistance, creating 

both a small immediate audience and, potentially, a much larger distal audi-

ence should injury be done to the accompanier. In a great many cases, Cortright 

notes, the presence of an audience is essential to the effect of nonviolent 

actions; Sharp discusses this dynamic in terms of “political ju-jitsu” —exces-

sive brutality produces widespread revulsion, which both aids in recruiting 

additional activists and creates pressure from the wider public and other third 

parties favouring the resistance movement.75 Third parties may be essential in 

campaigns to stop genocide, working in collaboration with both the population 

of the target group and that of the group committing the atrocities.
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As noted by McCarthy and Sharp, “the audiences for methods of nonviolent 

protest and persuasion are often multiple,”  and third parties are often among 

those audiences.76 Deming recognized the ability to mobilize the broader popu-

lation and third parties as “the special genius of nonviolence.” 77 Chenoweth 

and Stephan, drawing on considerable historical experience, provide practi-

cal guidance for governmental and nongovernmental actors wishing to aid 

resistance movements. They conclude that “although there is no evidence 

that mass nonviolent mobilization can be successfully begun or sustained by 

external actors, targeted forms of external support were useful in a number of 

cases.” 78 Among the many options they list are boycotts, diplomatic support 

and penalties, the creation and maintenance of independent media and tech-

nology, technical capacity building for elections, and provision of educational 

materials about successful nonviolent movements. While offering support 

to local opposition groups can be meaningful and helpful, however, “they are 

never substitutes for local participation.”  Ultimately, power for liberation lies 

in the people.

Paulo Freire approached the third-party issue by recognizing the interde-

pendencies present: “We can legitimately say that in the process of oppression 

someone oppresses someone else; we cannot say that in the process of revolu-

tion someone liberates someone else, nor yet that someone liberates himself, 

but rather that human beings in communion liberate each other.” 79 Freire’s 

recognition of such interdependency suggests the value of an analysis of 

specific current and potential interconnections and thereby leads directly to 

the kind of behavioural systems analysis introduced in the next two chap-

ters, after which we can return to questions of the place of third parties in 

greater depth.

A great deal is currently known about nonviolent struggle, and something 

is known of the dynamics involved. At the same time, much of our current 

knowledge consists of historical anecdote, extensive listings of possible meth-

ods and tactics, and sets of rules of thumb. Efforts to systematize strategic 

thinking in the field have definitely advanced in the past two decades, as 

clarified in this chapter, but most proposed principles of strategic nonviolent 

conflict have been extracted inductively rather than out of coherent theory. In 

cases where suggested principles do not seem to apply, a coherent conceptual 
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approach for studying why remains elusive. One promising resolution to this 

challenge, I believe, is to bring the well-established theory that underlies 

behavioural systems analysis to the formidable tasks before us, as elaborated 

in the next two chapters and, in fact, in the rest of this book.
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Be  h avio  u ral    S cience       P rinciples          

for    N onviolent          S trateg     y

Strategic analysis is widely recognized as important for nonviolent struggle; 

lacking such analysis, much resistance effort can be wasted. Ineffective efforts 

sap limited resources and discourage both participants and observers. Poorly 

planned or executed nonviolent campaigns may themselves spark violence, a 

repeated issue in Gandhi’s campaigns.1 In complex situations, however, stra-

tegic analysis is seldom straightforward; rapidly changing conditions and the 

nonviolent equivalent of the “fog of war”  are the norm. Gene Sharp describes 

nonviolent struggle as a “fluid, changing, interactive process”  in which under-

standing the interactional dynamics of oppression and nonviolent action is 

central to liberatory action.2 Those dynamics play out among interdependent 

systems—governmental, military, economic, and other institutions, as well 

as various organizations and communities. The grievance population partici-

pates in these dynamics on many levels, and as members of that population 

organize, they construct interactional networks of their own. Under such 

conditions, rigorous and flexible systems analysis is particularly valuable.

Systems thinking in nonviolent struggle is not new. In the mid-1960s, Carl 

Oglesby, president of Students for a Democratic Society, noted that “the enemy 

is not a few men but a whole system.” 3 In the same era, Barbara Deming 

stressed the systemic nature of oppression: “It is necessary to remember 

. . . that when the men with whom we struggle confront us it is as func-

tional elements in this system that they do so, behaving in a certain sense 
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automatically.”  At the same time, though, she insisted that activists must 

treat them as more than such elements, as human beings.4 Gene Sharp and 

Robert Helvey are also clear that no single person, nor any subsystem like the 

police or the military, is the enemy—the opponent that must be challenged is 

an entire interlocking system. According to Helvey, “The target of the opposi-

tion efforts is the ‘system’ that allows for human rights abuses and corruption 

and the movement is not against all those who both serve that system and 

are equally its victims.” 5 He maintains that “it is the system that needs to be 

replaced, not the thousands of honest and honorable people whose training 

and skills are necessary to serve and protect a democratic society.” 6

Gandhi dramatically emphasized the place of the grievance population 

in this interactional field: “It is because the rulers, if they are bad, are so not 

necessarily or wholly by reason of birth, but largely because of their environ-

ments that I have hopes of altering their course. It is perfectly true . . . that 

the rulers cannot alter their course themselves. If they are dominated by their 

environment, they do not surely deserve to be killed, but should be changed by 

a change of environment. But the environment are we—the people who make the 

rulers who they are.” 7 These are powerful and challenging assertions. Human 

behaviour is undeniably shaped in critical ways by its environmental context, 

the ecological matrix within which it occurs. Behavioural systems science 

focuses explicitly on understanding and, in applied research, changing the 

environments within which critical actors and classes of actors are embed-

ded. As Gandhi noted, tremendous power for change lies here. As we shall see, 

parallels between understandings of reciprocal interactions in behavioural 

systems theory and in nonviolence theory have been recognized for decades, 

including in Sharp’s brief essay “Skinner and Gandhi on Defeating Violence.” 8

Complex systems are constituted from interactions among simple ele-

ments; the dynamics of those interactions is the subject of this chapter. A 

central theoretical advance in systems science occurred through clarifying 

that it is not individual elements but rather the interactions among such ele-

ments that are central to understanding dynamic systems, whether physical, 

behavioural, or cultural. Those interactions in fact construct and continuously 

reshape the participating elements.9 A few basic behavioural science princi-

ples, summarized below, are crucial for understanding interactions within and 

among the elements of larger complex systems (for example, organizations, 
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institutions, communities, and states) in ways that support the struggle for 

justice.10 These are only some of the important theoretical principles involved, 

and they can only be lightly sketched here, but this introduction is meant 

to prepare the ground for the systemic analyses of nonviolent campaigns 

explored in subsequent chapters.

S election         by  C onsequences        

The most central and well-established theoretical principle grounding the 

science of behaviour is selection by consequences. Changing environmental 

conditions shape species, human action, and culture over the course of time.11 

While selection is complex, the basic principle of selection by consequences 

underlies the gradual evolution of biological, behavioural, and cultural 

characteristics. Natural selection is the biological elaboration of this principle. 

In the behavioural case, selection by consequences means that all else being 

equal, behaviours that “work”  for a person—that is, that produce positive 

outcomes—within a current set of environmental conditions tend to persist, 

as do practices that work for certain members of a group or the group as a 

whole. In other words, success breeds more of whatever actions have been 

associated with it—again, all else being equal. Practices that prove costly or 

ineffective tend to fade, a process that is referred to as behavioural extinction. 

A central strategic consideration in nonviolent struggle, therefore, is the avail-

ability of desirable outcomes and incentives associated with actions taken. 

The connections between actions and the consequences of those actions are 

labelled “contingencies,”  since the repetition of action is generally contingent 

on the previous consequences of that action (as well as on contextual factors, 

discussed below). In general, given multiple available options, people do more 

of what works for them and less of what does not.

The same is largely true at the level of behavioural systems. Cultural groups 

(such as farming communities, corporations, institutions, and professions) 

that adopt practices resulting in positive outcomes within a particular context 

tend to survive.12 Those cultural groups that are most sensitive and adaptable 

to changing environmental conditions tend to thrive. Nonviolent theorists 

have, at some level, recognized this reality, although without placing it within 
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a scientific context. For example, Barbara Deming recalled that during the San 

Francisco to Moscow Walk for Peace, “a passage I had recently read in a history of 

the Quakers kept coming into my head—in which the author points out that in 

evolution not the most powerful creatures but the most sensitive survive.” 13 All 

humans and human groups are sensitive to selective processes, although history 

and current conditions may blunt sensitivity to a marked degree. The additional 

principles outlined below help to explain why this is so and how it occurs.

Frances Fox Piven implicitly applies the principle of selection by conse-

quences in her discussion of a resistance repertoire, which she defines as “a 

historically specific constellation of strategies to actualize interdependent 

power.” 14 She explains that such repertoires are selected and shaped over time 

by experiences in previous struggles, based on whether they produced success-

ful reforms or failures. According to Piven, “Strategies are forged in a dance of 

conflict and cooperation.”  The strategies of both sides in a conflict “are shaped 

in a ‘dialogic’ interaction, and, indeed, in ‘multilogic’ interactions within the 

matrix of relations with family, church, and community relations that bear on 

the mobilization of interdependent power. Or, put in another way, repertoires 

are forged in a political process of action and reaction.” 15 One inherent limita-

tion of such selective processes is that while adaptations are selected largely 

by past experiences, environmental conditions are dynamic. In cases of rapid 

change, timely adaptation to changing conditions often does not occur apace. 

Piven notes that the “drag of the past”  can be a powerful challenge to libera-

tory movements: “Once-constructed strategies tend to persist because they 

become imprinted in cultural memory and habit, because they are reiterated 

by organizations and leaders formed in past conflicts, and because strategies 

are shaped and constrained by the rules promulgated in response to earlier 

conflicts. . . . Only slowly, through the experience of defeat and repression 

on the one hand, and the contingencies of imagination, invention, and the 

welling up of anger and defiance on the other, do new repertoires emerge that 

respond to new institutional conditions.” 16

Similarly, in his examination of labour organizations, Marshall Ganz 

observes that organizational arrangements that prove adequate during low 

conflict times often become institutionalized, producing a loss of organiza-

tional resourcefulness that “may only become apparent when faced with new 

challenges” —that is, when the environment changes.17 As a result, resistance 
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movements usually rely on repertoires that have succeeded in previous cam-

paigns. For example, large demonstrations were once highly disruptive and 

threatening actions that carried real power in the United States. More recently, 

however, institutions and governments have, in many cases, adapted to such 

protests, which has significantly reduced their impact. In contrast, given very 

different histories, recent large demonstrations in the Middle East have initi-

ated dramatic changes.

There are important limits to the power of selection. Biology sets outer 

boundaries for human behaviour: some actions that might be desirable are 

simply impossible for some or all humans. Individuals, for instance, who have 

been exposed to severe physical or social deprivation or toxicity may have 

cognitive limitations. The neurobiology of persons exposed to chronic trauma 

often profoundly changes their sensitivity to experiences of threat or support. 

Persons with a long history of disempowerment typically require much more 

intensive and extensive experiences of success before developing a sense of 

their own power. Crucially, what is valued, what has the power to select, is 

highly variable across cultures—including among racial, ethnic, religious, 

occupational, gender, sexual, and other groups that, at least to some extent, 

share a common set of practices. Even given such variations and limitations, 

however, selection is a central and powerful dynamic.

At the same time, selection does not occur through blind destiny, nor is it 

immutable. Cultures of resistance can be purposefully shaped and sustained 

through selective processes. Recall Gandhi’s statement that it is the people 

who constitute the environment and “who make the rulers who they are.” 18 

The power of nonviolent struggle lies precisely in the selection of new prac-

tices on the part of the resistance group that shift the matrix of consequences 

experienced by the oppressor group (“the rulers” ) and others who exert influ-

ence on the situation.

B ehavioural         E xtinction       

The extinction process is one form of selection by consequences that is 

highlighted here because of its central importance to nonviolent resistance. In 

the extinction process, consequences previously associated with an action are 
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intentionally withheld with the goal of reducing or eliminating future occur-

rences of that action. The dynamics of extinction are well understood from a 

scientific perspective.19 All else being equal, an action that has been selected 

because its consequences have been desirable is likely to be repeated. But if 

those consequences are consistently withheld, the frequency of that action 

will decline and ultimately, in the best of cases, become extinct.

Two crucial issues must be considered, however, in applying extinction as 

a strategy. First, the natural immediate response of opponents or oppressive 

regimes to the withholding of valued consequences is to intensify the use of 

aversive tactics such as violence and repression. This intensification is referred 

to as the “extinction burst.”  As Sharp reminds us, “challenge brings repres-

sion.” 20 This entirely predictable pattern is one for which, in choosing to adopt 

the extinction option, the grievance group must be prepared, trusting that, if 

their analysis of the situation is correct, repressive measures will eventually 

fade away because they are no longer producing the desired consequences. 

A second critical point is that, although applying the extinction principle 

may persuade the opponent to give up on one form of repression, it will not 

specifically prompt more desirable actions; the opponent may simply turn 

to alternative forms of repression.21 In many cases, therefore, withholding 

consequences to extinguish an undesired action is best used as one tactic of a 

strategic plan that also offers incentives for preferred action.

The great majority of Gene Sharp’s 198 methods of nonviolent action rely 

at least in part on this single basic behavioural principle of extinction. The 

dynamics of extinction are present in many descriptions of nonviolent strug-

gle. For example, in 1978, Sharp described the role of extinction as a strategic 

response to violent modes of repression, noting that both B. F. Skinner and 

Gandhi “argued that a more effective way exists to end violent attacks  than 

either to resist them with counter-violence or to submit to them and grant 

the attacker’s objective. This other way is simultaneously to withhold both 

counter-violence and also submission, refusing to provide that which the 

attacker wants.” 22 Repressive governments and other oppressors rely on 

threats, intimidation, and violence to maintain their power: historically, those 

practices have evoked compliance and cooperation from the population and 

have therefore been selected. In other words, compliance and cooperation act 

as incentives for the continuation of repressive practices. History shows that,  
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all else being equal, if the population withholds compliance and cooperation 

in consistent ways, extinction will occur—the repressive regime will ulti-

mately abandon these failing tactics. The extinction process is therefore key to 

most struggles for liberation. 

B ehaviour       in   C ontext    

The reader has probably noticed that “all else being equal”  is a repeated 

qualification in the discussion of selection by consequences. Context (“all 

else” ) matters enormously, because human behavior and cultural practices are 

determined in large part by surrounding conditions and events. Nonviolent 

theorists and practical activists have consistently recognized this reality. For 

example, in discussing the work of Charles Tilly, Frances Fox Piven notes that 

activist repertoires are “at least loosely determined by institutional arrange-

ments,”  with changes in prevailing forms of social action reflecting “the 

emergence of the big structures of capitalism and of the nation-state.” 23 Robert 

Helvey’s work on the strategic estimate focuses largely on the multiple con-

textual variables that need to be taken into account, as does Scott Wimberley’s 

research on assessing the social dynamics, institutions, and the physical 

environment present in the area in which guerrilla action is planned.24 Much 

of the relevant context involves the interlocking practices among groups—the 

grievance population, activists, opponents, allies, institutions—shaped by 

ongoing processes of mutual selection (as discussed in chapter 4). A few basic 

principles and processes underlie a good deal of this complexity. We focus in 

this section on four: the matching law, motivating processes, modelling, and 

the availability of resources. In the subsequent section, we consider the power-

ful impact of verbal processes.

The Matching Law

Individuals have, at any moment, many possible choices of action and many 

overlapping sets of contingencies. When ordered to leave an area by authori-

ties, a protester may, for example, comply, peaceably refuse to leave, or strike 
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back. Each choice may produce multiple consequences—physical, emotional, 

legal, social, spiritual—and the full range of consequences is seldom certain 

in advance. An important body of research predicting how actions will be 

allocated among the available alternatives has established a principle known 

as “the matching law.”  The matching law states that, all else being equal, 

actions are allocated proportionately to the relative payoffs associated with each 

option.25 For example, the more payoff there is for participation in a certain 

act of resistance, the more behaviour will be allocated to that act. If an activist 

group wants to encourage greater use of a particular repertoire—say, “stand and 

endure” —the matching law offers several approaches. First, the group can offer 

more recognition and respect for such action. Second, the group can consis-

tently withhold recognition from those who fail to stand, regardless of what else 

they may do. Third, the group can reduce the amount of attention and recogni-

tion for irrelevant actions, however entertaining or engaging they may be. To 

get more of one behaviour, the group must ensure that the desired behaviour 

results in higher payoffs than other available options by sending clear messages 

that this action, and no other, is what is valued under the present conditions. 

This is a key dynamic in establishing and maintaining nonviolent discipline.

Research related to the matching law has produced another crucial 

principle valuable for strategic planning. The research has consistently found 

that not all action is allocated to the richest alternative; although more 

action is allotted to richer options, some is apportioned to other options. This 

helps to explain choices made by grievance populations that at times appear 

to be inconsistent. For example, villagers in contemporary Afghanistan may 

sometimes act to ally themselves with coalition forces and at other times 

with the insurgency. This is in part a matter of immediate context—one 

tends to agree with the armed man facing you. However, each group may also 

offer something of value, so it is likely that actions will be distributed so as 

to cooperate with each. The relative values of the options are important in 

determining that distribution. In addition, unpredictability about the final 

political situation may support cooperation with both sides—uncertain out-

comes are associated with risk, and acting to minimize such risks is natural. 

Note that the matching law applies even with nonverbal organisms, but as 

discussed below, human cognitive and verbal processes also have a strong 

impact on choice.
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Motivating Processes

Research on how contextual circumstances can increase or decrease the 

motivation to act demonstrates that the primary factor is the perceived value 

of the existing consequences of a particular action. The principle here is that 

if the consequences of an action can be made more desirable, individuals, and 

analogously groups, are increasingly likely to pursue that action; conversely, 

they are less likely to choose that action if the consequences become less 

desirable. The key to understanding the rate at which a particular action is 

chosen is thus the valence of the consequences that presently exist. Changes 

to patterns of action do not necessarily presuppose shifts in the consequences 

themselves. Depriving people of valued consequences that should otherwise 

be available often leads to an enhanced recognition of the value of those 

consequences, which can increase the motivation to act. A young person who 

is denied safety, respect, and opportunities for success will often act to attain 

these goals despite high risks, because the possibility of achieving those out-

comes has such a strong valence. Humiliation and oppression also frequently 

function as motivating factors. Members of an oppressed population will often 

take aggressive action against those perpetrating the abuse, not only to gain 

the respect and the experience of empowerment that have been withheld but 

also because retaliation appears to relieve biologically, personally, and socially 

aversive conditions.26 Historically, humiliation has therefore been a common 

accelerant for liberation movements and social action. The experience of 

helplessly witnessing members of one’s own group being harmed also tends to 

provoke retaliation when the opportunity presents itself. 

Aversive or coercive control predictably produces the phenomenon of coun-

tercontrol. Coercive control increases the rate of countercontrolling resistance 

behaviors by increasing the value of such consequences as self- and social 

respect. Ultimately coercive control is therefore counterproductive. According 

to a substantial body of research, individuals and groups experiencing coercive 

control by others typically respond with efforts to “control the controller,”  

albeit often at great cost to themselves. Typically, countercontrol also relies on 

coercive means, risking reciprocal escalation of aversive exchanges. Murray 

Sidman discusses the multiple forms that countercontrol may take in schools, 

families, and prisons, as well as within repressive governmental systems.27 
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As Sidman notes, prisons are a form of aversive control—society’s aversive 

response to crime, which attempts to end the aversive impact that criminal 

activity has on society, which is itself grounded in the aversive personal 

experiences that criminals have typically had with social institutions. Such a 

potentially endless spiral of coercive and highly aversive countercontrolling 

reactions is unlikely to lead to promising collective outcomes; the growing 

prison system in the United States, for example, produces enormous collective 

costs, financial and human, and structures vast violations of human rights, 

particularly for the African American community.

The danger of uncontrolled mutual escalation is well known to nonviolent 

theorists. Václav Havel recognized that violence would not construct that 

supported and defended human beings, but one of further violence.28 Barbara 

Deming concurs: “Battle of any kind provokes a violent response—because 

those who have power are not going to give it up voluntarily. But there is 

simply no question that—in any long run—violent battle provokes a more 

violent response and brings more casualties. Men tend not to think in long-

run terms, of course; they tend to think in terms of isolated moments.” 29 She 

elaborates further, acknowledging the “extinction burst”  referred to above: 

“In any violent struggle one can expect the violence to escalate. It does so 

automatically, neither side being really able to regulate the process at will. . . . 

In nonviolent struggle, the violence used against one may mount for awhile 

(indeed, if one is bold in one’s rebellion, it is bound to do so), but the escalation 

is no longer automatic; with the refusal of one side to retaliate, the mainspring 

of the automaton has been snapped and one can count on reaching a point 

where de-escalation begins.” 30

Spiralling cycles of countercontrol often have no obvious exits unless 

the groups involved turn to entirely different strategic options. The natural 

impulse to strike back may produce immediate satisfaction but usually does 

not lead to constructive outcomes.31 As Deming notes, “It is one thing to be 

able to state the price the antagonist paid, another to be able to count your 

own real gains.” 32 Gene Sharp points out that both Gandhi and B. F. Skinner 

recognized the instinctive impulse toward countercontrol (including counter-

violence) and discussed alternative approaches for managing that dynamic.33 

Although both nonviolent struggle and behavioural science have continued to 

advance since Gandhi and Skinner made their observations, the alternatives 
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they suggested have proven robust. Resistance and revolution are themselves 

forms of countercontrol; the challenge for the leadership is to leverage the 

impulse toward such action in directions consistent with the long-term inter-

ests of the grievance population. The nonviolent option in resistance reduces 

aversive threats to personal well-being and, at its best, offers the opponent 

attractive options for abandoning coercive spirals.

Modelling

Humans (and other higher animals) are genetically tuned to modelling: 

observing the results of the actions of others, imitating those actions that 

produce good results, and avoiding those that lead to pain or unpleasant 

consequences.34 This evolved process is highly efficient; humans can learn 

from others’ experiences and can use observation as one particularly effec-

tive way to learn. Because of this innate tendency, the observation of other 

activists acting in consistently courageous ways is one of the most powerful 

dynamics in nonviolent action. While their charismatic skills were certainly 

critical, Gandhi, Badshah Khan, Martin Luther King Jr., and Cesar Chavez also 

served as powerful role models for their followers; any successful nonviolent 

campaign produces many such models of disciplined action from whom 

others can learn. Modelling by persons much like oneself can be a particularly 

powerful motivating factor in evoking courageous action. The combina-

tion of available models of courageous, disciplined action and the positive 

consequences for such action is a powerful dynamic present in all effective 

nonviolent campaigns. Attention to modeling is demonstrably important 

both to building solidarity within resistance movements and for maintaining 

nonviolent discipline.

Availability of Resources

The choices that humans make are to a large extent limited by the availability 

of resources that facilitate or are required to carry out those choices. They 

are more likely to take actions that require minimal effort and less likely to 
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take those that are very demanding. There are any number of resources that 

make it easier or more difficult, possible or impossible, to maintain structural 

oppression. Many such resources are provided through Sharp’s “pillars of sup-

port” —institutions and social segments that supply and sustain the oppressive 

system, providing food, weapons, and more symbolic resources. Without 

functioning and cooperating military, police, financial, communications, 

labour, and even, in many cases, religious institutions, the oppressive system 

may be immobilized and may even dissipate. The levels and types of resources 

available from such networks is highly correlated with the extent of repression 

that is possible. Many examples of the power of such factors will be discussed 

in the cases presented in later chapters.

V erbal     P rocesses       :  
R ules     and    E quivalence         R elations     

For humans, reality rarely speaks for itself. Rather, perceptions define reality. 

As singer and lifelong activist Joan Baez said, “Action is directly connected 

with vision. You can’t act, you don’t know how to act, unless you can really 

see things, and the trouble with most of us is that our vision has been clipped 

short in a variety of ways.” 35 Frances Fox Piven notes that even the defini-

tion of injustice is susceptible to perception: “Injustice is not even injustice 

when it is perceived as inevitable.” 36 Much of human behaviour is governed 

by rules—explicit or implicit statements about the consequences of action—

that shape perceptions.37 Examples of disempowering rules might include “If 

I resist, my family may be in danger”  or “Resistance is futile.”  (The elaborated 

rule here is “Acts of resistance will produce no good consequences.” ) Extensive 

research has established that such rules can become inflexible and insensitive 

to current conditions, but more recent research has demonstrated that such 

inflexibility can be successfully challenged.38

In addition to such rules, human beings often make judgments based 

on what contemporary psychologists refer to as “relational responding.” 39 

Such responding involves relating two (or often many) stimuli in arbitrary 

ways. For example, the English word horse and the animal to which it refers 

are not inherently connected. The relationship between the two has been 
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conventionally established by language. This kind of learned connection is 

technically termed an “equivalence relation,”  which is the form of relational 

responding that is most useful for our purpose of examining the dynamics of 

oppression and resistance.40 In an equivalence relation, two or more concepts, 

words, conditions, or entities become associated in ways that are analogous to 

set theory. For example, the statement “I am powerless”  states a verbal equiva-

lence relation, which can be diagrammed as {I ≈ one of a group of people who 

can be described as powerless}. The mathematical symbol ≈ can be translated 

as “equivalent to in some respect(s) .”  Members of an equivalence relation 

function interchangeably in some ways but not usually in all. For example, all 

persons with the same birthday are members of the same equivalence relation 

on the dimension of birthdays, but not on everything else. 

Other examples with relevance to nonviolent struggle include viewing 

illegal acts of resistance as wrong ({illegal ≈ wrong}), or viewing a resistance 

movement as a member of the set of hopeless causes. Equivalence relations 

(also referred to as equivalence classes, particularly when they include multiple 

members) may usefully be thought of as relational networks in which multiple 

stimuli become associated with each other. Research shows that if this occurs, 

people are likely to respond to different members of such a network in much 

the same way.41 For example, if the equivalence relations {women ≈ weak} and 

{weak ≈ unimportant} are established, the two are likely to merge, yielding 

the new equivalence {women ≈ unimportant} and the new equivalence class 

comprising all three equivalences and their interconnections.

Building hope, changing values and attitudes, and establishing legitimacy 

for the struggle occur through changes in both rules and equivalence rela-

tions within the social context. Helvey, for example, argues that “restoring 

the public’s confidence in its ability to pass judgment on the actions of the 

rulers and then to act on those judgments is critical to the success of nonvio-

lent struggle.” 42 In other words, reframing the actions of the rulers (changing 

equivalence relations) and believing in one’s power to act effectively (changing 

rules) are essential. Although not described in scientific terms (and therefore 

often implemented without full rigour), shifting equivalence relations and 

rules have always been common strategies in effective civil resistance and 

peacemaking. For example, Lorenzo Kamel and Daniela Huber describe a 

process of “de-threatenizing of the Other”  among Israelis and Palestinians.43 
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Maia Carter Hallward and Patrick Shaver discuss the widely different interpre-

tations of a boycott strategy to challenge Israeli occupation of the West Bank 

and Gaza Strip, which range from the view that the boycott is an anti-Semitic 

action intended to delegitimize the Israeli state to the view that it is a prin-

cipled form of support for human rights.44 Both of these examples demonstrate 

the importance and power of verbal processes (in these cases, relational 

responding).

Many other examples will be cited in later chapters, but it is worth noting 

here some of the mechanisms for changing rules and equivalence relations. 

Rules can often be challenged through the actions of respected others, either 

verbally or through modelling, but are most reliably changed through a 

combination of such challenge and experience. Participation in even small 

acts of resistance, preferably with encouragement from respected others, can 

demonstrate that such acts sometimes lead to success, thus challenging an 

existing rule that resistance results in terrible consequences.

The available research indicates that it is difficult to change equivalence 

relations through direct challenges. For example, stating “Muslims are not 

terrorists”  is, somewhat paradoxically, likely to increase the equivalence rela-

tion {Muslim ≈ terrorist}, which then joins a larger equivalence network—for 

example, {Muslim ≈ terrorist ≈ violence ≈ evil}. A more effective way to shift 

equivalences is to learn a new relation that is inconsistent with the problem 

relation—for example, “Muslims are deeply spiritual people”  or “Muslims 

have been some of the bravest nonviolent activists in history.” 45 This learning 

is most likely to occur with modelling, frequent pairing, and social reinforce-

ment from respected others as an incentive. Explicit attention to such verbal 

and cognitive processes should be a central focus in cases where confidence, 

hope, commitment, and shifts in understandings of reality and power are 

required. Many effective leaders have natural skills in this area, but under-

standing the dynamics in terms of verbal processes can help.

C onstructive            A pproaches    

In reviewing what had been learned at the time (1974) about chang-

ing human behaviour, the psychiatrist Israel Goldiamond made a strong 
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recommendation to the effect that efforts to address social problems should 

give priority to constructing new patterns of behaviour to replace problem 

patterns, rather than emphasizing the suppression of undesirable behav-

iours. His rationale, which has been widely accepted by behavioural scholars 

since that time, was both ethical and practical. On the ethical side, he 

believed that, of necessity, suppression relied on practices like threat and 

punishment, which often risked the violation of human rights (as is common 

in prisons and some other institutions). On the practical side, he concluded, 

as had B. F. Skinner before him, that the data demonstrated that constructing 

new patterns supported by arranged or preferably natural reinforcement was 

(a) more acceptable to people and (b) more likely to result in lasting change, 

whereas suppressive strategies did not take away the inclination to act and 

therefore were ever fragile.

While the first explicit goal of resistance movements is most often to stop 

or reduce the exposure of the population to pain, suffering, torture, or other 

aversive events, the available research and the history of nonviolent move-

ments strongly urge a strategic emphasis on constructing and supporting 

positive actions instead of or in combination with more coercive approaches 

wherever possible.46 There are two important variations of constructive non-

violent strategies:

	 1.	 Gandhi’s “constructive programme”  (Schell’s “constructive noncoopera-

tion” ), which emphasizes the progressive expansion of autonomous power 

and institutions within the shell of the oppressive system (the subject of 

chapter 7)47

	 2.	 The use of incentives to encourage the opponent to act in more acceptable 

ways, which lies at the heart of persuasion strategies, most third-party strat-

egies, and some forms of public pressure (discussed in detail in chapter 8)

Jonathan Schell has provided strong arguments that constructive nonviolent 

resistance was the primary dynamic present in the American Revolution, the 

liberation of South Asia and South Africa, the US civil rights movement, the 

Vietnam War, the fall of communism in Eastern Europe, and many other suc-

cessful campaigns (despite the mythic power of military action in the common 

narratives of some of these cases).48
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Constructive approaches have several advantages over more obstructive 

approaches and, especially, violence. First, constructive action builds the 

collective power of the resistance group, often, if carefully designed, with-

out evoking strong countercontrol. By contrast, if opponents are treated in 

obstructive or threatening ways, it is not only likely that they will respond in 

kind, but also that they will escalate their responses until the grievance group 

yields.49 Even if the opponent backs down in the face of pressure, constant 

vigilance may be required, as the inclination to revert to previous patterns 

when opportunity presents often remains strong. Perhaps even more impor-

tantly, rather than simply immobilizing or increasing costs to the opponent, 

constructive action begins to shape the world in ways desired by the resistance 

group, who thus “make the road by walking.” 50

Only strategic planning makes it possible to move beyond the isolated 

moment to construct a sustainable improved reality. As will be discussed 

in later chapters, there are many contexts in which escalating (nonviolent) 

punitive conditions and sanctions can be important nonviolent strategies. The 

key point here is that the choice of obstructive approaches generally involves 

considerable costs and may be counterproductive (especially if designed with-

out careful strategic analysis), so it is always valuable to consider available 

constructive alternatives or additions.

C reativity      

Creativity is essential to maintaining extended campaigns of resistance.51 

The behavioural principle here is satiation: the power of and attraction to 

incentives and tactics, as well as the aversiveness of sanctions, tend to fade 

over time. Novelty can help avoid this issue. Members of the resistance group 

tire of doing the same thing over and over, especially if the returns gradually 

diminish. Much like what happens with a favourite food, activists can tire of 

the same tactic, while opponents can adapt to tactics they have experienced 

many times, which therefore become less aversive. Both the resistance and 

the opponent in this scenario experience satiation, and the activists may also 

experience behavioural extinction as their actions fail to achieve the desired 

consequences. Consistency is essential in the use of certain strategic options, 
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especially in extinction, but maintaining that consistency will often require 

increasing levels of creative mutual support among the activist group.

New strategies are usually needed to meet new realities. Frances Fox Piven 

notes, for example, that “the new economy has its own distinctive vulnerabili-

ties,”  among which she includes the following:52

	 •	 Extended chains of production and distribution across global logistical 

chains creating multiple junctures of interdependence

	 •	 The potential for “reconstruction on a global scale of . . . worker-consumer 

alliances” 

	 •	 Expansion of and increasing reliance on the Internet, adding an additional 

dimension of fragility and vulnerability for institutions

	 •	 “New ‘repertoires’ that both extend across borders and tap the chokepoints 

of new systems of production and new systems of governance” 

Creative solutions emerging from thorough strategic analysis will clearly be 

required to leverage such vulnerabilities, reducing the drag of the past.

The behavioural principles and processes sketched in this chapter are impor-

tant elements in elaborating a behavioural systems perspective on nonviolent 

struggle. Selection by consequences (including in extinction), the power of 

context and verbal processes, a preference for constructive approaches, and 

creativity each have unique contributions to offer, but it is in the integration 

of these basic elements among individuals and organized groups that their 

full power becomes evident. Because complex, interdependent systems as a 

whole, rather than individuals, are typically the targets for liberatory change, 

a coherent and rigorous framework for such integration through behavioural 

systems science is our goal here. In the next chapter, we explore how nonvio-

lent resistance can challenge structural oppression by leveraging the power of 

this science.
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Be  h avio  u ral    S yste   m s  S cience       

an  d  N onviolent          S tr  u ggle  

The science of nonviolence is yet taking shape.

— Mohandas K. Gandhi, Mohandas Gandhi: Essential Writings

Behavioural systems science offers insights into nonviolent struggle that  

are not immediately obvious. A behavioural system is an organized group  

of human beings, or a set of organized subgroups, that persists over time  

and through changes in membership. In saying that such a group is “orga-

nized,”  I mean that the group establishes its own boundary through densely 

interconnected behaviour, is self-organizing (at least to a considerable 

extent), and is characterized by a unique network of interlocking practices 

selected for their utility to the group or its members.1 Those interlock-

ing practices constitute the culture of the group. Examples of behavioural 

systems include families, organizations, associations, communities, 

movements, and nations. Such systems can obviously be very complex, 

both internally and in their interactions with other systems. The analysis 

of such complexities is the critical challenge for understanding oppression, 

struggle, and liberation.

Consider the internal organization and processes of a resistance move-

ment. Such a behavioural system commonly includes several classes of actors: 

typically, a core cadre of leaders, a larger group of activists, an even larger 

group of supporters, and the general population that the movement wishes  
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to win over. Movement leaders consciously intend to affect the practices of 

each of the other classes of actors. They generally know what practices they 

would like to see established among the activists, for example—practices 

that will engage the population in ways that encourage people to join the 

class of movement supporters. Leaders therefore arrange incentives for 

activists to act in the desired manner, incentives that are often social but 

may also include experiences of success or feelings of moral rightness. They 

may further encourage desired action through verbal processes like libera-

tory education, through attention to the matching law (discussed in the 

previous chapter), or by relying on other basic behavioural processes. The 

activists then use similar processes to influence the actions of members of 

the population. At the same time, activists and even the general population 

simultaneously influence the practices of the leadership group, intention-

ally or unintentionally. If, for example, the actions of the leadership group 

are experienced as highly coercive, activists or members of the public may 

complain, refuse to comply, or simply withdraw. Typically, whether directly 

or indirectly, the practices of each class of actors within the movement influ-

ence the practices of each of the other classes.

At the same time, the opponent—a repressive government, for instance—

may also attempt to change the practices of the movement in an effort to 

induce members of the population to renounce the movement or its leader-

ship to soften their stance. A good example is the extended campaign by the 

government of South Africa to gradually moderate the radical stance of Nelson 

Mandela in preparation for supporting him as the leader of the inevitable 

majority rule, which the government recognized years before it happened.2 

That government itself was not a monolithic entity but rather a network 

of interlocking classes of behavioural systems and actors: elected leaders, 

members of the security forces, intelligence officers, and the population of 

Afrikaners, for example.

The actions of members of the government can only affect the actions 

of members of the movement if the former somehow shift either the conse-

quences experienced by the latter or the context within which events unfold. 

This is the case in all interdependencies; ultimately, it is people, individually 

or collectively, who act, not abstract systems. Efforts to influence must finally 

touch human beings to bring about change: for instance, threats against 
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a group have power only if they are experienced as threats by members of 

that group.

The actions of the grievance group reciprocally influence the practices of 

those in power. As Jonathan Schell notes, “Gandhi was surely the first to suggest 

that the victims were creating a bad moral environment for their masters—and 

to preach reform to victims.” 3 While others had made similar points previously, 

Gandhi’s clarity here had a significant impact. To influence the powerful, he 

insisted, the victims’ own practices need to change; in fact, this is the only way 

to exercise influence. The processes of resistance and change rely on the same 

elementary behavioural principles as those that influence other apparently 

simpler human action; the complexity lies in the interactional interlocks, in 

the interdependencies within and among behaviour systems.

A number of analytic methodologies can be useful for clarifying those 

interdependencies; the three presented below are used in subsequent chapters 

to explore the dynamics of strategic options for nonviolent struggle. Each 

analytic approach can suggest directions for strategic action, which can then 

be tested in the field and the results fed back into the analysis for further 

refining. Behavioural systems analysis is, at root, an empirical science, draw-

ing on the overall strategy of all ecological science. Marston Bates, commonly 

regarded as the founder of modern ecology, argued that knowledge in ecologi-

cal disciplines is an accretionary process resulting from multiple iterations of 

(a) observation, (b) elaboration of conceptual and theoretical frameworks con-

sistent with observations, and (c) field testing of hypotheses emerging from 

those conceptual advances.4 An iterative approach of this kind that gradually 

captures complexities not immediately evident is promising for a science of 

nonviolent struggle.

Recognition of the need for systems (particularly behavioural systems) 

analysis is increasingly pervasive in the field of strategic planning, whether 

related to nonviolent struggle, military action, or insurgency. The US Army/

Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Manual, for example, lists systems thinking, 

based on the systems sciences, as one of the six key considerations in design-

ing a counterinsurgency campaign.5 Scott Wimberley, in describing strategic 

planning in guerrilla warfare, discusses the need to concurrently assess a 

number of contextual factors, including the following, and to assess the inter-

actions among them:6
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	 •	 Enemy leaders

	 •	 Military installations and units

	 •	 Industry

	 •	 Transportation

	 •	 Potential targets

	 •	 Political, economic, and social problems and strengths

	 •	 Enemy strengths and weaknesses

	 •	 Educational institutions

	 •	 Religion and religious leaders

	 •	 Ethnic makeup

	 •	 Local attitudes toward the enemy

	 •	 Communication facilities

	 •	 Geography

	 •	 History

	 •	 Local leaders

Helvey’s strategic estimate for nonviolent struggle calls for examining most 

of the same factors in order to establish a holistic perspective on the field of 

action.7 Determining which among the many interlocking factors should 

receive primary attention in strategic planning and action is a serious chal-

lenge; this is precisely where behavioural systems analysis may be most 

helpful. Such analysis can also suggest which strategic and tactical options are 

likely to fail.

The aim of biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy in proposing what he called 

general system theory (now usually general systems theory), beginning 

as early as 1926, was breathtakingly ambitious: the unity of all science.8 

Remarkably, over the last several decades, considerable progress toward this 

goal has been achieved. Systems analysis is well developed and widely applied 

in both basic and applied sciences, including biology, ecological and environ-

mental sciences, cybernetics, chemistry, sociology, and economics, as well as 

in medicine, engineering and the design of weapons systems. The most crucial 

recent scientific discoveries have occurred at the borders between disciplines 

and have largely been systemic in nature.9 The natural science of behaviour, 

epistemologically and methodologically distinct in important ways from 

the social sciences, has increasingly moved in this direction as well.10 Most 
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important human and social problems are complex and systemic in nature; 

behavioural systems analysis can help clarify the interlocking dynamics 

within and among human collectives in relation to those issues.11

One key principle in systems theory is the operation of homeostatic 

balance.12 Living systems survive by establishing a dynamic “steady state”  

adapted to current environmental conditions. In the event of disruption, 

survival is generally enhanced by homeostatic dynamics that guide the system 

back toward a previous relatively stable state. Homeostatic forces are as impor-

tant in nonviolent struggle as in other sociocultural processes. For example, 

Frances Fox Piven notes that disruptive movements are usually short-lived.13 

The internal dynamics within the activist group is one factor in limiting dura-

tion; the high of exhilaration fades (i.e., satiation occurs), the effort required 

cannot be indefinitely maintained, and other valued ways to spend time must 

be neglected to continue the fight. External factors also contribute to the 

dynamic field: as resistance increases, for instance, repression typically hard-

ens. Crucially, as Piven observes, over the course of time, “pressures come from 

all sides in the multiple relations in which people are embedded to restore 

normal daily life.” 14 In order to insulate their members from such homeostatic 

pressures, radical movements and security forces often attempt to isolate 

them from the larger society. Furthermore, concessions won are often condi-

tioned on willingness to reintegrate into normal social and political processes 

(raising the risk of co-optation). As with other systems principles, such as 

tipping points and contagion, the dynamics of social homeostasis can be best 

understood through behavioural systems science.

In the sections that follow, examples of nonviolent struggle, from the local 

to the national to the global, are analyzed from the perspective of behavioural 

systems dynamics. Although dictatorship, for example, is certainly differ-

ent along many dimensions from problems like environmental degradation, 

each of the examples discussed is grounded in oppression, and each is likely 

to require significant levels of nonviolent struggle to move toward justice. 

The use of diverse examples is therefore meant to expand attention to the 

potential for developing general practical and scientific principles across 

multiple issue areas, as well as to establish the generalized applicability of 

nonviolent struggle.
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A nalysis      of   S upporting          and    O pposing        P ractices     

In most cases of nonviolent struggle, multiple groups and institutions are 

involved in maintaining or challenging oppressive conditions. A particularly 

accessible approach for analyzing current situations and identifying possible 

intervention points has been developed by Anthony Biglan of the Oregon 

Research Institute. Biglan’s work, which is grounded in rigorous behavioural 

systems science, offers avenues for rich theoretical explorations of the nature 

of cultural practices, substantive strategic approaches to change, and useful 

analytic methodologies. Only the last will be presented here, but readers are 

strongly encouraged to further review Biglan’s work in detail. The approach is 

straightforward enough to be useful in working with communities to explore 

conditions and identify realistic options for change.

Biglan’s approach, presented in his book Changing Cultural Practices, is a 

useful starting point for localized analyses as well as for the full range of cru-

cially important global issues, ranging from sexual coercion to environmental 

degradation. His central thesis is that the practices of multiple community 

sectors support the maintenance of or changes in complex conditions and 

that as many of those sectors as possible should therefore be included in the 

analysis. Such analysis then offers multiple potential points for leveraging 

change and has particular utility for understanding and potentially changing 

conditions and actions like hopelessness and violent responses among young 

people, or for facilitating alternatives like youth activism supporting commu-

nity health and nonviolent struggle. 

About 50 percent of the world population is under age 30 (about 26 percent 

is under fifteen).15 In the Middle East and North Africa, however, approximately 

65 percent are under thirty.16 In this region (and elsewhere), youth and young 

adults have been extensively marginalized both economically and politically; 

recent upheavals in the Middle East were largely fuelled by this group. In the 

uprisings in Egypt and Syria in 2011 and 2012, young people were central. The 

differences between the largely nonviolent, if still unpredictable, events in 

Egypt and the turn to violence in Syria are stark, particularly in terms of civil-

ian casualties, which varied between the two by orders of magnitude. Injustice 

ultimately leads to revolt of one kind or another. The challenge is to prepare 
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young people to choose alternatives that are most likely to lead to relatively 

peaceful and lasting change. 

In the West, youth have often been treated by both social scientists and the 

political system primarily as problems to be solved, threats to be contained, 

or service recipients.17 An alternative view of young people as a resource, as a 

powerful political force to be mobilized, and as one potential centre of a move-

ment for peace and justice is, however, emerging. A particularly strong example, 

which will be discussed in detail later on, is that of Otpor, a youth movement in 

Yugoslavia that is widely recognized as the central pillar of a successful libera-

tion movement.18 In table 2, Biglan’s method is applied to identify examples 

of the practices of multiple social sectors that might either support or oppose 

the expansion of youth activism of this kind. Some of the entries in the table 

have considerable empirical support; many, however, draw primarily on 

well-established theory, as presented in this and the previous chapter, and on 

real-world organizing and movement-building experiences of those in the field.19 

The final column in the table is theoretically crucial in that it begins to clarify 

incentives, disincentives, and facilitating conditions that make supporting 

or opposing practices more or less likely. Many of the sectors listed in the first 

column are also crucial in determining whether collective action taken by youth 

is primarily violent or nonviolent; a similar table could easily be produced to indi-

cate supporting and opposing practice for violent rebellion. Schools (including 

universities), religious communities, and nongovernmental organizations are 

particularly important in teaching the theory, skills, and rationale for nonviolent 

activism for justice, but many additional sectors could make meaningful contri-

butions if the necessary incentives and facilitating conditions were established.

One critical issue that needs to be addressed in efforts like those listed 

in table 2 is the importance of hope for youth engaged in activism. Kristen 

Atkinson, in her recent study of largely disadvantaged youth engaged in an 

urban “freedom school”  program, found that it was difficult for young people 

to sustain belief in the possibility of real, sustainable change.20 For this reason, 

it is crucial that early efforts achieve success; the reinforcement that such 

success offers can be important to sustain longer-term efforts, which are often 

necessary to achieving major change. Repeated exposure to alternative ways of 

framing possibilities (i.e., creating equivalence relations and rules supporting 

hope) is also essential here, as demonstrated in Atkinson’s work.
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Table 2. Sample practices, in key community sectors, that support or oppose youth activism

Sector Practices supporting 
activism

Practices opposing activism Incentives, disincentives, 
and facilitating conditions

News media Locate and provide 
coverage of positive youth 
actions and activism; 
portray youth as powerful 
community resources

Portray youth primarily 
as “predators” or as 
incompetent and lacking 
good judgment (adultism)

Community response to 
news stories; advertising 
dollars; access to positive 
stories

Schools Staff act as mentors, 
models, and allies in 
youth activism within 
and outside school; 
youth voice respected; 
issues of social justice 
and history of nonviolent 
action integrated into 
curriculum

Suppress youth voice 
related to curriculum, 
policies, issues, and 
solutions

Encouragement from 
school administration 
and parents; partnerships 
with activist 
organizations

Local Government Shape, support, and 
respond to actions taken 
by youth councils; include 
youth in planning of 
youth programming and 
community development 
efforts

Create youth 
programming that views 
youth as a problem to be 
managed and controlled

Voter responses, 
legal limitations, and 
incentives related to 
access to and use of funds

Entertainment media Portray youth as 
courageous contributors 
to community life and 
justice; offer alternative 
social narratives 
emphasizing social 
justice (i.e., create new 
equivalences and rules)

Portray youth in 
dangerous, incompetent, 
or violent roles; 
emphasize models 
of self-indulgent 
overconsumption and 
violence in programming

Viewer response; 
advertising dollars; 
regulation of portrayal 
of violence; community 
encouragement 
of portraying and 
advocating for sustainable 
lifestyles

Churches Offer youth opportunities 
to explore moral and 
spiritual implications of 
and potential responses 
to social issues; provide 
opportunities to partner 
with adult activists and 
allies

Focus exclusively on 
interior spiritual life 
without significant 
attention to social 
injustices 

Guidance of church 
hierarchies and elders; 
response of church 
members

Local business Partner with and provide 
resources for youth-led 
projects; partner in 
economic development 
projects involving youth

Treat youth as 
neighbourhood threat to 
be managed primarily 
through exclusion, 
security monitoring, and 
law enforcement

Media attention; 
actions of respected 
models within business 
community

Civic organizations Support youth-led grants 
programs for community 
improvement and justice

Focus primarily on 
working with law 
enforcement to exercise 
social control

Media attention; 
awareness of models in 
other communities
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Sector Practices supporting 
activism

Practices opposing activism Incentives, disincentives, 
and facilitating conditions

Nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) 

Facilitate connections 
among youth-led 
organizing efforts locally 
and globally; offer 
training in strategic 
options including 
nonviolent resistance and 
peacemaking

Establish youth programs 
that treat youth primarily 
as service recipients, 
problems to be contained, 
or clients to be treated

Available funding; 
examples of other NGOs; 
partnerships with activist 
organizations

Police Reach out to youth to 
develop common projects, 
circles of understanding, 
and visible contributions 
to communities

Contact youth primarily 
for surveillance and 
enforcement; practice 
unjustified “stop-
question-and-frisk”

Policies established and 
monitored; supervisory 
practices; respected 
models within and 
outside departments; 
governmental and activist 
organization monitoring

Universities Offer access to courses, 
activities, and faculty 
engaged in community 
activism; expand 
emphasis on active 
engagement with social 
justice and rights issues 
in the curriculum; 
encourage community 
engagement among 
students and staff

Maintain academic 
distance from local 
and global community 
activism; discourage 
active involvement in 
social issues in favour 
of primary emphasis on 
finding a place within 
corporate capitalism

Faculty activism and 
leadership privileging 
attention to social justice 
and human rights 
issues; funding sources; 
courageous and visionary 
administration

Arts community Actively reach out to 
youth and serve as 
mentors and allies in 
arts projects directly or 
indirectly related to social 
justice and human rights 
issues (including murals, 
photovoice, music, 
theatre, dance)

Maintain distance from 
youth; regard youth 
as “difficult to work 
with” or unprepared to 
make genuine artistic 
contributions

Availability of funding; 
inspirational artist 
models; support from 
arts venues (galleries, 
theatres, local business 
communities) and local 
government

Political parties Engage youth in political 
campaigns emphasizing 
social justice rather 
than “broken” status quo 
political agendas; offer 
youth genuine voice in 
platform decisions

Exclude youth from active 
participation except to 
support maintenance of 
status quo

Demands of party 
members; respected 
models of activism within 
parties; availability of 
alternative political 
parties with primary 
emphasis on social justice 
and sustainability

Table 2.  (continued)
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Similar analyses of the operations of multiple sectors affecting the practice 

and continuation of dictatorial systems, racist structures, and other forms of 

oppression that are structurally embedded in a society are possible. The level 

of rigorous data available on these justice issues varies considerably, and in 

many cases, there is a need for additional observation, conceptual interpreta-

tion, and verifying experimentation (Marston Bates’s model) to strengthen the 

analysis scientifically.

Biglan’s Changing Cultural Practices also offers a useful analysis for reduc-

ing environmentally harmful practices, which are often driven in part by 

corporate interests that preclude attention to damaging externalities (negative 

costs of corporate practices that lie outside of the corporation’s cost-benefit 

accounting system). Important recent work by Lyle Grant demonstrates that 

dramatic shifts in cultural practices will be required if conditions conducive to 

sustainable and fulfilling human lives are to be assured (a position with which 

many now agree) and applies key elements of behavioral systems analysis 

to clarify the interactional changes that will be necessary.21 Given current 

political realities, the need for social action directed toward achieving sustain-

ability and challenging practices leading to environmental degradation is 

both substantial and increasing. The green movement has so far had relatively 

limited success in shifting societal practices anywhere in the world. Biglan 

offers several analytic tools for determining both where intervention may be 

useful, as illustrated in table 2 above, and for exploring the usually multiple 

consequences associated with changes in societal practices. Increasing fuel 

prices, for example, may produce both benefits and costs for farmers, the tour-

ist industry, or people of colour that differ from those for other groups; all of 

those consequences must be taken into account in an adequate analysis. The 

next analytic methodology presented expands on this recognition. 

F orce    F ield     A nalysis   

Peter Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler characterize conflict as “an inher-

ently adversarial process involving the direct exchange of sanctions, either 

violent or nonviolent, with a view to inflicting costs on one’s opponents, 

inducing them to change their behaviour.”  They propose that “by creating 
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a better risk-reward relationship, nonviolent methods may make waging 

conflict a more efficient option than either violent conflict or compromise.” 22 

Force field analysis offers a methodology to assess the current risk-reward bal-

ance and to explore options for shifting the behaviour of opponents, whether 

individuals (e.g., a dictator) or classes of actors (e.g., members of a military 

junta or of a dominant and oppressive ethnic group). Note that the actual target 

in this analysis is not the person or the group, but their actions—this is a critically 

important distinction.

An intentional attempt to change an opponent’s behaviour requires clar-

ity regarding the objectives to be achieved—that is, which specific actions of 

which individuals or groups, are to be the targets for change. While broad 

goals like “freedom”  or “liberation”  can inspire, action planning requires 

specificity. This requirement is widely recognized in the literature of non-

violent struggle but has been overlooked in many campaigns on the ground. 

For example, Václav Havel emphasizes that strategic decision making can 

only occur in relation to a concrete task; Gandhi similarly stresses the 

importance of aiming for clearly defined changes in the practices of the 

opponent—changes that must be within the power of that opponent to 

make.23 Gene Sharp counsels that when struggling with great oppression, it is 

“often wise to fight on a limited specific expression of the large problem” —for 

example, getting a clean-water well built as a small step toward liberation 

from apartheid in South Africa.24 Mobilizations like the Occupy movement 

are an important beginning; only as such movements clarify their overall 

vision and specific objectives that can contribute to that vision, real change 

becomes possible.

Once clarity of objective is achieved, force field analysis methodology can 

assist in exploring both how the current state is being maintained and how 

change might occur. Force field analysis, originally developed by the psycholo-

gist Kurt Lewin, has been used in multiple variations in the social sciences 

and in organizational change efforts.25 Numerous activists, including com-

munity organizers and those aiming for organizational change, have used the 

approach.26 The basic analysis begins by gathering available information and 

organizing these data into a graphic representation of both the forces that 

support the current actions of the person or group in power and the forces that 

oppose those actions. This provides a model of the current dynamic balance. 
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Obviously, every case is different, but figure 1 offers a representative example. It 

can be useful to vary the thickness of the arrows in order to depict the strength 

of the force, although this may introduce more complexity than is necessary for 

some audiences.While most people can easily understand the basic framework, 

exploring what these “forces”  really are in terms of consequences, context, and 

verbal processes takes the analysis to a substantially higher level of precision. 

Each force typically involves one or more actions by one or more classes of actor, 

each of which can itself be analyzed in detail. (Analytic diagramming, as dis-

cussed in the following section, can be helpful here.)

The goal of the resistance movement in the case depicted in figure 1 is to 

have the dictator leave the country; what movement members would least like 

to see is increased violent repression. An array of “forces” —that is, sets of driv-

ing and restraining actions of others that serve as context and consequences 

for the actions of the dictator—maintain the status quo. That dynamic balance 

can be shifted in two primary ways. The first option is to augment the driving 

forces, either by increasing the intensity of forces already present or by adding 

additional drivers like the threat of war crimes charges. The second option is 

to decrease restraining forces, perhaps by co-opting elements of the internal 

security forces.

Worst State Likely
Dictator remains

& executes
protesters

Status Quo
Dictator
remains

in country

Goal State
Dictator

leaves
country

Driving Forces Restraining Forces

Withdrawal of support from 
major military actors Pressure from internal security forces

Escalating demonstrations

Withdrawal of support from 
business and finance 

Possible opportunities for safe exile 

Consistency with personal rules/values

Pressure from political and financial allies

Fear for self and family

Figure 1. Sample force field analysis
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In the real world, there are always multiple, constantly shifting contextual 

factors that can have an impact on the actions and decisions of oppressors, 

resistance leaders and movements, members of the general population—in 

fact, of all actors and classes of actors present in conflict situations. We have 

many historical examples where military leaders withdrew support from 

dictators and that action greatly contributed to the dictator’s decision to give 

up power (Ferdinand Marcos in the Philippines and Hosni Mubarak in Egypt, 

for example).27 With this as a possible leverage point, analysis then proceeds 

to examining how context, verbal processes, and consequences for military 

leaders might be shifted. A force field analysis diagram for military leaders’ 

possible withdrawal of support can facilitate this analysis. Can those among 

the leadership who tend to support the resistance be induced to encourage 

other leaders to do the same? Can high-status individuals be induced to take 

the first steps (modelling for others) through personal assurances of safety and 

a voice in a new order? Can contacts with highly respected religious leaders 

begin to shift equivalence relations for some leaders: for example, a shift away 

from {loyalty to Mubarak ≈ honourable} toward {action to preserve liberty and 

protect the people ≈ honourable}?

This kind of analysis can be used to understand, and perhaps develop stra-

tegic approaches to, the many groups of actors with important presence in the 

original force field diagram—in some cases, by developing cascading diagrams 

analyzing potential actions of those groups and of those who, in turn, might 

influence them. It is possible, by using more complex diagrammatic tech-

niques, to examine many elements of these realities concurrently, as discussed 

below, but force field analysis provides a simple and powerful initial step that 

can easily be adopted by activist communities and resistance groups, work-

ing just with paper and markers. Force field diagrams can suggest focuses for 

experimentation; the resistance can select one or several factors to attempt to 

influence first and can then monitor movement on the part of the focal person 

or group toward or away from the desired target behaviours. Such experimen-

tation could conceivably be quite rigorous if access to relatively immediate 

information about the decision-making processes of the focal person or group 

can be accessed. When a finer-grained analysis of the interlocking actions 

of multiple persons and groups is necessary and realistic, a more rigorous 

analytic methodology, cultural practice diagramming, can be used.
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A nalysis      of   C ultural       P ractices     

The Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA), an 

important force for resistance, recognizes the education of girls and women as 

one of the key goals for achieving human rights.28 Much of the Western world 

also considers such education both a crucial human rights issue and a central 

factor in community and economic development.29 Despite severe threats and 

punitive violence, many Afghan women and girls continue to attend schools, a 

powerful act of resistance and constructive noncooperation.30 Attending school 

is an action performed by a changing class of actors (women and girls) over a 

period of time and supported by a culture of resistance; in behavioural systems 

terms, it is a “cultural practice.”  A contextual analysis of factors known or 

hypothesized to support this practice can be deepened diagrammatically.31 A 

sample practice diagram analyzing school attendance among Afghan girls (the 

class of actors) is shown in figure 2. This diagram, simplified for presentation 

here, can be used in a campaign to encourage attendance: the motivating 

context might be strengthened, adequate levels of required resources assured, 

levels of positive consequences enhanced, and levels of negative conse-

quences decreased. Although for very young girls, the primary emphasis may 

be on the practices of parents, the courage of the very young should not be 

underestimated.

The data included in such a diagram may be drawn from existing research, 

personal observations, reports from those on the ground, and established 

theory. Some of these sources are more rigorous than others, but none should 

be lightly dismissed. The goal of a science of nonviolent struggle must be to 

gradually strengthen hypotheses through increasingly rigorous research, but 

often, enough is already known to develop relatively persuasive hypotheses 

from examples like figure 2, while remembering that they remain tentative. 

All such analyses are necessarily fluid and dynamic, and they often need to be 

revised to accommodate shifts in conditions and events, and new information.

In figure 2, the items included in the motivating context frame include 

verbal processes, models, deprivation, social support, and other types of 

variables. For presentation purposes, they are depicted in a single frame, 

although each class of variables represents a somewhat different dynamic. 

Important resources and conditions include those essential factors without 
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which the practice would not be possible (e.g., if there is no school, there can 

be no attendance) and those that facilitate the practice (e.g., transportation 

to school). Given the necessary conditions, however, the primacy of conse-

quences is always central; applying the matching law by increasing positive 

consequences and decreasing negative consequences, especially relative to 

other available consequences, will predictably increase the incidence of the 

practice—all else being equal.

Figure 2 is an example of a generic representation of variables common to 

multiple cases; what is being analyzed here is not a single individual’s behav-

iour but a practice shared among a class of actors shaped and maintained by 

one or more common contingencies.32 Not every item included will be relevant 

to every case, of course. This is a first level of analysis, but it is helpful in itself. 

When the practices of other classes of actors (parents, peers, tribal and reli-

gious leaders, NGOs, the Taliban, and others) that constitute the cultural field 

are also included in the analysis, the power of diagramming cultural practices 

can be greatly enhanced. (A mentor of mine once suggested layering trans-

parencies for such an analysis; computerized systems, of course, can greatly 

simplify such a process.) Aggregating multiple analyses to simultaneously 

Practice:
Attending school

Class of Actor:
Young Afghan woman

Required Resources
and Conditions

• Accessible school
• Well-prepared teacher
• Supplies (e.g., books)
• Transportation
• Adequate nutrition
• Adequate health

Positive Consequences

Aversive Consequences

Motivating Context
• Exposure to models of 
   educated women
• Availability of family
   encouragement
• School attendance by peers
• Previous positive 
   exposure to schooling
• Recognition of 
   oppression
• Experiences of 
   humiliation
• Equivalence relation
   {education ≈ liberation}
• Equivalence relation
   {education ≈ resistance
   to oppression}
• Trusted assurances of
  safety

• Pride in achievements
• Experiences of learning
• Pride in participation in
   acts of resistance
• Recognition of potential
   for community change
• Family approval
• Teacher approval
• Peer approval
• Tribal and community 
   approval

• Threats and violence
• Threats to family
• Family disapproval
• Peer disapproval
• Tribal and community
   disapproval

Figure 2. Key contextual, structural, and consequential factors associated with attending school by 
Afghan girls and women. Adapted with permission from Mark A. Mattaini and Kristen N. Atkinson, 
“Constructive Noncooperation: Living in Truth,” Peace and Conflict Studies 18, no. 1 (2011): 22.
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explore the interdependencies among multiple practices of multiple classes of 

actors is an additional valuable step.

A nalysis      of   I nterdependencies              

The full power of behavioural systems science emerges from analysis of 

concurrent interactional interdependencies among multiple classes of actors. 

There are always interactional interlocks between oppressors and the griev-

ance population, but the actions of classes of actors external to the direct 

conflict (military, police, paramilitary, religious, business, nongovernmental, 

tribal, local and global consumers, and many others) are always involved in 

maintaining structural violence and oppression, and can also play roles in 

challenging those conditions. The practices of multiple classes of actors and 

groups structure Sharp’s “sources of power”  referred to in chapter 2: authority 

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

material resources, and the ability to apply sanctions. As discussed in chapter 

2, these sources of power are expressed in pillars of support, groups that a 

regime or resistance movement relies on for continued operation. The pillar 

metaphor is both useful—weakening those pillars can bring down oppressive 

power—and potentially misleading—in nonviolent struggle, the targets are not 

static, structural entities to be demolished but dynamic patterns of interac-

tions to be disrupted. Those disruptions may involve short-term actions or the 

establishment of ongoing changes in cultural practices.

The analysis of interlocking actions among classes of actors can assist with 

both understanding the current situation and suggesting potential targets 

for disruption. The 1986 People Power revolution in the Philippines is a useful 

example.33 Ferdinand Marcos was elected president of the Philippines in 1965 

as a popular reformer, widely recognized for his brilliance and charisma. By 

1972, however, faced with popular unrest and a communist insurgency, he 

declared martial law and maintained power essentially as a dictator. When he 

lifted martial law in 1981 in response to popular dissatisfaction, he was again 

elected president despite allegations of significant irregularities. By this time, 

his rule was widely recognized as grounded in corruption, cronyism, nepotism, 

and widespread human rights violations; Marcos and his cronies plundered 
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the country to the tune of billions of dollars in assets. Popular resistance 

stiffened after the assassination of his primary political opponent, Benigno 

Aquino, in 1983. When Marcos subsequently claimed victory over Aquinos’s 

widow, Corazon, in a manifestly corrupt election in 1986, the population rose 

to support Aquino in what she insisted be a strictly nonviolent campaign to 

remove Marcos.34

There is much more to this story, of course, given the legacy of colonial-

ism in the Philippines, but this glimpse sets the stage for our purposes here.35 

What drove this apparently all-powerful figure to abandon his presidency and 

leave the country within two weeks of the time Aquino began to organize her 

campaign of resistance? Aquino herself had no direct influence on Marcos, nor 

did her core group of supporters. To immediately maintain his rule, Marcos 

required members of the military and police to enforce sanctions, as well as 

the financial community to continue to keep financial resources flowing. Over 

the longer term, because of the economic interdependencies sustaining a 

relatively sophisticated emerging economy, his stability also needed the con-

tinued operation of commerce, farming, tourism, and other critical economic 

engines , which in turn required much of the population to act in a way that 

maintained normalcy. All of this required “legitimacy” —essentially, a set of 

equivalence relations that would support compliance based in fear: {President 

Marcos ≈ respected man ≈ important for our well-being}, or at least {President 

Marcos ≈ a man to be feared ≈ important for our well-being}.

Furthermore, by 1986, a strong civil society was in place, particularly in 

Manila and other large cities (although there was considerable ambivalence 

present within the systems making up that civil society, an example of why 

careful assessment of interactional processes is required).36 Among the impor-

tant sectors were a thriving artistic and literary community; networks of 

nongovernmental organizations, including those with international ties; a 

very strong Catholic culture; emerging political parties; and large business and 

professional communities benefiting from extensive higher education. The mil-

itary and, to some extent, the police were highly professionalized. The ground 

was therefore fertile for cultures of resistance, with a considerable number of 

progressive thinkers who increasingly refused to “live in the lie,”  to use Vacláv 

Havel’s phrase, and who tested repressive controls regularly (Havel’s “living in 

truth” ), in many cases at the realistic risk of imprisonment and torture.
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While many other variables were at play, these already give us a good deal 

to work with in analyzing events. Figure 3 depicts a limited but useful set of 

interactional relationships among the actions of participants in the resis-

tance campaign, local leaders of that campaign, members of the military who 

refused to injure or apprehend citizens involved in the campaign, military 

leaders, members of the clergy, and members of the general population.37 Some 

aspects of the motivating context were common to multiple classes of actors, 

including, for example, the call from Jaime Cardinal Sin, the most important 

religious leader in the Philippines, and contagious rules stating, in essence, “If 

we act now, change is possible.”  By common report, Corazon Aquino and other 

leaders, from the national to the neighbourhood level, also served as models 

for others by showing considerable courage. Equivalence relations that shifted 

how the president was framed and that framed participation as just and liberty 

as possible were common factors among multiple classes of actors.

Some of the religious participants took part in the Philippine revolution 

because they viewed acting to support justice and showing solidarity with 

those working for justice as integral to their vocations. Many members of the 

military refused to interfere with the protesters in part because attacking 

unarmed persons, especially priests and nuns, would have been strong viola-

tions of their own values and in part because many of them, as citizens, felt 

personal solidarity with the protesters in their experiences of deprivation and 

frustration. Refusal of cooperation by military and police forces facing their 

own people is common but not universal in resistance campaigns. Arranging 

contextual factors and consequences to maximize this dynamic is therefore 

often an important priority, as elaborated in several later examples.

For the sake of simplicity, figure 3 does not include listings of necessary 

and facilitating resources for the practices of each group. It is, however, 

possible and often essential in behavioural systems analysis to include such 

variables in analytic diagramming by adding to each box another layer analyz-

ing a specific practice performed by a particular class of actors. For example, 

participation in large demonstrations can only occur if a large open space 

is accessible, so making plans for access and transportation to such sites is 

necessary. Contemporary social networking tools like Twitter and Facebook 

can facilitate such gatherings and rapidly communicate tactical changes. 

If access to the Internet is denied, there are, of course, many historical and 
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contemporary examples of people’s creativity in finding ways to maintain 

communication networks, even if only through whispering. An important 

message, therefore, is that deficits in particular kinds of resources should not 

be a reason for despair. The same is true across the board; if support from the 

military is not immediately available, for instance, other supports probably are. 

Similarly, if media that could expose violent oppression to the outside world 

cannot function, other methods can often be creatively accessed, including the 

Action/Practice
Demonstrates, participates

in general strike
Actor

Civilian
participant

Motivating Context
Frustration and deprivation

{Marcos ≈ criminal}
Models of courage
Rule: “Success is 

possible now”
Call from cardinal

Motivating Context
Frustration and deprivation

Facing clergy
Facing unarmed citizens

Models of resistance
Call from cardinal

Actor
Member of military

Action/Practice
Refuses to attack

Motivating Context
Call from cardinal

{my vocation ≈ justice ≈
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Models of courage
Rule: “Success is 

possible now”

Actor
Member of clergy

Action/Practice
Stands in the face of

military threats

Consequences
Excitement and hope

Mutual support
Support of leaders, clergy

Limited perceived risk

Consequences
Mutual support

Avoids injuring clergy
Avoids injuring unarmed

Excitement and hope

Consequences
Mutual support

Support of people
Hope for relief

Consistency with values

Motivating ContextMotivating ContextMotivating Context
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{democracy ≈ justice}
World media

Concern for self
Call from cardinal

Frustration and deprivation
{Marcos ≈ criminal}
Call from cardinal
Rule: “Success is

possible now”

Frustration and deprivation
{Marcos ≈ criminal}
Models of courage
Rule: “Success is 

possible now”
Call from cardinal

Action/PracticeAction/PracticeAction/Practice
Joins resistance
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participants
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ActorActorActor
Military leaderMember of general

population
Local resistance
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ConsequencesConsequencesConsequences
Hope for relief
Possible future 

leadership opportunities 
Mutual support
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Excitement 

Hope for relief

Peer and popular support
Leadership support

Excitement 
Hope for relief

Figure 3. Some interdependencies among classes of actors in the Philippine People Power revolution
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development of alternative media: the “Yo Soy 132”  movement in Mexico in 

2012, for example, challenged distrusted mass media by establishing their own 

outlets.38

More importantly, in the Philippine People Power example, both immedi-

ate and more distant positive consequences for action were made available 

within the interactional matrix. Immediate support from peers and leaders 

within the resistance provided a bridge to more delayed positive outcomes. 

The growth of the movement, the support of the military and clergy in large 

numbers, the increasing positive reports from the media, the refusal of the 

military to attack—these and other intermediate positive consequences main-

tained participation in important ways. At the same time, rules specifying 

that, given action, ultimate liberation (the long-term potential consequence) 

was possible also contributed to sustained commitment. While the campaign 

experienced rapid success in its final chapter, this was the culmination of over 

a decade and a half of resistance activity.

Where such extended engagement is required, establishing cultures of 

resistance that sustain cultural practices of mutual support and solidarity 

are essential. Many nonviolent campaigns take years, even decades, to reach 

their goals.39 Extensive scientific evidence suggests that outcomes that are 

distant and uncertain are usually not powerful enough to sustain widespread 

hope and participation among a grievance population. As Theodore Roszak 

cautioned, “People try nonviolence for a week, and when it ‘doesn’t work’ they 

go back to violence, which hasn’t worked for centuries.” 40 Arranging more 

immediate incentives and opportunities therefore becomes a priority for 

movement leadership.

Given what we know of human and group behaviour, the development of 

detailed analytic charts like figure 3 holds significant promise for planning. 

The following steps can be taken to structure such analysis:

	 1.	 Identify the major classes of actors (and, where relevant, important indi-

vidual actors like Marcos or Cardinal Sin), and their actions that maintain 

the present situation.

	 2.	 Diagram the current situation to hypothesize how the actions of each 

group fit together to maintain the status quo. This first diagram will look 

much like figure 3 but will focus on the current state.
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	 3.	 Determine which actions, among which classes of actors, need to be 

shifted to move toward the alternative, desired state.

	 4.	 Hypothesize the contextual factors, structural factors, and consequences 

that, if shifted, could leverage the desired actions by the classes of actors 

identified in step three and diagram an interlocking matrix like figure 3 

that illustrates how all these variables would all fit together. That diagram 

clarifies the new reality toward which the resistance campaign is working 

and helps to concretize campaign objectives.

	 5.	 Test the analysis in action, evaluate the results, and modify the analysis as 

guided by those results.

Recalling the caution raised in chapter 2 about the need for a strategic plan 

to guide events after the campaign succeeds, the analytic methods discussed 

above can also be used to clarify the final goal state and the interlocking 

practices (which groups will be doing what) that will probably be required 

to sustain it. While the vision of success may seem obvious, elaborating and 

realizing that vision is usually tremendously challenging. Note, then, that 

ideally, three types of diagrams need to be developed and modified over time: a 

diagram of the dynamics of the current state, a diagram of the dynamics of the 

campaign of nonviolent struggle, and a diagram of the interlocking practices 

that will construct and sustain the final goal state.

Act ,  P ractice      ,  or   S cene    ?

One final technical point needs brief attention. In some cases, all that is 

necessary is to analyze factors supporting and opposing a single act that may 

require few or no repetitions: an act such as attendance at a series of massive 

demonstrations over a brief period of time or abdication by a dictator. In many 

other cases, however, what is needed is to shape and sustain a set of interlock-

ing practices over time; this is the essence of constructing culture, including 

cultures of resistance. For this reason, in figure 3 above, the top item in each 

of the actor frames is labelled “Action/Practice.”  Diagrams like that in figure 3 

can be helpful whether one is dealing with a single act or a persistent cultural 

practice maintained by a group, because cultural practices are simply actions 
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that are maintained through interlocks with other practices that are repeated 

across individual members of the culture and over time—often across “genera-

tions”  of members of the culture.41

In many cases, what is actually desired is the repeated enactment of 

a interactional scene: for example, an activist approaching and challeng-

ing a legislator about a serious human rights issue on which the legislator 

has potential influence, and the legislator agreeing to use that influence. 

Sometimes, the scene should be analyzed as a unit. This would involve 

representing the two actions (or practices) on a single diagram and including 

for each actor not only those contextual factors and consequences that are 

exchanged among the two present in the scene but also the other factors that 

would be associated with the activist making a persuasive case and the legisla-

tor agreeing to help. In this case, the resistance movement would prepare 

the activist but may also have other allies who could prepare the legislator 

to be more open to hearing the appeal than she may have been before. Such 

scene analysis could advance the struggle in many instances of activism and 

nonviolent resistance.

At a further level of complexity, as we will see in later chapters, entire 

sets of interlocking practices may be selected by the larger interactional 

environment—or may not be. A significant literature related to analysis of 

such so-called metacontingencies is emerging.42 The term metacontingency 

can be defined as the relationship between multiple interlocking behavioural 

contingencies that function cohesively and their aggregate outcomes. A 

simple example may be useful here (see figure 4). Within an overall sociocul-

tural milieu that affects all of the systems involved, the collective action of a 

complex behavioural system (security forces in figure 4) produces a condition 

or outcome (repression). That condition affects the practices of the grievance 

population and of other societal sectors (e.g., by evoking compliance), and 

those responses then recursively sustain (or potentially influence) the collec-

tive action of the original system (security forces). The interactions defining 

the basic metacontingency (i.e., the interactions maintaining the condition 

of repression) are those depicted by the solid arrows. The dotted lines indicate 

sample actions by the resistance movement and others that may shift those 

interactions over time and lead, for example, to defections. In this example, 

if the grievance population and/or other sectors begin to respond differently, 
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the actions of the security forces are likely to change. An assumption in 

early versions of metacontingency theory was that the interlocking practices 

within the security forces will change if the outcomes of their collective action 

change but that the interactional details of what happens inside the security 

forces need not be known. The reality is more complex, however, and that 

complexity both presents challenges and offers new opportunities for nonvio-

lent action.43

One challenge is that, given the drag of the past and the likelihood that 

the rules guiding the security forces may have become rigid and disconnected 

from outcomes, the actions of the security forces may not shift, at least for 

some time, even if those of the population do—this is especially likely if the 

population’s actions are not dramatically different from the status quo. But the 

opportunities here are multiple, primarily because the security forces are not 

a monolithic entity, although they may initially look that way. They comprise 

Practices of
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Motivating context

Consequences

Practices of
enforcement

personnel

Motivating context

Consequences

One Security Forces Unit 

Practices of
support personnel

Motivating context
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personnel
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other
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Consequences

Security Forces 
Overall Sociocultural Milieu
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population
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Figure 4. An example of a metacontingency and some of its component systems and dynamics
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individual units (for simplicity, only one is shown in figure 4), and the most 

common way in which security forces defect to the resistance is not en masse 

but unit by unit (although such action may quickly cascade through multiple 

units). Individuals often also defect, but this typically has a less dramatic 

impact. Historically, resistance movements and other sectors have often been 

able to influence individual units to defect. This may come about through 

contacts with enforcement officers (police officers or soldiers on the street) 

and/or with the leadership within individual units, influences that are shown 

in figure 4 with dotted arrows. In the first case, if resisters influence some 

enforcement personnel, those may begin to influence others within the unit 

(dotted arrows among the persons and subsystems). In the second, the actions 

of the resistance or other sectors may influence or be accurately observed 

by the officer corps, who may extract new rules (expectations for outcomes 

of actions taken) and subsequently shift the practices of the unit to support 

the resistance.

The original concept of “metacontingency”  suggested that while the 

interlocking practices within the focal system (e.g., the security forces unit) 

are important to its functioning, the primary determinant of the actions of 

the unit as a whole is the response of “receiving systems”  outside the system 

itself (e.g., the population and other sectors).44 However, because the unit is at 

least partially self-organizing, it may be possible to affect subsystems within 

the larger system independently from outside (e.g., individual personnel); it 

may also be possible to influence the rules on which the leadership (e.g., officer 

corps) base decisions as to what actions the system will take.45 In this example, 

the resistance may be able to simultaneously (a) manipulate the metacontin-

gency affecting the security forces as a whole (by inducing a large portion of 

the population to respond differently to repression); (b) shift the loyalties of 

enforcement personnel, who can then shift the internal culture of individual 

units; and (c) influence the rules by which the officer corps within individual 

units make decisions to participate in a campaign of repression, to stand aside, 

or to resist the campaign. It is important to remember that it is ultimately 

individuals who act, whether separately or collectively, and it is possible to 

analyze why they do, at least to a reasonable degree of precision. Those actions, 

however, are influenced in crucial ways by the systemic context, which can be 

captured through behavioural systems science by analyzing force fields,  
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matrices of cultural practices, metacontingencies, and other conceptual 

models discussed later.

The key message in this chapter has been that analytic frameworks and 

conceptual models grounded in behavioural systems analysis offer a valu-

able means to describe, understand, and potentially influence cultural 

attitudes, institutions, and patterns of behaviour that variously sustain or 

challenge oppression and that such modes of analysis can help civil resistance 

movements better serve the goals of social change and human liberation. 

Resistance movements themselves are cultural entities—behavioural systems 

or interlocking networks of behavioural systems. The same kinds of tools can 

therefore be used to analyze resistance movements themselves. In the next 

two chapters we apply the model to such movements, examining, in chapter 5, 

behavioural systems approaches for sustaining the critical dynamics of soli-

darity, discipline, and courage and, in chapter 6, examining the behavioural 

dynamics of effective leadership within social movements. 
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5
S u staining        R esistance         Move  m ents    :  

S oli   darit    y, Discipline          , an  d  C ou rage 

We shall have to have people tied together in a long-term 

relationship, instead of the evanescent enthusiasts who lose their 

experience, spirit and unity because they have no mechanism that 

directs them to new tasks.

— Martin Luther King Jr., Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos  

or Community?

Nonviolent struggle is at root a collective enterprise. While charismatic 

leaders such as Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., Cesar Chavez, and Aung 

San Suu Kyi have clearly been crucial to the movements they led, none 

could have brought about change alone. Furthermore, in many nonviolent 

struggles, such leaders have not played a central role. As Dr. King suggests 

in the comment quoted above, successful nonviolent struggle ultimately 

demands widespread commitment on the part of the population, often over 

an extended period of time.1 Although, under certain circumstances, a one-

time mobilization of masses of people can succeed in bringing about change, 

strategic nonviolent action generally requires organization and the construc-

tion of a persistent culture of resistance within the grievance group.2 Lack of 

an organized resistance community makes collective strategic action impos-

sible; disorganized, nonstrategic struggle is risky and can lead to uncertain 

results, as evidenced in the variable outcomes of the 2011 Arab Spring. At 
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the same time, organized movements often emerge from relatively inchoate 

uprisings of dissatisfaction.

In this chapter, I examine what is known with some certainty and what is 

believed to be true about constructing such resistance communities, provid-

ing interpretations grounded in behavioural systems science that may provide 

additional clarification. It is important to note that theorists of nonviolent 

struggle tend to have strong beliefs about what works and what doesn’t within 

resistance movements. Experience and historical interpretation contain 

considerable wisdom, and the material that follows draws extensively on such 

sources. But despite the comfort of certainty, a scientific perspective requires 

that common understandings be regarded as hypotheses that merit testing 

rather than as fixed truth. No doubt, much is yet to be learned.

Several characteristics of cultures of resistance have been emphasized 

in the literature of nonviolent struggle. Solidarity, nonviolent discipline, 

and courage have received particular attention, and each will be explored in 

some depth here. Similar dimensions emerge in the literatures of insurgency, 

counterinsurgency, and community organization: important lessons may be 

extracted from those bodies of work as well, some of which are integrated into 

what follows.

S olidarity       

Solidarity within resistance movements is characteristic of effective non-

violent struggles, and the need for solidarity has also been emphasized in 

the literature on insurgencies. The term solidarity refers to a unity of vision 

and to mutual support and collective commitment; some of the nonviolent 

action literature refers to this simply as unity. In Robert Helvey’s view, even 

the appearance of disunity is a contaminant that can be fatal to a movement 

(and literally fatal to participants).3 Helvey maintains that most people will 

join and sustain participation in a movement only if it has a clear purpose and 

offers a persuasive strategy for attaining their collective aspirations. By con-

trast, movements in which people generally feel unwelcome or that espouse 

values different from their own are unlikely to survive. Furthermore, as Erica 

Chenoweth and Maria Stephan suggest, given that success in nonviolent 
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campaigns is closely correlated with high levels of participation among the 

population or grievance group, a movement, to be successful, must be broadly 

attractive to multiple sectors of the population.4

How, then, is solidarity built and sustained within a movement? Helvey 

suggests that preserving the appearance of agreement among the leadership, 

keeping objectives to the barest minimum so that agreement is required in 

only a few areas, and clearly communicating that the campaign will benefit all 

of society are key factors in fostering and maintaining solidarity. This advice 

is particularly central to sustaining coalitions among groups with overlapping 

but not identical orientations. There is much more to constructing cultures of 

solidarity, however. While an exploration of solidarity in nonviolent struggle 

could easily fill a volume, analyses of the dynamics of maintaining morale and 

carrying out political education, two essential elements of establishing and 

sustaining solidarity, capture much of what is known.

Maintaining Morale

Based on his direct experience and extensive study, Gene Sharp sketched four 

approaches for shaping and sustaining high levels of morale: maintaining 

rapport and solidarity, generating incentives to carry on the struggle, reducing 

grounds for capitulation, and using restraints or sanctions.5 Sharp’s framework 

provides a useful structure for exploring the behavioural dynamics of morale 

in the midst of difficult and dangerous struggle.

Maintaining rapport and solidarity. Sharp suggests that regular contact and com-

munication among activists, leaders, and support groups and “demonstrations 

of ‘togetherness’”  such as mass meetings, songs, or symbols of unity contribute 

to feeling that one is a part of something greater.6 Collective enthusiasm and 

high spirits are often important. Barbara Deming notes that “one fire kindles 

another,”  while Saul Alinsky declares: “If your people aren’t having a ball doing 

it, there is something very wrong with the tactic.” 7 In “Humor as a Serious 

Strategy of Nonviolent Resistance to Oppression,”  Majken Jul Sørenson argues 

that humour can and should be part of maintaining “high spirits,”  providing 

examples to show how humour can serve to facilitate solidarity and support  
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cohesive cultures of resistance.8 Most importantly, as Malcolm Gladwell per-

suasively argues, citing the research of sociologist Doug McAdam, “high-risk 

activism . . . is a ‘strong-tie’ phenomenon” —that is, strong personal relation-

ships within the activist group sustain commitment.9 Indeed, history shows 

that close, trusting relationships within resistance movements are essential to 

maintaining participation over the course of extended, difficult, and danger-

ous campaigns. Gandhi called for an “unbreakable heart unity,”  also noting 

that “friendships, selfless and genuine, must be the basis for political pacts.” 10

A rich and extensive behavioural literature related to sustaining relation-

ships and commitment contains much on which we can draw to support 

the importance of morale and solidarity to nonviolent action. Simple posi-

tive exchanges (e.g., sharing food, singing together, and engaging in group 

recreational activities) can play a major role in encouraging continuing 

participation. Alinsky was clearly correct: fun can contribute to solidarity 

and commitment. The more novel enjoyment present, the more attractive 

the group tends to be, strengthening relationships needed for difficult times. 

Consistent with the matching law, people are more likely to choose partici-

pation in the movement over other options if such participation produces 

multiple satisfactions (including those offered by friendship, contact with 

attractive participants, humour, and engaging activities). Humour can also 

shift equivalence relations: for example, from {dictator ≈ powerful} to {dictator 

≈ ridiculous}.11

One useful way to think about this is to diagram scenes that might 

contribute to sustaining solidarity and explore the kinds of consequences and 

antecedents that would select those scenes. Figure 5, for example, examines 

a scene in which a leader invites members of an activist group to participate 

in a common celebratory meal, and those members respond positively to the 

invitation. This diagram pays particular attention to the motivating context 

and the consequences. Note that certain essential resources like adequate 

meal ingredients and materials for activities should be available, as should 

certain existing repertoires like cooking ability. Even without these resources, 

however, many groups learn to “make do”  very well, since the interpersonal 

dynamic is generally the most powerful factor. Most important for our 

purposes here are the question marks, which represent questions like “What 

kinds of motivating antecedents would encourage the leader to invite and 
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reinforce participation?”  and “Will support from the leader and each other, 

quality food, and the excitement built into a program of activities that accom-

pany the dinner (e.g., a soccer game or public reading of inspirational texts) 

support participation, or are stronger consequences needed?” 

Whether such celebratory meals will build morale in a particular group 

at a particular time is an empirical question that can only be answered by 

experimenting, but it is a reasonable hypothesis based on experiential reports. 

Tools like that illustrated in figure 5 can help to determine what it might take 

to encourage this scene to be repeated, as well as which motivating contextual 

factors and which consequences, and for whom, may be missing or may be 

needed for success. A quick sketch such as this to encourage thinking about 

motivation and consequences among key actors is a simple tool that can intro-

duce people to basic principles of behavioural science. Of course, much more 

Consequences

• Improved morale among
  core group

Motivating Context Motivating Context

Consequences

• Signal: invitation
• Participation by peers

• Support from organizer
   and peers
• Quality food
• Excitement
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core group
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participation
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?

?

?

?

?

?

?

?

Availability of necessary resources: food, materials for activities

Figure 5. A tool for exploring factors that could contribute to building morale through celebratory meals 
together
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rigorous analysis is possible as well. Constructing such diagrams can itself be a 

morale builder: this is supported by research that associates working together 

toward a common purpose with a positive climate.12

Some of the necessary antecedents and consequences for continuing 

engaged participation usually come from outside the group itself: for example, 

reports of positive results from other allied activist groups—or perhaps even 

reading this chapter. Such potential external antecedents and consequences 

are represented by the arrows with question marks coming from outside the 

boundary of the desired scene in figure 5. For leaders, recognizing low morale 

may serve as a signal to take immediate steps. Other relevant motivating 

antecedents for leaders may be action taken by other leaders under similar 

circumstances or rules like “When morale seems low, celebrating some suc-

cess together will enhance solidarity and support the movement.”  Positive 

consequences for a leader, beyond seeing morale improve, may include recog-

nition by others in the network of leadership beyond the immediate group or 

personal satisfaction for taking action. These are simply examples drawn from 

other campaigns; it is important that each situation be analyzed uniquely 

based on overall principles, since no two will be alike.

Attention paid to each of the question marks on the diagram can help 

determine what it will take to make repetition of the scene in question more 

likely; if experiments based on such analysis are unsuccessful, the problem 

probably lies in weaknesses in one of the dimensions represented by the 

question marks (lack of strong motivating context, lack of payoffs for partici-

pation, etc.). It is also important to examine any likely aversive experiences 

associated with the scene: in the example of the shared meal, for instance, 

if the organizers know that some participants truly dislike each other, such 

common celebratory meals may not be the best choice, and other options 

for bringing people together around common values might be explored, 

including some of the activities discussed in the next section (“Political 

Education” ). How those involved in a campaign treat each other is more 

than a tactical question; as Dorothy Day noted, “I don’t think the moral life 

of a social activist is a separate matter; . . . if we exploit each other person-

ally and keep holding our placards and proclaiming our ideals to the world, 

then we’ve become hypocrites.” 13 Absence of transparency and integrity will 

discourage participation.
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In terms of daily life within an activist group, excessive seriousness is usu-

ally aversive, except at particularly important or high-stress moments. Even 

more importantly, a high level of aversive exchange typically generates either 

escape or counteraggression, neither of which is consistent with enthusiastic 

participation and high morale.14 As is true in businesses, schools, and organi-

zations, morale and climate must be taken seriously in resistance groups; both 

can be measured with relative rigour through observation, simple question-

naires, or discussions using focus group or community circle methods, 

drawing on what has been learned in other organizational settings. According 

to Robert Helvey, polling, which is used extensively in counterinsurgency 

efforts, can be useful in nonviolent struggle as a means to examine the level of 

morale and commitment within the resistance group, particularly in extended 

strategic campaigns.15

There may, however, be times when stress is high and a consistently 

comfortable climate is not realistic, such as when the movement is facing 

repressive violence. As discussed under the section “Nonviolent Discipline”  

below, the critical factor then becomes an unshakeable commitment 

to persevere.

Generating incentives to carry on the struggle. Gene Sharp, in a brief discussion of 

generating incentives, focuses on the need for participants to “believe their 

action is justified, the gained objectives will be worthwhile, and the means 

of action have been wisely chosen.” 16 These beliefs involve verbal processes: 

believing that action is justified is an example of an equivalence relation, 

and the other two items are rules (statements, explicit or implicit, about the 

consequences of action). Despite Sharp’s use of the term incentive, none of 

these is technically an incentive (reinforcer), but these verbal processes have 

their own power for enhancing motivation. On the basis of existing research, 

the equivalence {this action ≈ justified ≈ right} is likely to be strengthened 

by observing respected others stating the same equivalence in some way, by 

enthusiastically encouraging statements of the equivalence (e.g., responding 

to a statement of justification with “I know, right? Something had to be done! 

We are doing the right thing!” )

Likewise, rules such as “The results will be worthwhile”  can be supported 

through observing trusted others stating similar rules and being encouraged 
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to state them oneself, but the strongest support comes through success. If the 

results of previous actions have been “worth it,”  the rule will be strengthened. 

The statement “The means of action have been wisely chosen”  is interest-

ing: while it is in part an equivalence—{means being taken ≈ wise}—it also 

functions as a partially stated rule, in that it implies that the means chosen 

will lead to good outcomes. This statement can be strengthened and supported 

by observing respected others within the activist community stating it with 

conviction, by encouragement, and by previous personal experience of the 

success of similar means. All of these verbal processes can be further sup-

ported through political education, discussed in the next section.

Actual incentives offered within the resistance community also have a 

long history of value. These do not, under normal circumstances, include 

tangible incentives like money, which can be detrimental to resistance move-

ments: hiring “nonviolent mercenaries”  would be inconsistent with the kind 

of commitment required and with many of the well-established principles of 

nonviolent resistance. Nontangible incentives, however, such as intentional 

and honest personal recognition of persistence in the face of difficulties, have 

demonstrated great power within organized groups. Some individuals are very 

talented in providing meaningful recognition, empathy, and caring, and they 

should be encouraged to use those skills in genuine ways within the resistance 

community. The research is clear: people appreciate being appreciated and are 

likely to repeat actions that others have recognized, as long as that recognition 

is sincere.17

Within the dynamics of an activist group, perhaps the most important 

variables are the overall levels of recognition, encouragement, and aversive 

experiences. Group workers and community organizers have found that it is 

both productive and fairly easy to track those levels over time.18 While more 

rigorous approaches are possible, two relatively simple methods have proven 

useful. The first is to develop a simple questionnaire for participants, a form of 

polling. Members are asked to rate their own experiences in the group in terms 

of how often and how strongly they feel they have been encouraged and recog-

nized for the actions they have taken, as well as how often and how strongly 

they have felt disrespected or scolded. Asking for examples of each will help to 

clarify people’s experiences. Four or five questions, perhaps including ratings 

on a five-point scale and a request for short examples, are enough to produce  
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useful data. Another option is to have one (or better, two) participants observe 

the group (e.g., in meetings), with the knowledge of the group members, and 

simply note or count examples of recognition and of disrespect or discourage-

ment from others. Either approach can be repeated over time and the results 

charted in order to help identify when things are going well (and should be 

celebrated) and when they are not going so well and need attention. On paper, 

this may sound very “technical”  but in fact, people usually like to be asked for 

their feedback.

Reducing grounds for capitulation. Perhaps the most important of Sharp’s dimen-

sions supporting solidarity is reducing grounds for giving up the struggle. This 

often requires the provision of necessities of life to participants in the strug-

gle—including food, housing, and money as needed. Note that this is different 

from incentivizing people to participate; from a behavioural perspective, it is 

simply a matter of providing essential or facilitating resources without which 

participation may be extremely difficult or impossible (see table 1 and figure 2).

Sharp insists that it is particularly important that the original participants 

continue in the struggle, because if they withdraw, others may follow. This is 

more difficult than may at first appear; from a behavioural science perspective, 

accumulating aversive experiences (which is common in difficult struggles 

for justice) reduces the inclination to continue, and experiences that were 

initially very reinforcing naturally lose power over time due to satiation. As a 

result, special attention to and encouragement for original participants may 

be needed to maintain their active involvement. Behaviour science suggests 

at least four strategies that might help. First, periods of relief from the most 

aversive experiences should be arranged. For example, past leaders like Gandhi 

and Cesar Chavez commonly withdrew from action for significant periods of 

time, through both periodic retreats and intervals of relative quiet between 

campaign actions, thus avoiding continual exposure to aversive experiences. 

Second, leadership should, in most cases, be distributed, both to reduce 

stress on the original participants and to encourage growth in the activist 

community. Third, it is possible through a process called “acceptance and com-

mitment”  (discussed in more detail below) to learn to persist for significant 

periods despite one’s own emotional reactions. Finally, sincere expressions  

of appreciation are valued by everyone, including leaders. Statements by  
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newer group members of how important leaders have been to them as models, 

for example, can be very encouraging. Making such expressions explicit—for 

example, in a community circle or in writing—can be powerful and, as noted 

earlier, can act as an important social incentive.19

Using restraints or sanctions. The final approach to maintaining solidarity in 

Sharp’s framework is the use of restraints or sanctions to keep people involved 

or to bring them back into the movement. Sharp contrasts such sanctions 

with the imprisonment and execution that are commonly used to punish 

participants who defect in war. The behavioural dynamics involved in the two 

are different, and not just because the sanctions used in nonviolent struggle 

are nonphysical. The intent of imprisonment or execution is not to bring the 

defector back into line but to punish or injure him—mostly to induce others 

not to act in similar ways. Such injury is not an active behavioural process 

designed to bring the offender back into the struggle. Rather, sanctions 

such as these establish a condition to be avoided by others, a model of what 

might happen to them if they defect—an aversive that does not reinforce 

strong commitment.

The sanctions typically used in nonviolent struggle are intended to 

bringing defectors back into participation in the struggle and to re-establish 

nonviolent discipline. Among Sharp’s examples of such sanctions are verbal 

persuasion, public prayers, fines, publication of names of defectors, social and 

economic boycotts, and fasting. When protests in India slipped into violence, 

for example, Gandhi several times began a fast-unto-death to induce his fol-

lowers to abandon violence and return to nonviolent discipline.20 Cesar Chavez 

responded by fasting when he believed his movement required “purification,”  

as when some members slipped into violence, hatred, and sabotage.21

Such sanctions establish an aversive state from which members of a 

resistance movement can escape by returning to participation and compli-

ance. It is difficult to argue with the intent, logic, and evident success of these 

sanctions under varying circumstances. Still, all applications of aversives have 

predictable side effects. Some potential participants may avoid joining a move-

ment to avoid the risk of sanctions, and others may defect from the movement 

altogether. Others may stay active but resent being pressured in this way, 

and they may, at some later point, counteraggress against leaders whom they 



99

Sustaining Resistance Movements:  Solidarity, Discipline, and Courage

have experienced as coercive. All forms of aversives, like nearly all medica-

tions, have potential side effects and should therefore be used with caution 

and full awareness. Well-established theory suggests that it may be possible 

to minimize such side effects by ensuring an overall environment that is rich 

in positive exchange and recognition relative to the level of aversives present, 

and in most cases, recommitment to nonviolent discipline and participation 

offers a return to powerful social incentives.22

Political Education

While maintaining morale is clearly important to solidarity, the historical 

record suggests that political education is also almost universally critical to 

sustained campaigns.23 The core of such education is a collective process of 

becoming aware of oppression, reflecting on the reasons for its existence, 

developing strategies to challenge it, and analyzing the outcomes of actions 

taken. Gandhi, who stressed that “training is necessary as well for civil dis-

obedience as for armed revolt,”  was fully aware of the knowledge gaps of those 

he hoped to inspire to nonviolent resistance: “The villagers know nothing 

of foreign rule and its evils. What little knowledge they have picked up fills 

them with the awe the foreigner inspires. The result is the dread and hatred of 

the foreigner and his rule. They do not know how to get rid of it. They do not 

know that the foreigner’s presence is due to their own weaknesses and their 

ignorance of the power they possess to rid themselves of the foreign rule.” 24 

His booklet Constructive Programme is an outline of the training that he saw as 

crucial for nonviolent struggle; significantly, it consists primarily of political 

education rather than tactical instruction.

Political education is widely recognized as important for activists, but also 

for the general population, whose participation will ultimately be crucial to 

success. Participation requires tactical instruction and guidance, certainly, but 

preparation through political education provides crucial motivating anteced-

ents, equivalence relations, and rules. The need for such preparation for action 

is widely recognized. Peter Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler recognize the 

need for the corps of activists to “instruct, nurture and support the general 

population in the performance of nonviolent conflict.” 25 Paulo Freire, whose 
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Pedagogy of the Oppressed has guided many justice activists, calls for a popular 

education that “makes oppression and its causes objects of reflection by the 

oppressed, and from that reflection will come their necessary engagement 

in the struggle for their liberation.” 26 While his work has not been widely 

published, Myles Horton, of the Highlander Folk School in Appalachia, trained 

generations of civil rights activists and community organizers in similar ways. 

His method of liberatory education emphasizes that in the right environment, 

disadvantaged and oppressed people can collectively identify and analyze the 

problems they face. Given access to information they might need, they can 

then determine how to respond.27 Recognition of the power of political educa-

tion and the praxis (reflection in action) that is expected to emerge from it is 

also present in most treatments of military, counterinsurgency, and guerrilla 

campaigns. John Collins notes that leaders of insurgencies are generally aware 

of the need for political education and knowledge of the issues.28 

Gene Sharp observes that training for activists themselves has been con-

ducted “through study groups, workshops, seminars, sociodramas and other 

means.” 29 Scott Wimberley argues that, to be effective, a participant in guer-

rilla struggle must have a “political awareness of the reason for the struggle 

. . . as acute as his ability to fight. Such political awareness and motivation is 

obtained through the dynamics of group discussion. . . . Group discussions 

raise the spirit and improve the unity of thought of the guerrilla, and they put 

social pressure on the weak members to perform better in future training or 

combat.” 30 Such discussions often include local and national history, empha-

size examples of oppression (always with a local focus), and help the guerrilla 

to see why his or her treatment of the general population is important. A 

similar recognition of the larger population is present in The US Army/Marine 

Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual, which notes that the everyday actions of 

each soldier on the ground affect the success of the operation in generating 

popular support; therefore, personnel at all levels need to share a common 

understanding of the reasons why the struggle is being waged and an ability to 

persuasively share that understanding with the population.

A core principle of nonviolent struggle is that it be open and above board, 

which means that integrity in political education is essential. Transparency 

and honesty defuse fear and engage followers, as noted by Sharp and Deming, 

among others.31 Secrecy and manipulation are commonly believed to be 
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contaminants that are inconsistent with the dynamics of nonviolent struggle. 

Therefore, while equivalence relations, values, and understandings of reality 

can often be manipulated over the short term (which would be a misuse of 

behavioural science), doing so will weaken and perhaps sabotage campaigns 

of nonviolent struggle over the long term when that manipulation ultimately 

surfaces. Nonviolent action depends on bravery and trust; people generally 

do not view those who manipulate others as worthy of being followed—on 

the contrary, such manipulation is experienced as oppression. The trust and 

loyalty of third-party supporters can also be damaged through lack of integrity. 

Interestingly, The US Army/Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual offers 

similar cautions, as does Scott Wimberley in his manual on guerrilla warfare.32

With all behavioural change, it is important to know what one is trying 

to achieve, what actions and behavioural scenes one wishes to increase or 

decrease. One goal of political education is usually simply to share informa-

tion, but efforts to shift verbal processes toward a particular set of values 

(i.e., to shift equivalences) are usually central as well. This raises important 

ethical questions. Propagandists often know exactly what they want people to 

see and to think, and which values they want people to accept, and in many 

cases, they pursue those outcomes without moral scruples. An honest process 

of political education consistent with Myles Horton’s approach, in contrast, 

makes room for all participants to state and argue for their strong beliefs and 

values while maintaining an openness to learning and mutual challenge. The 

desired reality is not one in which everyone blindly accepts a predetermined 

set of rules and values but one of mutual respect and challenge from which 

shared perceptions, rules, and values can emerge.

Shifts in Equivalence Relations

Assuming that political education is important to shaping and sustain-

ing a campaign of nonviolent struggle over the extended time that is often 

required, what are the behavioural dynamics involved and how might they be 

optimized? A key aspect of political education is the offering of opportunities 

for activists and other members of the grievance group to re-examine their 

understandings of the world and to recognize oppression and its evils. Before 

one can act, one must recognize the reality of what is wrong and why it is 
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wrong. This is what Gandhi was referring to in his comment to his son Harilal, 

quoted at the outset of this book: “I do not know whether you have seen the 

world as it really is. For myself I can say I perceive the world in its grim reality 

every moment.” 33 How one sees and understands the world, and even what one 

sees, is largely determined through verbal processes.

As an example, in a world in which women are battered and mutilated, 

demeaned and disrespected, women themselves have often been taught to 

see themselves as weak, damaged, needy, deserving of punishment, even 

evil—these are equivalence relations. Shifts to equivalences like {women ≈ 

oppressed} but {women ≈ powerful} and {women ≈ deserving of respect} are 

essential to engagement in the struggle for gender justice and women’s libera-

tion. Similarly, shifting views of cultural practices from, for example, {being 

kept at home ≈ being protected} to {being kept at home ≈ being controlled} is 

challenging, but many examples clearly show that it can be done. The behav-

ioural and behavioural systems processes involved are well known.

Simply attempting to refute or reverse existing equivalences has proven 

counterproductive: for example, recall that stating over and over again—even 

with strong encouragement—“All Muslims are not terrorists,”  tends, paradoxi-

cally, to strengthen the equivalence between “Muslim”  and “terrorist,”  as would 

repeatedly stating “Women are not weak”  or “The dictator is not powerful.” 34 

By contrast, encouraging and reinforcing statements like “Muslims are often 

very brave”  (consistent with the evidence of the Pashtun Khudai Khidmatgars, 

the large nonviolent army discussed in the next chapter) or “Islam is a religion 

of peace”  bring Muslims into equivalences that are incompatible with {Muslim 

≈ terrorist}. Similarly, encouraging statements, with multiple exemplars, of 

women’s strength or of the ridiculousness of the dictator can, under the right 

conditions, shift beliefs and, ultimately, actions. Facilitating new equivalence 

relations in this way is central to political education. Theory suggests that 

Freire’s “pedagogy of the question,”  which leads people to explore examples 

contradictory to their current understanding and to notice connections that 

they have not made before, can provide tools for establishing new and more 

accurate equivalences.35

Equivalence relations (which, recall, are analogous to sets in set theory) can 

include many members. For example, in the process of liberating themselves, 

numerous women have discovered that many actions on the part of men fall  
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into the equivalence of oppressive behaviour, including various obvious and 

subtle forms of intimidation, micro-aggressions, isolation, emotional abuse, 

blaming, and withholding money or financial information, all of which 

contribute to an overall dynamic of establishing and sustaining power and 

control.36 As women recognize that a particular behaviour—say, someone 

talking over them—is yet another form of domination and intimidation, this 

specific behaviour begins to be treated like other forms of oppression.

In political education, one crucial goal is to build a culture of activists 

who share equivalence relations, who see the world in similar ways and 

share certain common values. Discussions of multiple exemplars of common 

oppressive practices (multiple instances of intimidation, multiple instances 

of homophobic disrespect, multiple instances of structure violence, multiple 

instances of violations of basic human rights) can help build equivalences 

among those actions.37 Statements of accurate equivalences made by respected, 

persuasive models are likely to strengthen those equivalences, and dialogic 

methods offer many opportunities for those who are conscious of injustice to 

bring others along. Rehearsing how to discuss lack of access to health care as 

a human rights violation is apt not only to have an impact on members of the 

population being engaged but also to strengthen the equivalence for the activ-

ist leading the discussion. Techniques like sociodrama, in which activists play 

out oppressive scenes in ways that clarify injustice, have a long history and 

function through shifts in equivalences. Many other artistic approaches can 

also contribute in somewhat similar ways to such shifts, including murals, 

other visual arts, and music and song.

Changing Rules

A related and central process in political education is deepening participants’ 

understandings of relevant cause-and-effect relationships—that is, of what 

consequences particular actions are likely to produce. In some cases, oppressed 

populations express great hopelessness, basing their lack of action on rules like 

“Anything we try will fail, and we will be more severely punished for making the 

effort.”  On the one hand, hopeless people do not take strategic action, although 

they may strike out in frustration. On the other hand, given rules that encourage 

hope, “the poor have no fears,”  as Gandhi once noted.38 They have little to lose.
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Once established, rules can become very rigid. Once rigid rules are 

established, exceptions are often not noticed, so powerful challenges may be 

required to induce changes. One way to introduce such challenge is to offer 

people opportunities to test alternative rules experimentally and, as a result, 

to take first steps, however modest, toward resistance; this approach has 

proven powerful in other areas of human behaviour. Inducing participants to 

test alternative rules involves a process of (a) offering opportunities, in dia-

logue, to clarify current beliefs about what can and cannot work; (b) searching, 

again dialogically, for exceptions to the rules of hopelessness, which involves 

raising exemplars of success; (c) encouraging very modest first experiments; 

and (d) evaluating those experiments in terms of possible shifts in rules. This 

is simply the scientific process as applied to rule-governed behaviour, beauti-

fully exemplified by Václav Havel’s encouragement to “live in truth”  (explored 

in some detail in chapter 7).39

A contemporary example of rule changing is the Chicago Freedom School 

(CFS), which emphasizes political education for a diverse group of young 

people from across the city—primarily young people of colour. Most partici-

pants have experienced a lifetime of disempowerment and oppression at the 

intersections of poverty, race, gender, sexual orientation, poor education, 

community violence, and adultism. The CFS program integrates education 

on the history and strategies of social movements, activities encourag-

ing youth leadership and identity development, and collective nonviolent 

action to construct an intergenerational community of people from diverse 

backgrounds and neighbourhoods; this community then comes together to 

build a broad-based movement for social justice across issues, identities, and 

ideologies. Dialogic political education emphasizing shifts in equivalence 

relations and rules toward stances of empowerment and hopeful action, as 

well as active experimentation (reflection in action), are central to the CFS’s 

model of praxis.40

N onviolent          D iscipline       

Nonviolent discipline refers to maintaining adherence to a minimum set 

of standards for behaviour as a member of a nonviolent activist group, 
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particularly when participating in nonviolent actions and campaign activi-

ties. For Gene Sharp, nonviolent discipline includes staying with the action 

once one has engaged, “refus[ing] to submit to fear,”  committing to nonviolent 

behaviour regardless of provocation, and complying with collectively estab-

lished plans and instructions.41 These standards are commonly accepted in 

the literature on nonviolent struggle. Although the importance of eschewing 

“even a little”  violence has been explored in previous chapters, there is more 

to say about this in the context of nonviolent discipline.42 (“Refusing to submit 

to fear”  will be considered in the following section on courage.)

A particularly well-developed example of a set of commitments to 

nonviolent discipline is the “CORE Rules for Action”  developed and widely 

implemented during the US civil rights movement by the Congress of 

Racial Equality, or CORE. This set of principles, reproduced in table 3, goes 

beyond clarifying what a participant should and should not do in the heat of 

nonviolent action. It also provides comprehensive statements that can guide 

practical aspects of political education in preparation for an overall cam-

paign. Each of the thirteen rules, ten for individual participants and three 

for the local group, merits careful attention, but we focus here on a few that 

are specifically related to nonviolent discipline in the context of behavioural 

systems analysis

Rule 2 is particularly relevant here in that it specifically endorses participa-

tion in “experiments” —a way of framing action that is crucial to increasing 

the application of behavioural systems science to nonviolent struggle. Rules 

3, 4, and 6 are obviously very challenging, and not all practitioners or analysts 

of nonviolent action would agree that acting out of hatred or anger is always a 

mistake. Ultimately, this is an empirical question that requires further explo-

ration. Recall Barbara Deming’s “two hands”  principle, however: one hand 

calms the opponent while the other makes him move. Based on what we know 

of human behaviour, making it clear that the opponent will not be physically 

harmed will make it easier for that opponent to cooperate. This discipline, 

therefore, may be not only morally good, by some standards, but also strate-

gically useful. In some of the 2011 Arab Spring actions, large, angry groups 

of protesters chanted slogans like “Death to the dictator!”  and threatened 

security forces. The anger is natural; many of the protesters had experienced 

severe and violent oppression, and people who are experiencing such powerful 



106

Strategic Nonviolent Power

aversives are likely to strike out at the perpetrator (or sadly at other available 

targets, including the innocent).43 Such anger may be morally justified, but 

those at whom the anger is directed will typically respond to such threats with 

fear and even stronger punitive and coercive action, thus establishing the 

spiral of escalating violence discussed in chapter 3. There are, therefore, practi-

cal reasons to set standards like those in the CORE set of rules and to include 

anger management in activist training.44

Table 3. “CORE Rules for Action” from the Congress of Racial Equality

Guarantees of the Individual to the Group

	 1.	 A CORE member will investigate the facts carefully before determining whether or not racial injus-
tice exists in a given situation.

	 2.	 A CORE member will seek at all times to understand both the attitude of the person responsible for 
a policy of racial discrimination, and the social situation which engendered the attitude. The CORE 
member will be flexible and creative, showing a willingness to participate in experiments which 
seem constructive, but being careful not to compromise CORE principles.

	 3.	 A CORE member will make a sincere effort to avoid malice and hatred toward any group or indi-
vidual.

	 4.	 A CORE member will never use malicious slogans or labels to discredit any opponent.

	 5.	 A CORE member will be willing to admit mistakes.

	 6.	 He will meet the anger of any individual or group in the spirit of good will and creative reconcilia-
tion: he will submit to assault and will not retaliate in kind either by act or word.

	 7.	 A member will never engage in any action in the name of the group except when authorized by the 
group or one of its action units.

	 8.	 When in an action project a CORE member will obey the orders issued by the authorized leader or 
spokesman of the project, whether those orders please him or not. If he does not approve of such 
orders, he shall later refer the criticism back to the group or to the committee which was the source 
of the project plan.

	 9.	 No member, after once accepting the discipline of the group for a particular action project, shall 
have the right of withdrawing. However, should a participant feel that under further pressure he will 
no longer be able to adhere to the Rules for Action, he shall then withdraw from the project and leave 
the scene immediately after notifying the project leader.

	 10.	 Only a person who is a recognized member of the group or a participant accepted by the group leader 
in a particular project shall be permitted to take part in that group action.

Guarantees from the Local Group to the Individual

	 11.	 Each member has the right to dissent from any group decision and, if dissenting, need not partici-
pate in the specific action planned.

	 12.	 Each member shall understand that all decisions on general policy shall be arrived at only through 
democratic group discussion.

	 13.	 A CORE member shall receive the uncompromising support of his CORE group as he faces any dif-
ficulties resulting from his authorized activities.
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N onviolent          B ehaviour    

Difficult as it may be to “submit to assault and . . . not retaliate in kind either 

by act or by word,”  as called for by the CORE rule 6, this principle is almost uni-

versally regarded as central to nonviolent struggle. According to Gene Sharp, 

“the requirement that volunteers maintain nonviolent discipline is rooted in 

the dynamics of the technique of nonviolent action. Nonviolent discipline 

is not an alien emphasis introduced by moralists and pacifists. Nonviolent 

behaviour is a requirement for the successful operation of this technique.”  He 

goes on to clarify why:

Nonviolent behaviour is likely to contribute to achieving a variety of 

positive accomplishments, including (1) winning sympathy and support, 

(2) reducing casualties, (3) inducing disaffection and even mutiny in 

the opponent’s troops, and (4) attracting maximum participation in the 

nonviolent struggle. . . .

. . . Resistance violence shifts attention to the violence itself, away from 

the issues, the courage of the resisters and the opponents’ usually much 

greater violence. The use of violence by the resisters or members of the broader 

grievance group tends to unleash disproportionately severe repression and 

to reverse any sympathy that may be developing inside the opponent group 

for the resisters. Success in nonviolent struggle requires that only nonviolent 

“weapons”  be used.45

One major challenge to nonviolent discipline is the excitement that comes 

with breaking free of control and exercising dramatic countercontrol, espe-

cially when a strong emotional dynamic of humiliation and anger is present. 

Rioting, for example, can be thrilling. This is in part due to a social contagion 

phenomenon that can feed on itself as participants encourage each other to 

more dramatic action. Rebelling against and injuring “the system”  can be 

highly reinforcing. Sharp emphasizes that in cases where hatred and anger 

are too strong and preparation for nonviolent discipline too weak to prevent 

the occurrence of violence, such violence must be separated from the non-

violent campaign as much as possible in terms of space, population groups, 

timing, and issues.46 As discussed earlier, however, the reality remains that 
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even apparently minor acts of violence will inevitably be costly—and possibly 

fatal—to the cause.

Strategic Adherence and Commitment

Rules 8 and 9 of the “CORE Rules for Action”  relate to the activist’s commit-

ment to respect established plans, follow orders from those selected as leaders 

for this action, and remain on the field of action until released by the leader-

ship. One-time mobilizations and spontaneous actions lack the planning and 

organizational structure necessary to elicit and enforce such commitments, 

since they preclude strategic action over time. As explored in chapter 2, when 

planning and action is strategic rather than spontaneous and haphazard, the 

likelihood of success dramatically increases. Since most effective nonviolent 

campaigns require coordinated action over weeks, months, or years, disci-

plined commitment is required.

An interesting and potentially important side note might be made regard-

ing students and nonviolent discipline. Gandhi paid particular attention to 

students in his Constructive Programme pamphlet. He was deeply concerned 

that the attractions of career success and associated privilege were too difficult 

for most to resist and that nonviolent activism seemed to hold little attrac-

tion for most people, given the time required to achieve change. Nonetheless, 

he spelled out a rigorous set of requirements for those students who were 

willing to make the commitment to India’s struggle, a program for achieving 

nonviolent discipline that I encourage the reader to explore further. Briefly, 

however, he warns them not to become involved in politics (as they are learn-

ers, not politicians) and not to resort to political strikes but rather to engage 

in spinning and wear homespun cloth, to cultivate friendships with persons 

of other faiths and with Harijans (“untouchables” ), to treat women well, to do 

the humble work of cleaning in villages while also providing education, and 

in other ways to adopt much of the monastic discipline characteristic of the 

ashrams that Gandhi championed. 

Robert Helvey contends that students are often more willing to take the 

risks associated with participation than most other groups, in part because 

they have not learned to rationalize submission to tyranny (a matter of 
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equivalence relations), nor to accept the impossibility of change (a matter of 

rules). Furthermore, he maintains that “young people have an instinct, not 

yet diminished by experience, to know truth from falsehood and right from 

wrong.” 47 Yet he adds a note of caution about recruiting young people: “As a 

group, they are risk-takers in all facets of life. Without clear guidance and 

discipline, their actions may become excessive, and they may, if provoked, 

exhibit the same thuggish characteristics of those individuals utilized by an 

authoritarian regime. A ‘code of conduct’ is important for everyone participat-

ing in a movement, but it is especially important for youth organizations, and 

imperative that the code of conduct be accompanied by training and strong 

leadership to reduce instances of damaging conduct.” 48

Promoting Nonviolent Discipline

Helvey’s caution leads us to consider how to establish, encourage, and main-

tain the kind of nonviolent discipline called for in the CORE guidelines, often 

under severely challenging conditions. Many campaigns struggle with how 

to deal with “outsiders”  who have not accepted the principles of the organiz-

ers and who may therefore sabotage the effort by breaking the rules, whether 

intentionally or unintentionally. For example, a potentially dramatic medal 

return by veterans of the Iraq and Afghanistan war during the NATO protests 

in Chicago in May 2012 was immediately overshadowed by a tense and violent 

confrontation between police and a relatively small group of protesters who 

rejected the (already weak) “Chicago Principles”  calling for “separations of 

time and space between divergent tactics.” 49 Another example of the chal-

lenge of maintaining nonviolent discipline is the Occupy movement, within 

which there is considerable struggle at present about a “diversity of tactics,”  

including physical confrontation, property damage, and sabotage. Even large 

movements can remain nonviolent, however; many examples exist of such 

movements largely maintaining discipline, even without a common underly-

ing belief system.50

Several approaches to promoting discipline have been suggested, and 

several behaviour science principles, by now familiar, could again be of service 

in doing so. Rules 11, 12, and 13 (“Guarantees from the Local Group to the 
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Individual” ) in the “CORE Rules for Action”  provide a good starting place. Rule 

11 ensures that participants are not coerced into participation in actions with 

which they do not agree, at least at a basic level. It is much more likely that a 

member of the group will violate the established rules and plans if they feel 

coerced to participate despite a lack of shared values (equivalences) and expec-

tations of outcomes (rules). It is also more likely that members will comply if 

they have had a voice in deciding on steps to be taken (rule 12), a process that 

involves constructing shared equivalences. Members also are more likely to 

persist if they are confident that they will be supported should complying 

prove costly, thus reducing potential aversive outcomes (rule 13).

Gene Sharp lists a number of other strategies to promote nonviolent 

discipline.51 He views such discipline as primarily self-discipline (a com-

mitment to self) but recognizes that the immediate social environment can 

play a powerful role. Among his potentially helpful suggestions drawn from 

history are instructions, appeals, leaflets, marshals, and clear organiza-

tion and communication. Many of these techniques are highly consistent 

with behavioural systems research in that they involve shifts in motivating 

context and social consequences within the resistance community. Public 

statements of commitment (e.g., pledges and codes of conduct) have also 

been shown to be powerful in maintaining behaviour and should therefore be 

seriously considered.52

Sharp also suggests that plans should involve only actions that the group 

is currently prepared to manage; if the resistance group is not prepared to 

maintain discipline in the face of a physical encounter, it may be best to rely 

on relatively simple and less provocative actions.53 An important principle in 

all behavioural practice is to ensure that the necessary repertoires are acquired 

before expecting them to be enacted, especially under stress. This suggests 

the central importance of training, including realistic in vivo simulations 

during which participants are given multiple opportunities to observe others 

modelling appropriate responses to very provocative conditions and to practice 

responding themselves to those conditions, receiving corrective feedback 

and progressively refining their responses. Such modelling and rehearsal are 

the heart of social learning approaches to skills training, which have strong 

empirical support and have been used extensively in training for nonviolent 

resistance.54
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Certainly, solidarity and high morale also support nonviolent discipline in 

the face of provocation and threat. Specific instances of remaining nonviolent 

when provoked and of following orders in the face of serious risk should be 

reinforced frequently by other members of the group. Participants can be spe-

cifically trained to provide such recognition, as well as to accept recognition 

from others with humility. Such repertoires support the selection of behav-

iours consistent with solidarity and discipline. Furthermore, acts of sincere 

recognition should themselves be regularly recognized as contributing to 

maintaining high morale and supporting solidarity. Always, however, the rec-

ognition offered must be truly genuine. People engaged in nonviolent struggle 

carry out many exceptional acts to which those around them could pay atten-

tion: recognition should focus on such moments of discretionary action.

C ourage  

Fearlessness may be a gift, but perhaps more precious is the courage 

acquired through endeavor, courage that comes with cultivating 

the habit of refusing to let fear dictate one’s actions, courage that 

could be described as “grace under pressure” —grace that is renewed 

repeatedly in the face of harsh, unremitting pressure.

— Aung San Suu Kyi, Freedom from Fear and Other Writings

Aung San Suu Kyi has demonstrated the courage described above for over 

two decades and, in doing so, has contributed enormously to the survival 

and recent renaissance of the liberation movement in Burma. Given that 

nonviolent resistance is meant to be powerful, not safe, nonviolent theorists 

universally recognize that extraordinary courage is required to achieve libera-

tion nonviolently in cases of severe repression. Recall the importance of the 

“stand and endure”  repertoire discussed in chapter 3, for example. Gandhi 

spoke of courage in nonviolent struggle in this way: “Let me say in all humility 

that nonviolence belongs to the brave. A Gujarati poet has sung: ‘The way of 

the Lord is for the brave, not for the coward.’ By the way of the Lord is meant 

here the way of nonviolence and truth. . . . Nonviolence calls for the strength 

and courage to suffer without retaliation, to receive blows without returning 
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any. . . . We have to cultivate the courage. It is an ideal worth living for and 

dying for.”  He added a note about the true test of such courage: “The virtues of 

mercy, nonviolence, love and truth in any one can be truly tested only when 

they are pitted against ruthlessness, violence, hate, and untruth.” 55

Many of those who have studied nonviolent struggle have emphasized 

controlling fear more than building courage, although they have also made 

statements such as “nonviolence is based on bravery and discipline”  and 

“those who engage in nonviolent struggle must be prepared to endure suf-

fering.” 56 Robert Helvey dedicates an entire chapter to fear in On Strategic 

Nonviolent Conflict. After a brief discussion of the physiology of fear, he con-

siders how to overcome its effects in the practice of nonviolent resistance. 

His suggestions, drawn from study of the historical record, include avoid-

ing putting participants into too many overwhelmingly fearful situations, 

preparing participants so they know what to expect, supplying guidelines for 

action (see the discussion of nonviolent discipline above), providing assurance 

and encouragement from respected leaders, establishing common symbols 

of solidarity, and giving participants specific tasks on which to focus. Helvey 

also includes a brief discussion of reducing the level of fear among the oppo-

nents—once again, reminiscent of Barbara Deming’s “two hands”  principle. 

Opponents who feel that their physical well-being and even their lives are at 

risk are much more likely to respond with intense violence.

Note, however, that a primary focus on fear is not constructive. From a 

behavioural systems perspective, focusing primarily on building courage even 

when experiencing powerful fear is the stronger choice and the choice for 

which we have the more powerful procedures. In terms of encouraging and 

maintaining courage, the following three principles have emerged from the 

experience of those involved in nonviolent struggle and are strongly supported 

by contemporary behavioural and behavioural systems science.

1. Accepting fear facilitates commitment.

Not only does Aung San Suu Kyi’s comment about courage reflect enormous 

wisdom, but it is also highly consistent with some of the most current behav-

ioural science. Work over the past two decades focusing on the psychology of 

acceptance and mindfulness is proving extremely robust for understanding 

the dynamics of behaviour change for individuals and in relationships.57 While 
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there is great subtlety in this work, a few straightforward principles emerge 

from the research that have immediate utility for our purposes. For example, 

it has become clear that efforts to intentionally eliminate fear and anxiety are 

likely to fail, often adding anxiety about anxiety to the original problem. Far 

more effective are approaches that accept fear as natural given one’s situation 

and life experiences; this enables shifting from a position like “I would like 

to participate in the resistance movement, but I am too afraid of the dangers”  

to “I am afraid, that is natural; nonetheless, I will participate,”  thus breaking 

the connection between fear and inaction. One can be mindful of one’s fear, 

while defusing (“de-fusing,”  separating that emotion from an action commit-

ment grounded in one’s core values).58 While the action may fail, what is most 

important within an “acceptance and commitment”  framework is to make 

the commitment and act, being mindful of but not controlled by fear. This 

is clearly what Suu Kyi is advocating. Both the nonviolence and the military 

literatures contain many other examples of approaches that incorporate prin-

ciples of acceptance and commitment, which current research indicates can 

be a powerful antidote to immobilization.

Acceptance and commitment can be (and, albeit using other terminology, 

often have been) included in training and political education for nonviolent 

action. Nonviolent struggle often requires a willingness to suffer and an  

acceptance of such suffering. In an example that includes a shift in equiva-

lence relations, Sharp notes, “The sufferings incurred in the course of 

nonviolent struggle are sometimes interpreted by the leaders in ways that 

make them seem more bearable: ‘Our people suffer every day, and it is all 

wasted,’ said a South African resistance leader, who invited people instead to 

suffer for the cause of justice.” 59 The change here is from {suffering ≈ wasted 

pain} to {suffering ≈ the route to justice}. Scott Wimberley points out that for 

a guerrilla whose political awareness is as acute as his ability to fight, hunger, 

cold, fatigue, and fear come to have a different meaning psychologically.60 

Fear is not the enemy; a deep commitment to action and justice can, and 

often does, coexist with fear, and it is useful for participants to know this. A 

resistance group characterized by a culture of acceptance and commitment, 

a culture that offers models for and encourages courageous action in the face 

of fear (not just as an ideal), is much more likely to be successful than a group 

that unrealistically pressures participants to be fearless.
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2. Participation increases fearlessness.

Gene Sharp writes that participation in nonviolent action can have multiple 

effects on those involved, including reducing passive submission and helping 

to correct “a lack of self-confidence, negative self-images, a sense of helpless-

ness and inferiority, a dislike of responsibility, or a desire to be dominated.” 61 

Participation in successful actions increases self-efficacy, the recognition that 

one has power to shape one’s life, as well as collective efficacy for the resis-

tance community. In addition to these clear benefits, participation increases 

fearlessness.62 Even while acknowledging that acceptance and commitment is 

the primary road, we need to harness any knowledge about how to increase 

fearlessness. The methods and psychological processes involved here are 

straightforward and well established. First, repeated exposure to a feared stimu-

lus reduces the level of arousal experienced.63 Such exposure can be achieved 

in several ways, but in vivo graduated exposure, in which a person is directly 

exposed to increasing levels of the feared situation, is often the most natural 

and can be planned to occur in the course of participation in civil resistance. 

Although exposure can to some extent be simulated in training, the most 

powerful effects will result from direct involvement in actual campaigns in a 

graduated and controlled manner. Second, immersion in a culture in which 

fear has increasingly been reduced through exposure will also progressively 

strengthen individual participants. Yet another fear-reducing method is flood-

ing—intense exposure all at once, ideally with adequate preparation.64 In the 

context of civil resistance, the experience of being thrown into the heart of the 

conflict can decrease fear if the participant persists in “standing in the fire.” 65

3. One fire kindles another.

Barbara Deming described the support received by the Catonsville Nine, a 

group of Vietnam War resisters, including Daniel and Philip Berrigan, who 

publicly destroyed military draft files in 1968. She elegantly argued:

One thing would seem to me vital in the days ahead. This is for the 

Movement to take more and more seriously the responsibility of drawing 

round whenever men and women like this find the courage to act; of 

gathering around the actors, in human community, and gathering around the 

act, to give it resonance. . . . 
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. . . The hundreds who came to Baltimore that week of October 7 to give to 

the Nine a little added heart, drew even more heart from them—and from 

the spontaneous community that our gathering there to be with them 

brought into being. One fire kindles another.66

The underlying behavioural systems principles here are straightfor-

ward. Enthusiastic action under pressure (“fire” ), followed by enthusiastic 

recognition, reverberates and propagates through a collective as they spend 

increasing time together. (Downheartedness and discouragement can 

reverberate as well.) It is therefore important to pay close attention to coura-

geous actions that can be genuinely and enthusiastically en-couraged to form 

a culture within the resistance group that intentionally leverages and models 

such enthusiasm. As one act of courage is reinforced within the group, further 

variations—some even more courageous—are likely to emerge and can be rec-

ognized, leading to escalating cycles of courageous action. Constructing such 

a culture requires effective organization and leadership, the subjects of the 

next chapter. Note also that the emphasis here is not primarily on the person 

but on the act. Recognizing the act encourages the actor, as well as others, to 

continue to take similar actions and even to intensify them.

In this chapter, we have considered three crucial repertoires for sustaining 

effective resistance campaigns: solidarity, nonviolent discipline, and courage. 

In each case, major recommendations from major theorists of nonviolent 

struggle have been examined and interpreted in terms of behavioural and 

behavioural systems theory. In many cases (although not all), these recom-

mendations have proved consistent with the directions that behavioural 

systems theory would also suggest. Each of the three key repertoires is 

best supported by positive methods. For example, in the case of solidarity, 

strengthening morale and providing political education is more effective than 

the suppression of internal dissent. At the same time, while constructive 

approaches that generate and help to sustain acts of solidarity, discipline, and 

courage among individual participants are important, behavioural systems 

science places primary emphasis on the construction of cultures within 

the resistance movement that encourage these individual repertoires—on 

the development of collective, interlocking practices that provide structural 
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support for positive actions among participants. Achieving such collec-

tive repertoires requires leadership and organization, the subjects of the 

next chapter.
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6
O rgani    z ation     an  d  L ea  d ers   h ip   in  

R esistance         Move  m ents  

While a robust literature offers insights into organization and leadership for 

civil resistance, the intent here is not to summarize all that has been said 

but to highlight areas where behavioural systems science may have some-

thing of particular value to contribute. Many think immediately in terms of 

charismatic leadership when nonviolent campaigns are discussed, but the 

reality is more complex. Indeed, most nonviolent campaigns for justice and 

human rights have not been led by a single charismatic figure.1 As we shall see, 

charismatic leaders can bring both advantages and risks to such campaigns. 

Constructing effective and sustainable cultures of resistance requires atten-

tion to the broader question of organization, within which leadership is a 

central, but not the only, important dimension.

O rganization          and    N onviolent          C ampaigns     

Most nonviolent campaigns require the coordination of many individu-

als over a considerable period of time, which is generally only possible by 

building and sustaining organizational strength.2 According to Saul Alinsky, 

“power and organization are one and the same,”  and Peter Ackerman and 

Christopher Kruegler argue that “a key task for nonviolent strategists is to 

create new groups or turn preexisting groups and institutions into efficient 
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fighting organizations.” 3 Richard Cloward and Frances Fox Piven, well-known 

theorists and practitioners of community mobilization, appear to disagree: 

according to David Cortright, they “argue that channeling disruptive pro-

test into organizational development weakens poor people’s movements 

and impedes social progress.” 4 This observation is consistent with much of 

their writing and with my own contacts with Cloward. Piven more recently 

maintained, however, that the contributions of many individuals “must be 

coordinated for the effective mobilization of disruptive power,”  that partici-

pants “have to act in concert,”  and that achieving such coordination is the 

“classic problem of solidarity, of organizing for joint action.” 5 At least some 

level of organization and coordination seems requisite to social movements 

that extend over time. At the same time, resistance organizations are usu-

ally not static; they evolve over the course of their organizational lives. For 

example, the United Farm Workers, which experienced considerable success 

organizing California farm workers in the 1960s and 1970s, progressively 

withdrew from such organizing during the 1980s and 1990s, shifting from 

a member-supported union to a largely contribution- and investment-sup-

ported advocacy group.6

Three Functional Strata

Peter Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler offer a well-developed framework 

for thinking about the development of organizational strength for nonviolent 

struggle, the second of their twelve principles of strategic nonviolent conflict.7 

While that framework is neither all-encompassing nor extensively validated, 

it is a useful start grounded in the history of past campaigns for freedom and 

justice. Ackerman and Kruegler’s framework includes three functional strata, 

or levels of organization: the leadership, the operational corps, and the wider 

civilian population.8

Beginning with the leadership stratum, Ackerman and Kruegler describe 

the role of nonviolent leadership as twofold: “to make the primary decisions 

that will shape the conflict, and to serve as a rallying point for inspiration, 

courage, and clarity of purpose.” 9 Despite a widespread belief that Gandhi-style 
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charismatic leadership is required, in their historical review, Ackerman 

and Kruegler found that a committee or other similar group was the most 

common leadership structure for resistance groups.10 Given the vulnerability 

of individuals, depth of leadership is often required; with collective leader-

ship, should some be lost or jailed, others can immediately step into their 

place. Organizations that fail to take leadership vulnerability into account 

are unlikely to survive severe repression. Ackerman and Kruegler also argue 

from the historical record that a network arrangement of loosely connected or 

semi-autonomous units can offer a particularly resilient leadership structure. 

Such network or cellular arrangements can be highly flexible and difficult 

to infiltrate or destroy and can often heal quickly after attack. Loosely knit 

networks may, however, find it difficult to focus power and maintain common 

goals and discipline.11

The second level of organization for Ackerman and Kruegler is the opera-

tional core. The functions here are the nonviolent equivalents of the functions 

of the combatants, political cadre, and auxiliaries discussed in The US Army/

Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual. The roles of the operational 

core comprise communicating decisions and information throughout the 

grievance population; instructing, nurturing, and supporting the general 

population; serving as the intelligence arm of the organization; and perform-

ing “highly specialized and sometimes particularly dangerous operations”  that 

most members of the grievance population would not realistically be expected 

to undertake.12 In the analyses discussed later in this section, much of the 

focus is on supporting the practices and morale of this operational core and on 

designing and encouraging the scenes in which the campaign wishes those in 

the core to engage in over time.

The last of Ackerman and Kruegler’s three levels is the civilian or general 

population. As established earlier, power ultimately lies in the hands of the 

people; the functions of the leadership and operational core are designed to 

engage, focus, and leverage that power. In nonviolent struggle, ultimately, 

“the collective choices of masses of civilians become decisive.” 13 Therefore, the 

task in building a movement is to gain the active support of a large proportion 

of the grievance population, to recruit participation, and to maintain solidar-

ity as long as is necessary to achieve the desired outcome.14
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A Note on Internet Organizing

The potential value of Internet organizing has been explored recently, spurred 

by the contributions of social media to coordinating activities during the Arab 

Spring. As David Cortright observes, however, the efficient functioning of 

distributed information hubs and networks do not obviate the need for creat-

ing effective institutions.15 Similarly, Malcolm Gladwell makes a persuasive 

argument that while social media may be useful for coordination, historically 

successful nonviolent struggle, in every known case, has required that people 

take serious physical risks, and strong personal ties among participants in 

the resistance movement have been needed to leverage genuine power.16 There 

is much to be learned about the utility of social media in organizing, but it 

is clear that in recent campaigns in Tunisia, Egypt, Moldova, and Iran, all of 

which have been called Twitter or Facebook revolutions, social media were not 

the central strategic factors in success or failure. This is not surprising; so far, 

there is no scientific evidence that online consequences are powerful enough 

to change human behaviour in the ways in which extended person-to-person 

contact can, particularly in situations involving possible threats to life and 

safety, in which strong ties are essential. Such campaigns require ongoing 

attention to Ackerman and Kruegler’s three functional strata. Social media 

can facilitate communication within and among those strata, but there are no 

known examples in which such media were able to take their place.

A N etwork      of   L eadership       

Many think immediately of charismatic or moral leaders like Martin Luther 

King Jr., Nelson Mandela, or Aung San Suu Kyi when they think of libera-

tion and resistance movements, and the presence of such leadership carries 

undeniable advantages, including bringing respect and legitimacy to the 

movement, attracting constituents and third-party supporters, and garnering 

resources. At the same time, in reality, no successful nonviolent campaign 

has relied upon a single leader; the work to be done is too extensive, and a 

one-leader movement would be too vulnerable to decapitation through impris-

onment or death of the leader. A close look at resistance struggles typically 
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reveals a densely interconnected network of leadership. There is no doubt, 

for example, that Nelson Mandela was pivotal to the end of apartheid and the 

coming of democracy in South Africa. In fact, however, multiple actors on both 

(in fact, multiple) sides played important parts in this outcome: for example, 

the white South African government appears to have realized years before that 

the fall of the apartheid system was inevitable and thus counterstrategized as 

the African National Congress mobilized for freedom.17 Mandela played a criti-

cal symbolic and practical role in the outcome, but he was only one actor in a 

complex drama.18

At the same time, as Peter Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler point out, 

the personal weaknesses of a leader may become the weaknesses of the move-

ment.19 Years of efforts to discredit leaders of the US civil rights movement 

(including Dr. King, Malcolm X, and Bayard Rustin), and thereby to invalidate 

a movement led by persons with “suspect morals,”  continue into the present. 

Even setting aside such intentional efforts to discredit, all humans have weak-

nesses, and in high-profile leaders, such weaknesses can have serious impacts 

on a movement—as can entirely false or distorted allegations.

In some cases, errors of leadership can damage the movement from the 

inside as well. Marshall Ganz provides a detailed example in Cesar Chavez, 

who has been called “Gandhi in the Fields.” 20 (Not everyone would agree with 

Ganz’s analysis, but most of the facts are well established.) Chavez’s selfless-

ness was legendary, his fasts-unto-death utterly genuine, and his moral 

integrity unquestionable. With a diverse leadership team, he built a move-

ment that had an enormous social impact over two decades. As the growing 

organization became more difficult to manage in the mid-1970s, however, 

Chavez turned to his friend Charles Dederich, the authoritarian founder of 

the Synanon drug treatment movement, to help restructure organizational 

processes within the UFW.21 Synanon had by that time degenerated into a cult 

and later proclaimed itself a religion; Dederich himself later pled no contest 

to charges of conspiracy to commit murder. As Ganz describes it, within just a 

few years of following the Synanon model, diversity within the UFW leader-

ship had been lost, deliberative processes had been replaced by loyalty tests, 

and the nature of the organization had changed.

At the same time, more than personal leadership is always operative. 

Maintaining a commitment to resistance within an organization in a 
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changing environment is extremely challenging, and relative success can 

prove a barrier to long-term survival. In her analysis of the decline of social 

movements (framed in terms similar to those of behavioural systems science), 

France Fox Piven describes this challenge: “The processes set in motion by the 

protest movement alter the political conditions that once encouraged defiance. 

The movement also changes, partly in response to these changing conditions, 

and partly because the internal dynamics of the movement make disruptive 

political action hard to sustain.” 22 Gene Sharp observes that in some nonviolent 

struggles of the past, very little organized leadership was apparent, although 

some form of leadership, usually collective, is always required to plan and 

execute strategic action (as opposed to one-time mobilizations). Sharp goes on 

to describe the unique characteristics of nonviolent leadership: in addition to 

being changeable and often temporary, it “tends to be more democratic, does 

not rely on violence to maintain group cohesion, and depends on the accep-

tance of its moral authority, political and strategic judgment, and popular 

support.”  Furthermore, it is sometimes, out of necessity, somewhat dispersed: 

“Under extreme conditions with severe repression . . . efficiency requires that 

the resisters be able to act without reliance on a central leadership group.” 23

Robert Helvey writes that in the largest campaigns, thousands of people 

may need to take on leadership roles at some level.24 In a crisis situation, 

decision making often needs to be pushed to the lowest level so that action 

can proceed in a timely way; this requires that such skills are in people’s 

repertoires and have been encouraged in advance.25 The US Army/Marine Corps 

Counterinsurgency Field Manual offers a related lesson with relevance to non-

violent struggle: “Effective senior leaders establish a climate that promotes 

decentralized modes of command and control—what the Army calls mission 

command and the Marine Corps calls mission command and control. Under 

mission command, commanders create the conditions for subordinates’ suc-

cess. These leaders provide general guidelines and the commander’s intent 

and assign small-unit leaders authority commensurate with their responsi-

bilities.”  The manual also notes that “the practice of leaders sharing hardship 

and danger with subordinates builds confidence and esprit.” 26 The history 

of nonviolent action contains many examples of this principle; in both the 

military and the nonviolence milieus, though, careful discernment is required 

to determine what level of risk to leaders is optimal.
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Someone, or usually some group, typically needs to exercise Ackerman and 

Kruegler’s two central leadership functions (making strategic decisions and 

motivating the resistance movement participants). The history of nonviolent 

struggle clarifies that there are many ways to do this, and contextual, human, 

cultural, and historical factors are likely to shape leadership structures. The 

key point here is that whatever the leadership arrangements, they need to 

facilitate the sustenance or modification of effective resistance as required by 

shifts in environmental context. Ultimately, effective resistance depends more 

on strong core leadership practices than on leadership structure.

L eadership          P ractices     

There is a substantial literature related to what are commonly referred to as 

key traits or characteristics for the leaders of nonviolent resistance move-

ments. Behaviour scientists, however, think in terms of key leadership 

practices or repertoires, since these terms imply potential for learning.27 Robert 

Helvey, in particular, devotes considerable attention to the question of leader-

ship in resistance campaigns. He draws both on historical study of nonviolent 

struggle and on his background in strategic military leadership to suggest 

practices like “set the example,”  “know the people you expect to lead,”  and 

“give others credit for success.” 28 In most of the literature on nonviolent lead-

ership, the repertoires discussed were identified anecdotally and inductively 

from observations. Little, if any, explicit testing of leadership practices has 

occurred in resistance organizations. There is, however, considerable technical 

literature on leadership, particularly in organizational behavior management, 

that provides general guidance that may be adapted for local situations.

Clarity and Communication 

In recent work in behavioural systems science, researchers have examined 

key leadership practices related to clarity and communication. In the context 

of business, the role of the leader has been defined as “to promote conditions 

that motivate employees to execute the mission, vision, and values of the 
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organization. In doing so, the leader must clearly specify which behaviours 

and results are critical.” 29 Analogous application of those principles to cam-

paign organization is likely to be valuable. Although collective discernment 

and decision making have an important place in nonviolent activism, a lead-

ership structure that provides clear direction consistent with established goals 

and directions is generally crucial during campaign actions, as emphasized in 

the CORE principles discussed in the previous chapter.

Clear communication is a central key behaviour, especially as related to 

organizational goals and the actions likely to achieve them. Much of this 

communication involves specifying rules (in the technical sense of “rule” —a 

description of the consequences of behaviours—rather than in the sense 

of telling people what to do). Such rules reduce environmental ambiguity; 

people have some clarity as to what to do and what the desired outcomes are. 

The environments in which nonviolent campaigns operate are often highly 

ambiguous; it is the leaders’ role to elaborate rules (descriptions of contingen-

cies) that are sufficiently explicit, only as complex as necessary, and accurate.

The available evidence suggests that in the face of ambiguous rules, fol-

lowers will self-generate rules based on their own limited experiences, which 

may produce poor outcomes.30 Within organizational networks, ambiguity 

leads to increased self-organization of networks of equivalence relations and 

rules—that is, people collectively shape their own interpretations. On the one 

hand, in cases calling for tight discipline (e.g., where adherence to something 

like the “CORE Rules for Action”  is important), which is common in resistance 

campaigns, ambiguity may lead to undesirable actions. On the other hand, in 

situations requiring creativity, clear specification of desired goals but flexibil-

ity of methods may be the preferred arrangement.

An additional fundamental leadership function is the coordination of 

the interlocking practices of multiple subsystems within the resistance 

movement.31 Imagine within a campaign that the communication cadre 

is successfully implementing public information campaigns, the strategic 

planning cadre is producing clear and promising plans, and the resources 

cadre is successfully gathering the resources it thinks are necessary. The 

overall campaign can only be successful, however, if the resources gathered 

are those required by the strategic plan, the public information campaign is 

consistent with the planned strategy, and the strategic plan fits the available 
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resources—in other words, if what each subsystem produces fits what other 

subsystems require. The functions of the overall leadership group, therefore, 

include ensuring that the practices of each group interlock with those of the 

others, in terms of both resource flows and messaging. This requires skills of 

observing and shaping interactional interlocks to be consistent with overall 

organizational goals. (The practice and metacontingency diagrams described 

and illustrated in chapters 5 and 6 are valuable here.)

A high level of systems integration may not always be required: for exam-

ple, as discussed above, in crises and in cases where repression has severely 

damaged overall leadership, relatively independent networks may need to 

improvise based only a small set of shared goals. Long-lived movements, 

however, generally require considerable integration and highly effective 

communication repertoires.

Structuring Recognition and Reinforcement 

Consistent recognition and reinforcement processes are crucial for the 

effective functioning of all organized behavioural systems. A large technical 

literature offers guidance related to how recognition and reinforcement are 

best arranged.32 For our purposes here, among the most important points from 

that research are that positive consequences need to occur relatively often 

for new participants and, although they can diminish over time, need to be 

provided at least somewhat regularly throughout a person’s involvement. In 

addition, behaviour is most likely to be sustained if positive consequences are 

intermittent—that is, if they occur when people perform well but not so often 

that they lose their power, and certainly not on a mechanically regimented 

schedule. How rich the schedule of such recognition needs to be also varies 

from individual to individual, as does the kind of recognition (verbal or non-

verbal, public or private).

Research by Judith Komaki and others indicates that key features of effec-

tive leadership include high levels of monitoring in the beginning, fading over 

time, and relatively immediate consequences that emphasize recognition of 

positive contributions, encouragement, and—very important for resistance 

communities—opportunities to describe how one or one’s group achieved 
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positive outcomes, which can then be celebrated.33 These simple principles 

are extremely well established in the research, yet the available research 

also suggests that they are not common in most organizations. Many leaders 

believe that they provide much more recognition than their followers report 

they experience.34 Other leaders believe that people should participate out of 

commitment without requiring thanks or praise.35 Specific attention to the 

number of recognition events of whatever kind that are present in an orga-

nization, including by explicitly tracking and charting such recognition, has 

proven useful, as has asking for the perspective of those being led. The best 

course is to develop a culture in which participants regularly encourage each 

other, but leaders need to pay attention to make sure this encouragement does 

not fade too drastically, since there is a natural tendency among humans to 

reduce effort over time.

 “Discretionary effort,”  behaviour that goes beyond the expected or beyond 

the norm for that individual or for the group, should be a particular focus of 

the leadership group.36 Such attention tends to gradually shape stronger and 

stronger action and commitment. Leaders therefore need to know who they 

are leading in order to recognize advances over each person’s former level of 

performance. A general message that everyone is doing great is too nonspe-

cific in terms of behaviour and individual differences to be of real value and 

may come across as insincere or even manipulative. Robert Helvey notes that 

taking initiative should be encouraged and not stifled (within the limits of 

established discipline). This is related to his emphasis on maximizing and 

challenging the abilities of subordinates, since reinforcement for progres-

sive advances supports the expansion of repertoires. Helvey also stresses the 

importance of reinforcing active participation in decision making, arguing 

that such encouragement leads to greater commitment to plans in which 

participants feel they have had a voice.37

Aversive Practices 

Given the high level of aversive and coercive control present in contemporary 

society and the high level of stress that leaders may be under in a nonviolent 

campaign, scolding and threats may naturally tend to become parts of their 
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repertoires. Recall, however, the clear results of research across many types of 

behavioural systems: aversive control almost inevitably leads to withdrawal, 

resentment, and overt or covert rebellion.38 The use of aversive measures 

to manage the behaviour of members of the resistance movement should 

therefore be kept to the bare minimum; even tone of voice needs to be care-

fully monitored. The line between clear and assertive directions and punitive 

forms of correction can become blurred under pressure, but it is real. The first 

maintains respect, provides direction for what to do, and recognizes compli-

ance immediately when the directed steps are taken, while the second simply 

strikes out at undesirable action and distances the recipient.

Should aversive or punitive practices become embedded in an organiza-

tion, they will seriously damage morale and commitment. In resistance 

movements, the ability to resist provocations and respectful requests to 

speak or act differently are essential repertoires for all actors, but particularly 

for those in leadership. Despite the natural tendency to strike back verbally 

if another member of the group speaks or acts in an aggressive or passive-

aggressive manner, such retaliation will only damage the process further. A 

respectful but clear and assertive request to speak calmly or to “work with 

me on this to find a solution”  is an important first step; if a continuing 

conflict appears likely, it is often best handled with a dialogic circle process.39 

Self-aggrandizing practices are generally dealt with best through extinction 

by withholding smiles, agreement, and attention until more appropriate 

language is used, and through communal reminders of the need to work col-

lectively. Again, circle processes can help to deal with established problems of 

self-aggrandizement or self-absorption.

Sources of Strategic Capacity

The second of Peter Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler’s twelve principles 

of strategic nonviolent conflict is to “develop organizational strength,”  

and both Sharp and Helvey also call for such development.40 In Why David 

Sometimes Wins: Leadership, Organization, and Strategy in the California Farm 

Worker Movement, Marshall Ganz offers a different and valuable perspective on 

the issue, drawing on social psychological research and personal experiences. 
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Ganz, a former director of organizing for the United Farm Workers (now a 

lecturer in public policy at Harvard University), focuses on what he calls the 

“strategic capacity”  of the leadership team and organization within a nonvio-

lent campaign, extracting principles inductively from comparative analyses 

of competing campaigns by the United Farm Workers, the AFL-CIO, and the 

Teamsters. This work, which has close connectons to behavioural systems 

analysis, is a potentially important addition to understanding the dynamics of 

effective nonviolent organizations.

Ganz’s research suggests that strategic capacity derives from two sets of 

factors, what he calls “biographical”  and “organizational”  sources.41 With 

regard to biographical sources, Ganz argues that the combined identities of 

individual members of the leadership team, the social networks (including both 

strong and weak ties) of which they are part, and a diversity of tactical reper-

toires among them are major dimensions contributing to strategic capacity. 

Expanding the number and range of well-prepared members of the leadership 

circle, for example, offers opportunities for organizational growth. Diversity 

of experiences among the leadership group (which tend to be associated with 

demographic differences, world views, and ways of thinking) can expand 

commitment, knowledge, and innovation. Strong connections to and within 

activist social networks can buttress motivation, while connections to diverse 

social networks can increase access to information and feedback. The advan-

tages of a diversity of tactical repertoires is self-expanatory.

If we accept the importance of Ganz’s three biographical sources of 

strategic capacity, we can easily identify desirable practices that should be 

shaped and reinforced within a resistance movement. Recruiting of new 

leadership needs to be ongoing, both to replace those who withdraw over time 

and to continuously inject new and diverse experiences, perspectives, and 

social connections. Bringing in new blood, however, can lead to discomfort, as 

current leaders may be concerned about losing power and recognition (both 

of which are strong reinforcers) to new members of the leadership cadre. In 

establishing organizational practices, therefore, leaders need to recognize this 

likelihood and intentionally reinforce recruiting, welcoming, and involving 

new members of the leadership group, as well as shifting equivalences toward 

{new members ≈ new power}, in part through open discussion of the chal-

lenges of accepting changing leadership dynamics.
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The three organizational sources of strategic capacity that emerged  

from Ganz’s research are processes of deliberation and decision making, resources, 

and accountability structures.42 Effective resistance organizations rely, to a 

considerable extent, on processes of shared power in which all voices are 

respected in deliberations and on established procedures to make decisions 

after all voices have been heard and to maintain discipline around those 

decisions, once made. According to Ganz, groups tend to lose diversity of 

thinking, with minorities gradually taking the perspective of the major-

ity—a tendency that should be explicitly, respectfully, and continuously 

challenged to maintain a creative and responsive edge. He recommends 

voting, after thorough discussion, as an alternative to centralizing author-

ity or efforts to achieve consensus.43 Under what circumstances this makes 

sense is an empirical question. The size and diversity of the group, the com-

plexity of the issues and environment, and the extent to which common 

values have been established may mediate the optimal practices for reach-

ing decisions. Intriguingly, Quakers’ collective experiments over centuries 

suggest that while achieving a high level of unity may take longer, when 

shared decisions finally are made, they are easier to implement, since there 

is very little internal resistance.44 More experimentation is clearly needed  

in this area, although recent research into circle processes can provide valu-

able guidance.45

In his discussion of resources, Ganz is primarily concerned with access 

to sources of those resources and with the entities to whom the organiza-

tion must be accountable in order to access and sustain them.46 He suggests 

that the more the organization relies on resources provided by the grievance 

population itself, the more responsive to their needs it is likely to be. This 

makes sense in behavioural systems terms: when the primary contingencies 

affecting the leadership flow from members, leaders’ actions are more likely 

to be consistent with members’ interests. The more contingencies affecting 

leadership are provided by outsiders, the more influence outsiders will have. 

As the primary financial sources of the UFW shifted, for example (at least 

according to Ganz’s analysis), the organization gradually became less tightly 

focused on the needs of its members and more responsive to outside funders.47 

Here the critical variables are motivating context and, particularly, the set of 

consequences that shape leaders’ actions.
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On a related note, as more accountability to the grievance population 

is structured into organizational processes, it becomes more likely that the 

organization’s established mission will remain central. What is involved here 

is a shift in metacontingencies. In the UFW example, as the balance of avail-

able resources shifted more and more to outside groups (which happened as 

it became easier to obtain financial support elsewhere, rather than directly 

from farm workers), practices within the organization shifted in response.48 

An important behavioural systems principle is in effect here: while to some 

extent, the interlocking practices within an organization shift due to inter-

nal exchanges, those interlocking practices are almost always sensitive to 

environmental context as well. Behavioural systems are, to some extent, 

self-organizing; changes within them are self-generated and self-maintain-

ing—within limits. Those systems and the interlocking internal practices that 

give them structure must, to some extent, be responsive to changes in their 

external environment or they will become isolated and collapse. Organizations 

that achieve collective awareness of both levels of change are likely to be 

optimally resilient.

An important emphasis in Ganz’s work is that the survival of a resistance 

organization does not necessarily depend on its stated mission or on its suc-

cess in producing social change. Without adequate accountability structures, 

the contingencies that select organizational survival (levels of funding, for 

example) may have little to do with effectiveness.49 For example, outside 

funders may donate funds based on the expectations of a larger constituency 

rather than on the activist organization’s adherence to mission. Campaigns 

with outside funding for specific objectives distant from the organization’s 

core mission may be very successful but may expend too many resources, 

alienate too many supporters, or distract the leadership in ways that ulti-

mately damage the organization. A similar issue is present with third-party 

support for insurgencies; such outside support is typically structured to be 

consistent, at least in part, with the interests of the third party, and as the 

leadership becomes more responsive to that party, the needs and interests of 

the grievance population are less likely to shape organizational decisions.

Organizational cultures that encourage diversity of perspectives and con-

tinuous learning among the leadership group within a framework of common 

motivation and strong accountability processes can expand potential strategic 



131

Organization and Leadership in Resistance Movements

and tactical options. Failing to attend to those sources weakens an organiza-

tion, although this may not be obvious until the environment becomes more 

challenging. Increasing leadership homogeneity, suppression of dissent, and 

lack of accountability can weaken strategic capacity over time.

P raxis      and    E xperimentation          

The term praxis—common in the literatures of nonviolent struggle, politi-

cal education, and organizing—is usually defined as reflection in action, 

a recursive process in which one observes, reflects, acts based on what is 

learned, and reflects further on what is observed in action.50 In praxis, both 

understanding and action are progressively refined. (The practice of collec-

tive accountability, if carried out mindfully, can support such praxis.) Many 

authors have described Gandhi’s approach as praxis. Gandhi himself often 

described such praxis as “experiments,”  and he gave activists for justice a 

perceptive and important reminder: “I claim for them [my moral experiments] 

nothing more than does a scientist who, though he conducts his experiments 

with the utmost accuracy, forethought, and minuteness, never claims any 

finality about his conclusions, but keeps an open mind regarding them. I have 

gone through deep self-introspection, searched myself through and through, 

and examined and analyzed every psychological situation. Yet I am far from 

claiming any finality or infallibility about my conclusions.” 51

The parallels between Gandhi’s praxis and scientific experimentation are 

obvious. All personal and collective action in nonviolent struggle can and 

probably should be viewed as experimental in nature. One particular form of 

scientific research, interrupted time-series (or single-system) experimenta-

tion, potentially lends itself to recursive evaluation of scenes and campaigns 

in nonviolent struggle. This approach—which could be harnessed to guide 

campaigns over time either loosely, as Gandhi did, or very rigorously—is 

discussed in the concluding chapter. For now, however, as our discussion 

moves into examining the major strategic options for nonviolent struggle, 

it is useful to think of our goals in terms of experiments in strengthening 

patterns of interactions supporting activist organizations and movements and 

in shifting the interactional patterns and behavioural systems that support 
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opponents’ oppressive practices. Campaigns, and the strategic and tactical 

actions taken within them, can be treated as experiments—experiments that 

may be thoughtfully designed and evaluated, and progressively refined, even 

in the heat of the struggle. Experiments, as Gandhi stressed, require an open 

mind, one committed to testing and learning rather than to orthodoxy and 

received authority.



133

PART T WO

S trategic        O ptions    

In his core writings, Gene Sharp emphasizes three major groups of strategic 

methods, presented roughly in order of increasing intensity: nonviolent protest 

and persuasion, noncooperation, and nonviolent intervention.1 He character-

izes protest and persuasion as methods for “sending a message”  that are mainly 

symbolic.2 Included here are such actions as declarations, skywriting and 

earthwriting, “haunting”  officials, political mourning, teach-ins, and walkouts.3 

Most nonviolent struggles in Sharp’s analysis rely on methods of noncooperation 

(suspension of cooperation with or assistance to the opponent). Noncooperation, 

for Sharp, encompasses an extraordinarily wide range of actions (and inactions), 

including social and consumer boycotts, student strikes, provision of sanctuary, 

rent strikes, noncooperation with conscription, and withholding of diplomatic 

recognition.4 Sharp’s third group of methods is nonviolent intervention, which 

involves disruption of or direct intervention into the existing situation. He 

includes here fasting, nonviolent invasion, guerrilla theatre, nonviolent land 

seizure, the overloading of administrative systems, and civil disobedience of 

neutral laws.5 Some forms of “positive interventions”  also fall into this group, like 

establishment of alternative institutions or alternative transportation systems. 

Sharp’s classification has proven useful and robust; the alternative presented 

here is not a criticism but a different perspective that may support new options.

While the functional reinterpretation discussed in the remaining chap-

ters maps, to some extent, onto Sharp’s categorization, it is not identical. The 
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six functional classes presented below more directly capture the underlying 

behavioural systems dynamics. In analyses drawing on this theoretical base, 

choices among the six classes can be made on the basis of the type of out-

come desired, the persons or groups to be influenced, and the resources and 

environment present. Such a framework is consistent with Sharp’s insistence 

that choice of nonviolent method should emerge from strategic analysis and 

planning: “Careful strategic planning is very important before the selection of 

specific methods in a given conflict. Strategic calculation and planning are 

required to identify what kinds of pressure the resisters need to apply against 

their opponents, and therefore what specific methods the resisters need to 

employ.” 6

In nonviolent action, a resistance group is nearly always attempting to 

accomplish one (or, quite commonly, more) of the objectives listed below. 

Behavioural systems science suggests that the strategic class of methods noted 

in italics for each is functionally the best fit:

	 •	 Induce someone or some group to take specific action through persuasion  

(which relies on changes in equivalence relations and rules and/or on 

incentives)

	 •	 Induce someone or some group to take specific action through protest, 

establishing an aversive situation that can be relieved by taking that action 

(a strategic method often most effective when linked to persuasion)

	 •	 Induce someone or some group to discontinue current patterns of ac-

tion or inaction (and ideally to take preferred action instead) through 

disruptive noncooperation

	 •	 Induce someone or some group to stop taking some action 

through retaliation

	 •	 Make repression difficult or impossible through disrupting essential or facili-

tating resources that support that repression

	 •	 Construct a society or culture in which oppressive structures and persons 

become increasingly irrelevant and powerless (constructive noncooperation)

Each of those goals is best achieved through shifts in distinct dynam-

ics, although it is common for multiple methods to contribute to a single 

campaign, and even a single campaign action. Choosing methods that are 
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functionally inconsistent with desired outcomes is likely to be a strategic 

error. In addition, as will become clear in the following chapters, changes in 

the actions of opponents are typically achieved indirectly, by influencing the 

practices and actions of behavioural systems supporting those opponents 

(pillars of support, in Sharp’s terms), those of the resistance group, those of the 

broader population, or often some combination.

Constructive noncooperation, the focus of the next chapter, does not 

map directly onto any of Sharp’s categories, although some of the methods 

that Sharp includes under nonviolent intervention are in fact constructive. 

Constructive noncooperation is the strategic choice that Gandhi (using the 

term constructive programme) viewed as most powerful; it has been central to a 

number of very important struggles for liberation, and it is given primacy of 

place in the material that follows. Persuasion and protest are often linked and 

are presented together in chapter 8. Within a behavioural systems framework, 

however, some of the methods that Sharp classified in other groups (e.g., 

fasting and guerrilla theatre) also functionally belong in the persuasion and 

protest category. Many of Sharp’s “methods of noncooperation”  are classi-

fied here as disruptive noncooperation, which is distinct from constructive 

noncooperation in terms of both targets and underlying dynamics. In many 

cases of disruptive noncooperation, parallel persuasion or protest is present; 

making this connection explicit adds an important analytic element. Sharp’s 

identification of a conceptually separate class of disruptive methods is, in 

part, consistent with the discussion of interruption of resources in chapter 

10, although a functional classification analyzes the dynamics present in a 

different way. Also discussed in chapter 10 is retaliation, a relatively uncom-

mon strategic choice but one that is included here both for completeness and 

because it has recently emerged in new forms.

The strategic literature on warfare commonly warns of “the fog of war,”  

which refers to the fact that the realities of conflict are much harder to under-

stand, predict, and control on the ground than they may seem during strategic 

planning. Opponents and populations respond in unexpected ways, resources 

and conditions change quickly and dramatically, and events overtake inten-

tions. History demonstrates that the same is true in nonviolent struggle, so 

whatever analyses and plans are made are best recognized as provisional and 

fluid. The potential of a scientific perspective for making rapid adjustments 
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in objectives, and therefore in strategy and tactics, seems substantial: one 

of the great advantages of such a perspective is its consistent reminder that 

all conclusions need to be held as tentative and open to change based on 

emerging data.
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7

C onstr     u ctive      N oncooperation          

You see, it’s not a change of government we want but a new kind of 

society—a society in which people can have a common life based on 

brotherhood and freedom from violence.

— Joan Baez, Playboy Interview: Joan Baez

While many forms of nonviolent action may contribute to social change, most 

do not primarily support the creation of a new kind of society. This chapter 

focuses on one approach that does: constructive noncooperation, arguably the 

most universally applicable, most overlooked, and, in Gandhi’s understanding, 

most powerful option for nonviolent struggle. I draw extensively in the early 

part of this chapter on Jonathan Schell’s seminal analysis in The Unconquerable 

World, while interpreting historical examples through the lens of behavioural 

systems dynamics throughout.

G andhi     ’ s  C onstructive           Programme     

To understand the power—and the neglect—of constructive noncooperation, 

our discussion must begin with Gandhi’s “constructive programme,”  which 

was not the first application of constructive noncooperation but appears to 

have been the first clarification of its potential strategic primacy.1 Over the 
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course of Gandhi’s three decades of resistance in India, two threads of non-

violent strategy were consistently interwoven. Theorists and practitioners 

have devoted most of their attention to Gandhi’s campaigns of civil disobedi-

ence (encompassing persuasion, protest, disruptive noncooperation, and 

resource disruption as discussed in later chapters). Those campaigns were 

often dramatic, involving actions like hartals (general strikes that included 

voluntary closure of businesses and institutions—“shutting it all down” ) and 

the Salt March to the Sea. Such strategic actions drew great attention from 

the population, the colonial government, Britain, and the wider world, and 

they played a significant part in strengthening a positive Indian identity. Yet 

Gandhi himself stubbornly insisted that such campaigns were only a second-

ary, and perhaps unnecessary, means to achieve “Poorna Swaraj”  (complete 

independence or self-rule). By contrast, he saw the constructive programme 

as the fundamental strategic requirement for true self-rule. In his pamphlet 

Constructive Programme, he declares, “Readers . . . should definitely realize that 

the constructive programme is the truthful and non-violent way of winning 

Poorna Swaraj. Its wholesale fulfillment is complete Independence.”  He fur-

ther insists, “For my handling of Civil Disobedience without the constructive 

programme will be like a paralyzed hand attempting to lift a spoon.” 2

Just what is Gandhi’s constructive programme? Crucially, he believed that 

the central power of nonviolence lies in creating and constructing—rather 

than in obstructing. The constructive programme therefore focuses on 

shaping a healthy society that relies, to the greatest possible extent, on local 

resources and values, refusing to be dependent on resources provided by a 

colonial power. The heart of the constructive programme has been described as 

“living the social and political order”  that one “wants to create.” 3 From living 

out this order, self-rule organically emerges, and the substance of political 

power will thereby already be gained. The takeover of the structures of govern-

ment will then be inevitable.4

The constructive programme, for Gandhi, was not an abstract statement 

of values or principles. Rather, it aims for the creation of specific, strategic 

improvements in the practical, social, intellectual, and spiritual dimensions 

of daily life. As Jonathan Schell notes, “The most important tasks, he [Gandhi] 

believed, were providing a decent life, including adequate food, shelter, 

and sanitation, for India’s ‘dumb millions,’ establishing a system of active 
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self-government in the country’s seven hundred thousand villages, ending the 

Hindu system of untouchability, raising the status of women, and making and 

keeping peace among Hindus and Muslims. Noncooperation, taken by itself, 

was useless for this purpose. It could do nothing to feed the hungry, to relieve 

the oppressed, to make peace among India’s quarreling ethnic and religious 

groups. For these purposes, positive action was required.” 5

Gandhi organized the final (1945) version of Constructive Programme into 

eighteen sections, each spelling out a specific program for action. He viewed all 

as indispensible; some of the most telling and dramatic are the following:

	 •	 Communal Unity. As discussed in chapter 5, unity has been almost univer-

sally recognized as essential to effective nonviolent struggle but is difficult 

to achieve in splintered and disempowered societies. Given the histori-

cal context, Gandhi’s discussion focuses on the tremendous challenges of 

bridging religious and caste differences, and the more insidious divisions 

that partisan politics commonly creates. Similar cleavages continue to be 

serious obstacles to achieving what Gandhi called “unbreakable heart unity”  

in many contemporary nonviolent struggles.6 Disunity can often be used by 

oppressors to maintain power, so in addition to supporting a community of 

mutual aid, achieving higher levels of unity draws power from the opponent.

	 •	 Khadi. Gandhi’s controversial insistence on the creation and use of khadi—

homespun cotton cloth, which would replace expensive, imported Brit-

ish textiles—was a step toward economic freedom, and it also functioned 

as a sign of solidarity and equality (by “levelling down”  the rich). Beyond 

this, wide acceptance of khadi, which would eliminate large profits from 

British cloth, would disrupt one interdependency integral to maintaining 

colonial power.

	 •	 “New or Basic”  Education. Gandhi and the closely allied Congress Party 

consistently emphasized the need for a new form of education for children. 

Existing primary education was recognized as being designed to support the 

colonial system; new or basic education would connect children with “all that 

is best and lasting in India”  and teach them how to be responsible citizens.7

	 •	 Adult Education. Similarly, Gandhi argued that “the villagers know nothing 

of foreign rule and its evils.” 8 He therefore advocated a form of adult educa-

tion, now often called liberatory or popular education, that would heighten 
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critical consciousness of political realities. Expanding the community of 

politically aware citizens would then enhance collective motivation for the 

larger struggle.

	 •	 Provincial and National Languages. Gandhi believed that a return to the 

use of traditional regional and ethnic languages, as well as the sharing of a 

single national language (Hindi), would minimize reliance on the lan-

guage of the oppressor (English), reduce the distance between elites and 

the masses, and build national pride. Given the centrality of language to 

culture, rejection of the colonial language also functioned as a rejection of 

the British system as a whole.

	 •	 Inclusion. Gandhi insisted on the need to include all people on equal foot-

ing in the construction of a new Indian society, one that would include 

dalits (“untouchables” ), women, kisans (peasants), adivasis (tribal and 

Indigenous peoples), and lepers as full members, both politically and eco-

nomically. Exclusion and marginalization could be leveraged to maintain 

colonial and repressive structures.

The constructive programme embodied an obligation to actively pursue 

social betterment—a society of “truth”  in the sense of Gandhi’s satyagraha 

(“truth force” ). But each of Gandhi’s programs of action also illustrates a 

central characteristic of constructive noncooperation: While constructive action 

is primarily an affirmation of self-liberation producing practical advantages, such con-

structive action is, in every case, simultaneously an act of resistance to the oppressive 

system. At its heart, constructive noncooperation involves the construction 

and sustenance of a new self-reliant and self-determining culture within 

the shell of—and in resistance to—structural oppression. Václav Havel, 

who spoke of constructive noncooperation in terms of “living in truth”  (as 

discussed below), contended, “As long as it remains what it is, the practice 

of living within the truth cannot fail to be a threat to the system.” 9 Acts of 

constructive cooperation break links in the networks of interdependence that 

bind the population to the oppressor, while progressively building an autono-

mously functioning society within a society. In addition, as with all forms 

of nonviolent resistance, acts of constructive noncooperation in the face of 

threat challenge the structures of fear on which domination, oppression, and 

repression depend.
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While Gandhi believed that near-universal participation in the constructive 

programme could, in theory, be all that was needed to end British occupation 

and the colonial system, he recognized that not everyone would join in this 

effort. Given that reality, he recognized that civil disobedience—particularly 

protest and disruptive noncooperation (to be discussed in later chapters)—

would also be required. Still, he continued to the end of his life to believe that 

widespread adoption of the constructive programme was the primary way to 

avoid violence and disaster after the end of the colonial period, and events sug-

gest that he was correct. Although parts of Gandhi’s constructive programme 

were widely regarded as unrealistic, acts of constructive noncooperation were 

in fact central to successful resistance campaigns throughout the twentieth 

century and into the present. In many cases, constructive noncooperation may 

need to be linked to at least the threat if not the reality of disruptive strategies. 

Still, only constructive work can build a new society.10

O ther     S tatements        and    U nderstandings             of  
C onstructive            N oncooperation          

Other activists and theorists of nonviolent struggle have generally not given 

constructive noncooperation the central place that Gandhi did, and some have 

understood it differently. Barbara Deming, however, in stating her conviction 

that dissidents generally did not act radically enough, clearly asserts its impor-

tance: “They have stopped far too short not only of widespread nonviolent 

disruption but of that form of noncooperation which is assertive, construc-

tive—that confronts those who are ‘running everything’ with independent 

activity, particularly independent economic activity. There is leverage for 

change here that has scarcely begun to be applied.” 11

Although he did not give constructive work priority in most of his books, 

Gene Sharp recognized its power:

Combined with political defiance during the phase of selective resistance, 

the growth of autonomous social, economic, cultural, and political 

institutions progressively expands the “democratic space”  of the society and 

shrinks the control of the dictatorship. As the civil institutions of the society 
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become stronger vis-à-vis the dictatorship, then, whatever the dictators 

may wish, the population is incrementally building an independent society 

outside of their control. If and when the dictatorship intervenes to halt this 

“escalating freedom,”  nonviolent struggle can be applied in defense of this 

newly won space and the dictatorship will be faced with yet another “front”  

in the struggle. In time, this combination of resistance and institution 

building can lead to de facto freedom, making the collapse of the dictatorship 

and the formal installation of a democratic system undeniable because the 

power relationships within the society have been fundamentally altered.12

Despite his limited discussion of this topic, occupying only a page and a half 

in From Dictatorship to Democracy, this is a strong statement of the power of 

constructive noncooperation.

By contrast, Peter Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler view the utility 

of this strategic option more narrowly. “Our use of the phrase ‘constructive 

work’ is compatible, but not precisely synonymous with, Gandhi’s usage,”  they 

explain. “In his philosophy, a constructive program was a voluntary effort out-

side the aegis of the state, which had the dual purpose of redressing material 

inequalities and training the participants to be more competent and self-

reliant. We refer to positive actions that can be taken primarily with a view to 

improving the material situation in which a conflict may be developed.” 13 For 

Ackerman and Kruegler, then, constructive work is primarily a step toward 

preparing for nonviolent struggles of other kinds—a means toward an end, 

rather than, as it was for Gandhi, the central strategy for escaping oppression 

and achieving autonomy. They do little else with the concept, their focus being 

almost exclusively on obstructive and disruptive strategies.

Perhaps more than anyone else, Jonathan Schell, in The Unconquerable 

World, identifies the central place of constructive resistance in the history of 

challenging colonialism and dictatorship. According to Schell’s persuasive 

analysis, combinations of obstructive and constructive work were largely 

responsible not only for India’s independence but also for the success of the 

American Revolution and of North Vietnam in the Vietnam War, the liberation 

of Eastern Europe, and the fall of the Soviet Union—and these are only four of 

the many historic liberatory events over several centuries that Schell discusses 

in terms of constructive resistance. (Several detailed examples are presented 
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later in this chapter.) Schell is clearly inspired by the “power that flows from 

people’s freedom to act in behalf of their interests and beliefs.”  He eloquently 

describes this power: “It has, with the steady widening and deepening of the 

human spirit, over and over bent great powers to its will. Its point of origin is 

the heart and mind of each ordinary person. . . . It is generated by social work 

as well as political activity. . . . Its chief instrument is direct action, both non-

cooperative and constructive, but it is also the wellspring of the people’s will in 

democratic nations.” 14 Throughout his volume, Schell gives at least equal—and 

often greater—weight to the constructive alternative, stressing that “cam-

paigns of noncooperation are empty without constructive programs.” 15 Indeed, 

failure to engage in constructive action (as well as lack of strategic planning) 

can severely limit the potential success of nonviolent struggle. Several recent 

examples can be seen in some of the 2011–13 campaigns in the Middle East, in 

which mass mobilization was highly successful but democratic stabilization 

after initial success remains uncertain, in part because of the weakness of civil 

society and the lack of a collective vision and plan for the future.

Constructive action has been central to global struggles for freedom, and that 

centrality is clearly reflected in the historical record. Yet this option has been, 

at best, marginally present even in the work of theorists of nonviolent struggle, 

much less in overall conflict and strategic literatures. One of the reasons may be 

that thinking in terms of constructive responses to conflict (“There is a prob-

lem—what shall we build?” ) is deeply countercultural in contemporary Western 

societies, which characteristically respond to control with countercontrol, and 

to coercive pressure with countercoercion.16 All nonviolent action is somewhat 

countercultural in that counterviolence is often seen as a justifiable—and as the 

only realistic—response to violence, whether physical, emotional, or structural. 

Constructive work is even more countercultural in that it does not focus on coer-

cive action at all. It does, nonetheless, leverage real power.

Václav   H avel   :  L iving      in   T ruth  

Václav Havel, playwright, long-time Czech dissident, and first president of the 

free Czechoslovakia (and later of the Czech Republic), offers particularly impor-

tant and unique insights into the roots of constructive noncooperation. An  
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important theorist and practitioner of nonviolent struggle, among his many 

works Havel wrote a series of six powerful essays published, with contribu-

tions from others, in a volume titled Václav Havel: Living in Truth, edited by 

Jan Vladislav. He is adamant that “living within the lie,”  by which he means 

living under oppressive conditions as if all is well, is destructive of self and 

constitutes the primary impediment to individual and collective freedom.17 

For Havel, in living within the lie, “individuals confirm the system, fulfill the 

system, make the system, are the system.” 18 The behavioural dynamics here 

are straightforward. As noted in earlier chapters, oppressive systems require 

the cooperation of the oppressed to survive. Members of the population 

understandably participate in such oppressive systems to avoid more severe 

repression and disruption of their lives, living as best they can within the 

narrow range of options available. While such participation reduces immedi-

ate threat, it supports and reinforces the practices that structure their own 

and others’ oppression. Acknowledging such realities, even to oneself, can be 

extremely difficult and is therefore likely to be avoided through denial; that 

denial conceals but further confirms the lie.

Havel, and many others since, also asserts that seduction by a consumer 

society privileging attention to personal well-being and material comfort is 

likely to diminish commitment to action for social change or liberation.19 

Barbara Deming recounts a conversation she had with a scientist, a man who 

clearly recognized the progressive damage associated with our way of life and 

the risks associated with nuclear war:

We in America, he thought, were of course engaged above all in a struggle to 

hang on to our unequal share of the world’s wealth. And it was undoubtedly 

a losing game. . . . If nuclear war was gravely risked by maintaining 

arms—as he had admitted—and if what we were defending he thought 

less and less worthy of defense, why not take this creative risk [the pacifist 

program], in which we stood at least the chance of transforming ourselves 

into the kind of society he might admire? He answered with surprising 

candor: This would involve heroism and discomfort. “I can’t take that road.”  

He looked about the comfortable room. “I’ve worked hard for what I have. 

My world is small: this house, my family. But this is what is precious to me. 

I can’t feel that your way is bound to succeed. I have little faith in your man 
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in the street. So I have to cling to what I have while I’m allowed to enjoy it. 

It’s not an admirable position to take,”  he said, and smiled wryly.20

Havel maintains that fundamental change is threatened by a “static complex 

of rigid, conceptually sloppy and politically pragmatic mass political parties 

run by professional apparatuses and releasing the citizen from all forms of 

concrete and personal responsibility; and those complex focuses of capital 

accumulation engaged in secret manipulations and expansion; the omni-

present dictatorship of consumption, production, advertising, commerce, 

consumer culture.” 21 Although this was written over three decades ago, it still 

resonates with many today, including many in the Occupy movement. In 

an important article titled “The Inertia of Affluence,”  John Nevin provides a 

clear explanation in behavioural systems terms for why the privileged and 

affluent are unlikely to take action for social and environmental change.22 

In summarizing the research on “behavioural momentum,”  he clarifies that 

“behaviour is highly resistant to change in situations with large and frequent 

reinforcers but weak contingencies relating reinforcers to behaviour,”  by 

which he means that those with comfortable lives have little incentive to act 

in different ways, including working for change. This inertia, which persists 

even though continuing current patterns will ultimately destroy the environ-

ments and societies on which we depend, is largely due to the behavioural 

phenomenon of “delay discounting” : if negative consequences are far off, and 

especially if they are uncertain, their power to affect current behaviour is 

dramatically attenuated.23 Climate change and growing income inequities are 

current examples. If there were today a clear imminent threat of civilization 

ending and its survival could only be ensured through collective action, such 

action would be nearly inevitable. Uncertainty (often politically manipulated) 

about the facts, and the reality that any action today probably will not have a 

major impact for a long time, make it highly probable that people will simply 

continue living their current comfortable lives. Sacrifice for a delayed outcome 

is unlikely under such conditions, as well-developed mathematical models 

demonstrate. Such realities make movement toward living in truth rather 

challenging, but anything less may not support movement toward justice. As 

we will see below, behavioural systems science offers some possible routes for 

addressing this dilemma.
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As understood by Jonathan Schell, Havel’s “living in truth”  is a matter of 

“directly doing in your immediate surroundings what you think needs doing, 

saying what you think is true and needs saying, acting the way you think people 

should act.” 24 Havel himself explains that living in truth begins with “elemen-

tary revolts against manipulation: you simply straighten your backbone and 

live in greater dignity as an individual.” 25 He elaborates this further: “The point 

where living within the truth ceases to be a mere negation of living with a lie and 

becomes articulate in a particular way is the point at which something is born 

that might be called the ‘independent spiritual, social and political life of society.’ 

. . . Living within the truth becomes articulate and materializes in a visible way.”  

Such actions are small examples of what would occur in a free society; how far they 

are taken depends on one’s readiness to accept the likely consequences. A recent 

example is the 2011 Woman2Drive initiative in Saudi Arabia, where women, for 

the first time, organized to drive, a practice that has been forbidden by custom (but 

not by law) until now.26 A small step, perhaps, but a meaningful step toward more 

extensive liberation, as demonstrated by the government’s subsequent decision to 

allow women to vote and run for office in municipal elections.27

Living in truth is a form of resistance—but it is also something much more 

central. As Jonathan Schell notes, “Living in truth . . . is a form of protest, Havel 

admits, against living in the lie, and so those who try to live in truth are indeed an 

opposition. But that is neither all they are nor the main thing they are. Before living 

in truth is a protest, it is an affirmation.” 28 It is in this affirmation that “something 

is born” : the realization of autonomy and liberation. For this reason, Havel disliked 

being labelled a “dissident,”  which suggested that he was primarily against some-

thing. In reality, he was primarily interested in building something new.

Gandhi also emphasized “truth,”  notably in a pamphlet titled Truth Is God and in 

his consistent emphasis on satyagraha, or “truth force” —that is, keeping a firm hold 

on the truth even in the face of repression, risk, and the seductions of temporary 

safety and comfort. Holding on to the truth is at the core of constructive resistance.29

T he   U niqueness         of   C onstructive            N oncooperation          

Constructive noncooperation is unique among nonviolent strategic options, and 

not just because it is less directly coercive than many other approaches. Living 
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in truth may begin in individual action, and individuals certainly often have a 

profound impact on the shaping of constructive campaigns. Ultimately, how-

ever, constructive resistance requires a collective effort emphasizing action for 

building a society of human rights even in the face of repression and struc-

tural violence. As Havel stresses, “The primary purpose . . . is always . . . to have 

an impact on society, not to affect the power structure, at least not directly and 

immediately.” 30 Contrary to Ackerman and Kruegler’s understanding, cam-

paigns of constructive resistance by and within oppressed communities can 

function not only as means but—principally, in fact—as ends in themselves. At 

the same time, because of the interdependencies between the grievance group 

and the opponent, ultimately and inevitably the opponent’s actions will shift 

in response.31

In terms of behavioural systems analysis, however, there is much more to 

be said. The essential distinction between constructive noncooperation and 

other forms of nonviolent resistance is that the actions targeted for change in 

constructive nonviolent action are those of the resistance community itself rather than 

those of the opponent. Primary strategic attention, therefore, focuses on encour-

aging and sustaining positive steps within the grievance group, although 

certainly the actions of the opponent are important contextual conditions. 

In campaigns of constructive noncooperation, the attention of the resistance 

community is directed toward their own actions. Focusing on these actions with 

full awareness enhances analytic and strategic clarity.

Drawing on behavioural systems science, the first step in any campaign 

of constructive noncooperation is to identify, as specifically as possible, those 

scenes that would be occurring in a society or community that values human 

dignity and then clarifying interlocking practices that could initiate and sus-

tain the incidence of such scenes. Desirable scenes might include sharing the 

truth of people’s lives in literature or through social media, participation in 

artistic endeavours that are discouraged or banned by the oppressive system, 

participation in labour unions or religious ceremonies, or the making and 

exchange of high-quality, locally made goods. All forms of resistance involve 

some risk; those involved need to weigh which of the available steps toward 

liberation involve risks that they are willing to tolerate.

In many places around the world in which collective or structural vio-

lence is present—as different from each other as are, for example, Iraq, India, 
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and the United States—the contemporary political scene is characterized by 

escalating levels of aversive exchange, ranging from painful levels of incivil-

ity to suicide-bombing campaigns, often with little serious attention to social 

injustice. Aversive exchange cannot reliably construct a resilient and improved 

reality, and complaints about such exchange appear simply to contribute to 

it. Constructive work, however, by its nature, does construct a new reality.32 

Given the current level of frustration with politics-as-usual in many parts of 

the world, turning attention to constructive action could become increas-

ingly attractive, whether in day-to-day efforts to improve human conditions 

or in mass movements directed toward liberation. Such a shift would require 

creativity, but the necessary dynamics are clear.

As an example, Havel describes the hypothetical case of a greengrocer in 

communist Czechoslovakia whose revolt against government might begin 

by refusing to place a mandated poster in his shop window or by simply not 

voting in false elections.33 So far, nothing constructive has been done; at some 

point, however, his dissatisfaction “may . . . grow into something more.” 34 

He may begin taking action to organize other shopkeepers to improve their 

lives and advocate for their interests by building an association. (Organizing 

the association is constructive; further actions taken by that association may 

be either constructive or disruptive.) Why would he do this? Beginning to 

organize might be motivated by a high level of dissatisfaction with aversive 

conditions over which he feels powerless; organizing might offer hope of 

greater autonomy in at least some areas of life. The shopkeeper may have 

observed successful constructive action on the part of others (models), which 

could function as a motivating antecedent, as could guidance and encourage-

ment by local resistance leaders.

Two crucial questions for growing a resistance movement emerge from 

this analysis: How could the likelihood that people will initiate organizing 

such activities be increased, and how could the likelihood that the resulting 

scenes of association will persist over time be increased? Figure 6 provides 

an example of how these questions might begin to be addressed, focusing on 

practices among four classes of relevant actors:

	 •	 The class of initiators (the shopkeeper being one)

	 •	 The class of participants in scenes of association (other shopkeepers)
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	 •	 The class of activist leaders within the local resistance

	 •	 The class of government actors acting to suppress acts of freedom

How the practices of each group support or fail to support the desired scene is 

the key analytic question here. Note that it is the collective one-time actions 

or (most commonly) persistent cultural practices present that constitute the 

relevant behavioural systems dynamics, not the actors themselves.35 Those 

practices select each other through the mutual consequences provided—in other 

words, they interlock.

The motivating context is clearly important here. If the situation is not 

significantly aversive, if participants do not believe that organizing will lead 

to change (a rule), if there are no models for how to organize, then scenes of 

association will be unlikely. At the same time, if creating an association leads 

to only limited reinforcement or severely aversive consequences, such scenes 

will probably not continue to occur, given what we know of selection by conse-

quences. Note that the practices of other classes of actors not depicted in figure 

6 (e.g., police and military, labour groups, merchants in other sectors, leaders 

of national resistance movements) also participate in structuring both ante-

cedents and consequences for members of the groups included in the figure.

In this scenario, the power of selection is clear; while individual action 

may, and often does, emerge as an immediate reaction to aversive conditions 

(e.g., frustration and deprivation), constructive action over the longer term 

must produce positive results for those involved, or extinction will occur. 

Although some individuals can sustain long periods of autonomous action, in 

most cases, continued resistance in the face of threats or pain is much more 

likely when social, material, spiritual, or other reinforcers are present. While 

one might wish that every human being would independently weigh situations 

and consistently choose the most ethical and effective paths even in the face 

of danger, neither history nor the science of behaviour promises that this is 

likely. Sustained and widespread living in truth generally requires the support 

of cultures of constructive resistance. Community organizers have learned 

from experience that it is often best to recruit participants with “one on ones,”  

followed by small gatherings, often in homes, in which reality can be discussed 

and redefined and requests for participation can be made in the context of 

mutual social encouragement. As Deming observes, in sustained nonviolent 
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struggle, we, as supporters, “reach out our hands to give what extra strength 

we can to these who have acted; and in the process we draw more strength 

from them than we give.” 36 Those who collectively take liberatory action by 

giving that “extra strength”  initiate cultures of constructive resistance as self-

organizing behavioural systems.

C ultures       of   C onstructive            R esistance      

The history of repression and resistance in Burma has been bloody; until 

very recently, the situation was discouraging to many inside and outside the 

country. Burma has a history of colonial oppression, military dictatorship, and 

Maoist and Marxist-Leninist violent resistance and guerrilla action. Until 1988, 

Burma had little history of nonviolent struggle, and the results of nonviolent 

action since then may not have seemed promising. Thousands of protesters 

were killed by the junta during the largely nonviolent 1988 rebellion. The junta 

subsequently overturned the results of the 1990 elections that were to have 

brought reform, and the Saffron Revolution led by Buddhist monks in 2007 was 

ruthlessly suppressed. The country remains among the poorest in Asia.37

Yet the situation is changing in Burma. Since 1989, Aung San Suu Kyi, the 

leader of the National League for Democracy Party (which won the 1990 national 

elections but was not allowed to take office), spent a total of fifteen years in 

prison. Both in confinement and in her short periods of partial freedom, Suu 

Kyi has been a model of nonviolently living in truth. But revolutions are not 

one-person events. Revolutions emerge from and are strengthened by cultural 

movements and the development of autonomous civil society. Scaffolded by the 

increasingly global flow of information, an underground culture of construc-

tive resistance has formed among mostly young Burmese artists, students, and 

dissidents (and increasingly also within multiple other sectors). Such activists 

stage secret exhibitions and performances, form parallel nongovernmental 

structures, and wage relentless struggles to insert their truth into art, music, 

and humanitarian action, evading the censors and other authorities wherever 

possible. Dissident gallery founder Ay Ko notes, “We [celebrate] the open mind”  

even as the government “is looking at us all the time.” 38 The younger generation 

of Buddhist monks, revered in Burma, continue to quietly support liberation. 



152

Strategic Nonviolent Power

Opposition parties, although long splintered, have increasingly come together 

to “speak truth to power.”  Based on history elsewhere, although keeping in 

mind that every situation is different, a broad-based movement of truth will be 

difficult, and probably impossible, to defeat here in the long run. Since the elec-

tions in late 2010, widely seen as tainted, the government has initiated a process 

of progressive openness, and the rest of the world is incrementally reciprocat-

ing. Suu Kyi’s release, her subsequent election to Parliament, her freedom to 

travel to Europe to accept her Nobel Peace Prize, and her growing presence on 

the world stage are just the most visible signs of a larger, and it appears historic, 

cultural shift.39 While there is, naturally, continuing skepticism, and progress 

must be viewed with caution given Burma’s history, the signs of change are 

evident.40 Third-party pressure played a role in advancing change, but an emerg-

ing culture of resistance must be viewed as a critical factor in initiating current 

shifts and the potential for further liberation.

In “The Power of the Powerless,”  Václav Havel discusses Ivan Jirous’s notion 

of the development of a “second culture,”  a parallel culture formed by construc-

tive noncooperation.41 In Czechoslovakia, he explains, the second culture first 

appeared in a serious way in literary and artistic circles but gradually expanded 

to include the humanities, social sciences, and philosophy, ultimately result-

ing in the development of more formal parallel structures (discussed in the next 

section). Constructive noncooperation progressively shapes an autonomous 

civil society that provides a space for expanding freedom and challenges efforts 

to suppress freedoms once they are gained.42 Most importantly, for Havel, this 

civil society is built through the emergence of self-organizing associations and 

communities, which, by their very nature, reduce dependence on oppressive 

power structures. Those associations may be of many kinds—cultural, sports, 

gardening, religious, financial, the range is unlimited—all contributing to the 

development of civil society. Research on emergence in many contemporary sci-

entific disciplines (biology, physics, and behavioural systems analysis, among 

others) clarifies that within such systems, self-amplifying processes often lead 

to cascading and irreversible changes.43 Something of that nature appears to be 

occurring in Burma as I write this.

Self-organizing processes in social systems are more than metaphor.44 They 

offer routes to change that might otherwise be unimaginable. As understood 

by behavioural systems science, culture (ways of thinking, experiencing, and 
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acting that are mutually supported within a group) emerges from increasingly 

complex interdependencies that develop within a group. This understand-

ing of culture clarifies the idea that cultures of constructive resistance can 

be intentionally created in small steps. Actions supporting autonomy can be 

selected through shifts in how members of the group respond to each other’s 

efforts to act in truth. Three examples of emergent cultures of constructive 

resistance (from the Middle East, Eastern Europe, and South Asia) offer rich 

guidance and suggest options for structuring networks of such practices.

Tunisia and the Wider Middle East

Events in the Middle East in early 2011 (often referred to as the Arab Spring) 

provide examples in which cultures of constructive resistance were relatively 

well, and relatively poorly, established. The first months and years immedi-

ately following major mobilizations are uncertain and high-risk periods, so 

at the time of writing, it is too early to know the ultimate outcomes of these 

struggles. Still, the early results are consistent with what is known from 

other historical examples. Tunisia, generally seen as the first spark of the 

Arab Spring, flared into a full-scale nonviolent campaign almost immediately 

following Mohamed Bouazizi’s self-immolation (discussed in chapter 2). 

Within two months, not only had the government resigned, but a firm plan 

was in place to form a national constitutional assembly that would structure 

a new form of democratic government. All the demands of the protesters had 

been met, with relatively minor casualties.45 By contrast, a rebellion in Libya 

shortly thereafter turned violent almost immediately and proceeded without 

a clear strategic plan or established leadership. Concurrent events in other 

Middle Eastern countries (including Egypt, Yemen, and Bahrain) fell some-

where between Tunisia and Libya in terms of strategic action and immediate 

outcomes. And although events in Syria began with nonviolent resistance, 

progressive degeneration into a full-scale civil war has placed the country and 

the civilian population at enormous risk.

Why was Tunisia the first of these events, and why, at least to this point in 

time, has it been the most successful? Until the revolution, Tunisia was a fairly 

repressive police state. Inside that state, however, extensive organized networks 
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forming a relatively strong civil society were present, including the General 

Union of Labor and the student unions, as well as neighbourhood watch groups 

that had evolved into political-action committees.46 Also present were margin-

alized but persistent political parties; religious groups, including the Islamist 

Ennahda; and a large well-established Facebook digital community, which facil-

itated organizing. The business community was well connected to the global 

economy and essential to the stability of the government. Civil society was also 

supported by relatively large educational and professional sectors.

Each of these groups and networks constituted potential cells of resistance, 

which, at the key moment, mobilized to demand change. Collectively, the 

population had indeed constructed a new society within the old, one that 

could be and was leveraged in nonviolent struggle. Widespread calls to remain 

peaceful were heard from the beginning, and, as has happened in many other 

cases of nonviolent struggle, the commanding general of the army refused 

to use violence to suppress peaceful protests by citizens.47 As the campaign 

expanded, equivalences like “Liberation is really possible,”  about which 

many were initially skeptical, became widely shared, and those involved in 

the protests reported high levels of mutual support both within and between 

groups (including groups that had previously lacked mutual trust). Existing 

behavioural networks in which cooperation had been selected linked to each 

other, generalizing that cooperation; the repressive government simply could 

not stand when so many pillars of support (and so many networks of interde-

pendency) had collapsed.

In contrast, Libya lacked both a strong civil society and a widespread 

understanding of the power of nonviolent struggle; even those in profes- 

sional roles almost immediately embraced, and many joined, the armed rebel-

lion. In Libya, as well as in several of the other countries involved in the Arab 

Spring, protesters regularly called for the death of the current rulers and their 

supporters. (In fact, Muammar Gaddafi was summarily executed after his  

capture.) Deming’s “two hands”  message—you will not be harmed, but we 

will not allow injustice to continue—was absent. Maria Stephan and Erica 

Chenoweth explain the importance of that message to successful resistance 

movements: “Nonviolent resistance campaigns appear to be more open to 

negotiation and bargaining because they do not threaten the lives or well-

being of members of the target regime. Regime supporters are more likely to 
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bargain with resistance groups that are not killing or maiming their comrades. 

. . . Because explicitly nonviolent methods do not physically threaten members 

of the security forces or a regime’s civil servants, members of the regime are 

more likely to shift loyalties toward nonviolent movements rather than toward 

violent ones.” 48 Violent repression of violent resistance is to be expected, 

especially when those in power fear for their lives. The threat of violence in 

ostensibly nonviolent campaigns produces a similar behavioural dynamic.

Eastern Europe

Revolutions were attempted in Poland and Hungary in 1956 and in 

Czechoslovakia in 1968. All failed, and as the decades rolled by, the totalitar-

ian Soviet regime appeared increasingly invincible. However, by the 1970s, as 

Jonathan Schell describes, an entirely different approach to resistance had 

emerged in all three countries, guided in each case by communities of intel-

lectuals. Leading activists—Václav Havel in Czechoslovakia, Adam Michnik 

in Poland, and Gyorgy Konrád in Hungary were particularly influential—rec-

ognized that efforts to overthrow the system, especially violent efforts, were 

doomed to fail . . . but might also be unnecessary. Instead of that type of 

rebellion, these key figures advocated shifting focus to “achieving immediate 

changes in daily life”  through strengthening autonomous civil society.49 Schell 

points out, for example, that rather than revolting, “Konrád wanted society to 

‘absorb’ the regime in a ‘ripening social transformation.’ He wanted the ‘ice-

berg of power . . . melted from within.’” 50 Konrád regarded the growing middle 

class in Hungary as the most powerful force in the gradual transformation of a 

new society in which dictatorship would gradually fade away.

In 1976, Adam Michnik called for the construction of a “post-totalitarian”  

society in Poland, a society in which the resistance community would set up 

its own institutions and “give directives to the people on how to behave, not 

to the powers on how to reform themselves.” 51 The government would thus 

become increasingly irrelevant. An important beginning in Poland was the 

Workers’ Defence Committee, established in the mid-1970s by intellectuals to 

help establish unofficial labour organizations, provide assistance to workers 

(“social work” ), and support independent underground press and publishing 
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efforts, among other activities.52 The Solidarity union, which was ultimately 

central to success despite continued repression, emerged from this founda-

tion. In Havel’s Czechoslovakia, the Charter 77 movement supported and 

sustained the actions of dissident leaders and inspired further individual 

and collective action, progressively weakening the Communist government. 

Intellectual, artistic, business, and labour communities were important sec-

tors of civil society contributing to this movement.

Probably such constructive strategies appeared hopelessly idealistic at 

many points over two decades, yet by the end of the 1980s, all three countries 

were independent democracies, and the Soviet Union was on a steep trajectory 

toward total collapse.

The Khudai Khidmatgars

In the 1930s, Badshah Khan (sometimes called “the Frontier Gandhi” ) 

assembled a militantly nonviolent Pashtun army a hundred thousand strong 

to resist the British colonial system.53 The Khudai Khidmatgars (“Servants of 

God” ), as the army was known, were notable for many reasons, not least of 

which is that the Pashtuns are people of the tribal areas between present-

day Pakistan and Afghanistan who have a reputation as exceptionally fierce 

warriors. The courage of the Khudai Khidmatgars, however, was directed into 

highly disciplined nonviolent struggle. Important to our purpose here, most 

of the work to which they dedicated themselves was constructive: educa-

tional, economic, and community development; initiating and supporting 

local youth leagues and jirgas (community councils); publishing a newspaper; 

improving village sanitation; and political education.54 These constructive 

activities increasingly distanced the Pashtun population from the British, in 

part through changes in equivalence relations (e.g., recognizing the British 

as oppressors) and rules (e.g., “Independent community action will bring 

improved health and prosperity, whereas the colonial system will further 

weaken us” ). 

While these efforts initiated the rebuilding of an autonomous society, 

they simultaneously prepared the Khudai Khidmatgars themselves for other 

forms of noncooperation (as discussed in later chapters). In close alliance 
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with Gandhi’s efforts in India, the Khudai Khidmatgars clearly contributed 

to the end of the British colonial era—and demonstrated that even in this 

conflict-torn area, nonviolent action and the construction of cultures of 

constructive resistance have real potential. It is worth noting that the con-

temporary Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan engages 

in similar constructive work to that of the Khudai Khidmatgars, including 

in the areas of health care; education (particularly but not exclusively for 

girls and women); artistic, dramatic, and musical performance; human 

rights reporting, locally and globally; political education; social services; and 

economic development. This constructive work is primary to the organiza-

tion, although it also engages in protest, persuasion, and other forms of 

resistance.55

Behavioural Systems Science and Cultures of Constructive Resistance

All of this may sound rather magical and almost unbelievable in summary, but 

the facts are there for all to see. The reality, however, is that in each of these 

cases, tremendous labour and struggle was required to construct behavioural 

networks in which living in truth was mutually and richly reinforced. Recall 

that the matching law predicts that people will do more of what pays off more 

for them. All else being equal, constructing and growing behavioural systems 

(unions, artistic associations, legal societies, religious communities) in which 

independent constructive action is consistently supported leads to more of 

such action—like other behaviour, autonomous action can be intentionally 

selected by its consequences. Cultures of constructive resistance increasingly 

come to share and encourage common equivalence relations (e.g., {speak-

ing truth ≈ patriotic}), rules (e.g., “Speaking truth can lead to liberation” ), 

and supporting practices (e.g., recognizing courageous acts by others). These 

equivalences, rules, and practices progressively shape better lives for the 

participants, expand participation, and strengthen resistance to oppression. 

The more explicitly these principles are recognized and the more consistently 

they are applied, the more likely will cultures of constructive resistance be effi-

ciently shaped and sustained. Research into these processes could potentially 

have enormous payoffs in furthering social justice.



158

Strategic Nonviolent Power

Note that in each of the examples above, activists began from a vision of 

the behavioural scenes to be constructed rather than from a primary focus 

on attacking oppression, and that vision encompassed interactions among 

multiple actors and groups. The simple example of the shopkeeper in figure 

6 demonstrates this—the vision clarifies that we want many actors like 

the shopkeeper to initiate organizing and that it is not just the acts of the 

shopkeeper that are important but also the responses of those he invites. If 

invitations of initiators are consistently rejected, most initiators will give up, 

usually fairly quickly, because of the lack of reinforcement. The desired scene 

is shaped by interactions not only among those present but also among other 

groups of actors (community resistance leaders, for example) whose practices 

contribute to the likelihood of similar scenes being widely repeated through-

out the population. Analyses of interlocking actions like this may sharpen the 

focus of nonviolent struggles, thus conserving the limited energy available to 

campaigns for justice and human rights.

There is no mystery in such analyses: rather, they are rooted in thoughtful 

and creative work directed by a rigorous and parsimonious set of principles. 

Constructive campaigns focus tightly on constructing arrangements that 

make the structures of oppression increasingly irrelevant and the population 

progressively less dependent on those institutions and systems. Institutions 

with no participants dependent on them cannot survive. If there are no plain-

tiffs, there are no roles for judges or police; if there are no hungry families, 

there is no role for demeaning forms of charity. Those who are part of the 

system require dependent participants in order to access their own reinforcers 

(including resources and privileges). Acts of autonomy are, by their nature, 

a direct challenge to the entire system of domination and oppression. The 

greater the extent to which those acts become organized into parallel struc-

tures, the greater the challenge to the oppressive system.

Parallel        S tructures       

History suggests that a natural outcome of the growth of cultures of resistance 

is the emergence of parallel structures—organized structures that begin to 

take over the functions of institutions established by the oppressive system.56 
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Czech activist Václav Benda first popularized the term parallel structures for 

such functional substitutes, viewing them as important components in form-

ing a new society within the shell of the old.57 Parallel structures may include 

cultural, financial, educational, labour, political, religious, legal, medical, or 

other associations, organizations, or institutions. Historical examples are 

extensive and variable; the specific forms of alternative structures emerge 

from unique local realities. In Eastern Europe, they included underground 

publications, labour unions, a “flying university,”  artistic associations, and 

proto-political parties. By their nature, parallel structures take on necessary 

communal responsibilities while denying the government legitimacy. As 

Václav Havel wrote in 1978, “These parallel structures, it may be said, represent 

the most articulated expressions so far of ‘living within the truth.’ One of the 

most important tasks the ‘dissident movements’ have set themselves is to 

support and develop them. . . . For what else are parallel structures than an 

area where a different life can be lived, a life that is in harmony with its own 

aims and which in turn structures itself in harmony with those aims?” 58 Havel 

insists that the development of a parallel culture cannot be a retreat into isola-

tion; the people and systems in tension with the dominant system need to 

remain simultaneously lodged in the latter if they are to be forces for justice. 

This again makes sense in terms of behavioural systems; isolation from the 

oppressive structures precludes having a meaningful impact on them (and, 

consistent with contemporary systems theory, Havel believed that such isola-

tion was impossible, at any rate).

Jonathan Schell describes the central place of parallel structures in the 

struggle for US independence in the eighteenth century.59 American colonists 

increasingly withdrew from participation in the colonial governance system, 

instead forming extensive networks of local governing committees and 

congresses (“para-governments” ), which became increasingly interconnected 

through Committees of Correspondence, Articles of Confederation, and, 

ultimately, the Continental Congress. Refusing to participate as jurors in the 

British justice system, the colonists formed their own systems of law enforce-

ment and dispute resolution. Colonists supported their own parallel structures 

financially, while resisting British taxes. Furthermore, the coercive efforts 

of the British government could not bring the colonists to cooperate—those 

efforts were put on the path to extinction. In Schell’s view, the colonies were  
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essentially independent by the time of the Revolutionary War, which was 

fought not so much to achieve independence as to protect the independence 

already established.

Similar strategies were used during the Indian struggle for freedom, at 

times approaching the establishment of a parallel government: “In 1930 the 

law courts were picketed by the nationalists, the litigants being urged to go 

instead to the Panchayats (village-five or town-five tribunals revived by the 

India National Congress); government schools and colleges were picketed, and 

the students were urged to attend ‘national institutions’ which were indepen-

dent of the British government.” 60 Alternative taxation, policing, commercial 

inspection, and governance structures were also established in parts of India 

during this period.

During the Vietnam War, Bernard Fall reported that the construction of 

hiérarchies paralléles (autonomous political, economic, and social governance 

structures) was the core of the ultimately successful National Liberation Front 

(NLF or Viet Cong) strategy.61 These parallel structures had considerable popular 

support, in part because of a commitment to land reform, although they were 

also supported by campaigns of terror against those allied to the government 

(not a strategy consistent with nonviolent struggle, obviously). The population 

was organized into a system of interlocking associations (women’s associations, 

youth associations, and others) under the supervision of governing groups (the 

Lien-Viet), which gradually assumed responsibility for supporting and direct-

ing the lives of the population in territory ostensibly under government control 

and occupied by a large foreign army. Both Schell and Fall regard this system as 

largely responsible for the final outcome of the war.

Two more examples, detailed below, further illuminate the potential 

for parallel structures. The first is a growing movement within Indigenous 

communities worldwide to return to traditional methods of dealing with 

unacceptable behaviour, crime, and conflict through healing justice—a 

movement that, although countercultural, has also begun making significant 

inroads into the dominant society. A second example is the extensive network 

of interlocking parallel structures that emerged throughout the historical 

development of African America. The institutions of dominant society, by their 

very nature, were riddled with physical and structural violence, systematically 

marginalizing, excluding, oppressing, and lynching African Americans. (A 
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similar, more recent history could be outlined for the LGBTQ population.) In 

both cases, parallel institutions opened, to use Havel’s terms, “an area where 

a different life can be lived, a life that is in harmony with its own aims and 

which in turn structures itself in harmony with those aims.” 62 At the same 

time, both must be recognized as powerful forms of political resistance.

Indigenous Justice

During the second half of the twentieth century, Indigenous groups in New 

Zealand, Australia, Canada, and the United States began to take constructive 

action in resistance to justice systems that they recognized were often doing 

more harm than good to both individual offenders and Native communities, 

contributing to experiences of cultural genocide.63 Indigenous communities 

believed that traditional restorative justice practices grounded in teaching 

and healing offered a much better alternative to the punishment-oriented 

practices of the dominant society, which they had long protested to no avail. 

Healing justice consistent with traditional values and practices leaves little 

place for standard criminal and civil justice arrangements, which historically 

participated actively in cultural genocide.

In their own ways in different places, Indigenous peoples began to imple-

ment parallel practices in the later decades of the twentieth century, in some 

cases integrating these into the existing justice systems and in others largely 

replacing those systems. In New Zealand, the Maori people instituted a process 

drawn from their own traditions that came to be called family group confer-

encing. In family group conferencing, victims and youthful offenders come 

together with their own supporters and representatives of the community in 

a structured circle process of mutual listening and teaching.64 In the confer-

ence, offenders have the opportunity to come to understand the pain they have 

caused and to learn how to function as contributing members of a community. 

Participants in the conference then collectively develop plans to heal the 

damage done by criminal acts. Ultimately, conferencing came to be used with 

nearly all first offences by young people, both Maori and non-Maori, and as a 

result, half of all juvenile facilities in New Zealand were closed.65 Family group 

conferencing is now widely used in New Zealand, Australia, and, increasingly,  
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in Canada and the United States, in both the educational and justice systems, 

as an alternative to standard practices that have consistently failed to reform 

offenders or protect the public. The data supporting this alternative are 

increasingly strong.

A related set of traditional practices, holistic healing circles, were devel-

oped based on traditional practices and teachings in the village of Hollow 

Water, Manitoba, to deal with endemic struggles with sexual abuse, addic-

tions, and domestic violence.66 The process of constructing alternatives to 

the formal justice system based on traditional teachings was painful and 

difficult, as the damage done to the community as the result of historical 

trauma ran very deep. Nonetheless, the community persisted and forged 

a partnership with the formal system to experiment with community-led 

circle processes as alternatives to standard sentencing practices. The need for 

the involvement of the formal justice system gradually decreased as heal-

ing circle processes came, over time, to demonstrate their superiority, with 

almost no recidivism in cases of sexual abuse and positive outcomes for the 

other issues addressed in circles.67 Additional examples involving Indigenous 

peoples include the Navajo Peacemaker Court and a variety of other peace-

making circle and transformative justice processes among First Nation, 

American Indian, and African tribal groups.68

It is important to stress that Native communities in the examples 

given regarded the existing justice systems as deeply unjust and racist; the 

approaches they relied on, however, were almost exclusively constructive while 

also functioning as forms of resistance. When traditional practices are applied, 

there simply remains very little place for the practices of the dominant society. 

In every case—even though the cultures involved are very different from those 

discussed earlier in this chapter in North Africa, Eastern Europe, and Asia—

oppression was challenged through the construction of behavioural systems 

that made the institutions of domination increasingly irrelevant. Although 

not conceptualized in these terms, those behavioural systems were shaped and 

supported through the identification of desired scenes, the selection of alterna-

tive sets of cultural practices supporting those scenes, and changes in rules and 

equivalences that encourage experimentation and participation. At the present 

time, many of these practices are being introduced into Western settings with 

the hope of humanizing justice more broadly.
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African America

Living first within the system of chattel slavery and later under Jim Crow, 

African Americans have, from their earliest days in the New World, con-

structed parallel support networks and, wherever possible, parallel structures 

in order to survive as people and as a people.69 Following emancipation, 

and particularly since the early days of the twentieth century, independent 

women’s associations, churches, businesses, media, and political and civic 

associations were central to African America, building the financial, human, 

and social capital on which survival, resistance, and liberation rely.70 Until 

relatively recently, largely excluded from such “universal”  benefits and 

opportunities as Social Security, pensions, lending, and social services, African 

Americans constructed parallel systems to meet community needs and sup-

port “racial uplift.” 71

African American women were (and continue to be) central figures in these 

efforts.72 Some, like the powerful womanist Ida B. Wells-Barnett, participated 

with male allies like W.E.B. Dubois in organizing advocacy associations such 

as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, building 

antilynching campaigns, and promoting journalistic advocacy.73 Others, often 

much more obscure, were building networks of alternative structures to sup-

port the basic needs of the community, improve educational and economic 

opportunities, and build social spaces where a life of dignity could be lived. 

Margaret Murray Washington (1865–1925), for example, was largely responsible 

for developing the Tuskegee Woman’s Club, which focused on practical learning 

as well as women’s issues, and the Town Night School, where reading, cook-

ing, carpentry, sewing, painting, and other practical skills were taught to farm 

wives and their husbands.74 At the same time, she lectured at Tuskegee Institute 

(which was directed by her husband) to prepare African American women for 

leadership in social service efforts. She was also deeply involved in African 

American rural settlement-house work (blacks were largely excluded from 

white settlements),75 which included Sunday schools, temperance and commu-

nity work, music, the supporting and arranging of medical and dental services, 

and a public library. In addition, Washington was a key figure in prison reform 

and the construction of shelters for African American youth in the South, both 

boys and girls, while being deeply involved in national advocacy efforts.
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At about the same time, but in the much more urban setting of Richmond, 

Virginia, Maggie Lena Walker (1864 or 1865–1934) emerged as a force to be 

reckoned with.76 The organization that she led, the Virginia Independent Order 

of St. Luke, was one of many African American mutual benefit societies that 

provided wide-ranging services like burial assistance, food to the indigent, 

employment referral, black insurance companies, settlement houses, and 

hospitals, since mainstream institutions either excluded blacks or provided 

utterly inadequate services. Among the services that Walker’s organization 

instituted were a bank, a department store, a print shop, and a newspaper. 

Recognizing the oppression that was structured into African Americans’ rela-

tionships with white institutions, the message of the Virginia Independent 

Order was one of black self-help and racial uplift.

Social services and community development were, in many cases, integrated 

into both black business and economic development and black churches.77 (Each 

could be the subject of its own volume.) As African American business grew (often 

separate from and in parallel to white business communities), the resources 

available for education and advocacy for liberation expanded. The importance 

to civil rights and liberation campaigns of parallel outlets for African American 

journalism, such as the Chicago Defender and the Conservator, also cannot be 

overstated. Consistent with what had gone before, black nationalist and black 

power movements (not always nonviolent) also emphasized self-reliance and the 

construction of parallel structures and institutions.78 Consistent with Ackerman 

and Kruegler’s understanding of constructive noncooperation, all of these paral-

lel structures also augmented the resources available to support the campaigns 

of protest and disruptive noncooperation advancing civil rights and economic 

justice that intensified in the 1950s and 1960s.

Parallel structures often offer better outcomes from the perspective of 

participants (two examples being more responsive justice and land reform), 

thus selecting participation. Furthermore, for the grievance population, paral-

lel institutions come to participate in equivalence relations with autonomy, 

freedom, and resistance. At the same time, parallel institutions, by their very 

existence, deny important consequences that have previously selected the 

actions of the oppressing group, destabilizing and disrupting the interdepen-

dencies that have maintained the power of the oppressor.
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As discussed in depth in chapter 3, constructive approaches, in most spheres 

of human life, have clear advantages, one being that those approaches rely on 

offering incentives (including opportunities for intrinsic rewards), whereas 

efforts to reduce undesirable actions often require more aversive strategies. 

Constructive noncooperation leverages this advantage. During the late twen-

tieth century, campaigns of resistance became increasingly intentional and 

strategic. A personal commitment to satyagraha or living in truth can be an 

important start, but a sophisticated scientific understanding of the dynamics 

of individual and collective action is likely to offer substantive help in initiat-

ing and strengthening collective nonviolent struggle, including constructive 

noncooperation. Much more research and experimentation is required in 

this area, however, to realize that potential. To be most useful, much of that 

research must be participatory, conducted in partnership with those who are 

intimately involved in nonviolent struggle.

How might locally driven constructive noncooperation help in long-

troubled areas like the borderlands of Afghanistan and Pakistan (where the 

historical precedent of Badshah Khan and the Khudai Khidmatgars and the 

contemporary Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan offer 

powerful models), in East Africa, or in the most neglected urban areas in the 

United States? And what might living in truth look like for the privileged in 

an interdependent world in which the luxury enjoyed by some produces utter 

devastation for many others?79 We do not yet have adequate answers to those 

questions, nor do we know the extent and limits of the power of constructive 

strategies on their own or in combination with other strategic nonviolent 

options. If scientific analysis can offer additional knowledge to guide construc-

tive action for human rights and justice, pursuing these questions through 

science appears to be a moral imperative.

Although the evident potential for constructive noncooperation is exciting, 

it is certainly not the only strategic option, and within the current sociopoliti-

cal context it cannot carry the full load in nonviolent struggle. In the next 

chapter, we turn to the two most common forms of resistance, persuasion 

and protest; the two are very often practiced in parallel and are in some ways 

mirror images. Persuasion offers an opponent incentives to improve a condi-

tion that, from the perspective of the resistance movement, is unsatisfactory;  
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protest creates (or threatens to create) an unsatisfactory condition for the 

opponent, which can be escaped if the opponent does what the resistance 

movement wants.
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N onviolent          P ers   uasion      an  d  P rotest    

Gene Sharp describes persuasion and protest as “expressions in action of a 

point of view, or an attempt in action to influence others to accept a point of 

view or to take a certain action.” 1 Elsewhere, he notes that the various nonvio-

lent methods of protest and persuasion are “symbolic actions,”  meant to “send 

a message.” 2 From a behaviour science perspective, however, statements of 

dissent and other attempts to influence how others think or act are not merely 

symbolic. Expressing a point of view, for example, is not symbolic when it is 

intended to influence others. All forms of nonviolent resistance, by definition, 

are intended to evoke change directly or indirectly.

Our discussion diverges from Sharp’s in other ways as well. Recall that 

Sharp partitions methods of nonviolent struggle into protest and persuasion, 

noncooperation, and nonviolent intervention. The term persuasion is a bit 

tricky. For example, some might say that when senior diplomats from the 

United States and Great Britain met recently with the Burmese government, 

their goal was to persuade the military-supported government to change 

policies. What they were doing, however, was not simply asking or pleading; 

they were clarifying the changes they wanted to see, the potential advantages 

of making those changes, and the potential disadvantages of failing to do so—

they were leveraging the power of positive and negative incentives, although 

that might not be immediately evident. When the word persuasion is used in 

the literature of nonviolent action, it is meant in this sense.
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A number of the methods classified as nonviolent intervention in Sharp’s 

taxonomy rely on the same behavioural systems dynamics as do some that he 

classifies as persuasion and protest; such methods are therefore included in 

this chapter. For example, although fasting-unto-death and painting protest 

graffiti are certainly different topographically and in terms of intensity level, 

both actions rely, at base, on establishing an aversive situation that the oppo-

nent can escape by changing his or her behaviour. This is not to say that Sharp 

is wrong, but that a different theoretically based approach to classification is 

applied here.

P ersuasion         and    P rotest      as  
I ncentive        -Based     S trategies      

Persuasion and protest involve a common underlying dynamic. Both derive 

much of their power from offering (or clarifying) incentives for changing 

behaviour in specific ways. The incentives in persuasion are often positive: 

an improved situation may be offered for doing as the grievance groups asks, 

or the advantages of doing so may simply be clarified by providing knowl-

edge or by shifting values. In protest, an aversive condition is established 

that can be relieved by compliance; possible relief from that condition is the 

incentive.3 Persuasion and protest are commonly viewed as the mildest of 

nonviolent methods. The extent to which this is the case, however, depends 

on the strength and intensity of the incentives involved. The positive incen-

tives available to support persuasion are often limited; protest can sometimes 

harness potent aversives, so it is sometimes, but not always, the more power-

ful of the two. At the same time, protest can have potentially undesirable 

side effects.

The incentives and aversives involved in persuasion and protest may be 

external or internal. Because of social upbringing and personal observations 

of the world, for example, an opportunity to contribute to the well-being 

of others functions as a positive incentive for many people. The history of 

nonviolence is rich with examples of persons who have willingly taken on suf-

fering for the benefit of others. The incentive in such cases is the opportunity 

to contribute in ways that are consistent with one’s values.
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The Motivating Context

While positive and negative incentives are crucial to shaping and maintaining 

the actions targeted by campaigns of persuasion and protest, there is nearly 

always more to the story. Contextual conditions and events are powerful 

factors in strengthening or weakening motivation to act. Deepening depriva-

tion commonly increases the power of incentives, for example. A hungry man 

will work harder for food; a battered woman may work harder for liberation. 

Among humans and human communities, however, verbal processes often 

determine responses to deprivation. Recognizing aversive conditions as 

injustice rather than as fate (a change in equivalence relations) is more likely 

to result in participation in resistance struggles. Rules, whether explicit or 

covert, also profoundly affect motivation.4 For example, the rule “Nothing can 

improve our lives”  is likely to lead to demoralization rather than the action 

that a rule like “Now is the moment we can transform our society”  might 

evoke. Similarly, exposure to models of confident hope who have demonstrated 

a history of success can dramatically increase the probability of action.

Jonathan Schell argues that nonviolent struggle emerged as the newest 

reflection of a “centuries-long movement of the peoples of the earth to achieve 

self-determination.” 5 This movement was represented in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries by guerrilla war; what was new in this was the sustained 

support of guerrillas by the civilian population as active participants. Popular 

nonviolent struggle was a further (and, on average, demonstrably more 

powerful) advance of this same movement toward liberation. Popular struggle, 

whether violent or nonviolent, required both organization and a shared vision 

of current oppression and a new reality worth suffering for. As articulated by 

Mao Zedong, guerrilla war must fail “if its political objectives do not coin-

cide with the aspirations of the people and their sympathy, co-operation, 

and assistance cannot be gained.” 6 Shaping such a shared vision requires 

shifts in verbal processes toward those that heighten motivation for change 

and challenge denial and rationalization. Deming speaks of these shifts as 

an awakening: “Our only real hope . . . is if we can learn . . . to so design our 

actions of obstruction, and to follow them through, that we waken more and 

more of the people . . . to the need for them, bringing even those who oppose 

us always a little more alive to the truth about our country.” 7



170

Strategic Nonviolent Power

Nearly every campaign requires action that is intended to increase motiva-

tion for the struggle among the population and within the resistance group, 

but usually, persuasion that shifts motivation among pillars of support and 

third parties is also crucial. (We will return to this idea below.) Persuasion 

and protest directed toward the opponent is meant to increase the opponent’s 

motivation to accommodate or convert to the positions and goals of the 

resistance. The specific methods employed to accomplish this nearly always 

involve resistance participants engaging and motivating others who can influ-

ence the opponent, guided explicitly or implicitly by such techniques as force 

field analysis or the diagramming of interlocking contingencies.

Persuasion

Persuasion, as the term is used here, implies leveraging power to move some 

person or group toward actions or decisions consistent with the goals of the 

activist group by offering or clarifying the payoffs for moving in that direc-

tion. In nonviolent struggle, the incentives involved are typically not concrete 

or financial, although occasionally they may be. Rather, opponents come to 

see that if they act as the activist group asks, they may contribute to some 

outcome that they themselves value, or they may gain or maintain votes, 

cooperation in areas they care about, legitimacy among important groups, 

or positive publicity, for example. Persuasion need not always be loud or 

aggressive, but to be effective, it does involve the power of incentives that are 

designed to change the thinking, values, or actions of specific individuals or 

groups in ways consistent with the goals of the activist or resistance move-

ment. Persuasion directed toward the general population, for example, may 

involve the use of gentler persuasive skills, while that directed toward the 

opponent may be more immediately assertive, but in both cases, the goal is a 

specific change consistent with movement goals.

While this approach may not seem very powerful, recall earlier examples of 

behavioural systems dynamics. If respected religious leaders (recruited by the 

grievance group) advocate for changes by the opponent, they sometimes prove 

very persuasive. For example, as increasing numbers of mainstream religious 

leaders (for example, many Catholic bishops and Dr. King) joined the Vietnam  
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antiwar movement, their impact on both those in power and the larger 

population (who, in turn, had substantial influence on those in power) made 

it increasingly easy for decision makers to express dissent and increasingly 

hard not to. Antiwar protesters without such highly respected allies could not 

have achieved the same outcome. Respected leaders can also have a profoundly 

persuasive impact on the attitudes and actions of the general public; the 

pivotal support of Jaime Cardinal Sin and the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of 

the Philippines for the People Power revolution in 1986, described later in this 

chapter, is one example.8

In some cases, the positive incentives offered to the opponent are genu-

inely new (for example, support by a political constituency that has never 

before supported the opponent); in other cases, persuasion simply alerts 

opponents to possible positive supports that have been available all along but 

of which they have not been aware. For example, in the United States, many 

politicians, until recently, were not aware of how many LGBTQ voters might 

support them with votes and contributions—if only the politicians proved 

willing to support their interests, even in limited ways. The (gay) Log Cabin 

Republicans have gained considerable power through approaches to politi-

cians by members of the group who have much in common with mainstream 

Republicans; this clarified the considerable support that is immediately avail-

able to candidates willing to support LGBTQ Republicans on one or two crucial 

issues. Note that this involves establishing new rules (“If you support this bill, 

you will access these positive consequences” ) Simultaneously, exposure to 

LGBTQ individuals who have much in common with the politicians them-

selves can shift the boundaries of equivalence sets, affecting the politicians’ 

perceptions of members of sexual minorities. In some cases, persuasion may 

operate in part through clarifying the potential costs of continuing current 

oppression, again involving a new rule (“If I continue to act this way, revolt 

is likely” ). When such an explanation is offered by the grievance group, it 

generally shades into protest, establishing a threat that can be avoided by 

conversion or accommodation to the goals of the resistance.9

Questions of negotiation arise in many conflicts. Where self-interests 

among groups converge and each has relatively equal power to leverage, 

negotiation is a natural choice, and various methods of conflict resolution and 

consensus building may be useful.10 As Sharp emphasizes, however, where 



172

Strategic Nonviolent Power

power is very uneven and fundamental issues of social justice and human 

rights are at stake, negotiated compromise risks becoming negotiated sur-

render.11 Where serious violations of basic rights are occurring, resistance is 

required; oppressive power must be challenged with equivalent power. Once 

the grievance group has achieved the necessary power through persuasion, 

protest, or other strategic options, however, negotiation is often relevant for 

achieving the final outcome.

Protest

Protest generally functions by establishing or threatening to establish an 

aversive situation from which the opponent (or those who can influence the 

opponent) can escape by acting as the grievance group desires. Technically 

speaking, protest employs two related strategies: escape and avoidance. In the 

former, a resistance group establishes an aversive situation from which the 

opponent can escape by acquiescing to the group’s wishes; in the latter; the 

resistance group threatens to establish an aversive condition, and the opponent 

can then avoid the threat by doing what the group desires.12 Most of the protest 

methods Sharp discusses, varied as they are, rely on these underlying dynamics. 

An example is the series of demonstrations by Burmese monks in 2007, discussed 

in detail below, which embarrassed and threatened the military junta, and were 

designed to pressure the junta to take specific actions. As occurred in that case, 

nonviolent campaigns often escalate the intensity of pressure over time until 

a response is achieved. The Burmese example also demonstrates an important 

potential limitation of such pressure—the opponent often has ways to end pro-

tests other than capitulation: for example, with mass arrests. The potential for 

acts of countercoercion is always present when relying on negative incentives.

Another form of protest, “declarations of indictment and intention,”  

in Sharp’s terms, functions by threatening further action—including, for 

example, disruptive noncooperation or active disruption—which the oppo-

nent can avoid by agreeing to the demands of the grievance group. Movement 

toward meeting the demands of a powerful resistance movement threatening 

noncooperation often leads to a better outcome for the opponent than does 

continuing current oppressive practices.
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Persuasion and protest (or the threat of protest) are often useful parts 

of a larger coordinated strategy. Shifts that began in Burma in 2011–12, for 

example, are emerging from a combination of constructive noncooperation, 

internal and international advocacy, the potential for additional protests, and 

some forms of disruptive noncooperation. It is important to recognize and 

not lose sight of the incentivizing dynamics involved in protest and persua-

sion, despite differing situations. Behaviour is selected by consequences; in 

both persuasion and protest, the resistance movement (and its allies, in many 

cases) offers improved consequences if the opponent acts as the resistance 

group wishes. Persuasion is sometimes preferable to protest, since positive 

incentives carry fewer side effects than the aversive processes associated 

with escape and avoidance. At the same time, the grievance group often does 

not have access to incentives powerful enough to make persuasion tactics 

effective. Escalating protest is therefore often the more realistic option. 

Involvement in such escalation also offers excitement for participants and 

may thereby help to build the resistance community.

Situations arise in which neither persuasion nor protest is powerful 

enough; in those cases, constructive noncooperation, disruptive noncoopera-

tion, or active disruptive strategies may offer more powerful alternatives. 

Protests can, in fact, shade into disruptive noncooperation (discussed in the 

next chapter) when the levels of participation among the population are very 

high, because such protests also tend to disrupt many of the sociocultural 

interdependencies present.

Historians of nonviolence note that challenging oppression, including 

through protest, often evokes repression. When that repression produces 

serious injury, suffering, and death, however, it frequently backfires, resulting 

in loss of support for the oppressor and increased support for the resistance 

movement; Sharp calls this process “political ju-jitsu.” 13 The suffering of 

members of the resistance movement (for example, in extended fasting or 

endurance during violent repression) can be aversive to the opponent, to pil-

lars of support, to the general population, and to third parties. How suffering 

is presented probably matters greatly in terms of how these groups perceive 

it (a matter of relational responding); David Cortright, quoting John Lewis, 

who grew up in the Jim Crow South, emphasizes that “the sufferer must have 

a ‘graceful heart’ and hold no malice toward those who inflict suffering.” 14 
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The process here is that observing suffering that results from repression 

evokes an aversive response in the observers, who may then bring pressure 

to bear on the opponent in order to relieve their own discomfort and act in 

accordance with their own values. Protest can become very powerful through 

such dynamics.

B ehavioural         S ystems      in   P rotest      and    P ersuasion      

Protest and persuasion are meant to influence the attitudes or actions of 

an individual, a class of individuals, or one or more behaviour systems. The 

first crucial question for a campaign, therefore, is, Who is to be influenced 

and in what way? Gene Sharp makes the important point that it may not 

always be the opponent who is the proximal focus of a campaign of protest or 

persuasion; the general public, interest groups, third parties, or the griev-

ance group itself may be the immediate objects of concern.15 In many cases, 

the opponent responds to consequences structured indirectly by influential 

groups, who have themselves been influenced by the resistance movement; 

multiple behavioural systems may be involved in incentivizing the opponent 

to act differently, as was apparent in Ferdinand Marcos’s decision to abandon 

his presidency in the Philippines. In that case, the military, the Church, the 

business community, and outside third parties exercised tremendous lever-

age to accomplish what members of the resistance movement alone could 

not have achieved.

The most critical actors to be influenced are typically those who consti-

tute the strongest pillars of support maintaining the opponent. For example, 

Maria Stephan and Erica Chenoweth found that nonviolent campaigns in 

which security forces defected to the resistance were several times more 

likely to succeed than campaigns without such defections—clearly, then, 

working to encourage such defections is a priority for many campaigns.16 

Stephan and Chenoweth’s preliminary case study data also suggest the value 

of mass mobilization and therefore the importance of influencing the general 

population.17 The underlying systems dynamics of influence through protest 

and persuasion are similar regardless of the target, although they may play 

out differently.
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Influencing Specific Individuals

If a resistance group’s desired outcome is that a dictator give up power, success 

is most likely if the costs of remaining in power are intensified, the incentives 

for remaining attenuated, the incentives for leaving increased, or the costs of 

leaving reduced—or some combination of these. The resistance campaign can 

sometimes directly increase the costs of remaining (through escalating pro-

tests, for example). The grievance group may also be able to reduce the costs 

of leaving, although this is likely to be controversial. If the dictator expects to 

be tried for human rights violations and perhaps subsequently executed, he 

is much more likely to fight on (a dynamic that has played out in some places 

during the Arab Spring). If he has a safe option, as in “Baby Doc”  Duvalier’s 

exit from Haiti into exile in France, leaving may be facilitated—but the griev-

ance group is likely to frame that outcome relationally as a serious injustice.

When a force field analysis is done in such cases, however, it is immedi-

ately apparent that many of the relevant contingencies are not under the direct 

control of the resistance movement; this is where Sharp’s pillars of support 

become essential. But pillars are not individual in nature; they consist either of 

classes of individuals or, most often, of interlocking behavioural systems. Our 

analyses, therefore, generally need to expand to those levels. In some cases, 

though, a specific individual (say, a religious leader) may be chosen as a pos-

sible lever for change. In those cases, creating incentives (positive or aversive, 

using persuasion or protest) is again the operative mechanism for change.

Influencing a Class of Individuals

Persuading members of a population or members of some class of actors like 

the business elite or government bureaucrats to, for example, join a protest, 

slow down their work, or participate in selective patronage (of businesses) 

involves changes in common contingencies—contingency arrangements that 

affect a large number of people in similar ways. No arrangement will influ-

ence every member of a population, of course, and not every person who is 

influenced will be influenced in the same way. But effective consequences 

may encourage many to participate in a movement, each in his or her own 
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(sometimes unique) way. Effective antecedents establishing new expecta-

tions of success (by creating rules) and supporting new attitudes (by shifting 

equivalence relations or clarifying the value of potential payoffs) may evoke 

participation from many.

A series of successful marches that result in progressively greater shifts 

in government policies (the common consequence), for example, is likely to 

encourage those involved to continue to participate in the ways they have 

done and may also provide antecedents (models, a new sense of hope) that will 

encourage others to join. Government repression of protests may establish 

a common contingency that immediately discourages further protest, but 

typically, in the long run, it has the opposite effect, eliciting countercontrol 

by the population. The central point here is that the manipulation of common 

contingencies is oriented toward changing the behaviour of many persons 

through establishing and clarifying common antecedents and consequences.

Changing the Behaviour of Complex Organizations

Inducing individual members of the military to desert by offering them 

sanctuary in a sheltering community (thus helping them escape from 

the aversive experience of injuring their own people) is an example of a 

common contingency. The defection of entire units, often including their 

commanders, may, however, have a much more potent impact on the 

outcome of a conflict than one-by-one defections.18 Similarly, collective, 

coordinated slowdowns within the civil service can dramatically weaken a 

regime. These are examples of metacontingencies—that is, contingencies 

that involve interactions between behavioural subsystems and the environ-

ment. Entire sets of interlocking behaviours within behavioural systems 

are the targets of change in metacontingencies. In the military defection 

example, this involves interactions among and within units consisting of 

officers at various levels, noncommissioned officers, troops, and support 

staff (or, in the civil service example, coordinated action among depart-

ments comprised of supervisors, inspectors, and line staff, in interaction 

with citizens). Such interlocking dynamics can be analyzed as discussed in 

chapter 4 (often using diagrams like figure 3). The coordinated behaviours 
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within and by a behavioural system change largely through influencing the 

actions of key actors within that system (military commanders, corporate 

management, or union opinion leaders, for example), who then influence 

the internal behavioural dynamics of the group, which subsequently shifts 

patterns of interaction with the larger environment.

Complex organizations coordinate the actions of multiple classes of actors. 

The contingencies that have power for each class of actors are likely to be dif-

ferent, so the analysis needs to include accessible groups whose actions may 

resonate and be amplified through contacts with other groups. Overall, the 

interest here is in shifting the dynamics within the opponent’s pillars of sup-

port—the police, the military, the civil service, the financial system, political 

parties, media, workers’ organizations, churches, and others. Some of these—

the military and police systems, for example—are likely to be tightly coupled 

to the regime. Others, like the local business culture, may be more loosely 

organized and perhaps less firmly tethered to the regime. As long as interlock-

ing dynamics are present within the group, however, analysis of the interlocks 

may be productive. Examples of efforts to shift such dynamics are discussed 

later in this chapter.

I nformation          O perations      

Information operations are strategic operations intended to increase the 

motivation of members of the general population, the opponent, the oppo-

nent’s pillars of support, third parties, and the resistance group itself to act 

in ways that support the struggle and to refrain from acting in ways that may 

damage it. The basic dynamics involved in information operations are by now 

familiar:

	 •	 Constructing new equivalence relations—for example, {the opponent ≈ 

weak} or {slavery ≈ repression}—that challenge existing equivalences like 

{slavery ≈ God’s will}.19 Recall that constructing counterequivalences is 

often more effective than suppressing current ones20

	 •	 Constructing new rules—for example, “Mobilization now can produce re-

gime change” 
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	 •	 Increasing awareness of deprivation, humiliation, and injustice—this re-

lies, to a great extent, on the shifting of equivalence relations. For example, 

exploring so-called natural disasters as being largely human-caused catas-

trophes clarifies the injustices present.21

Considerable local knowledge, cultural awareness, creativity, and ethical 

clarity are required to effectively leverage these processes. At the same time, 

recognizing the basic dynamics involved while focusing tightly on what 

needs to change and how that can be done may be helpful in avoiding wasted, 

undirected effort.

Robert Helvey has paid particular attention to the motivating context in 

nonviolent struggle, drawing on his background in military strategy. He uses 

the classic military term psychological operations.22 More recently, the US mili-

tary has come to prefer the term information operations, which we also use here. 

Note that “psychological”  and “information”  tend to participate in different 

equivalences for many. While the first may suggest manipulation, the second 

has more neutral connotations, suggesting efforts to simply state the facts.23 

(Of course, what is communicated may or may not be accurate.)

In his discussion, Helvey emphasizes the term propaganda, which he 

defines very broadly as “efforts . . . to influence attitudes and behaviors.”  This 

is clearly too broad for our purposes, since virtually every form of nonvio-

lent action would fit that definition. (The equivalences in which the term 

propaganda participate are also potentially problematic.) Most of Helvey’s 

discussion of propaganda relates primarily to what we are discussing as shifts 

in motivating contexts. He views psychological operations, especially the use 

of propaganda, as “a potent weapon to weaken, divide, neutralize and disinte-

grate an opponent’s pillars of support . . . and to assist in recruitment efforts for 

opposition groups.” 24 Helvey briefly examines four components of propaganda 

(the target, the message, the messenger, and collection of ongoing feedback) as 

important to analyze in conducting an effective campaign. It is not necessary 

to repeat that discussion since Helvey’s On Strategic Nonviolent Conflict is freely 

available online, but several of his points are worth emphasizing here. He clari-

fies that the message should be tailored to each target group; doing so involves 

knowing current equivalences (values, beliefs) and rules common among each 

group so as to make the message as congruent as possible with the culture of 
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that group. For example, the rule “The revolution will greatly improve access 

to world markets”  may mean nothing to a rural farmer but everything to the 

business elite supporting a dictator. Equivalences and rules that stand in the 

way of active engagement in the struggle are also likely to vary among groups; 

such verbal processes can be challenged through efforts to associate participa-

tion with potential positive outcomes likely to be differentially valued by each 

group. Helvey’s emphasis on feedback through both polling and more quali-

tative elicitation of opinions to assess the success of shifting attitudes and 

expectations is also very valuable.

Helvey draws attention to both “propaganda of agitation”  (encouraging 

resistance) and “propaganda of integration”  (achieving commitment to the 

new rulers after a successful campaign). The second is likely be neglected 

unless it has been integrated into the strategic plan (as reflected in the uncer-

tain long-term outcomes of the Arab Spring as of this writing). Revolution and 

resistance can lead to outcomes worse than the original situation, including 

states of violent anarchy, as in Somalia recently, or even more repressive 

regimes.25 Helvey also discusses white, grey, and black propaganda. These 

terms have been used in various ways by different authors, but Helvey writes 

about them in terms of how the source of information is presented. In white 

propaganda, the source is accurately reported; in grey propaganda, the source 

is not specified (“a source close to the government,”  for example); and in black 

propaganda, the source is purposely misidentified. The interested reader will 

find Helvey’s discussion of these types informative; more importantly here, 

however, that discussion surfaces the crucial question of honesty in infor-

mation operations, to which we return shortly. Helvey’s call for a “code of 

conduct”  in propaganda campaigns should be particularly noted: for example, 

he warns about the ease of igniting hatred and prejudice (through changes in 

relational responding), on which all known cases of genocide and many other 

cases of severe oppression have heavily relied.26

Recent work on information/psychological operations in military cam-

paigns of counterinsurgency and insurgency offers additional guidance. In 

both, information operations has come to assume a central place. The U.S. 

Army/Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual suggests that information 

operations may be the most important of the “logical lines of operations”  

required for effective counterinsurgency (such lines include combat/civil 
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security and provision of essential services, among others).27 Similarly, Scott 

Wimberley notes that the “conception of guerrilla warfare as political war 

turns psychological operations into a decisive tool.” 28

The Field Manual provides a number of specific guidelines for information 

operations that are generally consistent with behavioural systems science and 

have applicability to nonviolent campaigns, including the following:29

	 •	 Manage the population’s expectations of what the campaign can achieve 

and over what period of time (i.e., provide accurate rules). This may be par-

ticularly important during the reconstruction phase.

	 •	 Give the population ways to have a voice. This supports the equivalence 

{ourselves ≈ powerful} while also offering participation, a powerful rein-

forcer in itself.

	 •	 Recognize that making unsubstantiated claims can undermine long-term 

credibility and legitimacy (e.g., avoid equivalences like {movement state-

ments ≈ untrustworthy}).

	 •	 Publicize violence and barbaric actions of the opponent (i.e., strengthen the 

equivalence {opponent ≈ repressive}).

	 •	 Respond quickly to propaganda from the other side as the opponent en-

gages in competing motivating operations.

	 •	 Use polling and analysis of the results to determine which media give 

widest dissemination and to conduct ongoing perception assessments (i.e., 

understand the importance of data).

Scott Wimberley similarly uses the experience of guerrilla movements 

to provide practical guidance for information operations, emphasizing how 

important it is for every member of the resistance to be prepared to serve as an 

effective model and marketer of values and rules for the people. He also cautions 

activists to resist the almost universal temptation to portray the opponent as 

negatively as possible, noting that the perceived importance of the cause for 

which the resistance is working is too often viewed as justifying departures 

from the truth. Wimberley insists that distancing one’s movement from the 

truth, even in small ways, risks ultimately losing all credibility.30 This risk 

may be even greater in nonviolent campaigns, since the power of nonviolent 

struggle is strongly associated with openness and integrity. Furthermore, as 
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basic reinforcement theory predicts, if false propaganda has immediate positive 

effects, it will become increasingly tempting in the future. Once the movement 

is branded as deceitful (an equivalence), rebuilding trust with the population 

may be difficult, if not impossible. Single acts of deceit do not stand alone, par-

ticularly if they are dramatic; that isn’t how equivalence relations work.

Effective Use of Media

The use of media is a crucial subcategory of information operations in 

nonviolent struggle. “No aspect of political reality in contemporary society,”  

argues David Cortright, “is more important than media communications.” 31 

Television news coverage, for example, proved decisive in the US civil rights 

movement; broadcasts of attacks on children by police dogs and fire hoses 

violated basic values among much of the larger population. In fact, according 

to William Gamson, for social movements, “the media have become the cen-

tral battleground which challengers ignore at their peril.” 32 Cortright makes a 

compelling argument for the central importance of strategic broadcast media 

campaigns for resistance movements, emphasizing the need for framing 

issues in terms of widely shared values. Technically, this involves constructing 

equivalence relations that link justice, peace, and freedom with the resistance 

campaign through repeated pairing (electronic media are clearly also valu-

able here); modelling by respected figures; and bringing the campaign into 

daily dialogue in positive ways. By contrast, linking oppressors with harming 

children or ruining the economy, for example, further damages their image 

among the population.

Modern marketing methods operationalize these behavioural principles 

very effectively, in part because of the extensive research often conducted for 

marketing campaigns. Experimentation is essential for marketing automo-

biles—and social justice. The research-based literature on social marketing and 

diffusion of innovation, therefore, has much to lend to resistance campaigns.33 

Effective use of media can frame entire debates, as contemporary politicians 

have learned—to their advantage and sometimes despair. It is essential to 

widely disseminate the campaign’s messages, and broadcast media are an 

extremely effective way to do so.
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Access to the media is typically much easier in democratic societies than 

under repressive regimes. In some cases, a sympathetic exile community or 

third parties may be in a position to support broadcasts from outside when the 

regime exercises tight control within borders. Whether broadcast media are 

available or not, electronic and social media have become extremely useful, 

although there have been several cases in which government suppression of 

those media was, at least temporarily, successful. Participants in resistance 

campaigns throughout history have proven highly creative and resilient in 

finding ways to get their messages out, so lack of electronic and broadcast 

technologies should not be regarded as fatal—many other options exist. Print 

media supporting justice and liberation movements, whether mainstream 

or underground, have a long history, including newspapers, leaflets, samizdat 

(underground Czech publications), posters, photomontage, and billboards.34 

The visual arts (as in Burma), graffiti, song and music, theatre (including 

street or guerrilla theatre), movies, and narrated amateur video also have 

extensive histories for mobilization of populations and may even help to shift 

values and evoke action among the opponent’s pillars of support.35

The creativity encouraged by many such tactics can be particularly useful 

in attracting attention and motivating action, particularly under repres-

sive conditions. For example, in contemporary Iran, hip-hop has become a 

powerful underground “voice of resistance.” 36 Syrian resisters have turned to 

a variety of creative tactics, including puppet shows, putting messages on 

ping-pong balls and rolling them downhill into cities, and leaving MP3 play-

ers playing resistance messages in trash cans.37 So-called dilemma protests, 

use actions “so inchoate and unorthodox that police are trapped. If they let 

it happen, they are encouraging it, but if they arrest people they risk looking 

either silly or arbitrary or unjust.” 38 Such protests have been widely used 

in Russia, Mexico, and many other places where standard forms of protest 

are often immediately suppressed. Recent examples include participating 

in flash mobs in Moscow; “staging a theatrical pseudo-wedding for a bride 

that is actually a gas cylinder, and a groom revealed to be a dressed-up diesel 

cylinder—an excuse for a big party while dramatizing the scarcity of essential 

resources,”  in Syria; and singing songs of last goodbyes to politicians on the 

streets of Mexico City.39 Many such tactics result in media attention that may 

otherwise be difficult to access.
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The common power of media lies in supporting the establishment of a 

motivating context for resistance and action for liberation through (a) the 

construction of new equivalence relations (often by increasing awareness 

of oppression and deprivation, or by connecting the resistance movement 

to existing values), (b) the establishment of new rules that build hope and 

encourage participation, and (c) the presentation of inspirational models. 

Military strategists recognize the importance of media, and some of the prin-

ciples they have identified have particular utility for liberation movements. 

The US Army/Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual, for example, empha-

sizes the need to directly and continuously engage the media.40 Strategic 

media engagement, the manual suggests, involves ongoing networking and 

the formation of close personal relationships with those in the media. Given 

such contacts, it becomes possible for those in the movement to help the 

media frame the story, ensuring accuracy about specific events while provid-

ing ongoing content and assistance for characterizing the movement. The 

recent trend of embedding media within field units has helped the military 

to transmit repetitive themes and shape perceptions while being viewed 

as transparent. This level of media engagement goes beyond what has been 

typical in resistance campaigns (although such campaigns often have been 

relatively media friendly) and is worth further attention.

Consequence Analysis

One additional science-based method of refining attitudes and, particularly, 

shifting rules is available to nonviolent campaigns, although, as far as I know, 

it has yet to be tried out in such a context. Consequence analysis is a procedure 

in which people are asked to evaluate the multiple consequences of some 

action, such as a change in public policy. To date, three studies of this proce-

dure have been conducted. The first concerned the consequences of a proposed 

railway project. A small group of local residents was initially asked for their 

overall opinions regarding the project, about which they had been informed. 

They were then asked to evaluate how and to what extent the project would 

affect their community environment along several dimensions, including air 

quality, noise, amount and quality of open space, and residential character.  
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Following this, they were asked again for their overall opinions of the proj-

ect. No new information was provided; respondents were simply asked to 

complete a six-item questionnaire before restating their opinions. After they 

had thought about the issue in the course of completing the questionnaire, 

their opinions became more nuanced and more environmentally and socially 

sensitive.41

In the second study, respondents were initially asked for their opinions 

about whether penalties for youthful acts of violence should be more severe. 

They were then asked to consider multiple consequences of a policy that would 

increase such penalties, including the effects of such a policy on the level 

of community fear, its implications for intergroup relations, and its impact 

on the justice system. The items selected for the participants’ consideration 

were drawn from statements made by proponents of various views on the 

question. After completing a ten-item questionnaire, respondents’ support for 

strong punitive sanctions declined.42 In a third study, both experimental and 

control groups were asked about their views on harm-reduction approaches to 

substance abuse treatment. Those in the experimental group then completed 

a consequence analysis questionnaire. As a result, the experimental group 

became more open to these emerging forms of substance abuse treatment 

than they had been at pretest; the control group did not.43 In each case, the 

instruments were structured not to manipulate opinion but rather to give 

people opportunities to explore their understanding of multiple consequences 

of actions taken and from that to construct their own rules. The literature on 

rule-governed behaviour has clearly established that most of what human 

beings do is guided by such rules: people are more likely to do what they tell 

themselves will work.

In sum, these studies, although limited in scope, all suggest that if people 

are not immediately asked for a global judgment (for example, in answer to the 

question, “Would participation in a protest campaign be useful or not?” ) but 

are instead first asked to consider the multiple possible impacts on self, family, 

and community, their reliance on oversimplified rules (“Protest won’t do any 

good” ) may shift. Consequence analysis is a respectful, and relatively inexpen-

sive, approach that does not rely on propaganda or manipulation, and it may 

very well have a place in the nonviolent campaign toolkit. In addition to being 

an active intervention, it has the potential to provide useful information  
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about public opinions that could help refine campaigns and that might 

facilitate thoughtful personal contact between activists and members of the 

general population.

Examples of Persuasion and Protest

Three brief, comparative examples of the application of persuasion and 

protest follow. In each case, the immediate events and outcome are described, 

followed by notes about the context of those events and a brief analysis of the 

dynamics involved and how those dynamics affected outcomes. In each exam-

ple, the events described were part of much larger and extended struggles. 

Description of those larger campaigns is not the goal here, but for interested 

readers, I cite sources with further in-depth information on each case.

Anna Hazare’s Fast Against Corruption

On July 28, 2011, the Indian cabinet approved a draft anticorruption bill that 

they intended to send on to Parliament.44 The bill did not include a number 

of provisions that long-time anticorruption activist Kisan Baburao (“Anna”  

[elder brother]) Hazare and his supporters had earlier insisted upon, including 

a provision that the ombudsman’s office which the bill would establish have 

authority to examine the actions of higher-level officials—the Prime Minister 

and the judiciary, among others. Hazare stated that if the draft were not modi-

fied, he would begin a public hunger strike on August 16. Despite extensive 

efforts, including the arrests of Hazare and hundreds of others, the govern-

ment failed to block the fast, which Hazare began while incarcerated. He 

then refused to leave the jail until he was given approval to continue his fast 

publicly at the Ramila Ground in New Delhi, a site often associated with large 

political gatherings. Tens of thousands came to the Ground to support Hazare; 

thousands elsewhere in the country began to participate in “I am Hazare”  

demonstrations. On August 28, after negotiations, Parliament unanimously 

passed a resolution promising the stronger anticorruption bill that Hazare and 

his associates were demanding.
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Context

This globally publicized and highly successful outcome did not emerge spon-

taneously. After completing twelve years in the military, Hazare returned to 

his ancestral village in 1975 and began a lifetime of activism focused heavily 

on building healthy communities within the shell of what he viewed (and 

what much of the population ultimately viewed) as a corrupt and corrupt-

ing political system. This constructive work concentrated primarily on 

health, education, and social restructuring. By 1991, a good deal of Hazare’s 

effort was directed toward challenging corruption through various forms of 

protest. His interests were wide and his organizing and protest extended to 

many areas: for example, he waged a four-year, only marginally successful 

campaign against the distilling of liquor from grains needed for food. He 

had used largely successful fasts-unto-death in two previous anticorrup-

tion campaigns, in 2003 and 2006. Outrage and demoralization as a result 

of corruption are widespread in India, providing fertile ground for such 

campaigns.45 Not everyone agreed with the methods Hazare used; some dalit 

(untouchable) activists, for example, viewed the campaign as a middle-class 

effort to subvert electoral democracy, a possible threat to recent and hoped for 

affirmative action gains.

Dynamics

Hazare himself is often described as Gandhian, but he is not a saint. In trying 

to rid his ancestral village of alcohol use, for instance, he supported flogging, 

and he is not above expressing anger toward his opponents. But, as should be 

clear by this point, although integrity is crucial, effective nonviolent action 

does not depend on sanctity. The dynamics present in this case are relatively 

simple but instructive. The specific goal of the 2011 campaign was that the 

cabinet and Parliament approve a strong anticorruption bill. The request of 

Anna Hazare and his allies that the government pass anticorruption legisla-

tion was not adequately met, despite considerable persuasion efforts that 

clarified what the country, and the officials involved, had to gain. Hazare 

therefore shifted to a protest strategy that would create an increasingly aver-

sive situation until the government relented. The progressively more serious 

threat to Hazare’s health posed by the fast was unlikely to move those involved 
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in political power as individuals or as collectives—fasts, in many places in 

the world, are typically dealt with by force-feeding or ignoring. Protest fasts 

in India, however, are a venerated tradition; for many, Hazare’s fasts partici-

pated in an equivalence relation with those of Gandhi. Such fasts by respected 

persons have a record of success and therefore build hope for the population, 

who see that “this fast could dramatically improve our lives”  (a rule). Support 

from high-profile Bollywood figures provided additional legitimacy, since 

Hazare came to participate in equivalence relations with them. This fast, then, 

had the power to move a large portion of the population—who had the power 

to move the government.

As larger and larger proportions of the prosperous (and therefore poten-

tially politically powerful) population came to support and participate in 

the campaign, pressures on cabinet and Parliament mounted. Not to be 

discounted is the additional threat associated with large groups on the streets 

in India, which has an extensive history of riots and disorder threatening 

stability and security. For this reason, one strategic objective for Hazare and 

his associates was to bring out and motivate the broader population. These 

methods operated at the level of common contingencies, offering common 

antecedents and hope of common positive outcomes to many people. The 

population then established an aversive condition for the government, while 

adhering tightly to nonviolent discipline. Hazare is noted for strategic sophis-

tication and leadership skills, with a notable ability to progressively escalate 

levels of aversive conditions and threats.

Also analytically interesting here is the ultimately unanimous vote for 

Hazare’s version of the legislation. Clearly, not all individual members of 

Parliament personally favoured the legislation; in fact, it appears that most 

did not. The vote, however, provided relief from an increasingly intolerable 

and perhaps dangerous condition for both individual legislators and the 

political parties involved (a metacontingency establishing aversive pressure 

on behavioural systems as a whole, mediated through party leadership). It 

should be noted, however, that five months later, legislation clarifying the 

specifics of the new policies continued to be controversial, and Hazare initi-

ated a new hunger strike.46 The success of one portion of a campaign often 

needs to be defended and extended over time, and resistance movements may 

extend over decades.
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Otpor: Humour as Resistance

On October 6, 2000, Slobodan Milošević, in a televised address, announced that 

he had just been informed that his opponent, Vogislav Koštunica, had won the 

presidential election of September 24 in Yugoslavia.47 Thus ended a twelve-day 

nonviolent campaign challenging Milošević’s manipulation of election results, 

a pattern throughout his eleven years as the strongman of Yugoslavia. There is 

widespread agreement that a loose, nonhierarchical network of students and 

former students called Otpor (“resistance” ) played a key—perhaps the key—role 

in bringing about Milošević’s fall. This network successfully challenged a vir-

tual dictator, later tried at The Hague for war crimes. (He died before a verdict 

could be rendered.)

Otpor was a unique organization. As one member later reported, “You 

don’t support Otpor, you have to join Otpor, to live Otpor. And you have to 

take part in this kind of action, to do your own actions.”  The member then 

cited an early Otpor slogan: “Bite the system, live resistance.” 48 Otpor was 

emphatically not a political party; rather, the organization deliberately 

functioned, in part, as a watchdog of the multiple small Yugoslav opposition 

parties, monitoring them to be sure that they continued to cooperate in a 

unified campaign against the Milošević government. The nonhierarchical 

nature of the organization precluded “beheading” —disempowering the group 

by in some way taking out a critical leader; while there was coordination 

among local groups, members of each group developed and implemented 

the actions of their group independently. All of those actions, though, were 

tightly focused on the specific goals of Milošević’s departure and the estab-

lishment of genuine democracy.

It was not the goals of Otpor members, however, that made them almost 

legendary: it was their methods. While they also participated in other forms 

of resistance, a distinctive emphasis and source of the power leveraged by 

Otpor was the use of humour—humour as resistance. I am aware of no other 

campaign before or since that has made such extensive use of this method. In 

some cases, humour emerged in street theatre that emphasized the ridiculous 

in the oppressive system; in other cases, it was used in dramatic symbolic acts, 

such as the following:
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Mira Marković, the wife of Milošević and herself a politician in the 

Communist party, said in a statement that the Communists came to 

power with blood, so they would not leave power without blood. The Otpor 

activists then went to the hospital to donate blood and say “Here is our 

blood, now you can go.”  This is humor that is not meant to make people 

laugh out loud, but to smile a little and provoke thought, and it turns the 

regime’s own words against it. This humor is not very aggressive, but [it] 

stuck to what Mira Marković had said. Satire twists the meaning of words, 

so that the person or case satirized finds her own force used against her.49

When Milošević attempted to have himself declared a national hero, Otpor 

handed out badges on the street reading “I’m a national hero.”  The overall 

strategy was to use irony, satire, parody, or ridicule to shift power dynamics in 

the country. (Note the similarities to the recent creative and dilemma protests 

described above; it is likely that Otpor served as a model for many of these.)

Through experience, Otpor also achieved exceptional expertise in certain 

forms of social marketing, particularly in the Gotov Je! (He’s Finished!) and 

Vreme Je! (It’s Time!) campaigns. These messages were spread all over the 

country in posters, labels stuck to everything from walls to the shields of 

police officers during demonstrations, T-shirts, television spots, and wherever 

else they could be inserted. Observers and scholars agree that these campaign 

tactics had a profound impact on attitudes (early in Milošević’s tenure, he had 

strong support from the population, in part due to his nationalistic rhetoric) 

and on people’s willingness to challenge the status quo. When Otpor finally 

announced that, on October 5, “Serbia was coming to Belgrade,”  thousands 

of people arrived from all over Serbia, which then constituted the majority of 

Yugoslavia. With minimal resistance and some support from elements of the 

police and military, they took over the streets and critical sites such as broad-

cast stations and Parliament. 

Context

Yugoslavian history in the 1990s is complex. Until 1991, Yugoslavia included the 

republics of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia  
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(including the semi-autonomous province of Kosovo), and Slovenia. Following 

a series of military and diplomatic campaigns, only Serbia and Montenegro 

remained in the Yugoslav federation. Within Serbia, Milošević was highly 

regarded in the early 1990s for his “nationalist promises of the redemption of 

Serbia.” 50 There were Christian Serbs in several of the former members of the 

federation, as well as in the largely Muslim province of Kosovo, and Milošević 

aimed to unite them. By the time of his fall, however, the reality in Serbia 

was grim. Joshua Paulson describes the situation: “By the second half of the 

decade, much of the population was dissatisfied with international isolation, 

the stigma of lost wars, thousands of dead, a ruined economy, average salaries 

under $70 per month, staggering inflation, and high unemployment.” 51 The 

NATO bombing in 1999 in response to Serb oppression and genocide in Kosovo 

resulted in a final military and diplomatic loss. By this point, the country was 

ripe for change.

While Otpor provided great inspiration and had a powerful impact, many 

others participated in efforts to remove Milošević, often in coordinated ways.52 

Protests and acts of noncooperation occurred throughout the 1990s and into 

the year 2000, including demonstrations, strikes, and other forms of resistance. 

Academics who lost their positions for participation in or support for protests 

established the Alternative Academic Educational Network. A grandparents’ 

support group accompanied their grandchildren to protests to protect them. 

Alternative media, although suppressed, continued to re-emerge, in some cases 

broadcasting on the Internet. Opposition political parties, civil society organi-

zations, and outside third parties were active participants. Strikes by miners at 

Kolubara and elsewhere were key to the end game. Important elements of the 

military and police coordinated with the protests and ultimately, as has hap-

pened in so many other nonviolent campaigns, refused to fire on the people.

Dynamics

The Otpor case was selected here both because it is unique and because it so 

clearly demonstrates certain central dynamics in persuasion and protest. 

According to Sørenson, “Humor as nonviolent resistance can be understood 

in three different ways: (a) ‘Facilitating outreach and mobilization’ concern-

ing the relationship with people outside the movement; (b) ‘Facilitating a 
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culture of resistance’ within the resistance movement—building solidarity 

and strengthening the individual’s capacity for participating in resistance; 

and (c) ‘Turning oppression upside down.’ This function has the most powerful 

potential, because it changes the relationship between the oppressor and the 

oppressed.” 53

These three perspectives on humour as resistance are a useful start for our 

analysis. The first, facilitating outreach and mobilization, refers, for Sørenson, 

to recruiting and motivating membership. In the Otpor case, the primary 

groups for recruitment were students and other young people; the organization 

discovered that a reputation for fun and humour with an anti-establishment 

edge attracted that group: “Humor became part of the style and the brand-

ing which made it ‘cool’ to be a part of Otpor.” 54 A reputation for humour 

drew media attention, also attractive to the Otpor demographic. Being part 

of Otpor became a way to be on the social cutting edge (an equivalence) and 

was therefore particularly engaging to youth; furthermore, once one began 

participating, the social reinforcement and excitement of the creative actions 

taken almost certainly selected continued involvement. Sørenson contends 

that “humor facilitates a culture of resistance both at the organizational and 

individual level.”  One of her informants suggested that the humour increased 

the collective cohesion in Otpor: “We were functioning much better in the 

organization, we had better relations inside Otpor, we felt like a family.” 55

Sørenson reports that humour supported solidarity, group identity, and 

connection to the larger resistance network in Yugoslavia. The use of humour 

became a recognized characteristic of membership in Otpor, of being part of a 

valued cultural network that could be clearly distinguished from most political 

groups in the country. In addition, the humour supported goals of the move-

ment. Because it was enjoyable (reinforcing) and allowed great opportunities 

for creativity, attention to movement goals could be sustained at high levels. 

Actions taken by the group became part of its identity (an equivalence rela-

tion), and discussions and planning gave many opportunities for reinforcing 

statements consistent with the language and goals of Otpor. As we have seen, 

people tend to continue to participate in groups that provide multiple payoffs, 

which was the case with Otpor. In addition, the group offered opportunities for 

members to experiment with new ways of thinking and acting, and tended to 

differentially reinforce those whose actions and words were most in line with  
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the culture of the group, shaping solidarity and nonviolent discipline in the 

process. These dynamics shape values (equivalences) and explanations about 

how change operates (rules). As such processes play out within behavioural 

systems, group-supported equivalence relations, rules, and actions typically 

become more frequent, more intense, and more radical over time. Humour 

supported the growth and creativity of a behavioural system in which these 

dynamics could play out continuously.

Finally, humour can “turn oppression upside down.” 56 Here lies the deep 

power that led to Otpor’s external success. Initially, persons, symbols, and 

demands associated with the oppressive regime participated in equivalences 

of coercive power and danger, evoking compliance and fear. Otpor’s humour 

constructed competing equivalences in which the regime was made to look 

ridiculous, weak, inept, and damaging to the nation. As those equivalences 

were strengthened, acts of resistance became increasingly likely among the 

population and pillars of support. Acts of resistance that evoked laughter and 

encouragement from others, and only limited sanctions from the regime, 

were likely to be repeated and intensified. As the sanctions that were applied 

(including imprisonment) failed to disrupt a constantly mutating and elusive 

resistance, the regime became progressively more fragile. The resistance 

devised a range of strategies for disrupting the regime, while the regime failed 

to seriously disrupt the resistance. (See the discussion of disruptive noncoop-

eration in the next chapter.)

The Failure (?) of the Saffron Revolution

On the surface, a narrative of what has come to be called the Saffron 

Revolution in Burma sounds much like that of many successful campaigns 

of nonviolent resistance.57 In August 2007, the repressive and corrupt military 

regime discontinued fuel subsidies, placing additional burdens on a popula-

tion that already faced many struggles.58 A group of veteran activists who had 

been jailed after massive demonstrations in 1988 again took to the streets to 

demand that subsidies be restored. This demand resonated with the long-

disaffected population, many of whom struggled to feed themselves and their 

families or get to work as a result of the price increases. When many of the 
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leaders of the initial demonstrations were arrested, young Buddhist monks 

organized demonstrations—without the support of their abbots, many of 

whom were affiliated with the ruling military junta. The monks initially 

discouraged others from participating due to the risks involved, but they soon 

agreed to have members of the general population line their demonstration 

routes. The number of participants grew, and demonstrations spread across 

the country. Alliances with other groups were established, and on September 

22, the monks, accompanied and insulated by a large number of members of 

the public, marched to the home of Aung San Suu Kyi (under house arrest at 

this time), meeting with her at the gate. As the situation appeared increas-

ingly out of control, the military government responded brutally with riot 

police, the military, and militias. Monks were arrested, beaten, and disrobed; 

thousands of people were arrested. The resistance movement, not prepared for 

this level of suppression (although it echoed events in Burma nineteen years 

earlier), rapidly dissipated.

This example has much in common with many successful nonviolent 

campaigns. The role of the monks might be viewed as analogous to clergy 

in the Philippines and in the Iranian revolution in the late 1970s; the initial 

demands were clear; the population mobilized quickly and widely. Yet every 

nonviolent campaign is unique, and this struggle ended in apparent failure. 

Such negative cases have at least as much to teach as do positive ones. In this 

case, analysis of the historical and current context, as well as the specific situ-

ational dynamics at play, contribute to understanding.

It is important to recall, however, that research by Maria Chenoweth and 

Erica Stephan indicates that it is common for a more democratic society to 

emerge over the years following an apparently failed nonviolent campaign.59 

Something of that sort appears to be starting as this book is written, although 

the advances must so far be seen as fragile. The Saffron Revolution, then, may 

become a useful example of both initial failure and ultimate success.

Context

Burma has an ancient and complex history and includes multiple distinct 

ethnic populations. Colonized by the British in the 1880s and occupied by the 

Japanese during World War II, Burma became independent in 1948, the year 
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after General Aung San—now a national hero and the father of Aung San Suu 

Kyi, a central figure in the independence movement—was assassinated in 1947. 

The military temporarily took over most governance functions in 1958 and, in 

a military coup in 1962, established its exclusive control. Following the coup, 

the military took control of major financial and commercial enterprises, and 

the military, under varying arrangements, has controlled the country ever 

since. After initial student protests in 1962 were brutally suppressed, many stu-

dent activists left the cities to join the ethnic insurgencies in the countryside. 

Economically based protests during the 1970s, including labour strikes, were 

similarly suppressed, as were protests associated with the burial of U Thant, 

the former general secretary of the UN. Throughout this period, the military 

government was engaged in counterinsurgent warfare against multiple ethnic 

movements in the countryside.

In 1987, much of the population lost their life savings as a result of changes 

in the regime’s economic policies, initiating a wave of protests extending 

through much of the following year. Martial law was declared, universities 

were closed, hundreds were shot, thousands arrested. When the universi-

ties were reopened, a similar pattern was repeated. Ultimately, a nationwide 

general strike was planned for August 8, 1988, marking the onset of what has 

come to be known as the 8888 Uprising. Leading up to and including that 

date, protests swelled to the hundreds of thousands. Another general strike 

was called for August 22. Martial law was lifted on August 24, in hopes that 

this would satisfy the population, but over the next three weeks the size of the 

protests continued to grow. The protests also grew increasingly violent, and 

the multiple opposition groups involved proved unable to coordinate demands 

or strategy. On September 18, a new military coup occurred, led by hardlin-

ers who moved to crush all dissent and opposition. The new junta promised 

national democratic elections in 1990, expecting that their party (the National 

Unity Party) would easily win, given the limits they had placed on opposition 

parties. As Chenoweth and Stephan report, they were “stunned”  by the results: 

dissident Aung San Suu Kyi’s party (the National League for Democracy, or 

NLD) won 392 (80%) of the 495 seats in Parliament, while National Unity won 

only 10.60 The regime repudiated the results and arrested the major opposi-

tion leaders, claiming that a new constitution needed to be prepared before 

real elections could be held. That process took until 2007; the first elections 
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under the new constitution were held in late 2010, with rampant fraud again 

reported. The NLD, calling for an elections boycott, did not register for those 

elections. A new government allied with the military took over, and the 

situation became less clear after the elections: some prisoners were released; 

a meeting between Suu Kyi and President Thein Sein resulted in a pledge of 

cooperation in the country’s interest; the head of state censorship has called 

for greater freedom of the press and the dissolution of his own office; and an 

agreement has been reached between the United States and Burma to nor-

malize relations and move toward the lifting of sanctions. In a by-election in 

2012 (five years after the Saffron Revolution), Suu Kyi was elected to the lower 

house of Parliament, and her party is, at the time of writing, participating in 

the government.

Dynamics

Despite some variation, the dynamics of the Burmese struggles over the past 

fifty years have been remarkably consistent. Each cycle of protest resulted 

in escalation of repression, which has largely succeeded in terminating 

mobilizations, although uncoordinated pockets of resistance and widespread 

dissatisfaction have remained throughout. The severe outcomes of the 1988 

movement appear to have had a profound impact on the 2007 campaign in 

response to the cuts in fuel subsidies. We need, though, to go deeper analyti-

cally to understand how these campaigns and their contexts differed from 

those of many other countries where violent repression was also character-

istic. I will briefly pursue that question here in two ways, first by drawing on 

Chenoweth and Stephan’s thoughtful analysis of how the 8-8-88 movement 

failed and then by tracing key behavioural systems dynamics involved in 2007.

As discussed previously, among those who have analyzed nonviolent 

struggle, solidarity within a liberation movement is almost universally 

accepted as being essential. According to Chenoweth and Stephan’s analysis, 

few strong, cohesive networks had persisted over time in Burma prior to 1988, 

and the situation had changed little by 2007.61 Given the level of repression and 

the limited presence of civil society, constructing such networks would have 

been difficult, but the fact that the dissident groups also had not prioritized 

unity made it even more so. The multiple political elites and grassroots groups 
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involved lacked a coherent alternative to offer in 1988, and common vision 

and strategy among groups continued to be limited in 2007. Suu Kyi’s National 

League for Democracy (NLD) is widely known in the West but was at that time 

only one of a number of dissident groups operating independently.

Historically, there have been few autonomous institutions and networks of 

civil society in Burma, although, as noted in chapter 7, the situation appears 

to be shifting. The state-controlled Buddhist monastic council remained 

under the control of the military regime throughout the period from 1962 to 

2007, as did financial and commercial systems and, of course, the military, 

police, and paramilitary militia groups. Artistic, literary, local governance, and 

nongovernmental service networks were weak, and what limited independent 

media existed were brought under the control of the junta during each period 

of turmoil.

Chenoweth and Stephan clearly establish that even in 1988, the time of 

the largest and longest-lasting protests, the opposition lacked a strategy for 

separating the regime from its sources of power. Essential pillars of support 

identified by Helvey (for example, police, military, civil servants, media, busi-

ness community, and religious structures) did not join the opposition—and 

there was no unified strategic plan to achieve such a shift.62 Suu Kyi in fact 

discouraged sowing divisions within the military.63 The political and social 

distance between the opposition and the regime, with all of its supports, was 

large, and the generals thought of Burmese citizens as “objects of distrust and 

potential enemies.” 64 Chenoweth and Stephan also argue that the regime’s 

continuing support from the Chinese and other regional powers, as well 

as weak international support for the opposition, were important factors. 

Multiple armed factions were concurrently challenging the regime through-

out the two decades leading up to 1988; recall that Chenoweth and Stephan’s 

analysis suggests that such concurrence substantially reduces the likelihood of 

success for nonviolent campaigns.

Turning to the behavioural systems dynamics present, although a common 

strategy was lacking in 2007, those participating in the protests appeared to 

believe that if they could capture enough support, their actions would establish 

an aversive situation that the regime would choose to escape by agreeing to 

their demands (demands that escalated quickly, probably a strategic error).65 

Instead, the regime turned to a strategy that had consistently worked for them 
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in the past—escalating repression. This is yet another example of selection 

by consequences. Violent suppression of dissent had serious negative con-

sequences for the population, but because of the rigid boundaries between 

regime and people, those consequences did not meaningfully affect the regime 

or its pillars of support: the negative consequences were “externalities” —costs 

paid by someone else. By discontinuing the protests in response to escalating 

repression, the resistance strengthened the regime’s repressive repertoires, 

making future escalations of repression more likely. An important note: no 

moral judgment is involved in saying that capitulation can make the future 

more dangerous. The weakness here was analytic. An adequate analysis would 

not have asked participants and participating groups to take actions likely to 

evoke responses against which they were not prepared to stand.

Figure 7 may help to clarify some of the dynamics present. Here, the gener-

als and many of their supporting pillars all fall within the single boundary 

of “the regime.”  Note that most of the relevant consequences for each of the 

systems within the boundary of the regime flow from other systems within 

that boundary. While many relevant motivational and consequential variables 

affecting the citizenry flow from the regime and its affiliated systems, unor-

ganized citizens have little motivational or consequential influence on the 

systems within the regime boundary. Although resources were consistently 

drained from the citizens, the citizens exercised very little control over those 

resource flows. To be effective, the actions of the resisters must somehow have 

an effect on the consequences shaping the behaviour of one or more of the 

behavioural systems within that boundary. Establishing an aversive condition 

through large demonstrations, particularly those with important symbolic 

dimensions like the protests of the monks, did have an impact on some of 

those systems, but repression was selected as less costly than capitulating to 

the demands of the resistance group.

Systems scientists have discovered that relatively closed systems are 

typically not highly resilient under changing circumstances, suggesting that 

the Burmese regime as constituted in 2007 was fragile. In addition, many (but 

not all) citizens were integrally involved in the functioning of the regime as 

workers, due to institutional interdependencies which might at some point 

have been disrupted, producing change. At the time of the demonstrations, 

however, little strategic attention on the part of the resistance to possible entry 
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points was evident. There is no evidence of specific plans to identify and shift 

contingencies for individual actors (for example, particularly powerful and 

ambitious generals), common contingencies for classes of actors (soldiers), or 

metacontingencies for organized behavioural systems (e.g., military units or 

powerful monasteries). In other words, plans for disrupting existing arrange-

ments supporting the regime were at best loose and uncoordinated, where 

they existed at all. 

Deeper precision refines this analysis further. The generals’ actions were in 

large part selected by their consequences (see figure 8). Note the high prob-

ability of the positive consequences, from the generals’ perspective, and the 

low valence and low probability of aversive consequences, at least during the 

time analyzed. The salience of those positive (for the generals) consequences 

was intensified by antecedent conditions, including rigid verbal processes sup-

ported by other groups within the closed interactions of the regime. Resource 

factors (structural variables in figure 8) established limits on what actions 
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were possible. Ultimately, the resistance needed to target the generals’ actions 

in order to have an impact; influencing those actions would require changing 

the consequences, the antecedents, and/or the structural variables that sur-

rounded their actions. In other words, changing the behaviour of the generals 

would require a strategy that would shift at least some of the critical variables 

identified. The most powerful changes would be those that could be lever-

aged through supporting systems; this is why strategic attention to pillars 

of support, lacking in both 1988 and 2007, is so essential in most nonviolent 

struggles. If repression led to reduced financial rewards for the oppressors, 

for example, repression might be less likely. In this case, pursuing strategies 

to bring workers into alliance with the resistance might be an option. This 

option, however, might well require the development of workers’ networks, 

communities of workers that ultimately might be induced to leverage their 

collective power—a constructive noncooperation strategy.

Overall, the development of diverse networks—including not only activ-

ist groups but also artistic, labour, religious, and other groups—increases the 

resilience of civil society in the face of oppression. Such resilience contributed 

to the fall of the Soviet Union and the successes of the civil rights movement 

in the United States. Given the findings of Chenoweth and Stephan, specific 

attention to encouraging the defection of particular military units (“available 

personnel”  in figure 8) may have potential. Reducing the availability of weap-

ons (a structural variable) might have some impact on repression. Attention 

to sources of weapons, then, might be an additional strategic possibility, but 
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it would not be an easy one to effect given the regime’s outside supports. It is 

important that all of the possibilities drawn from an analysis of the motivat-

ing context, consequences, and structural factors be considered in elaborating 

a plan with the promise of affecting individual and collective behaviour; a 

wider range of strategic choices may then open up. The diagram in figure 8 

is a simplification of the situation for heuristic purposes; constructing an 

adequate strategic plan would require a detailed analysis of this type prepared 

by those most familiar with the situation on the ground.

Chenoweth and Stephan conclude that the nonviolent tactics used in 1988 

were insufficiently disruptive, the goals inadequately shared, and the overall 

strategies too diffuse to produce change in the regime. While Suu Kyi, often 

viewed as the primary symbol of Burmese resistance, has elicited increasing 

international sympathy over the years, neither her presence nor decades of 

sporadic protest had translated into significant pressure on the regime by 

2007. These analyses raise the question of whether a primary emphasis on 

protest was the optimal strategic choice in Burma, either in 1988 or in 2007. 

The brief analysis above suggests that constructive noncooperation (chapter 7) 

or disruptive noncooperation (this chapter) might have been better responses 

to the political dynamics present. Although every situation and campaign are 

unique, events in Burma over the next several years will probably have much 

more to teach us.

The analyses in this chapter clarify that persuasion is much more than asking 

nicely, and protest is much more than bringing a large number of people 

together to issue loud complaints and demand change. Because of the inter-

locks among social systems, changing individual actions or the practices of 

organized groups requires changing the environments that sustain current 

patterns of behaviour so as to encourage different behaviours. Efforts to bring 

about such changes can thus be made more effective by taking existing or 

potential interlocks among behavioral systems and practices into account. 

A core message from this chapter is that both persuasion and protest are 

designed to increase the rate of certain behaviours or practices, in accord with 

the wishes of the resistance group. In circumstances of oppression, however, 

it is also commonly crucial to decrease the level of acts of injustice and estab-

lished oppressive and suppressive practices. In those cases, different strategic 
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options are required. One option, previously discussed, is constructive non-

cooperation. Another, more direct alternative is disruptive noncooperation, 

which is the subject of chapter 9.
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Disr    u ptive      N oncooperation          

And so our acts of disruption should be taken in the most careful 

spirit. The actions through which it is easiest to communicate that 

spirit of carefulness are actions simply of noncooperation, actions 

by which we declare to the state: Not with my life!

— Barbara Deming, Revolution and Equilibrium

Gene Sharp refers to his second category of strategic options for nonviolent 

struggle as noncooperation. Although some of the methods that he includes 

in this class will be analyzed somewhat differently in the material that fol-

lows, Sharp’s presentation of noncooperation is generally consistent with a 

behavioural science approach. In this chapter, we will explore the dynamics 

of disruptive noncooperation (as distinct from those of constructive non-

cooperation, chapter 7) and analyze several historical examples in terms of 

their behavioural systems dynamics. Ethical issues related to coercion are an 

important dimension in this discussion, given that disruption typically lever-

ages change against the will of the opponent.

In his original work in this area, Sharp states, “Overwhelmingly, the 

methods of nonviolent action involve noncooperation with the opponent. That 

is, the actionists deliberately withdraw the usual forms and degree of their 

cooperation with the person, activity, institution, or regime with which they 

have become engaged in conflict. . . . In other words, noncooperation involves 
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the deliberate discontinuation, withholding, or defiance of certain existing 

relationships—social, economic or political.” 1

The methods of noncooperation (constructive and disruptive) are among 

the most powerful, flexible, and robust options available to campaigns of non-

violent struggle and liberation. Referring to Sharp’s work and consistent with 

others whose work has been previously cited, Majken Jul Sørenson asserts that 

“even the most brutal dictator is completely dependent on the cooperation of a 

large number of people, and withdrawal of cooperation from people in impor-

tant positions will make the dictator’s power crumble.” 2 This was also Gandhi’s 

clear understanding. For example, in 1909, in issuing demands to the British 

government that it begin to relinquish power, he noted that it could not main-

tain control in India without the cooperation of the people: “You have great 

military resources. Your naval power is matchless. If we wanted to fight you 

on your own ground, we should be unable to do so, but if the above submis-

sions be not acceptable to you, we cease to play the part of the ruled. You may, 

if you like, cut us to pieces. You may shatter us at the cannon’s mouth. If you 

act contrary to our will, we shall not help you; and without our help, we know 

that you cannot move one step forward.” 3 As Jonathan Schell notes, “Gandhi 

held Indians, not Englishmen, responsible for India’s colonial dependency,”  

because power lies in the granting or withholding of cooperation.4 Similarly, 

Frances Fox Piven substantiates the real power of disruption using examples 

from US history, asserting that “the clustering of major policy initiatives 

coincided exactly with the clustering of episodes of mass disruption, with the 

mobilization of interdependent power from below.” 5

It is worth recalling here, however, that the power to block the opponent 

is, at best, half the battle; additional options (persuasion, protest, or construc-

tive noncooperation) must often be introduced to create conditions of true 

liberation. In the simplest case, the opponent actively oppresses the grievance 

population in some way (perhaps, for example, by arresting anyone suspected of 

disloyalty), and the resistance withholds cooperation until the opponent stops 

the oppressive behaviour. In many cases, though, the goals of the resistance 

include not only that the opponent end specific acts of oppression but also that 

the opponent take some affirmative action (reinstating energy subsidies, for 

example, as in Burma in 2007 and Nigeria in 2012, or leaving the country alto-

gether). In such cases, not only does the resistance group withhold cooperation 
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(for example, in a general strike); it also clarifies that if and only if the oppres-

sive acts end and the desired affirmative action is taken can cooperation be 

re-established. Two interlocking behavioural dynamics are present here: a col-

lective analogue of extinction (reducing the incidence of active oppressive) and 

a reinforcement process offering to restore or expand the cooperation that the 

opponent needs or wants once the opponent’s actions change.

S harp    ’ s  C lasses       of   N oncooperation          

Gene Sharp describes a total of 198 different methods for nonviolent struggle; 

of these, 103 are listed as methods of noncooperation.6 About two-thirds of 

those 103 methods involve some level of disruptive noncooperation, as it will be 

defined here; many of the others I would classify as methods of protest. Sharp 

divides his 103 methods of noncooperation into three subgroups, social non-

cooperation, economic noncooperation, and political noncooperation. Each 

is briefly summarized below, with examples. This background is followed by a 

behavioural systems analysis of the methods of disruptive noncooperation.

Social Noncooperation

Sharp’s methods of social noncooperation “involve a refusal to carry on normal 

social relations, either particular or general, with persons or groups regarded 

as having perpetrated some wrong or injustice, or to comply with certain 

behavior patterns or social practices.” 7 These methods are divided into three 

classes: ostracism of persons; noncooperation with social events, customs, and 

institutions; and withdrawal from the social system. Each class is subdivided 

into several specific methods (sixteen in total). The interested reader is encour-

aged to explore that work in detail; a few examples, all of which call attention 

to the extinction dimension of noncooperation, will suffice here. Recall that 

extinction refers to withholding consequences that have previously been 

associated with an action.

Social noncooperation is the most technically complex of the methods of 

noncooperation. In some cases, the primary dynamic is protest, with some 



205

Disruptive Noncooperation

element of extinction involved. For example, some student strikes (see the 

third example below) are undertaken to pressure authorities to take some 

action—for example, to terminate on-campus Reserve Officers’ Training Corps 

(ROTC) programs during the Vietnam war—or, more commonly, to reverse an 

action previously taken. Tactics such as refusing to leave the streets despite 

threats and sanctions or withholding tuition rely primarily on extinction. 

Ordinarily, under threat of penalties, students comply with the expectations of 

authorities—for example, by attending classes and paying tuition. In doing so, 

they are reinforcing authorities’ controlling practices. By sustaining a strike 

or withholding tuition despite threats, demands, and sanctions, students 

are acting to extinguish such efforts at control by authorities. In order to 

regain student cooperation under such circumstances, the authorities must 

alter their response. The Irish Constabulary example below involved both the 

disruption of resources (in this case, of personnel) and the withholding of 

social cooperation through ostracism until repression abated (an example of 

extinction). The dynamics in these two cases are behaviourally different. If a 

resistance movement wants to stop repressive acts, some form of extinction 

(or possibly resource disruption, where that is realistic) is needed; if goals also 

include evoking positive action on the part of the opponent, the corresponding 

offer of cooperation for such action is essential.

Ireland, 1919

In the centuries-long political and religious conflicts between the Irish and 

their British overlords, many forms of resistance occurred. Sharp reports a 

particularly effective and direct example of the use of the social boycott (a 

form of ostracism) in 1919. At this point in the struggle, large segments of 

the Irish population organized and ostracized members of the Royal Irish 

Constabulary and their families in various ways, including by refusing 

acknowledge them on the street or to sell them food. Most members of the 

constabulary were Irish, and both the physical and social dimensions of the 

boycott proved powerful. Many constabulary members resigned, and very few 

people subsequently applied to fill the vacancies; those who remained were 

less likely to act in extremely repressive ways. It was impossible to bring 

the full force of the constabulary to bear under these circumstances. The 
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cooperation of the population was necessary to maintain any semblance of 

normal functioning.8

The Coming of the Haudenosaunee Great Law of Peace

Centuries ago, the five (later six) tribes of the Haudenosaunee—the People 

of the Longhouse, or Iroquois—agreed to end their almost continuous inter-

tribal warfare. The most recent estimates place the origins of the still-united 

Iroquois Confederation sometime between 1090 and 1150 CE, much earlier 

than previously thought.9 Tradition indicates that several forms of nonviolent 

action were involved in the origins of this historically remarkable and long-

sustained union.10 The Peacemaker (Skennenrahowi) is said to have brought 

the message of peace to the tribes with the help of Aiionwatha (Hiawatha), 

whose daughters were killed because of his involvement in the campaign.

Tribal tradition, however, also emphasizes a campaign of nonaction, in the 

form of a refusal to engage in sex, by Haudenosaunee women as a key factor in 

leading the men to end their constant warfare and lay down their arms under 

the Tree of Peace. The women collectively insisted that they be given the final 

word in decisions about war or peace.11 Their Lysistratic noncooperation was 

a highly potent cultural disruption, as Stan Steiner explains: “Until the men 

conceded to them the power to decide upon war and peace, there would be no 

more warriors. Since the Iroquois men believed that women alone knew the 

secret of birth, the feminist rebellion was instantly successful.” 12 While the 

details of such distant events obviously cannot be known for certain, the story 

is valuable as a memorable illustration of social noncooperation. Note here 

that both withholding the reinforcer of sexual contact until violence stopped 

(extinction) and the withholding of future warriors (resource disruption) are 

included in the traditional story.

Student Strikes

Student strikes are also among the methods Sharp classifies under social 

noncooperation. This is an example, however, where precision is important for 

understanding the dynamics of resistance. Some cases, like the 2005 Québec 

student strike, are clear examples of disruptive noncooperation, while others are  
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primarily protests.13 In the Québec case, the Charest government suddenly 

made substantial changes to the student Grants and Loans Program, increas-

ing the ratio of loans to grants, which resulted in a near doubling of debt for 

some students. After a year of protests, the Coalition de l’Association pour une 

Solidarité Syndicale Étudiante Élargie (CASSÉÉ) and other student groups called 

a strike for February 2005, in which students discontinued attendance and took 

to the streets. (Note that not all of the protests were nonviolent.) At the high 

point of the campaign, more than half of Québécois college and university 

students were on strike. The functioning of the institutions, which could not be 

maintained without students’ presence and tuition, was severely disrupted. By 

April, the government reached an agreement with student federations address-

ing many of the concerns. Subsequent strikes had different outcomes.

By contrast, the 1970 student strike in the United States protesting the 

Vietnam War was primarily a protest against the federal government and the 

killings associated with war protests at Kent State and Jackson State. (By some 

accounts, the Nixon administration experienced strike-related protests as a 

threat of insurrection.) Tuition was not withheld, many college faculty and 

administrators were sympathetic with the striking students, and organizers 

hoped that students would instead spend their time organizing against the 

war, which some did. To the extent that the strike was directed toward ending 

Reserve Officer Training Corps programs, however, it did involve dynamics of 

disruptive noncooperation directed toward the institutions.

Economic Noncooperation

Sharp identifies thirteen classes and forty-nine subtypes of economic non-

cooperation, all of which fall into two major categories: boycotts and strikes. 

Boycotts involve a wide range of “organized efforts to withdraw, and to induce 

others to withdraw, economic cooperation in ways which restrict the buying 

or selling market of an individual or group,”  while strikes entail “a refusal 

to continue economic cooperation through work.” 14 Most cases of economic 

noncooperation fall within the definition of disruptive noncooperation as the 

term is used in this chapter, but many also involve other behavioural systems 

dynamics, as the examples below clarify.
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Boycotts

As defined by Sharp, boycotts may be mounted by consumers (e.g., rent 

withholding), by workers (e.g., refusing to work with foreign materials), 

by middlemen (e.g., supplier boycotts), by owners and management (e.g., 

lockouts), by holders of financial resources (e.g., severance of funds and credit), 

or by governments (e.g., blacklisting of traders).15 All of these options involve 

withholding the payoffs to which the opponent has become accustomed, and 

therefore involve the direct exercise of disruptive power. Two examples are 

examined here to clarify the dynamics involved.

The Montgomery, Alabama, bus boycott. On December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks, an 

African American seamstress and the secretary of the local branch of the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), was 

arrested for refusing to give up her seat on a city bus to a white man, as 

required by law.16 Considerable mythology surrounds that event; as Parks 

confirms, however, the local NAACP had been discussing initiating a bus 

boycott to challenge Jim Crow segregation for some time, and others had 

previously been arrested for refusing to give up their seats. She personally 

reached a breaking point on December 1 and simply refused to rise.17 The 

NAACP determined that, given her civil rights commitment and her personal 

presence, this arrest offered a prime opportunity to force the issue. The African 

American population of Montgomery, the primary riders on the transit line 

owned by the (already infamous) National City Lines, boycotted bus service.18 

The boycott was initially planned as a one-day event, but it ultimately lasted 

for over a year. Black taxi drivers often carried African Americans during the 

boycott for the cost of a bus ride, and an extensive carpooling arrangement 

was established. (This was the campaign that first brought Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr. to national and international attention.)

The costs to National City Lines and the city were substantial, and no 

pressure from the city or the Ku Klux Klan was able to bring the riders back: 

this was a clear example of the nonviolent practice of extinction and of 

the directly disruptive power of withholding economic cooperation. It was, 

however, more than this: the boycott also withheld legitimacy from the city 

and state government, and respect from those of the white population who 

tolerated Jim Crow. As expected, this campaign elicited severe repression, 
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including arrests, violence, and the bombing of the homes of Dr. King 

and the president of the local NAACP, as well as of four churches. The city 

prosecuted taxi drivers who supported the boycott and, in the final weeks, 

outlawed the established carpool system. Economic losses softened resistance 

to integration but did not finally bring about the desired goal and end the 

boycott. Rather, in the context of national attention, the US Supreme Court 

ruled that bus segregation was unconstitutional. The final resolution, there-

fore, emerged from both the economic disruption and the protest functions 

of the campaign.

Commitments to austerity. What Sharp termed a “policy of austerity”  is a particu-

larly interesting, and often complex, example of economic boycotts. As he 

described it:

The voluntary giving up of luxuries . . . contains elements of both symbolic 

nonviolent protest and of economic boycott. Such austerity may have 

one or more consequences. It may demonstrate to the opponent and 

to vacillating potential resisters the depth of the actionists’ feelings. 

Austerities may also have certain psychological influences on the people 

practicing them, such as increasing the intensity of their commitment 

to the struggle. Very frequently too—and this is the reason for classifying 

this method among economic boycotts—giving up the use and purchase of 

luxuries may have a detrimental economic effect on the opponent.19

Sharp provides examples from the US colonial and revolutionary era: in an 

effort to weaken British rule, the populations of several states implemented aus-

terity measures such as giving up expensive mourning traditions that relied on 

costly British imported goods, substituting simple local goods for luxury British 

items, giving up lamb so more mutton could be produced, and discouraging 

some forms of public entertainment. The refusal to use imported liquor and the 

substitution of local for imported cloth were, of course, also parts of Gandhi’s 

campaigns, and the first of these was part of Anna Hazare’s campaign as well. 

The adoption of a simple lifestyle, at least temporarily, has been characteristic 

of many recent nonviolent campaigns, including Vietnam War protests and the 

Occupy movement in the United States and elsewhere in 2011–12.
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A commitment to austerity is among the most complex to classify, as 

Sharp’s discussion illustrates. In a behavioural science approach, it is prefer-

able, wherever possible, to identify all of the functional dynamics present in 

a campaign since each of those dynamics may offer additional strategic pos-

sibilities. Functionally, such a commitment is first a campaign of constructive 

noncooperation: note that the immediate target is the actions of the griev-

ance population. Commitments to austerity also nearly always have a protest 

function, establishing an aversive condition for the opponent; they also 

typically have a persuasive dimension for the grievance population (increasing 

intensity of commitment, as Sharp notes) and sometimes for third parties; 

and they sometimes disrupt economic networks supporting oppression (an 

extinction function). Each of these functional dimensions deserves analysis in 

strategic planning.

The constructive functions of organized austerity, however, deserve 

emphasis. Much of the injustice and suffering in the contemporary world is 

due to structural violence that supports the privilege of the few by exploiting 

and denying the basic needs of many.20 Not only does participation in life-

styles of privilege support and structure injustice, but such lifestyles are also 

environmentally unsustainable.21 Living simpler lives limits the power and 

control exercised by corporate capitalism, and is therefore a form of resistance, 

even as it affirms global well-being. Therefore, commitments to austerity can 

realize lasting contributions to achieving justice, human rights, and sustain-

ability, consistent with Gandhi’s and Havel’s analyses of constructive efforts. 

Behavioural systems science can offers specific direction for encouraging and 

generalizing such commitments, as outlined particularly in the work of Lyle 

Grant of Athabasca University, who argues that some forms of austerity offer 

richer lives than participation in consumer cultures within a capitalist society.22

Although somewhat beyond the scope of this book, given the importance 

of mutual support, encouragement, and inspiration in cultures of resistance 

and parallel structures, one other uncommon but not unknown form of 

constructive cooperation grounded in sustainable austerity deserves mention. 

A number of small communities have largely separated themselves from the 

repressive societies within which they are embedded, refusing cooperation 

with larger social institutions, governmental institutions, economic systems, 

and both security forces and insurgent groups. Examples include efforts to 
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establish and sustain eco-villages and peace villages in Colombia (Gaviotas 

is the best known), the Awramba Community in the South Gondor Zone of 

Amhara Region in Northern Ethiopia, and Los Horcones near Hermosillo, 

Mexico. For three decades, Gaviotas has focused on constructing an ecologi-

cally sustainable, liveable, and apolitical community while surrounded by 

cocaine traffickers, paramilitaries, insurgent groups, and government forces.23 

Awramba was founded by Zumra Nuru, a man with no formal education who 

was deeply disturbed by gender inequality, the exploitation of labour by the 

elite, poor treatment of children and the elderly, and other forms of human 

rights violations.24 Like Gaviotas, the Awramba Community has survived over 

three decades of social disruption. Los Horcones is modelled explicitly on B. F. 

Skinner’s fictional Walden Two and, like the Awramba Community, has func-

tioned for over thirty years largely independently from the larger society.25

In each of these cases, the community was constructed as an alternative to 

a society that was viewed as deeply flawed, not primarily as a protest but as a 

better way of living separate from (and refusing to participate in) that society 

and its institutions. At least in the foreseeable future, it is unlikely that many 

such communities of constructive noncooperation will be established, but a 

good deal could be learned from those that do exist in terms of establishing 

contingencies strong enough to compete with the seductive incentives built 

into consumer society. Certainly, the kind of alternative, sustainable life-

styles that Lyle Grant has advocated could be more easily sustained within a 

supporting community.

Economic Strikes

The other major category of economic noncooperation is the strike. Strikes 

by workers, farmers, professionals and other groups have long been a major 

strategy in efforts to bring about economic and related social change. History 

offers numerous examples of this strategic option and the resulting successes 

and failures.26 Historically, strikes have often entailed some measure of vio-

lence, whether it originated with the strikers or with the use of force against 

them. In most cases, nonviolent economic strikes include both extinction and 

protest dimensions. Such strikes are paradigmatic examples of disruptive non-

cooperation, in which one or more segments of interconnected behavioural 
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systems simply stop participating in established production and distribution 

interdependencies. Two examples provide a sense of the possible range.

La Huelga. The major campaigns of the United Farm Workers in California were 

not an entirely new idea. Agricultural workers’ strikes occurred in France, Italy, 

and elsewhere in the nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries and have 

been an important recent phenomenon in Argentina. Significant farm workers’ 

strikes took place in California during several periods in the twentieth century; 

those during the Depression years were embedded in the general economic 

disruptions of the time and were severely repressed, although they ultimately 

produced significant gains.27 One of the most important and most informa-

tive strikes in recent history was the Great Delano Grape Strike of 1965–66, led 

by Cesar Chavez. This strike, referred to as La Huelga (the strike), was seminal 

in the emergence of the United Farm Workers as a union and as a movement, 

although it was only one important chapter of that larger struggle.28 

The Delano district produced, and continues to produce, most of the table 

grapes grown in the United States. In 1965, skilled Filipino packing crews and 

Mexican and Mexican American field workers supplied most of the labour 

required for the industry.29 In September of that year, the AFL-CIO–affili-

ated Filipino workers struck ten Delano growers, demanding better pay. The 

fledgling National Farm Workers Association (later the United Farm Workers, 

or UFW), although not initially prepared to take such action, decided that 

they must support the Filipinos and, ultimately, that they needed to join the 

strike. The basic dynamic of the strike was to disrupt the harvest, pressuring 

the growers to improve pay and working conditions. If the strike succeeded, 

the workers had the capacity to deprive the growers of their income until they 

relented, the primary dynamic in most strikes related to economic conditions. 

In this case, the goals were to challenge the grower’s refusal to negotiate and 

cooperate with unionization, to end civil rights violations and exploitation, 

and to increase worker compensation by withholding reinforcement from the 

growers until their collective behaviour changed. By 1970, all the significant 

growers in California had signed contracts with what was by then the United 

Farm Workers of America.

This was no ordinary strike, however. The farm workers did not simply 

refuse to work or stand on picket lines. The AFL-CIO–affiliated Filipino union 
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had used those traditional methods and failed to move the growers. The UFW 

(into which the Filipino group ultimately merged) had no history of labour 

organizing. Having no established repertoire—no drag of the past—they had 

the opportunity for experimentation and creativity. Since the UFW did not 

have a large enough membership to establish static picket lines that could 

close the fields, they invented roving picket lines, reached out to labourers 

in the fields using bullhorns, turned a station wagon into a “chapel”  that the 

growers could not refuse to allow the workers to enter, and used a variety of 

other creative and previously unknown tactics.30 Crucially, the UFW pre-

sented their movement not so much as union organizing but as a nonviolent 

struggle for Mexican American civil rights, relying on strategies like mass 

arrests that triggered memories of the African American civil rights struggle. 

Framed as a civil rights movement, the UFW was able to engage religious 

groups, including much of the hierarchy of the American Catholic Church, as 

well as students and progressives from across the United States. They made 

extensive use of ethnic language and traditions like theatre and songs that 

linked the movement to historical Mexican liberation campaigns. Later, they 

turned to other nonviolent strategies, including national boycotts (the table 

grape and iceberg lettuce boycotts are the best known) and a 280-mile march 

to Sacramento to meet with Governor Jerry Brown. The last was not framed 

as a march, however, but as a perigrinación, a pilgrimage, thus engaging both 

religious and ethnic traditions. Each of these methods was strategically 

targeted at changing the attitudes and actions of particular groups who could 

directly or indirectly affect the actions of the growers—it was, in other words, a 

behavioural systems approach.

The general strike. Sharp defines the general strike as a “widespread stop-

page of labor by workers in an attempt to bring the economic life of a given 

area to a more or less complete standstill in order to achieve certain desired 

outcomes.” 31 Those outcomes may be economic, political, or revolutionary.32 

General strikes have been widely used in radical and revolutionary move-

ments, with examples from every inhabited continent on earth. Threats of 

general strikes linked to mass mobilizations clearly contributed to the fall of 

repressive leaders in Tunisia and Egypt during the 2011 Arab Spring, struggles 

that continue to play out as this is written.
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Throughout much of the twentieth century, general strikes have been 

reputed to be likely to lead to tragic failures (except in revolutionary cases); 

the May 1919 general strike in Winnipeg, which more or less brought the city 

to a stop, is often cited as an example.33 The government ultimately called 

in the Royal North West Mounted Police, who charged on the demonstra-

tors, resulting in many injuries and two deaths. The city came under virtual 

military occupation, and strikers returned to work. The Winnipeg case is not 

as clear-cut as it may look, however; while local government and the self-

appointed conservative Citizens’ Committee regarded the strike as a criminal 

conspiracy organized by foreign agents, a Royal Commission subsequently 

found that it was a true labour strike and generally supported the demands of 

the strikers.34 Over the long run, the strike appears to have been seminal in 

contributing to a militant labour movement in Winnipeg and across Canada. 

In South Africa, mass strikes have a history going back at least to the success-

ful effort to remove the poll tax for Indians in 1914 (following two mass strikes 

by white workers), through the 1961 strike of blacks led by Nelson Mandela, 

to the controversial strike of 2010 related to effects of the global economic slow-

down.35 A two-hour general strike in 1989 was an important action in the long 

and complex campaign for the liberation of Czechoslovakia.36

It has often, but not always, proven difficult to maintain nonviolent disci-

pline in general strikes because of the lack of comprehensive organization and 

leadership. The mixed history of the general strike appears to be the result of 

concurrent disruption of many interdependencies, making strategic choices 

and prediction of outcomes more difficult than is the case for many other types 

of nonviolent action. While systems analysis facilitates the understanding of 

multiple interlocking and concurrent interactions, the complexity involved in 

general strikes makes precision and prediction of outcomes particularly difficult.

Political Noncooperation

Political noncooperation is Sharp’s final major category of methods of nonco-

operation, comprising six classes and thirty-eight relatively discrete types. 

Political noncooperation involves withdrawing or withholding “the usual forms 

of political participation under existing [or, in some cases, any] conditions.” 37 
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This form of noncooperation includes the rejection of authority, as well as various 

forms of noncooperative action by citizens, government personnel, domestic 

governments, and international actors or bodies. Two important examples are 

disruptions supporting Native sovereignty and election boycotts.

Native sovereignty and the power to say “no.”  

Sharp provides a number of examples of withholding or withdrawing allegiance 

dating back to the sixteenth century. Refusing allegiance to the Crown was central 

to the American Revolution, which, in John Adams’s words, “was complete in 

the minds of the people”  prior to the beginning of the war.38 In recent decades, 

self-determination, Native nationalism, and tribal sovereignty have provided the 

primary rationales for resistance supporting the human, treaty, and collective 

rights of Indigenous peoples around the world. The struggles of Canadian First 

Nations, Alaskan Native peoples, and American Indian peoples are particularly 

interesting examples, as Native resistance in both Canada and the United States 

has a long and complex history.39 Campaigns for Native rights have included con-

ventional political and legal efforts, nonviolent protest, active disruption, extensive 

constructive noncooperation, and armed resistance (for which the results have 

been poor). The results of this resistance have been uneven, but nonviolent 

strategies have produced dramatic change in some areas.40 Political noncoopera-

tion, usually of the form labelled by Sharp as “withholding or withdrawing of 

allegiance,”  has been particularly common. Sharp provides several examples, 

including the refusal of the Haudenosaunee to accept Canadian citizenship in 1921 

and the repeated efforts of the Six Nations on both sides of the US-Canadian border 

to petition the UN for hearings on their sovereignty over the following decades.41

Withholding allegiance may be total, by refusing to acknowledge or submit 

to the claimed authority of colonial nation-states. The Haudenosaunee have 

been particularly resistant to such dominance, with their claim to be an inde-

pendent “Nation from Time Immemorial”  whose boundaries, passports, and 

authority should be globally respected.42 Withholding of allegiance may also be 

partial, as in the decades-long struggles of Taos Pueblo in New Mexico to recover 

control of Blue Lake, refusing to acknowledge the legitimacy of the claims of the 

US government to control a site of enormous spiritual importance to the people 

of the pueblo.43 It was largely the continuing refusal by Native people, grounded 
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in their own spiritual and tribal teachings, to accept the legitimacy of colonial 

governments that sustained the power to resist through centuries of domina-

tion and suppression.44 The power to say a collective “No”  endured despite 

physical and cultural genocide.

The 1990 defeat of the Meech Lake Accord, which would have dramati-

cally changed the Canadian constitution, is a telling example. The defeat, 

while immediately determined by the refusal of the Province of Manitoba to 

agree to the Accord, drew strength from the consistent refusal of First Nation 

peoples to accept continued second-class status and their insistence that 

their “distinct society”  and right to self-governance be recognized, consistent 

with the treatment of Québec as outlined in the Accord. In Linda Pertusati’s 

analysis, the defeat of the Accord also “enhanced ethnic consciousness and 

solidarity among aboriginal peoples across Canada”  and created widespread 

Native support for the Mohawks in a concurrent, high-profile struggle to 

protect their land from encroachment for a golf course by the town of Oka, 

Québec, an important event in the history of Canadian First Nation rights.45

The Aboriginal peoples of North America have been central players in the 

effort to have the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples approved by 

the UN General Assembly. When that approval finally came in September 2007, 

the governments of the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand were 

the only nonsignatories (although all have since reversed their positions). The 

rights of individual Native people were generally not at issue during the decades 

of struggle to have this statement of Indigenous self-determination approved. 

The self-determination of peoples, however, was a different matter entirely, 

speaking to collective sovereignty in terms of political status and self-govern-

ment; distinct political, legal, economic, social, and cultural institutions; and 

land, religion, and other rights, including the right to belong to an Indigenous 

community or nation, in accordance with the traditions and customs of the 

community or nation concerned.46 The potential for further land claims and 

possible reparations were evident concerns among the initial nonsignatories.

Boycott of elections

Some methods of political noncooperation have demonstrated significant 

power. Boycotts of elections, however, which have been common over recent 



217

Disruptive Noncooperation

centuries, have a fairly mixed record. Sharp reports cases from France, Russia, 

Puerto Rico, Portugal, Uganda and elsewhere in Africa, El Salvador, Vietnam, 

and Britain; there have been many others.47 Small groups often call for 

boycotts of elections without much impact, but it appears that under specific 

circumstances, this type of boycott can leverage considerable power.48 In situ-

ations in which voting in corrupt elections has been framed as a statement of 

support for a corrupt regime, a widespread boycott can undermine legitimacy, 

potentially putting pressure on the regime for change.

Widespread election boycotts may also encourage the population and those 

who structure pillars of support to engage in additional forms of disruption. 

In Sharp’s example of the French election of 1793, three-quarters of the voters 

abstained; this was a powerful statement that both threatened the regime 

and encouraged further resistance. Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for 

Democracy (NLD) called for a boycott of the Burmese election in 2010; it is not 

clear that the boycott itself had a large impact, given the Burmese history of 

corrupt elections and multiple previous election boycotts. Nonetheless, given 

the increasing signs of political change in Burma at the time, the threat of 

the boycott did keep the NLD and Suu Kyi in the eyes of the world at a delicate 

moment. For Suu Kyi, but also for many unknown people, the individual 

choice to refuse cooperation in elections may have been nothing more, and 

nothing less, than living in truth—an action deserving of respect in its own 

right and perhaps ultimately contributing to liberation through its impact on 

systemic interdependencies.

D isruptive          P ower    and    the    Question        of   C oercion    

It is important at this point to take a closer look at the issue of coercive 

power. In constructive noncooperation, this issue can, to some extent, be 

finessed, since the emphasis is on changing the behaviour of the grievance 

group rather than that of the opponent. Even in such a case, however, effec-

tive constructive noncooperation, because of the interdependencies present, 

indirectly but inevitably involves pressure for involuntary change on the 

part of the opponent. Persuasion and, to some extent, protest are primarily 

ways to encourage the opponent to make different choices without extensive 
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coercion, although some forms of protest marshal considerable pressure. 

Disruptive noncooperation and resource disruption (chapter 10), however, are 

forceful strategic options that inevitably involve strong pressure for change.

The issue of coercion has long been controversial in resistance move-

ments, in part because of differing definitions. Some see only physical 

force or physical threats as coercive, while others regard any pressure to act 

against one’s will as coercive violence and therefore as unacceptable. Gandhi 

himself asserted that “in non-violence there is no coercion”  and denied that 

his methods were coercive, stating, for instance, “On no account may they 

[students] use coercion against dissentients or against the authorities.” 49 

Mennonite activist Guy Hershberger, however, rejects Gandhi’s methods: he 

views them as coercive because of their application of pressure on opponents. 

On the basis of a Mennonite reading of the Gospels, Hershberger advocates 

living by love and nonresistance only, exerting no pressure whatsoever.50 David 

Cortright provides a thoughtful discussion of Gandhi’s position, contending 

that given his emphasis on forcefulness, Gandhi “could not avoid coercion,”  

even though he defined his methods as moral persuasion.51 By contrast, as 

Cortright further notes, Reinhold Niebuhr (who later rejected nonviolence as 

a universal principle) argued, “The selfishness of human communities must 

be regarded as an inevitability. Where it is inordinate it can be checked only 

by competing assertions of interest; and these can be effective only if coercive 

methods are added to moral and rational persuasion.” 52 Responding in part to 

Niebuhr’s arguments, Martin Luther King Jr. called for “realistic pacifism,”  

recognizing, as interpreted by Cortright, that, “coercive pressure may be neces-

sary to achieve social change.” 53 Barbara Deming recognized that nonviolent 

resistance can and must leverage power of a kind that leaves no option for 

continued oppression:

I think that those of us who act must always be saying with the actions 

we take two things—and always saying these two things at the same time. We 

have to be saying very strongly—and not just with words of course: Things 

are not going to stay as they are. The machinery of things-as-they-are is a 

machinery of death, and we are going to so disrupt it that it will not be able 

to continue functioning as it has been. . . . 
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But even as we give that shock . . . we must be saying: Don’t be afraid of us. 

It is the system we are attacking that you need to fear—that all of us need to 

fear. For it is reckless with lives.54

Differing definitions of coercion produce somewhat different posi-

tions, as one would expect. The behaviourist Murray Sidman proposes an 

accessible definition of the term coercion that is widely accepted among 

behavioural systems analysts: “By coercion, I refer to our use of punish-

ment and the threat of punishment to get others to act as we would like, 

and to the practice of rewarding people just by letting them escape from our 

punishments and threats.” 55 This definition includes most of the methods 

we have discussed as protest, as well as those disruptive techniques that are 

directed toward changing the actions of the opponent using aversive means. 

Sidman’s definition excludes methods that rely on offering positive incen-

tives but includes withholding accustomed reinforcers to achieve extinction, 

a central dynamic in disruptive noncooperation. Sidman’s work is particu-

larly important in that it traces in detail the potential negative side effects 

of coercive processes and provides significant guidance regarding how to 

minimize those effects. If we accept Sidman’s definition, most powerful 

strategic options in nonviolent struggle clearly exercise some measure of 

coercive power, and probably must to successfully challenge serious oppres-

sion. At the same time, a behavioural systems analysis can be helpful in 

thinking through how predictable side effects, such as increased aggression 

and countercontrol, can be minimized.

Such scientific understanding cannot entirely resolve a central moral ques-

tion: Is coercion in the name of justice acceptable? But even here, behaviour 

science offers some assistance, at least in establishing the parameters of the 

decision. Where there are choices among strategic directions, both effective-

ness and costs should be weighed; as clarified in the next section, behaviour 

science can help to determine which approaches are likely to be most costly 

to participants and others, and also clarifies that some costly options tend not 

to be effective. The central strategic question in most cases of serious oppres-

sion and human rights violations is which coercive options are most likely to 

produce the best outcomes at an acceptable human cost.
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T he   B ehavioural         S ystems      D ynamics       of  
D isruptive          N oncooperation          

Let us now get to the heart of the matter. As discussed in chapter 3, both 

Gandhi and the distinguished behavioural science pioneer B. F. Skinner under-

stood the basic workings of disruptive noncooperation in similar ways. Gandhi 

put it this way:

Violence always thrived on counter-violence. The aggressor had always a 

purpose behind his attack; he wanted something to be done, some object to 

be surrendered by the defenders. Now, if the defender steeled his heart and 

was determined not to surrender even one inch, and at the same time to 

resist the temptation of matching the violence of the aggressor by violence, 

the latter could be made to realize in a short while that it would not be 

paying to punish the other party and his will could not be imposed in 

that way. This would involve suffering. It was this unalloyed self-suffering 

which was the truest form of self-defence which knew no surrender.56

“Refusing to provide that which the attacker wants,”  as Gene Sharp puts it, 

will ultimately end the attacks; this is, of course, the well-established extinc-

tion principle.57 The situation is more complicated than this in most cases, but 

the power of extinction underlies most cases of disruptive noncooperation. 

Boycotts and strikes deny the opponent economic benefits; refusing allegiance 

denies the opponent legitimacy; social noncooperation denies many benefits, 

both personal and collective. Many of these methods also cause the opponent 

public and even international embarrassment or other aversive consequences 

(i.e., punishment for the opponent’s actions), but the central dynamic is the 

power to withhold or withdraw “that which the attacker wants.”  If sustained, 

such withholding is certain to be disruptive.

Extinction is not without its costs, however, which can be grave. 

Extinction is aversive to the opponent, who may therefore react strongly, 

if temporarily. For example, in 1930, during the struggle of the Khudai 

Khidmatgars discussed in detail in chapter 7, a large crowd gathered in Qissa 

Khawani Bazaar in the Frontier Province of India to nonviolently protest the 

detention of a delegation from the Indian National Congress. A senior police 
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official ordered the crowd to disperse (an implicit threat); they refused (dis-

ruptive noncooperation). As a large police and military presence gathered and 

confusion intensified, the troops ultimately fired on the crowd, killing several 

people. An investigative report by the Congress Inquiry Committee describes 

what happened next:

At about half past eleven, endeavors were made by one or two outsiders 

to persuade the crowd to disperse and the authorities to remove the 

troops and armored cars. The crowds were willing to disperse if they were 

allowed to remove the dead and the injured and if the armored cars and 

the troops were removed. The authorities, on the other hand, expressed 

their determination not to remove the armored cars and the troops. The 

result was that the people did not disperse and were prepared to receive the 

bullets and lay down their lives. The second firing then began and, off and 

on, lasted for more than three hours.58

When the Garhwal Rifles were called in as reinforcements, however, they 

refused to fire on their own people, as has happened often in campaigns of 

civil resistance. Nonetheless, at least two hundred people were killed in the 

bazaar that day, and the massacre produced a tremendous outcry, both locally 

and internationally. Such a massacre was not repeated, and the resistance 

movement gained enormously as a result of this action.

The refusal of the people in this example to “provide what the attacker 

wants” —to offer obedience and withdraw—demonstrates both the power and 

the risks of extinction. When a resistance movement refuses cooperation 

important to the opponent, both an extensive scientific literature and the his-

tory of nonviolent struggle indicate that the opponent is almost certain at first 

to escalate repressive measures (the extinction burst) before relenting.59 If the 

resistance holds, all else being equal, repressive actions will ultimately decline 

because they are both costly and ineffective. Similar dynamics were repeatedly 

observed in the US civil rights movement, in which protesters often stood their 

ground against police, dogs, and firehoses, continuing their campaign for liber-

ation in the face of lynchings and bombings. In both the Qissa Khawani Bazaar 

case and the US civil rights movement, disruptive noncooperation was com-

bined with protest and persuasion for specific forms of improved treatment.
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Extinction is one of two well-established approaches for decelerating 

behaviours (that is, reducing them over time). The other choice is retaliation 

(technically, punishment): delivering an aversive each time, or nearly each 

time, the opponent attacks or taking something desired away each time (fines 

and sanctions). We discuss retaliation in more detail in the next chapter, but 

in summary, retaliation often has even more serious side effects than does 

extinction, requires more resources, is typically harder to implement effec-

tively, and, in many cases, is actually not as powerful as extinction.

One reason why extinction can be more powerful than retaliation and less 

aversive to the opponent (thus, in some cases, evoking less repression) is that 

typically it is integrally linked with the persuasion strategy of offering incen-

tives for more acceptable behaviour. In the case of the Birmingham, Alabama, 

campaign against segregation in 1963, which will be discussed in more detail 

later in this chapter, the central strategy was a boycott against segregated 

downtown stores. The boycott withheld substantial economic supports from 

the business community; the stores depended on black dollars for survival 

and profits. At the same time, those economic benefits were available—if only 

a decision were made to end segregation in those businesses. Technically, 

this is referred to as “differential reinforcement of incompatible behaviour.”  

Removing signs and enforcement of white-only rules, acts that are incompat-

ible with segregation, would reopen the flow of dollars. In the United Farm 

Worker campaigns, strikes withheld economic benefits from growers as long 

as exploitation continued, but when growers signed the contracts (an action 

incompatible with the previous exploitation), their crops were picked and 

their businesses could survive. Signing the contracts provided an alternative 

route toward at least some of “what the attacker wants.” 

Extinction in Behavioural Systems

While the dynamics of extinction of undesirable behaviour at an individual 

level are straightforward, applying the extinction principle to behavioural 

systems is more complex. Nonetheless, the available historical evidence 

(including many of the examples just presented) suggests that a powerful 

systemic-level analogue of extinction underlies campaigns of disruptive 
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noncooperation. Given the realities of the complex interdependencies among 

populations, government, institutions, and other organized groups, the first 

challenge is to identify junctures of interdependence that are vulnerable to 

extinction processes.60 If they can be identified, such junctures can then be 

targeted for disruption.

A further look at metacontingencies (first introduced in chapter 4) can 

help to clarify important variables in such analysis. A metacontingency is a 

conditional relationship between interlocking practices within a behavioural 

system and the environment within which that system is embedded. That 

system may be a business or business community, the culture of an organized 

religious group, a national military, a political regime, or any of many others 

that constitute a society. The interlocking practices within the group consti-

tute its culture, which continues and evolves over time even as membership 

changes.61 Ramona Houmanfar, N. Joseph Rodrigues, and Todd Ward recently 

presented a relatively accessible model of the metacontingency, illustrated in 

figure 9.62 This is a generalized depiction of the metacontingency processes 

discussed in chapter 4 (see figure 4 for specifics). Behavioural systems are open 

systems in continuous interaction with their environments. Within that 

context, a behavioural system operates through dynamically shifting sets of 

organized interactions within the system itself, including interlocking and 

coordinated actions, incentives, and motivating operations—the multitude of 

variables involved in establishing, maintaining, and renewing that system. In 

the almost universal case in which that system is in interdependent relation-

ship with other groups or systems, the system produces outputs to which the 

environment responds.

Critical for our purpose here are those outputs that the population or other 

receiving systems desire (the right side of the figure). In the case of businesses, 

the output may be a product or a service directed toward consumers. In the 

case of the military, it may be the protection of the regime; the coordinated 

activities within the military system support the regime, which is interlocked 

with but distinct from the military in many, but not all, cases. In the case of 

the network of Buddhist monasteries of Burma, the output may be support, 

reassurance, education, and edification for the members of the population. 

Regardless of the specifics, if those outputs are well received, the persons 

or other systems receiving them provide incentives (consequences) for the 
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system to continue operating as it has been operating (i.e., profits to business; 

wages to the military; physical and spiritual support to the monasteries). If the 

outputs are not satisfactory, such incentives may be reduced or withheld. There 

is, therefore, a feedback loop between the system and its receiving environ-

ment. In disruptive noncooperation, the incentives that the focal system needs 

or desires are withheld. The receiving environment may also provide aversive 

consequences (penalties and fines, for example) to influence the focal system.

Challenges to Extinction Processes Affecting Behavioural Systems

While this model is conceptually elegant, the realities are complex, and we 

need to step inside these processes to explore them further. A company or an 

army does not, in fact, need or desire anything; what we are describing here 

is a systemic analogue to need or desire. The people within those systems 

do have individual needs and desires, but meeting those needs and desires 

requires the coordinated action of multiple parts of the system. A crucial 

addition in the Houmanfar, Rodrigues, and Ward model is an emphasis on the 

Sociocultural Context

Behavioural
system

Outputs

Receiving person(s)
or system(s)

Consequences

Inputs Inputs

Rules

Figure 9. A schematic of the concept of metacontingency, as elaborated by Houmanfar, Rodrigues,  
and Ward
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leadership of the focal system: these leaders (a) extract verbal rules explaining 

what is working, what is not, why, and how changes within the organization 

may change the consequences delivered by the receiving environment and (b) 

initiate change within the organization consistent with their analysis. If their 

understandings and predictions are accurate, and if the internal functioning 

of the system is efficient and effective, the outputs produced will be improved 

and refined. Both of these conditionals, however, can be problematic.

Extinction processes affecting behavioural systems can break down in 

numerous ways. Businesses fail, militaries lose campaigns or internal power, 

religious communities lose influence. Even entire nations and civilizations 

collapse.63 Such collapse typically involves a lack of sensitivity to the feedback 

being provided by the receiving environment. The lack of sensitivity usually 

results from one of two issues: the failure to generate accurate statements of 

the connections between performance of the system and its results (rules), or 

internal malfunctioning. (Both are evident, for example, in the current global 

failure to recognize and address climate change; activism and resistance are 

likely to be necessary to adequate movement in that area.) It may be possible 

for the resistance group to influence either the generation of rules or the pro-

cesses of internal functioning within target systems. At the same time, similar 

kinds of failure can occur within resistance movements.

One key in the generation of inaccurate understanding and predictions of 

results and how those results are received by the environment is the drag of 

the past discussed by Frances Fox Piven.64 If interlocking practices within the 

focal system have historically produced positive or at least adequate results, 

those practices are often continued even when the environment changes. 

This is a partial explanation for the extinction burst: doing more of what has 

worked before commonly does resolve problems that arise. If the resistance 

community continues to deny oppressive systems what they need or want, 

eventually the new reality will be realized, leading to changes in practices—or 

the system will collapse. Extinction can be slow, however, because the well-

established rules and the equivalence relations on which they frequently rely 

can become very rigid. Such rules and equivalences are often widely shared 

within the culture of a focal system and can stand in the way of effective 

change, even if the leadership recognizes the need to implement changes 

to meet the shifting responses of the receiving environment. Faulty rules 
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and equivalence relations produced the drag of the past that prevented the 

AFL-CIO from succeeding in unionizing and obtaining a fair contract from 

growers, for example, while the new and creative United Farm Workers were 

not similarly constrained and could therefore be more immediately responsive 

to feedback while formulating novel rules.

As is the case for resistance cultures, the systems targeted by nonviolent 

liberation campaigns are, to a significant extent, self-organizing. This is 

important, because it means that many of the interactions among participants 

within the target system may be driven more by internal dynamics than by 

what produces the best outcomes for the system as a whole. Conflicts between 

persons or subsystems within the target system can produce countercontrol 

and escalating cycles of mutual coercion or punishment; competition may 

result in sabotage of efforts; personal relationships may provide incentives 

for practices that are inconsistent with organizational stability or survival. 

Such conflicts within the system may produce vulnerabilities on which the 

resistance movement can capitalize.

As an example, rules, equivalence relations, and self-organization are 

all active in the many cases in which units of the security forces defect from 

repressive regimes. Recall that Maria Stephan and Erica Chenoweth found 

that high levels of participation by the general population in campaigns of 

civil resistance dramatically increased the likelihood of such defections, and 

the defections in turn substantially increased the likelihood of success.65 

Defections occur when verbal processes (rules and equivalences) among the 

security forces shift to support solidarity with the grievance population rather 

than with the regime and when those shifts, rather than the instructions of 

the regime, begin to organize conversations and actions within the security 

forces (self-organization).

Historically, it appears that fraternization between resistance participants 

and members of the security forces promotes such changes by weakening 

equivalences supporting repressive acts.66 The many examples in which 

security forces have refused to fire on populations suggest that such action is 

highly aversive to the participants and is less likely when members of security 

forces view themselves and members of the resistance as members of the 

same population (an equivalence). Interdependencies among security forces 

and other societal systems may further accelerate such changes; indeed, this 



227

Disruptive Noncooperation

is why many repressive regimes limit contact between those forces and the 

population. So long as the regime and security forces (a) share the perspec-

tive that oppressed groups are subhuman and dangerous (also equivalences), 

(b) share beliefs that stability can only be maintained through force (a rule), 

and (c) share and encourage such understandings among themselves (self-

organization), responsiveness to extinction may be sluggish. The more those 

equivalences, rules, and internal processes can be weakened, the greater the 

potential sensitivity to extinction.

Interdependencies Among Behavioural Systems

Protest was certainly a major factor in the 1986 People Power revolution in 

the Philippines, but defection by a large portion of the military was crucial 

to its success. There were, in fact, many systems affecting the decisions of 

the military in this case, and those influences shifted over time.67 Prior to the 

revolution, the military participated in a dense web of interactions with the 

Marcos regime and crony capitalists. Importantly, campaigns over two decades 

against armed insurgents (communist, Muslim, and “moderates”  who had 

given up hope) tended to keep the military and the regime tightly intercon-

nected both practically and in terms of verbal processes. The ultimate military 

defection—proximately influenced by shifts in equivalences, rules, and internal 

culture—was also shaped by the interactional field of groups and institutions 

within which the military was embedded. For example, if the Church has 

strong ties to the military, the grievance group might consider certain key 

questions: “How can we influence the Church? What do we have to offer?”  (per-

suasion); “What elements of the Church are most amenable to our influence, 

and who could be influenced by those elements to in turn influence vulnerable 

members of the military leadership?” ; or “What kind of protests or what forms 

of noncooperation, directed toward what elements of the Church, might lead 

those elements to work behind the scenes with dissidents in the military?” 

In the case of the Philippines, the central dynamic options remained 

protest, persuasion, and noncooperation, but these now operated indirectly 

on the military through other systems, concurrent with direct options like 

fraternization. Such analyses can identify interactions that might be targeted 
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for either strengthening or weakening. In a thorough assessment, the content 

of the interactions between the groups and the interlocking practices within 

each system would be examined and noted, drilling down to the deepest 

possible level of precision. While the long-time resistance movement by itself 

probably could not have shifted the interactions between the military and 

the regime, the resistance could work with and encourage other groups with 

which the military was interdependent. As dissatisfaction and resistance 

unfolded over the several years prior to the revolution, not just marginalized 

groups like peasants, the urban poor, and students but also centrist groups 

like the business community, moderate political opposition groups, human 

rights and other nongovernmental organizations, women’s groups, and some 

Islamists joined the Church and other long-time opponents in demanding the 

end of Marcos’s rule. Many of those groups were already interlocked with ele-

ments of the military or were in positions to build new interactional networks 

with them.

While the values of democracy no doubt had some influence on military 

leadership, there were clearly many other dynamics present. The increasing 

protests and noncooperation of large sectors of civil society progressively 

threatened the availability of the resources and incentives that maintained the 

regime and its cronies, and potentially those of the military itself, particularly 

after the 1983 assassination of Benigno Aquino. Military leaders recognized 

that the consequences for themselves and those they commanded were shift-

ing (new rules); their connections to the regime now threatened the loss of 

their power and standing in society. As the resistance progressively spread 

into most segments of the population, elements of the military in both the 

rank-and-file and the officer corps increasingly engaged with the resistance 

both through fraternization at protests and in behind-the-scenes contacts. The 

Reform the Armed Forces Movement (RAM) emerged, which quietly supported 

Corazon Aquino’s candidacy in the “snap elections”  called for by Marcos in 

1986. At the same time, those leading the movement prepared for a military 

coup. Both external and internal interactions, then, shifted the practices 

within the military culture over a period of time; the resistance influenced 

both, directly and indirectly.

When enormous protests occurred as soon as Marcos claimed victory in 

the deeply corrupt election, it became clear to Defence Minister Juan Ponce 
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Enrile and Vice Chief of Staff General Fidel Ramos that the regime was unsus-

tainable, and they initiated a military coup to support the election of Corazon 

Aquino. That armed coup, however, appeared to be headed for failure as Enrile 

and Ramos, with a small contingent of troops, were forced to take shelter in 

Camps Crane and Aguinaldo under threat of attack by Marcos’s forces. But in 

what might seem a strange turnabout, the Church and many other elements 

of civil society came to the nonviolent defence of the defecting military units.

Even loyalist troops ultimately refused orders to engage the nonviolent 

citizenry, and after a few dramatic days, Marcos left the country under intense 

internal and international pressure. Until the end, however, international influ-

ence had been minimal, and Marcos continued to receive substantial military 

support from the United States. It was the disruptive noncooperation of the 

Filipino people, into which the military was now integrated, that ultimately led 

to liberation through shifts in the interlocking practices within behavioural 

systems and the operation of large-scale metacontingencies. The widespread 

participation of the population in disruptive noncooperation and protest at 

the end was key, but it was only one final step in the weakening of previously 

important networks of interactions and the strengthening of new ones.68

A dditional         S trategic        C onsiderations          

Before we leave the discussion of disruptive noncooperation, a few additional 

strategic examples offer important lessons about the dynamics of such disrup-

tion. Common behavioural systems dynamics across cases are clear, but so is 

the reminder that every campaign is unique.

Civil Rights Failure—and Success

There is considerable utility in contrasting successful and less successful cases 

of seemingly similar campaigns of civil resistance. David Cortright provides a 

succinct and valuable example in contrasting the failed civil rights campaign 

in Albany, Georgia, in 1961–62 and the successful campaign in Birmingham, 

Alabama, in 1963.69 Cortright notes that the two were similar in many ways: 
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under comparable conditions of oppression, they shared large boycotts and 

demonstrations, overall maintenance of nonviolent discipline, and common 

underlying issues and values. They varied, however, along several dimensions 

highly relevant to behavioural systems dynamics, with particular emphasis 

on strategic planning and flexibility under fire. The Birmingham campaign, 

in part learning from the failure in Albany, focused tightly on a bounded 

objective—the desegregation of downtown stores—for which campaigns of 

disruptive noncooperation were well suited. The Albany campaign, by con-

trast, pursued the more diffuse goal of ending segregation in general, resulting 

in unfocused resistance. Organizational unity and central leadership were also 

more tightly maintained in Birmingham than in Albany.

In addition, in Albany, the police maintained coolness under fire, a 

pattern worth analyzing in systems terms, which defused the power of the 

campaign.70 The leaders of the Birmingham campaign (Dr. King, in particular) 

recognized that a more aggressive police response would garner more public 

attention and might leverage more power. In analyzing the local situation, the 

leaders believed that dramatic disruptive action, well executed, could evoke 

an excessive response from the local police and that such a response would be 

aversive to other actors, locally and nationally, who were in positions to influ-

ence decisions to end segregation—an example of Sharp’s political ju-jitsu. 

The leaders essentially used a process similar to the force field and interdepen-

dency analyses discussed in chapter 4 to develop their strategic plan. In the 

event, Police Chief Bull Connor turned firehoses, dogs, and brutal police on 

participants in a march that included large numbers of schoolchildren—and 

the success of the campaign was assured.

The Limits of Boycotts

In another example, Cesar Chavez’s United Farm Workers (UFW) boycotts 

were initially highly successful, but sustaining those successes over time 

proved difficult.71 The UFW strategy relied on achieving widespread national 

participation in the boycotts. As interactions among the UFW, individual 

corporations, and the Teamsters shifted, the UFW attempted to use targeted 

boycotts (for example, boycotting only Gallo among the companies harvesting 
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and using wine grapes, or lettuce from only certain growers) and to stop and 

restart boycotts over time depending on responses from growers. A single, 

continuing boycott of table grapes proved very powerful, but more complex 

and discontinuous national boycotts turned out to be unsustainable. Confused, 

many people (including some of my own acquaintances) simply boycotted 

grapes, lettuce, and Gallo for a decade without knowing whether it was time 

to buy or boycott, while others simply gave up. The behavioural systems issues 

here are clear: without precise reinforcement and extinction contingencies, 

the impact on growers and distributors was blunted. The UFW could ensure 

neither that boycotts would occur when the opponent failed to cooperate nor 

that consumption could be turned back on when they did.

The Salt of the Earth Strike

The strike of the largely Mexican American Mine Mill and Smelter Workers 

Local 890 against Empire Zinc Mining Company in Hanover, New Mexico, 

from 1950 to 1952 is a much less widely known struggle, although it was 

immortalized in the movie Salt of the Earth (banned in the United States when 

it was released in 1953) and in a later book.72 This was much more than a cam-

paign for higher wages, although the Mexican workers who did the dangerous 

work underground were paid only about half of what surface workers (most of 

them white) were. The union also demanded the end of segregated facilities 

(washrooms, toilets, housing) as well as indoor plumbing, benefits, and, in 

general, treatment consistent with current mining standards in the state. The 

union maintained a well-organized strike for seven months, but eventually the 

company brought in strikebreakers supported by sheriff’s officers and was able 

to obtain a court injunction against further picketing.

This is when the case becomes particularly interesting, given the anti-

union, Red Scare times; the high levels of exploitation of the Mexican 

American population; and the low social position of Mexican American 

women within their own culture and in general. When it became clear that 

the men could not maintain the picket lines given the certainty of jail, the 

spouses of the miners insisted that they be permitted to take over picketing 

(over the considerable objections of their husbands). Women—and in some 
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cases, their children—sometimes filled the jails but, given the values of the 

time, were not held for extended periods as their husbands would have been. 

Scattered violence against them did not deter the women, who stood their 

ground and maintained the strike for another seven months. Still, as Larry 

Salomon reports, the union was losing the local public relations battle, in 

substantial part because of the depth of racism present. The editor of the local 

paper, for example, wrote, “Mexico, of course, is poverty stricken because its 

early settlers lost their identity in a Mestizo melting pot that lowered the gen-

eral level of culture to a point little above that of the swarming aborigines.” 73

Company violence escalated, and the women defended themselves, by their 

own statement, with knitting needles, safety pins, straight pins, chili peppers 

(to the eyes), and rotten eggs. Nonetheless, the woman soldiered on. As the 

struggle began to attract national attention, the governor took action to resolve 

it. While he apparently acted in support of the company, the outcome was arbi-

tration in which the union achieved many of its goals. As Salomon describes it,

Though they were loathe to admit it, the company gave in to many of Local 

890’s key demands, including substantial wage increases that made the 

hourly pay among the highest in the district and some very important 

benefits, particularly in health and accident insurance and holiday and 

vacation pay. The union also won the right to negotiate rates for new jobs 

and for workers to use grievance procedures during their probationary 

period. . . . The new contract . . . also allowed all strikers to return to work 

with full seniority rights. Even though not spelled out in the contract, the 

workers and their families soon discovered that the company would install 

modern plumbing in their homes.74

This case speaks to many of the principles of effective disruptive noncoop-

eration, while reminding us of the importance of unity, nonviolent discipline, 

creativity, and flexibility. It also emphasizes the power of women and the 

importance of drawing on the strengths of all groups in the community in 

efforts to achieve justice and liberation. Resonant with the later UFW struggle, 

one Local 890 worker stated, “I moved from thinking it was a union struggle to 

realizing it was a struggle of the whole people.” 75 Clearly, civil resistance can 

leverage enormous power for liberation, even under what may appear to be 
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hopeless conditions, because final power lies in the population’s participation 

in interdependent behavioural systems of oppression—or of liberation.

In circumstances under which extinction processes can disrupt ongoing 

interdependencies, the power of disruptive noncooperation is amply evident. 

In most cases, however, other strategic options—in particular, persuasion and 

protest—need to be integrated into resistance campaigns. Wherever possible, 

a concurrent campaign of constructive noncooperation further leverages the 

power of the resistance and reduces that of the opponent. In addition, both 

theory and history have established that two other strategic possibilities are 

available, which are discussed in the next chapter. The first is resource disrup-

tion. In order to continue to function, complex oppressive systems require a 

range of resources from their environment, and there are times when disrupt-

ing the flow of such resources can be very powerful. The second option, which 

is seldom the preferred choice but should be noted, is that of retaliation, which 

is intended to reduce the oppressive practices of the opponent—an analogue 

of punishment used to reduce undesirable behaviour in an individual. After 

considering these two remaining options, we will turn, in the final chapter, to 

the integration of all of the strategic options.
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reso    u rce    d isr   u ption      an  d  retaliation       

In almost any serious nonviolent struggle, one has to resort to 

obstructive action. . . . It is quite possible to frustrate another’s 

action without doing him injury. . . . To impose upon another man’s 

freedom to kill, or his freedom to help to kill, to recruit to kill, is not 

to violate his person in a fundamental way.

— Barbara Deming, Revolution and Equilibrium

Thus far, we have explored four functionally distinct strategic options for 

nonviolent struggle:

	 •	 Constructive noncooperation, in which the resistance movement builds a rela-

tively autonomous and just society within the shell of the old

	 •	 Protest and persuasion, which attempt to induce persons or classes of actors 

to act by shifting equivalence relations, rules, and incentives, both positive 

and aversive

	 •	 Disruptive noncooperation, which emphasizes disrupting or ending repres-

sion primarily through withdrawing or withholding cooperation, usually 

paired with the offer of incentives for positive alternative actions

Although historically, those options have been the most powerful nonviolent 

strategies, two significant alternatives remain to be discussed. Both are active 
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methods that fall within Sharp’s classification of “nonviolent intervention.”  

The central dynamic in the first is disruption of resources and conditions that 

keep the repressive system operating. Larger sociocultural and natural reali-

ties (like International Monetary Fund loans, the presence of other resistance 

campaigns in the region, or the weather) are examples of what I am calling 

“conditions” ; these often cannot be significantly influenced by the resistance, 

but there are exceptions. In most cases, what can be manipulated is the 

availability of resources (for example, communication systems, personnel, or 

armaments). It is important to realize, however, that while the disruption of 

resources can be powerful, the opponent’s inclination to continue oppressive 

actions is usually not reduced through such interference. If the disruption 

caused by blocking the opponent’s resources is erratic or cannot be sustained 

over time, the return and possible retaliatory escalation of repression is likely. 

Nonetheless, disruptions of this kind can be valuable when integrated with 

other strategic options.

A second form of active intervention, retaliation, is much less common in 

organized nonviolent struggle, although contemporary societies and nation-

states rely heavily on retaliation for purposes of social control. Campaigns of 

retaliation appear to be emerging now in more intentional ways than has been 

the case in the past, however. Retaliation (technically, punishment) is based 

in well-studied processes of reducing behaviour. There are good reasons, both 

empirical and theoretical, for caution in relying on this strategy. Still, our 

discussion will not be scientifically or historically complete unless this option 

is considered.

Resource disruption and retaliation are functionally distinct from other 

methods of nonviolent struggle that are often thought of as “active”  interven-

tions. They clearly differ from most of the options termed “direct action”  in 

the literature.1 Most forms of direct action would be classified functionally as 

protest or persuasion, since the disruption of resources, if it occurs at all in 

direct action, is generally very short term. Most forms of direct action are sym-

bolic—but recall from chapter 8 that what have been called symbolic actions 

are often designed to change values and attitudes (equivalence relations), shift 

predictions about consequences of action (rules), or actively change behaviour.

While resource disruption and retaliation would both be classified as non-

violent intervention in Sharp’s taxonomy, functionally, there is considerable 
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variation within this class.2 Most of the methods that Sharp categorizes as 

nonviolent intervention I would classify as methods of protest or noncoopera-

tion (disruptive or constructive). A brief look at several of Sharp’s examples of 

nonviolent intervention may serve as a useful review and help to clarify how 

resource disruption, retaliation, and other functional categories differ from 

one another.

Sharp makes a distinction between what he terms “nonviolent interjec-

tion”  and “nonviolent obstruction,”  while listing both as forms of nonviolent 

intervention. He describes interjection as “placing one’s body between 

a person and the objective of his work or activity.” 3 In such cases, the 

“interjection does not constitute a sufficiently large or extensive physi-

cal obstruction that it cannot be overcome, removed, or surmounted.” 4 He 

gives the example of standing in front of a vehicle in order to persuade the 

operator not to continue—which establishes a threat of a potentially aversive 

outcome unless the operator changes his behaviour. This is a relatively pow-

erful form of protest, but it does not physically prevent the operator from 

driving over the person blocking the vehicle. In obstruction, by contrast, a 

large number of people might collectively block an opponent from enter-

ing a government building, so many that the opponent cannot simply walk 

through the crowd. This type of obstruction denies opponents access to 

resources they need to operate as usual. It should be noted, however, that 

such obstruction has generally been short-lived except under exceptional 

circumstances; functionally, therefore, it has usually been used primarily as 

a form of protest.5

The 1969–71 occupation of Alcatraz Island by American Indians is another 

of Sharp’s examples of nonviolent intervention, although one that did not 

involve direct interference with the opponent. The Alcatraz penitentiary 

had been closed some years earlier, and the land had been declared surplus 

property, which the protesters claimed on the basis of treaty obligations. 

Because the island was no longer in use, apart from some law enforcement 

costs, government operations were only minimally affected by the occupation. 

Functionally, the occupation was primarily an example of protest, intended 

to embarrass the US government, rather than of interference. At the same 

time, the campaign also focused on persuading Native people and the general 

public of the injustice involved in ignoring such obligations. In other cases, 
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occupation has in fact denied an oppressive system the resources needed to 

operate, at least for a time. An example is the actions of Czech officials and 

legislators who occupied their accustomed space and continued their regular 

work, thereby obstructing a Russian takeover of the government for a time 

during the 1968 rebellion.6 This latter example is a case of resource disruption 

in the functional framework used in this book.

Intentionally associating with African Americans was a powerful and 

controversial action taken by some abolitionists in the 1830s. Actions included 

“interdining,”  accompanying African Americans down the street (“walk-

alongs” ), worshipping together, and inviting African Americans into one’s 

home. Sharp also makes note of similar actions in modern India. He includes 

these actions in the class of active interventions, but, functionally, they are 

examples of constructive noncooperation—an action that one believes is right 

regardless of its consequences and that marks a step toward constructing a 

different kind of society. Sharp’s examples of selective patronage, including 

patronizing nonsegregated transportation facilities and purchasing locally 

made goods rather than those that support the oppressor, are also examples of 

constructive actions.7 Similarly, in cases of nonviolent land seizure, oppressed 

populations, with the intent of a “de facto change of ownership and control,”  

take over land that has been claimed (is “owned” ) by members of an oppressive 

elite.8 Although multiple functions are performed here, this is also most accu-

rately classified as an example of constructive noncooperation, as participants 

are acting with the intent of holding and using the land, not primarily as 

a protest.

The “stay-in”  (sit-down) strike as described by Sharp involves several 

dynamics: it certainly functions, to some extent, as protest and perhaps 

as interruption of resources, but it is primarily a form of disruptive nonco-

operation. Other actions classed by Sharp as nonviolent intervention do fit 

functionally into the class of active disruption of resources, as noted below. 

The central point here, though, is that the inclusion of such functionally 

distinct methods under the single heading of nonviolent intervention appears 

to create a category that is too broad and heterogeneous to capture the specific 

systems dynamics involved. Note that Sharp recognized that his listing of 

methods of active intervention was provisional and that alternative classifica-

tions, such as those proposed here, could be valuable.9



238

Strategic Nonviolent Power

D isruption          of   E ssential         and   
F acilitating         R esources    

The dynamics underlying the interruption of essential and facilitating 

resources for repression are relatively straightforward. It is often not possible 

for a person or collective to act in the absence of certain physical, human, 

environmental, or financial resources. Although the motivating context and, 

particularly, the balance of positive and aversive consequences are always 

central to the analysis of action, essential and facilitating resources are 

also often crucial, and their disruption can be powerful. Figure 10 illus-

trates the role of such resources (while the empty boxes serve to remind us 

that resources and conditions alone are not adequate to leverage change). 

Initiating an attack, for instance, requires troops, weapons, food, and other 

supplies; the availability of each of these resources is an essential condition 

for action. The weather can either ease or hamper attacks and can thus be a 

facilitating condition. While weather cannot be changed, activities can be 

scheduled at times when weather is more likely to be favourable for one’s 

own side.

During the US Civil War, as noted by Frances Fox Piven, “hundreds of 

thousands of slaves refused to work and deserted the plantations, crippling 

the Confederacy’s ability to feed itself or its army.” 10 (Many of those slaves 

subsequently fought for the Union.) As a work stoppage, this action looked, 

on the surface, much like a strike. The dynamics were more complex, 

however, since not only were the rewards of repression being withheld but, 

more powerfully, the refusal also made military action impossible or much 

more difficult. Military action requires personnel, food, transportation, and 

weapons, for example—essential conditions for action. Finding ways to  

block the availability of those resources, if successful and sustained, can 

be a very powerful option. In some cases, resources may not be absolutely 

essential to maintaining domination and oppression but may facilitate 

doing so. For example, transportation is often critical for moving security 

forces to where they are needed; improved equipment and transportation 

routes facilitate doing so. Slowing the opponent down at some points may be 

of use, even if it does not entirely block his movements. Similarly, disruption 

of communications, including command-and-control systems, may make it 
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more difficult for the opponent to proceed. Depriving the opponent of essen-

tial resources is more powerful, but disruption of facilitating antecedents to 

action can also be of use.

Sharp offers several examples of intervention involving the active 

disruption of such resources and conditions. For example, overloading admin-

istrative systems “by excessive compliance . . . making an excessive number of 

enquiries . . . or providing excessive numbers of suggestions, protests, or state-

ments”  interrupts the functions required to support an oppressive system.11 

Overwhelming telephone lines and other communications systems beyond 

their capacities can have a similar impact.

Sabotage is one form of active disruption. The discussion of sabotage and 

property damage in chapter 2 will not be repeated here except to note that 

where and if sabotage is justified—perhaps only in cases of damaging or 

destroying parts of what Deming called the death machine itself—its power 

lies in the direct disruption of resources and conditions required to sustain 

oppression. Often, the disruption of resources of whatever kind can produce 

only temporary results, and it is therefore unlikely on its own to end an 

oppressive regime or occupation. At the same time, in limiting the availability 

of facilitating or essential antecedents at key moments, a resistance move-

ment, at a minimum, makes the functioning of that regime or occupation 

more costly and may open space to initiate other forms of resistance.

Practice:
Initiating attack

Class of Actor:
Confederate general

Essential and 
Facilitating Resources

and Conditions
• Troops available
• Weapons available
• Supplies available
• Transportation available
• Intelligence available
• Weather conditions

Motivating Context Positive Consequences

Aversive Consequences

Figure 10. Illustration of the importance of essential and facilitating resources and conditions to an 
opponent’s action
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The Behavioural Systems Dynamics of the Disruption of Resources

Most behaviours require the availability of some resources (essential resources) 

or are easier to perform given the availability of certain resources (facilitat-

ing resources). For example, jumping rope requires a rope (technically, an 

operandum). Travelling from New York to Seattle is much easier given the 

availability of a means of transportation and a means of paying the related 

expenses (facilitating resources), although one could walk, given adequate 

health (itself a facilitating condition). Adequate resources are as important for 

supporting acts of resistance (as in the example of an Afghan girl attending 

school discussed in chapter 4) as they are to supporting oppression, so analysis 

of necessary and facilitating resources for civil resistance is one valuable 

dimension for strategic planning.

Behaviour systems that serve as pillars of support for oppressive actions 

typically do so through the provision of essential and facilitating resources 

for action. Strategic analysis of the opponent’s acts of oppression (and repres-

sion), therefore, involves the examination not only of the motivating context 

and consequences (positive and aversive) but also of supporting resources. 

Consider again figure 10, in which several essential resources and condi-

tions are noted. In this example, the Confederate general (or a cadre of senior 

officers) plans and orders the attack. Many of the essential or facilitating 

resources and conditions listed, however, are supplied by other behavioural 

systems. A network of recruiters is required to supply troops; the actions of 

these recruiters are supported by a complex set of events and conditions that 

constitute a motivating context, by a set of incentives (positive consequences), 

and by the recruiters’ own set of essential and facilitating conditions. A dia-

gram similar to figure 10 could therefore be developed to analyze the variables 

that support the actions of the recruiters.

Similarly, the officers who are planning and ordering the attack do not pro-

duce, supply, or provide the weapons, or the funding for the weapons required 

to support the attack. A number of interlocking behavioural systems are 

required, including mining, production, distribution, and financial systems. 

Most of those interlocking systems include their own interlocking subsys-

tems. For example, a mining company (a system) includes subsystems such as 

management, purchasing, maintenance, production, and other divisions or 
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departments, all of which are necessary to produce the ore needed for weapons 

systems. The actions of each class of actors within those subsystems can be 

analyzed using diagrams like the one in figure 10, and the interlocking actions 

of multiple classes of actors within those interlocking systems can be analyzed 

using an approach like that sketched in figures 3, 6, and 7. The more thorough 

such analyses, the more possible points may emerge for nonviolent persua-

sion, protest, disruption, and intervention.

Robert Helvey’s work focuses attention on important resources that 

sustain and support repressive regimes and need to be considered in strategic 

planning.12 The additional contribution of behavioural systems analysis is the 

explicit, functional analysis of the full range of, and interactional interlocks 

among, such resources with the goal of maximizing the identification of 

potential leverage points. Such analysis begins by identifying resources (we 

will call them A, B, and C) required by the opponent to sustain oppression or 

to make oppressive acts easier to perform. Those on the ground who know the 

local situation will probably find it relatively easy to prepare an initial list, 

although much can also be learned from the experiences of other struggles. 

(Consistent with a scientific approach, the list will be tentative, subject to 

modification as the campaign unfolds.)

Once resources have been listed, the systems that contribute to the 

availability of each can be explored—for example, systems X (say, farmers), 

Y (truckers), and Z (distributors) contribute to the availability of resource 

A (say, food). If the resistance movement has direct potential influence on 

truckers, the strategic direction is clear: act to change the practices of truck-

ers so that food is not made available to the opponent to support security 

forces. If the resistance does not have direct potential influence on truck-

ers, the next step is to identify the systems that support the practices of 

truckers—perhaps fuel distributors and labour union leaders—to determine 

whether one or more of those systems can be impacted in ways that will 

block the resources that truckers need to provide food or to discourage them 

from doing so. This kind of process has been used extensively in nonvio-

lent struggle; the suggestion here is to be as exhaustive and explicit in the 

analysis as possible, guided by established theory. Two examples in which 

interrupting essential or facilitating conditions served as one important 

dimension of overall strategic plans follow.
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The Iranian revolution of 1977–79

Details of the Iranian revolution that overthrew Shah Reza Pahlavi and resulted 

in an Islamist state under Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini are not widely known 

in the West.13 The Shah had come to power in 1941. He was removed in a struggle 

for democracy in 1953, but returned in a coup supported by the CIA and MI6 

later that year. The revolution that began fourteen years later is a successful 

example of nonviolent struggle, although on the surface, it is an apparent 

anomaly in that it led to a repressive theocracy rather than the democratic 

outcome commonly characteristic of nonviolent struggles. Erica Chenoweth 

and Maria Stephan suggest that this replacement of one repressive regime 

for another was in part due to the lack of a widely shared vision of the future, 

except among the highly organized Islamist groups.14 Furthermore, the pres-

ence of both leftist and Islamist guerrilla movements “gave the new regime a 

pretext for purging the society of its secularist voices of dissent”  in the face of 

these armed threats.15 Recall the data reported by Chenoweth and Stephan indi-

cating that concurrent violent campaigns tend to weaken nonviolent struggle.16

The revolution overall was extraordinarily well organized and orchestrated 

under the close supervision of Khomeini and his close supporters. Because 

the Shah had successfully suppressed the development of many of the usual 

networks of civil society, the mosques and their associated neighbourhood 

religious associations (many organized by the bazaari—merchants and workers 

in the bazaars) were the primary behavioural systems available to drive the 

revolution. Many other groups participated, however, including intellectuals 

and students, the middle class and professionals, unions, and leftists. Each 

of these groups had their own reasons for opposing the Shah and participat-

ing in what became one of the most widespread campaigns of organized civil 

resistance in history.17

Khomeini demanded that resistance activities remain nonviolent, not out 

of moral conviction (he later supported the use of violence in maintaining the 

regime) but for practical reasons: as in many other nonviolent struggles, the 

resistance could not muster the military resources that would be required to 

successfully challenge those of the Shah. Khomeini believed that nonviolent 

methods could be powerful under existing circumstances and had an obvious 

command of the dynamics of such methods. The enormous tide of popular 

resistance was carefully and strategically orchestrated, unlike many struggles 
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in which populations take to the streets out of frustration without an overall 

strategic analysis and plan.

The revolution drew on many different nonviolent methods and strategic 

options, including cycling between mass protest and nearly universal dis-

ruptive noncooperation through general strikes, construction of a parallel 

government, initiation of targeted strikes at key moments, and organization 

of mass memorials for those who died in the struggle. Earlier constructive 

efforts in the 1960s and 1970s appear to have built a level of respect among 

the population for the Islamists. In a final confrontation between mutineers 

and the Imperial Guard, large numbers of civilians shielded the mutineers, 

presaging similar action in the Philippines seven years later. Throughout the 

revolution, violent repression by the Shah’s regime hardened the resistance 

and increased the extent of public participation, particularly in acts of disrup-

tive noncooperation.18

There is a great deal to be learned, both positive and cautionary, from 

careful study of this campaign. For our purposes here, however, we focus 

on the interruption of crucial resources required to maintain repression in 

Iran, foremost but not exclusively the loyalty of the Shah’s security forces. 

As Ervand Abrahamian explains, “Some speculate that the Shah left at the 

urging of the White House. But a far more likely reason was that he realized 

that he had lost control not only of the streets but also the military. Soldiers 

were refusing orders, deserting, fraternizing with demonstrators, handing 

over weapons to them, and even firing on gung-ho officers.” 19 Abrahamian 

also cites a report from General Abbas Qarabaghi, the Iranian minister of the 

interior at the time, that field commanders were afraid to issue ammunition 

to tank officers after the Black Friday massacre of civilians, fearing further 

mutiny.20 In addition, he notes that, according to a report in the New York 

Times, “the main reason the Shah pulled troops off the streets . . . was the 

‘fear that young soldiers, nearly all conscripts, would not follow orders and 

shoot.’” 21 Chenoweth and Stephan do not see the loss of control of security 

forces as the central dynamic for the campaign’s success, however, viewing 

the level of mass participation in disruption as more powerful. Nonetheless, 

their analysis also indicates that, as in so many other nonviolent campaigns, 

the lack of troops that could be relied on to follow orders was a crucial factor 

in the outcome.22
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In order to maintain his regime, the Shah required reliable troops; the 

availability of such troops was, therefore, an essential condition for repression 

and survival. While security forces defect in many nonviolent campaigns, in 

this case, the loss of loyalty was not fortuitous or accidental. Khomeini and 

his supporters waged a deliberate campaign to draw individuals and units of 

the security forces (behavioural systems) away from the Shah through direct 

persuasion, advocacy, and efforts to shift equivalence relations.23 Among the 

intentional efforts to bring security forces over to the resistance reported by 

Chenoweth and Stephan as well as by Abrahamian were the following:24

	 •	 Instructions to resisters to avoid antagonizing (in some cases, by marching 

in silence) and to remain respectful to security forces during protests

	 •	 Meetings of opposition leaders with security officials to ask for cooperation

	 •	 Calls to security forces by Khomeini himself to “renew your bonds with the 

beloved people and refuse to go on slaughtering your children and brothers 

for the sake of the whims of this family of bandits” 25

	 •	 Extensive, intentional fraternization efforts, including distributing flowers 

to soldiers along with messages of solidarity

	 •	 Assistance to security force deserters

	 •	 Intentional deployment of soldiers by sympathetic officers to places where 

fraternization was likely

	 •	 Prevention of protesters from using inflammatory slogans like “Death to 

the Shah” —slogans that threaten not only the opponent but the forces 

supporting him

Reducing the availability of reliable troops was just one (crucially 

important) instance of the use of the interruption of essential resources 

and conditions in the Iranian revolution. In another example, reported by 

Chenoweth and Stephan, “workers at Iran’s electrical facilities began cutting 

off power for two hours each night in order to disrupt the state-run evening 

news and to offer the cover of darkness to protestors who were violating the 

8:00 p.m. curfew.” 26 The news, a potentially crucial means of manipulating 

public opinion and hopes, could not be broadcast without the availability 

of electricity. In this case, while state-run media could not be directly influ-

enced by the resistance, they could not broadcast in support of the oppressive 
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regime without electricity (an essential resource). Electricity was controlled by 

collectives (behavioural systems) that could be influenced by, and ultimately 

joined, the resistance. Similarly, it was much more difficult for security forces 

to enforce the curfew without light (a facilitating condition). Note that, as 

in many other cases discussed here, multiple methods were strategically 

interwoven into an integrated overall campaign, the intentional interruption 

of essential and facilitating conditions among them.

The Brazilian Church-state crisis of 1980

The deportation of an Italian priest, Padre Vito Miracapillo, on November 

1, 1980, pushed the long-deteriorating relationship between the Brazilian 

military dictatorship and the Catholic Church to a crisis point. The unfolding 

of the crisis contributed in crucial ways to the movement toward democratic 

elections four years later and the subsequent withdrawal of the military from 

politics. The outcome of these events was shaped by a specific set of condi-

tions, summarized by Daniel Zirker as

the nonviolent tactics of Liberation Theology as practiced in Brazil, based 

in large measure on the writings of such Brazilian theologians as Leonardo 

Boff and apparent in the practice of millions of members of Brazil’s basic 

communities [small Catholic communities occasionally visited by clergy]; 

the socially explosive conditions of poverty in Padre Vito’s parish and in the 

Northeast in general; the growing vulnerability of the dictatorship and its 

principal ideological supporters, the large landowners, to the nonviolent 

strategy of publicly questioning the legitimacy of the dictatorship; . . . 

the Brazilian Church’s overwhelming dependence upon foreign clergy; 

the propensity of foreign clergy to embrace the tenets of Brazilian 

nonviolent Liberation Theology; and the churches' previous two decades of 

commitment to the rights and needs of the poor.27

Because of the domination of the Catholic Church by the imperial govern-

ment and later by the military, the number of Brazilian clergy had, since the 

late 1880s, been limited. The rural, underdeveloped areas, in particular, relied 
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heavily on foreign priests and other religious workers, who were motivated 

by the desire to do mission work. When faced with the conditions of extreme 

poverty that they found, many quickly embraced liberation theology, often 

challenging widespread human rights abuses and the unjust land tenure 

system. The government, at several points, attempted to expel foreign clergy, 

often accusing them of Marxist sympathies that threatened the country. The 

Church hierarchy, meanwhile, continued to rely on them to maintain the 

institution and, increasingly, came to support their political positions as well. 

Kirker notes that tensions between the government and the Church were fur-

ther exacerbated by the Church’s public questioning of the “internationalist”  

economic perspective of the regime, which supported large landowners and 

the economic elite while leaving many in deep poverty and hopelessness.

The full history and story of the Church-led nonviolent struggle of 1980, 

which prepared the ground for the successful campaign of 1984–85, has much 

to teach and is worth careful study.28 Our more limited purpose here, how-

ever, is to explore the tactical utility of resource disruption. By late 1980, the 

crisis between the government and the Church had become very serious. For 

example, the National Conference of Brazilian Bishops described the land 

tenure system, about which the Church had previously seemed ambivalent, 

in the strongest possible terms: “The usury of the land tenure, exacerbated by 

an archaic land [ownership] structure and the Brazilian economic model—

exclusive, concentrated and dependent—generates hunger and disease, forced 

migrations, lack of production and productivity, precariousness in housing, 

arbitrary imprisonment, injustices and other forms of oppression against the 

human person.” 29

In response, the regime portrayed the Church, particularly the foreign 

clergy and base communities, as having been infiltrated by Marxist ideology 

and agents. The situation deteriorated to the point where the primary argu-

ment the regime could muster for its legitimacy was protecting the nation 

against Marxist subversion. In order for this argument to be persuasive, the 

government required an adversary (the Church) that could reasonably be sus-

pected of Marxist leanings. In fact, having such an adversary available had become 

an essential condition for suppression and violations of human rights. Recognizing 

this, the Church unexpectedly acted to disrupt this condition, moving 

institutionally toward the centre through strong, coordinated statements that 
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maintained its full commitment to a preferential option for the poor and to 

human liberation while emphasizing in word and action that Catholic theol-

ogy and Marxist ideas were entirely incompatible. This shift simultaneously 

strengthened the Church’s support among the middle class without losing the 

support of the poor and significantly weakened the government’s legitimacy 

and freedom to act. Mass nonviolent resistance grew; four years later, the mili-

tary dictatorship could no longer sustain its power—the necessary resources 

and conditions it required to do so were no longer available.

Third-Party Disruption and Provision of Resources

The involvement of third parties such as other nations has long been viewed 

as a relatively weak factor in the outcome of campaigns of nonviolent struggle, 

and Chenoweth and Stephan’s data confirm that hypothesis.30 In most cases, 

sanctions by third parties appear to have made little difference on the outcome 

of nonviolent campaigns. Third parties can sometimes be useful or harmful, 

however, through the provision or withholding of structural or facilitating 

resources. Denying resources like weapons to repressive regimes, for example, 

can be helpful and should be encouraged where possible. (Arguably, deny-

ing weapons to violent insurgencies where civil resistance may prove a more 

promising strategy than providing them, so long as accompanied by resources 

that could support nonviolent resistance.)31 At any rate, the support of third 

parties tends to be unreliable at times when the economic or political inter-

ests of those third parties conflict with those of the resistance movement—a 

common circumstance at some point in most campaigns.

Chenoweth and Stephan found that aid from outside is commonly not a 

major factor in the success of resistance campaigns, although modest support 

for communication and campaign resources may be of value. Their review 

indicates that large-scale international boycotts like those directed toward 

the South African apartheid regime can be helpful, as can diplomatic support 

for human rights and opposition groups.32 They recommend the open-access 

A Diplomat’s Handbook for Democracy Development Support (diplomatshandbook.

org), which offers other useful suggestions. Overall, it has become clear that 

third parties can have some impact on the success of liberation movements 
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and should be encouraged to do so in ways that are consistent with the avail-

able evidence; at the same time, history indicates that grievance populations 

ultimately must rely primarily on themselves.

S trategic        R etaliation      

As emphasized in chapter 9, most methods of nonviolent struggle focusing 

on decelerating the level of repression rely on the dynamics of extinction—

usually in tandem with differential reinforcement of desired alternatives. It 

is theoretically possible, however, to decelerate behaviour using a different 

process: retaliation (technically, punishment). Retaliation would involve the 

grievance group systematically injuring the opponent in some way (per-

haps through organizing a disruptive demonstration that embarrasses the 

opponent) or taking away something the opponent wants (perhaps through 

sabotage) when the opponent takes oppressive action. Very little such sys-

tematic retaliation is apparent in the history of nonviolent struggle, however. 

Nonsystematic retaliation (for example, property destruction out of frustra-

tion), while common, does not appear to leverage significant power. The 

general weakness of retaliation, whether in nonviolent or violent campaigns, 

is clear; the available research indicates that retaliation against terrorist acts, 

and retaliation in response to collective violence in general, is usually inef-

fective.33 Gene Sharp notes that B. F. Skinner, from whose work behavioural 

systems science originated, and Gandhi agreed that retaliation (countervio-

lence and other forms of punishment) is a poor choice for bringing about 

change.34 Sharp writes: “Speaking of ‘the threat of force’ to control behaviour, 

Skinner, in his novel Walden Two through the character T. E. Frazier, said that 

although retribution and revenge are natural, ‘. . . in the long run the man we 

strike is no less likely to repeat his act.’ He’ll still tend to repeat it. He’ll want 

to repeat it. We haven’t really altered his potential behavior at all.’” 35 Skinner 

repeated this warning about the limitations of retaliation throughout his 

decades of work.36 Gandhi consistently promoted the same messages—for 

example, in stating, “Violence always thrived on counterviolence.” 37

The question of retaliation is one on which established science is clear. 

Although the explanation may seem like common sense, retaliation (“an eye for 
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an eye” ) has been so deeply institutionalized in some religious and many cul-

tural traditions that persuasion through explanation is necessary. Retaliation 

is usually a weak intervention for three reasons that are clear in the behavioural 

science literature.38 First, implementing punishment effectively is difficult and 

costly. As Skinner pointed out, punishment does not reduce the opponent’s incli-

nation to oppress and exploit, so even if it is effective in the moment, constant 

surveillance is required to ensure that retaliation occurs systematically and 

continuously after instances of oppression. If punishment occurs only intermit-

tently, not only is it demonstrably ineffective, but perhaps counterintuitively it 

tends to strengthen the undesirable action since that action sometimes pays off. 

But retaliation to every instance of undesirable action is generally unrealistic.

Second, retaliation tends to encourage escalating cycles of retaliation 

on each side, often moving toward more severe violence, thus increasing 

risk and damage with no assurance (in fact, little likelihood) of success. This 

consistent finding appears to account for Chenoweth and Stephan’s finding 

that armed insurgencies have produced poor results.39 Finally, the side effects 

of punishment (a relatively intense form of coercion)—which include anger, 

countercoercion, suppression, rigidity, and immobilization—often defeat its 

ultimate purpose: to achieve positive action by the opponent.40 Such positive 

action, whether conversion, accommodation, or surrender, is less likely fol-

lowing campaigns of retaliation.41

The Internet age offers new opportunities for retaliation from a distance, 

potentially anonymously. In a recent summary in the Washington Post, futurist 

and blogger Dominic Basulto stated that “the Internet attacks of ‘hacktiv-

ist’ organizations this year have shown that nonviolent retaliation gets a 

more immediate response than nonviolent demonstration.” 42 Basulto sug-

gests that “freezing bank accounts, flooding Web sites with denial-of-service 

attacks, releasing sensitive records to the public, publicizing home addresses 

of officials, and wreaking havoc with popular social media accounts are all 

nonviolent steps that appear to strike more fear into the hearts of government 

officials”  than do traditional nonviolent techniques.43 He presents Internet-

based retaliatory techniques as tactics than can be used to punish undesirable 

actions by individuals, institutions, and governments. (For example, if campus 

police pepper-spray protesters, anonymous hacktivists attack the officer or the 

university electronically in retaliation.)
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It is too soon to fully evaluate the impact of such tactics. It is probably 

broadly true that electronic retaliation can, in the short term, “strike more fear 

into the hearts”  of opponents than can noncooperation, persuasion, or protest. 

Shooting back, bombing, and many other forms of retaliation also evoke fear 

but are generally ineffective. So far, however, there is no evidence that the 

basic behavioural principles of punishment will not apply to punishment 

of the digital kind, including the probability of the opponent escalating his 

attacks. Governments are presenting electronic attacks like denial-of-service 

as potentially serious security threats (a new equivalence relation).44 Such 

retaliation may therefore escalate hostilities and alienate the support of the 

broader population.

Concerns raised above in reference to sabotage, especially lack of transpar-

ency, also apply here. Experience continues to suggest that standing publicly 

against injustice and enduring the consequences are among the central 

effective dynamics in nonviolent struggle because of their impact on potential 

allies, on the resistance community itself, and, often, on the opponent’s pillars 

of support. The power of living in truth is, in part, its public nature, which 

challenges others to respond in kind. Anonymous electronic attacks do not 

share this characteristic and thus may be viewed as secret and sinister or as 

mere pranks lacking the gravity of campaigns for justice. There is room for fur-

ther research into the potential and impact of retaliation, including electronic 

retaliation, but at present, such action appears unpromising either as a short-

term tactic or as a strategic choice in nonviolent struggle.

We have now examined the full range of functional, strategic alternatives for 

nonviolent resistance to oppression, repression, and systematic violations of 

human rights: constructive noncooperation, persuasion, protest, disruptive 

noncooperation, resource disruption, and retaliation. In the final chapter 

I summarize where we have been, what we know, and how, in the future, we 

can use behavioural systems science to more systematically study and effec-

tively actualize nonviolent resistance.



251

11

towar   d  “ u n d rea   m t  of  ”   d iscoveries       

We are constantly being astonished these days at the amazing 

discoveries in the field of violence. But I maintain that far more 

undreamt of and seemingly impossible discoveries will be made in 

the field of nonviolence.

— Mohandas K. Gandhi, Collected Works, Vol. 72

Ours is a world of injustice, whether in the most disadvantaged parts of the 

world or in the most advantaged, as Chris Hedges and Joe Sacco dramatically 

insist in Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt.1 Human-caused climate change and 

environmental degradation are pushing the earth toward disaster, at least 

as a habitat for human beings and many other organisms—a situation that 

political structures appear powerless to address. In his discussions of the most 

devastated communities in the United States, victims of corporate greed and 

political failure, Hedges suggests that only civil resistance, only nonviolent 

struggle, can shift these global directions. The history of civil resistance move-

ments indeed appears to confirm that nonviolent action is the most hopeful 

available option for dealing with serious injustices and repressive regimes.2 

Yet the challenges are great: such resistance does not always work as hoped, 

choosing the best strategic options for particular conditions remains difficult, 

the power of nonviolent alternatives is commonly unknown or ignored in 
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critical policy circles, and the very notion of such resistance is widely viewed 

as unrealistically romantic—a view encouraged by those who recognize the 

true threat of people power to existing power structures. There is much more 

work to be done.

The overall, and admittedly controversial, thesis of this volume is that the 

route to Gandhi’s “undreamt of and seemingly impossible discoveries”  will 

lie not in naïve idealism but in rigorous science.3 This science is “yet taking 

shape,”  to use Gandhi’s words; he added, “There is a wide scope for research 

and experiment in this field.” 4 An adequate science of nonviolent resistance 

will not be a simple one, but the thesis here is that an ecological science 

grounded in the science of behaviour and behavioural systems science has 

both austere elegance and exceptional power. Marston Bates’s classic model 

for an ecological science, elaborated in The Nature of Natural History, fits well 

with this approach. Bates suggests that three methodologies are required 

to capture the complexities of interlocking ecological phenomena: rigorous 

observation, the elaboration of conceptual and theoretical frameworks con-

sistent with those observations, and experimental field testing of hypotheses 

suggested by those conceptual frameworks.5 But his model is not linear: he 

argues that ecological sciences require that those methods be used iteratively 

and recursively.6

Most of the work that has been done in the area of nonviolent struggle has 

been observational; we have rich databases of historical cases available for 

study, considerable primary data on which to draw, and many documented 

personal accounts. By itself, observation produces rich anecdote but usually 

only limited generalizable knowledge. As a result, nonviolent struggle contin-

ues to be limited by the drag of the past: resistance movements tend to repeat 

what has worked in the past without a clear understanding of the quality of  

the fit between known tactics and strategies and the dynamics of current 

realities.7 There are at least two potentially valuable directions for further 

observational work. First, ethnographic studies that develop testable con-

ceptual frameworks, although uncommon, offer the potential for significant 

advance. The final chapter of David Graeber’s methodologically interesting eth-

nography of the global justice movement, Direct Action: An Ethnography, offers 

an initial model for such rigorous qualitative study. The focus in that work is 

on equivalence relations and rule-governed behaviour (although Graeber uses 
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 different terminology). A second approach, and the one that this book gener-

ally relies upon, is to view observational and historical data through the lens 

of well-established theory such as the science of behaviour and behavioural 

systems analysis.

Rich observations, whether ethnographically unique or interpreted 

through strong theory, nearly always suggest new questions. Those ques-

tions can, in many cases, be explored through further observations, whether 

prospectively or retrospectively (by re-examining the available historical 

data). Such explorations can be pursued rigorously—either qualitatively, as in 

ethnography, or quantitatively, as in the important work of Chenoweth and 

Stephan, in which a large number of cases were aggregated and conclusions 

drawn from the results.8 Whether principles are initially framed in terms of 

established theory or conceptual models are instead allowed to emerge from 

the data, generalized knowledge requires the development and testing of 

explicit frameworks. In fact, the noted behavioural researcher Fred Kerlinger 

insisted that “the basic aim of science is theory.” 9 No single observation or 

experiment yields certain conclusions or unassailable conceptual advances; 

the scientific method does not operate that way. Rather, science is a progres-

sive enterprise in which knowledge is increasingly refined and deepened 

over time.

In a recursive process of observation and development of conceptual 

understanding, each feeds the other. In some forms of ecological science, 

this is the most that can be done; in astronomy, for example, it is not pos-

sible to actually manipulate heavenly bodies. Still, it has proven possible 

to simulate some of the processes important to astronomy and cosmology 

through small experiments in physics. In the study of biological ecologies, it 

is somewhat easier to experiment directly in the field, but even here, there 

are few opportunities to experimentally modify large ecological environ-

ments—in part for political reasons, in part because major ecological shifts 

would be expensive and complex to initiate in a controlled manner, and 

in large part because changes with uncertain outcomes might be irrevers-

ible. Marston Bates therefore emphasizes modest field experiments to 

test hypotheses that emerge from observation and conceptual analyses.10 

Analogously, modest experiments embraced by resistance movements are 

likely to produce new results that could guide their own strategic efforts and 
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those of other groups, while further informing observational and conceptual 

explorations. Experimental science generally produces the most rigorous 

knowledge and developing such a science should certainly be one goal of 

those committed to strengthening nonviolent struggles for justice. A mean-

ingful science of nonviolent struggle is therefore likely to be observational, conceptual, 

and experimental.

In addition to his three-part model of scholarship, Bates notes that new 

sciences studying new phenomena typically also require new analytic tools 

and forms of measurement.11 The rigorous study of nonviolent struggle, 

being relatively new, is therefore likely to require new tools for observation 

and analysis. While we can draw on considerable measurement knowledge 

from behavioural science, and some from behavioural systems science, 

operationalizing variables and systemic behavioural interactions in measur-

able and useful ways is clearly an area in which much more development 

is required.

Three areas deserve further emphasis in concluding this volume. The 

first is an integrated restatement of a functional taxonomy of methods for 

strategic nonviolent struggle. Second, a review of templates for organizing 

observational and experimental data in interactional ways may be of use for 

those seeking to apply the ideas presented here. Finally, both the material in 

this volume and the work of others suggest directions for applied and scholarly 

contributions strengthening nonviolent struggle in the future; a few of those 

directions are briefly noted.

F unctional         C lasses       of   N onviolent          Action   

Perhaps the most original suggestion in this volume is the application of a 

science-based functional classification of the methods of nonviolent action. 

That classification has been incrementally developed throughout; here, it may 

be useful to summarize the alternatives in a holistic way. Most commonly, 

several classes of action are integrated within a single campaign and even in a 

single campaign action, but in doing so, it is important to be clear about which 

methods are most consistent with established strategic objectives. The order 

of presentation here is roughly from the most to the least constructive (and 
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to a great extent from the least to the most aggressive, although all may be 

experienced by the opponent as aversive).

Constructive Noncooperation

Constructive noncooperation is the least developed strategic option in the 

literature of nonviolent struggle, but it may be the most powerful. Jonathan 

Schell’s The Unconquerable World makes a strong case for the enormous but 

largely unrecognized impact of this alternative over recent centuries: as we 

have seen, he credits the liberation of Eastern Europe and, to a great extent, 

even the success of the American Revolution to constructive nonviolent resis-

tance. The focus of this strategic choice is on the construction and sustenance 

of a new self-reliant and self-determining culture within the shell of—and 

in resistance to—structural oppression. This option is distinct from any 

other class in that the actions targeted for change in constructive nonviolent 

action are those of the resistance community itself rather than those of the 

opponent. Because of extensive sociocultural interdependencies, however, 

constructive noncooperation is also a powerful form of political resistance that 

ultimately must shift the practices of the opponent.

Persuasion

Persuasion, which is enacted through potentiating or offering incentives, is 

one option for encouraging the opponent to take specific actions. Potentiation 

involves shifting the opponent’s rules by increasing his recognition of the 

availability of existing incentives or shifting his values (equivalence relations) 

to increase motivation for action. Incentives for taking the action desired by 

the resistance cover a broad range, from potential election support to expe-

riencing oneself as a person of moral integrity. Although often described as 

symbolic, persuasion is, in fact, intended to change behaviour, whether overt 

or cognitive. It is often a first-choice option when there is a specific action that 

the resistance movement wants the opponent to take, since it has few undesir-

able side effects and may be the least costly to the movement.
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Protest

Protest is the second primary option for encouraging the opponent to take 

desired action. The incentives here, however, are primarily negative: the resis-

tance movement establishes or convincingly threatens an aversive condition 

that the opponent can escape by complying with the group’s demands. Protest 

has been widely exercised by resistance movements and many other dissatis-

fied groups, and can be a powerful option if the aversive condition can be 

sustained over time. This option comes with several associated risks, however. 

The first is the difficulty of maintaining nonviolent discipline under pres-

sure, when the temptation to shift to physical threats or action may be high; 

if discipline cannot be sustained, the risk of failure can be grave. A second 

issue, supported by both behavioural research and history, is that the response 

to protest is often repression rather than compliance. Only if the resistance 

movement can nonviolently stand and endure that repression is success likely. 

In addition, through satiation, opponents commonly become inured to protest 

that does not produce significant disruption to systems critical to the status 

quo: the power of even large demonstrations alone has often faded consider-

ably over time.

Disruptive Noncooperation

Disruptive noncooperation, like its constructive alternative, is a powerful 

option that is more difficult to suppress than is protest. Gandhi argued that 

if the grievance population refuses to cooperate regardless of the result-

ing repression, the power of the opponent will crumble.12 Frances Fox Piven 

explains the reason why disruptive noncooperation is so powerful: the orga-

nization of contemporary society is so tightly interdependent that disruption 

in one area can have profound, widely resonating effects.13 Disruption relies, 

to a great extent, on the behavioural science principle of extinction—consis-

tently withholding reinforcement for undesirable behaviour will result in the 

extinction of that behaviour. Note that disruptive noncooperation functionally 

reduces oppressive actions; to encourage specific positive alternatives, it is often 

combined with persuasion and protest. Thus, the payoffs of oppression are 
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 withdrawn while incentives for desired alternatives are concurrently offered. 

Disruptive noncooperation, persuasion, and protest—all built on a decades-

long foundation of constructive noncooperation—was the powerful strategic 

amalgam employed in the US civil rights movement.

Resource Disruption

It is sometimes possible to block oppressive action directly by disrupting 

access to essential or facilitating resources and conditions that support that 

action. Most forms of oppression, to be sustained, require human, financial, 

and physical resources. Identifying those resources and then disrupting them 

through direct and indirect routes may offer at least a temporary respite. 

Sustaining such disruption over time can be challenging, since the opponent 

may find other sources, and, as is the case with disruptive noncooperation, 

blocking the opponent’s actions does not in itself shape a desirable future—

for that to occur, some form of constructive strategy must usually also be 

included. Anonymous forms of resource disruption sometimes border on 

sabotage, which has significant risks (including in terms of public perception) 

but may be justified if the target of sabotage is clearly integral to oppression 

and if the safety of human beings on all sides can be assured.

Retaliation

Established theory indicates a final possibility, retaliation, which is understood 

functionally as punishment intended to reduce undesirable actions. Extensive 

data have established that punishment is difficult to apply with the force and 

consistency required to be effective in most domains and that it typically has 

serious side effects. These concerns appear to be as valid in nonviolent struggle 

as elsewhere. Retaliating consistently and in a seriously aversive way to acts of 

repression is very difficult; perhaps in part for this reason, this option appears 

to be rare in strategic nonviolent action. Recently, electronic retaliation has 

emerged as a new method, but in addition to carrying the challenges and risks 

of other forms of punishment, such retaliation is often a form of sabotage, 
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which carries its own risks in terms of public response while distancing the 

resistance movement from the openness characteristic of successful nonvio-

lent action and therefore potentially reducing participation.

B ehavioural         S ystems      S cience       as   a Basis     for   
S trategic        A nalysis   

Strategic analysis drawing on behavioural science would be simple if the goal 

were only to influence the behaviour of one person. The reality, however, is 

that the opponent is often a complex regime consisting of multiple interlock-

ing behavioural systems, and that regime is, in turn, supported by a larger 

network of such systems. Even when the opponent is a single individual, the 

resistance seldom has adequate direct influence on that person and thus needs 

to expand its engagement to the networks in which the opponent is embed-

ded. In cases where a large portion of the population supports oppression (as 

in racist systems like slavery, apartheid, or Jim Crow), campaigns of civil resis-

tance need to focus their efforts simultaneously on members of populations 

and the interlocking networks that structure society. Attempts to shift the 

tactics and strategies of members of a resistance movement and their allies or 

to maintain nonviolent discipline at such a macro level are similarly complex. 

The application of behavioural systems science can clarify such complexities 

and guide efforts toward substantive impacts.

In the simplest of such cases, activists may want to influence the values 

or actions of a larger population: for example, they may aim to turn people 

away from oppressive attitudes and practices toward LGBTQ persons. 

Technically, this involves changing verbal behaviour (specifically, equivalence 

relations and rules) and the social consequences of biased—as well as unbi-

ased or gay-affirmative—actions among an entire class of actors: members of 

the population. Changes in social consequences can encourage the challeng-

ing of homophobic statements and actions and can reinforce affirmative 

statements and actions. The goal in such cases is to change common contingen-

cies—antecedents and consequences shared among a class of actors. There are 

many situations in which shifts in common contingencies are strategically 

important, including encouraging members of security forces to defect, 
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emboldening members of the grievance population to step up to more active 

participation in the movement, or persuading voters to embrace policies sup-

porting universal human rights. In such cases, a useful analytic tool is the 

common contingency (technically, macrocontingency) diagram, a template 

for which is shown in figure 11.14 (Refer to figure 2 for a completed example. 

This template, as well as that in figure 12, may be freely copied for noncom-

mercial use.)

Note that all of the entries made on the template in figure 11 should be 

variables that affect the actions of members a class of actors in a similar way. 

We are not looking here for what is unique, for example, to a single member 

of the security forces but at experiences that many individual members are 

likely to share.15 For example, the humiliation that a member of the security 

forces may experience when he is chased from the street by armed resistance 

fighters may be part of the motivating context for violent responses later; this 

is likely true for many of his fellows as well. The resources are those that make 

the actions of a typical member of this group possible (e.g., weapons), and the 

consequences are those that such members commonly experience for acting. 

Positive consequences are the rewards received for violent responses; aversive 

consequences may include the possible risk of injury. Note that what one 

actor experiences as positive may be negative to others; we are looking here 

for typical patterns. Such patterns can, however, be explored by examining 

Practice:

Class of Actor:

Essential and 
Facilitating Resources

and Conditions

• 
•
•
•

Motivating context Positive Consequences

Aversive Consequences

Aversive conditions 
(Deprivation, pain,
humiliation)
•
•
Models
•
•
Verbal processes
(equivalence relations, 
rules)
•
•

• 
•
•
•
•
 

• 
•
•
•
•

Figure 11. A contingency template for analyzing the variables that shape and support shared practices 
among a class of actors
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and comparing the experiences of multiple single cases. One outcome of an 

actor’s violent response may be that an innocent party is killed. This may well 

be experienced by a witness as very negative but by the actor as neutral or 

even positive. Again, to understand and potentially change his actions, his 

own experience of the event and its consequences must be analyzed—so if he 

experiences the death as positive, it should be included in the diagram as a 

positive consequence. This is because it may encourage the actor to repeat his 

action—if so, for him, it is technically a positive reinforcer. This distinction 

can be hard to remember; it may help to think of positive consequences as any 

subjective payoff for the actor.

One goal in using such a template is to identify events and conditions 

that would strengthen the motivating context for a desired shared practice, 

essential and facilitating resources and conditions that would make it possible 

or easier to take that action, and positive consequences that would support the 

desired action. At the same time, it is important to identify aversive conse-

quences (the costs associated with taking the action) and develop plans either 

to minimize those consequences or to weaken their impact (for example, 

through reframing the need to suffer to achieve justice—a shift in relational 

responding). Note that this template can be used to analyze (a) undesirable 

actions that the resistance movement wants to reduce (e.g., acts of violence 

by a member of the security forces, as discussed above) or (b) desirable actions 

that the movement wants to encourage (e.g., participation in campaign 

actions by members of the population). It is all behaviour. Typically, such an 

analysis will quickly surface many complexities, but it provides an initial, 

overall picture of the situation to be addressed.

As the analysis moves to behavioural systems, other patterns of variables 

need to be considered. For example, if the goal is to shift the practices of 

corporations whose operations involve significant environmental damage, it 

is important to examine the consequences that select practices that produce 

such externalities (“externalities”  being environmental costs paid by others 

external to the corporation).16 Shifting the costs is likely to shift practices. Note 

that this is a collective analogue of the shaping of individual behaviour. All  

else being equal, an individual reduces the rate of a behaviour if it becomes 

more costly—as, for example, has been demonstrated with increasing the costs 

of cigarettes, a common contingency across a population. Up to a point, but  
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only up to a point, the same pattern holds for collectives (corporations, armies, 

regimes) when metacontingencies shift.

Shifting consequences to the responsible entity (organization, corporation, 

or government agency, for instance) need not rely only on penalties or other 

aversive procedures. The principles underlying the “Reward and Reminder”  

procedure developed by Anthony Biglan and colleagues to reduce tobacco sales 

to minors has potentially wide applicability to environmental and, to some 

extent, social issues.17 In brief, this procedure involves regular probes to deter-

mine whether stores sell tobacco to minors; if they do not, the clerk receives 

a commendation and in some cases a bonus, and the store receives public 

recognition in the media. If they do sell to minors, the result is a reminder 

(and the potential for public embarrassment). The key here is at least an equal, 

and preferably a greater, emphasis on positive than on aversive consequences. 

Behavioural scientists have recently expanded the application of this principle 

to programs that certify corporations for behavioural safety and “green”  opera-

tions.18 The utility of this overall strategic option for challenging many kinds 

of serious human rights and social justice issues is currently unknown, but it 

appears quite promising in the areas of environmental action and structural 

oppression involving corporations and is worth thoughtful exploration in 

other struggles for liberation.

Even shifts in metacontingencies are not the whole story, however. As we 

saw in chapter 9, corporations, governments, and even entire societies often 

sustain practices that are very damaging—even fatal—to themselves, despite 

the associated costs.19 There are several possible reasons for this. First, the 

leadership of the collective may not be sensitive to the actual consequences 

of their decisions, which is to say that they are not operating on the basis of 

accurate rules.20 Another possibility, widely viewed as common in the corpo-

rate world, is that decisions are based on immediate rather than long-term 

outcomes. Perverse incentives in place may reward key sets of actors primarily 

for short-term profits rather than for actions that benefit the organization, 

much less society as a whole. Such practices can be understood initially by 

using the simple template shown in figure 11, but the contingencies noted 

will generally be provided by other behavioural systems, so the more complex 

template in figure 12 below may be more helpful. (Refer to figures 3 and 6 for 

completed examples.)
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Another issue may also make shifting the practices of a large collective 

more challenging. A complex system typically comprises multiple behav-

ioural subsystems, and those subsystems are, to some extent, self-organizing. 

What this means is that the actors in the system may respond more to 

reinforcement from those with whom they are in closest contact than to 

rules regarding what is best for the organization overall. The organizational 

literature is rife with examples of behavioural systems that fail due to lack 

of cooperation or lack of “commitment”  within; the discipline of organiza-

tional behaviour management exists to address such challenges.21 Resistance 

movements can, in some cases, work to maximize autonomous, disaffected 

processes within the opponent’s networks of support; this is largely what 

happens in encouraging defection of bureaucracies, key sectors of civil society, 

or units within security forces. Resistance movements can use analysis of 

interlocking practices within the support networks to further understand and 

perhaps influence behavioural dynamics (e.g., rules, equivalences, resources, 

consequences) within the opponent’s regime. The template in figure 12 for 

analysis of interlocking practices is designed to facilitate such efforts.

This template can be used (1) to pinpoint the key variables that shape and 

maintain the actions of the key opponent or class of opponent (or ally); (2) to 

identify the practices of other (secondary) classes of actors that contribute to 

the motivating context, resources, or consequences that shape the actions 

of the focal actor(s); (3) to diagram the interactions between actors using 

arrows; and (4) to note the key variables shaping those actions among each 

secondary group of actors. The identified interactions and variables offer 

potential leverage points for campaigns of nonviolent resistance. This kind of 

template is best understood by actually completing an example for oneself; 

what may appear to be a dry exercise often proves enlightening when applied 

to an actual situation that one cares about. In complex situations, it may 

be useful to begin by completing a diagram using the template in figure 11 

to understand in detail particular practices embedded in the whole and 

then carrying that information into the template in figure 12. This may be 

particularly important when one is conducting the analysis with community 

members and activists who are not grounded in behavioral systems prin-

ciples, in which case a step-by-step process will be clearer than beginning 

with a complex diagram.
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This kind of template can be used for analyzing the dynamics hap-

pening within a complex organization or regime, as well as for analyzing 

interactions between and among the opponent (or other key actor) and other 

supporting systems. The core notion in this kind of analysis is to identify 

both the consequences that maintain oppressive practices and who provides 

those consequences, and then to make plans to disrupt those interactions in 

Action/Practice

Class of Actor

Motivating Context

Resources and Conditions

Consequences

Action/Practice

Class of Actor

Motivating Context

Resources and Conditions

Consequences

Action/Practice

Key Actor or Class

Motivating Context

Resources and Conditions

Consequences

Action/Practice

Class of Actor

Motivating Context

Resources and Conditions

Consequences

Action/Practice

Class of Actor

Motivating Context

Resources and Conditions

Consequences

Action/Practice

Class of Actor

Motivating Context

Resources and Conditions

Consequences

Figure 12. Template for analyzing interlocking practices within an opponent’s source network
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some way, whether through persuasion, protest, noncooperation, or some 

other strategy.

The dynamics that are sketched in this way are, of course, hypotheses. A 

scientific approach nearly always relies on developing hypotheses from obser-

vational data and then testing them; struggles for justice can benefit from this 

same process. Hypotheses emerging from a first attempt at analysis should 

therefore be held lightly and tested through experience. Much of what we 

currently know about nonviolent struggle we have learned because resistance 

movements, journalists, and historians have documented their experiments, 

and continued advances require the continuation of that process.

C onstructing            a F uture      of   J ustice       and    L iberation      

We need experts to develop this into a science.

— Mahatma Gandhi, Mohandas Gandhi: Essential Writings

Understanding more deeply the science of nonviolent struggle in ways that 

have practical utility will require substantial effort. I conclude this volume by 

suggesting some directions for those willing to contribute to that work.

The Study of Nonviolent Resistance

Those interested in either developing or applying the behavioural systems 

science of nonviolent resistance need to be well grounded in theory and prac-

tice. A number of very valuable resources are available for such study. Perhaps 

the most useful place to begin is with Gene Sharp’s Self-Liberation, which offers 

brief summaries of and links to core material within his extensive body of work, 

much of which is freely available online. The website of the Albert Einstein 

Institution (aeinstein.org), where Sharp is based, provides a wide range of 

additional valuable material. A second essential work is Erica Chenoweth and 

Maria Stephan’s Why Civil Resistance Works, which has been extensively cited 

here. For those drawn to constructive noncooperation, Jonathan Schell’s The 

Unconquerable World is extremely useful. Nothing, of course, can compete with 
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Gandhi’s work; his small pamphlet The Constructive Programme is particularly 

accessible and important. The list of references at the end of this book provides 

many additional useful titles that have been cited throughout this volume.

A number of videos and other media are useful in introducing the power 

of nonviolent struggle. The public television series A Force More Powerful, for 

which the noted nonviolent theorist Peter Ackerman served as series editor and 

content advisor, is excellent for general and educational viewing. The recent 

award-winning documentary featuring Gene Sharp, How to Start a Revolution, 

is also extremely useful—and hopeful. In addition, the many websites and 

social media pages related to nonviolence, which have increased considerably 

following the events of the Arab Spring, afford rich material for study. Among 

them is the website for Ackerman’s International Center on Nonviolent Conflict 

(nonviolent-conflict.org), which offers an extensive list of resources.

Opportunities for formal study of nonviolent struggle, peace, and conflict 

are available at many major universities. Programs in the behavioural systems 

science of nonviolent struggle, however, are currently almost nonexistent; 

this is clearly an area in which extensive development is needed. Such study 

will probably always be interdisciplinary, however; at the moment the best 

preparation for involvement in nonviolent struggle would probably combine 

the study of behaviour analysis with a program in strategic studies, peace 

and conflict studies, social work, or diplomatic studies. Given the central 

importance of this work, opportunities for such study should be supported by 

universities, private funders, and government.

Research on Nonviolent Struggle

Throughout this book, I have argued that more research into the dynamics of 

nonviolent struggle is essential to advancing human rights, social justice, and 

sustainability. All three of Marston Bates’s methods have substantial potential 

to contribute to such research. Areas ripe for attention include the following:

	 •	 Historical analyses grounded in behavioural systems science. These studies 

are likely to identify dynamics that would otherwise not be seen, even in 

well-studied cases.



266

Strategic Nonviolent Power

	 •	 Ethnographic studies of ongoing nonviolent campaigns by individu-

als who are grounded in the local culture, have extensive knowledge 

of the dynamics of nonviolent struggle, and have behavioural systems 

expertise. Such studies could deepen and correct current conceptual and 

theoretical frameworks.

	 •	 Conceptual collaborations, including round-table conversations and learn-

ing communities, among behavioural scientists and nonviolent activists to 

challenge conceptual frameworks and identify areas needing deeper study

	 •	 Further development of graphic analytic methodologies for expanding both 

micro and macro analyses of campaigns of nonviolent struggle

	 •	 Experiments on the ground to test hypotheses that emerge from the above 

work. The documented results could then be used to refine research agen-

das going forward.

The most rigorous science draws its data from experimentation whenever 

possible. Some kinds of experiments in nonviolent struggle are clearly imprac-

tical, at least at present. For example, experiments that require large numbers 

of campaigns, randomly divided into experimental and control groups, are 

highly unlikely (although similar studies can sometimes be conducted retro-

spectively). However, another form of rigorous experimentation, interrupted 

time-series studies, could be realistic for activist groups wanting to test the 

impact of specific campaigns on particular systems dynamics through modest 

experiments.22 Examples might include exploring the utility of one or more 

methods for building unity or maintaining nonviolent discipline within an 

activist community, or testing the impact of public information campaigns 

among the larger grievance group. This approach would be novel for the study 

of nonviolent struggles but appears to be a good fit.

Connection and Integration with Multiple Audiences

The most important scientific advances at present generally occur at the 

boundaries between disciplines.23 An adequate science of nonviolent struggle 

needs to integrate knowledge and experience across multiple academic 

disciplines and activist communities, both to maximize what is learned and 
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to achieve legitimacy. Close connections with those in the political, policy,  

and diplomacy arenas will be essential to any serious implementation of  

the findings of this science. Serious science will also require serious fund-

ing, so legitimacy among some of those supporting policy-level research is  

also crucial, but with the recognition that existing power structures may 

find such work to be a threat. Those interested in applying behavioural sys-

tems science to conflict, peacemaking, and nonviolent struggles for justice 

need to emphasize collaborations with all of the communities noted here, 

including academics, activists, policy-makers and funders, in pursuing their 

research. Such collaboration will not always be comfortable, considering  

the mutual discomfort among many of those groups. Still, the connections 

must be made.

A new science needs to attract young, emerging scientists who have not yet 

committed to a particular career path. Many students enter doctoral studies 

with tremendous enthusiasm, hoping to have a real impact—and many sub-

sequently report considerable discouragement with their experiences.24 Few 

other options carry equal potential excitement to scientific work supporting 

social justice and contributing to limiting needless violence. Programs that 

can attract and engage emerging scholars and link them to the real struggles 

of grievance populations may be the most promising direction for achieving 

serious advances in this area.

In addition, a tremendous amount of public education is required, since 

most people worldwide—whether those facing oppression or the general 

public—have little understanding of the power of nonviolence, much less 

of its dynamics. Chenoweth and Stephan note that “the provision of educa-

tional materials (e.g., books, films, DVDs, and videogames) that highlight 

lessons learned from other historical nonviolent movements has been cited 

by nonviolent activists as critical to their mobilization,”  and the expansion 

and refinement of such materials is a relatively low-cost, high-payoff strat-

egy.25 Bringing the science of nonviolent struggle into civic dialogue will be 

more difficult, yet it appears essential if democratic societies are to support 

such struggle politically and financially. Such efforts will require engaging 

the rapidly advancing field of social marketing; in addition, circle processes, 

including learning and dialogue circles, and the consequence analysis proce-

dures discussed in chapter 8 have great potential for achieving that goal.26
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Finally, although this may not be apparent in the behaviour of all scien-

tists, science itself is a humble endeavour. A person may labour in a specialized 

area for a lifetime and even win international recognition for the advances she 

has led. Two decades later, however, what she learned is commonly no longer 

part of the core knowledge base, but only of the history of the field. Those 

involved in the most useful research acknowledge up front that all knowledge 

is tentative and partial. The material in this book is no exception. While 

I have attempted to integrate the best of current knowledge to the greatest 

extent I am able, if the need for a science of nonviolent action is accepted—as 

I believe it should be—“undreamt of and seemingly impossible”  advances that 

extend and correct the material here should be expected and embraced. All of 

our current hypotheses must be lightly held.

Chenoweth and Stephan’s research strongly suggests that those “who 

claim that violent resistance is necessary are probably always wrong.” 27 Well-

established behavioural systems theory tested in historical cases supports that 

assertion. Of one thing, then, I am certain: a science of nonviolent struggle is 

clearly possible and therefore deserves the attention of the scientific, activist, 

strategic, military, spiritual, and diplomatic communities, as well as that of an 

informed public. A commitment to pursuing that science and realizing justice 

is our shared obligation.
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