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Research into nonviolent action has developed in the past century from nothing to a small but thriving 
enterprise. Past nonviolence research can be usefully assessed in terms of its relevance to three 
principal audiences: nonviolence researchers, activists and policy makers. Nonviolence research has 
often served to inspire and inform researchers and activists but rarely has had an impact on policy. 
Future nonviolence research can do more of what has gone before, especially case studies and theory. 
As well, there is a potential to open up new areas of investigation including the role of technology, the 
absence as well as the presence of action, and new action arenas including cyberspace and 
organisational struggles, as well as to pioneer participatory methods of research. The future 
development of nonviolence research is likely to be symbiotic with the growing use of nonviolent 
action.  
 
Part 1: Past themes 
  
People have been engaging in nonviolent action for centuries, and today there are millions 
participating in rallies, boycotts, strikes and a host of other actions. Some participants think long and 
hard about how to make their actions more effective; some try to develop sets of ideas for 
understanding these actions, while others gather evidence. Somewhere along the line it's reasonable to 
say that this thinking and evidence-gathering should be called research. Although researchers are often 
thought of as separate observers, participants can be researchers too, and it may be wise not to draw 
too strong a distinction between research and other activities.  
     Whatever definition is used, it is fair to say that research into nonviolent action made great strides 
during the 1900s, starting from nothing and growing to encompass a small but dedicated network of 
researchers who collectively have made many valuable contributions. How can this research be 
assessed? This question immediately raises the issue of the audience of research. Three obvious 
audiences are scholars, nonviolent activists and policy makers.  
     The advantage of orienting research to other scholars - both nonviolence researchers and others - is 
that quality is maintained by the familiar processes of peer review. Intellectual advance can occur by 
building on others' findings. But there is a major risk in too strong a scholarly orientation: the research 
enterprise can become cut off from practice, being uninteresting and unintelligible to activists and 
policy makers. This is a familiar scenario in the social sciences. A large amount of research in 
disciplines such as sociology and political science, and even in interdisciplinary fields such as 
environmental or women's studies, is of no interest to anyone but scholars.  
     An alternative is to orient nonviolence research to activists, with the great advantage of connecting 
theory and practice, providing a regular testing ground for theory and offering theoretical insights to 
activists. Nonviolence research can be relevant both to activists committed to nonviolence on principle 
and to activists using nonviolent methods for pragmatic reasons. The risk in this orientation is that 
research is tailored to what activists like to hear, with potentially uncomfortable directions not pursued 
and uncomfortable findings submerged. Another risk is that research findings published in magazines 
for activists may not get to a very large audience.  
     A third option is for nonviolence research to be oriented to policy makers, especially governments. 
This has the potential for gaining significant institutional support for nonviolence, including funding 
for research. One risk in this orientation is that nonviolence may be coopted by policy makers, being 



given nominal support without substantive change in policies. Another risk is that nonviolence 
research is steered away from directions useful to activists.  
     Each of these three orientations for nonviolence research thus has advantages and disadvantages. 
There is no neutral point for judging these orientations, since they depend on value judgements about 
the best way to achieve a better world and better knowledge about it.  
     My plan here is to look at the work of small number of nonviolence researchers with an eye to their 
key contributions, taking note of the audiences for their work. My selection is not intended to suggest 
that these are the most important researchers. That would be impossible given that English is my only 
language, and in any case is not a useful exercise. Rather, I've picked works with which I have some 
familiarity, with the aim of highlighting some important themes.  
     My friend Tom Weber, a leading Gandhian scholar, pointed out that I have focussed on the 
collective end of the nonviolence spectrum - organised group actions, including nonviolence defence 
and social transformation - and neglected the individual end that includes interpersonal conflict 
resolution and spiritual development of the individual. This latter end of the spectrum is important - I 
see it going hand-in-hand with collective action - but I only mention it in passing here.[1]
     My discussion here focuses on the realm of ideas. I do not address funding for research, 
professional associations, teaching, career opportunities and the like. These matters are vitally 
important but must be left for another occasion.  
Mohandas K. Gandhi was not a researcher in the style of today's scholars and he never sought to 
publish his work in scholarly journals. Nevertheless, it is worth looking at Gandhi's contributions 
through the lens of research.  
     Gandhi made several lasting contributions to nonviolence research. His personal example and his 
leadership of the Indian independence movement provided inspiration for activists and intellectuals 
alike, a process of inspiration that continues today. Also vitally important was Gandhi's 
conceptualisation of nonviolent action and its deployment as a planned method for social change. 
People had used methods of nonviolent action long before Gandhi. He, more than anyone else, 
combined theory and practice. Gandhi was committed to nonviolence on ethical grounds, an approach 
now commonly called principled nonviolence, though he had a astute eye for what would work in 
practice.  
     Gandhi subtitled his autobiography "The story of my experiments with truth,"[2] and there is 
definitely a sense in which he was an experimentalist. Gandhi produced a vast amount of writing, but 
did not systematise his ideas. Therefore, it seems reasonable to say that Gandhi's work was primarily 
oriented to activists. He was not interested in academic research.  
     Gandhi declined the opportunity to be the political leader of newly independent India, but he 
groomed his key followers to make government policy along nonviolence lines. Aside from President 
Rajendra Prasad, they dropped any commitment to pursuing Gandhian policies as soon as they were in 
power.[3] It could be said that Gandhi had hopes of influencing policy but had not developed tools for 
doing so.  

Richard Gregg was one of Gandhi's many followers and admirers. Spending some time working 
with Gandhi, he took on the task of expounding Gandhi's ideas and practice for other audiences. 
Gregg's book The Power of Nonviolence, first published in 1934, is an impressive exposition and 
interpretation of Gandhi's methods, aimed at Western audiences, augmented by Gregg's own 
insights.[4] He covers examples of nonviolent action, the effectiveness of mass nonviolent action, 
nonviolence as a substitute for war, nonviolence and the state, and nonviolence training.  
     For a closer look, let me focus on just one element in Gregg's book: the concept of moral jiu-jitsu. 
When a nonviolent activist - a satyagrahi in Gandhi's terms - comes under attack, for example being 
beaten by police, and maintains nonviolent discipline, this can generate support for the nonviolent 
activist. According to Gregg, nonviolence shows respect for the opponent's integrity, thereby putting 
the attacker to shame and impressing onlookers, who may be won over. By analogy to the sport of jiu-
jitsu, in which the opponent's strength is used to destabilise them, Gregg says that nonviolence causes 
the attacker to lose moral balance while the defender maintains it, thus producing what he terms moral 
jiu-jitsu.  
     Gregg's analysis is along the lines of Gandhi's: both of them see nonviolence working through 
psychological processes. Gregg added a coherent explanation, references to the psychological 
literature and a descriptive name. What is lacking is any evidence of the psychological effects of 
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nonviolent action. Years later, Thomas Weber re-examined the jiu-jitsu process in Gandhi's 1930 salt 
march.[5] When satyagrahis came forward to be beaten by lathi-wielding police, this apparently did 
not lead to a psychological transformation in the police. Some of them became angry at the lack of 
resistance by the protesters, redoubling their attacks. Weber says that the attacks triggered outrage by 
third parties around the world who were informed through eloquent news reports by journalist Webb 
Miller. Contrary to Gregg's idea that nonviolence works primarily through direct psychological effects 
on attackers, Weber found that the main effect, in this instance at least, was through influence on third 
parties.[6] Dennis Dalton, another Gandhian scholar, documented the effects of Gandhi's campaign on 
British officials.[7] According to Dalton, the salt march brilliantly exploited Brish ambivalence by 
appealing to individuals' higher sentiments (such as Lord Irwin's religious beliefs), by presenting the 
cause sympathetically to moderates and by putting the British in a lose-lose situation: either toleration, 
with the independence movement making advances, or repression leading to a backlash. These more 
recent works show both the limitations of Gregg's analysis and the value of his framework as a 
foundation for further investigation.  
     Gregg's book is relevant to both activists and scholars. For activists, it presents Gandhi's method in 
a more systematic form than Gandhi ever did. For scholars, it lays out a conceptual framework for 
nonviolent action. Being firmly in the Gandhian tradition of principled nonviolence, Gregg's approach 
has little appeal for policy makers.  
Stephen King-Hall was a British naval officer, intelligence officer, playwright, member of parliament 
and iconoclastic commentator on British foreign policy. Just before the outbreak of World War II, he 
advocated sending messages directly to the German people in an attempt to undermine support for 
Hitler. Gaining no support from the British government, he financed a private effort along these lines 
which, at least according to King-Hall, had considerable impact.[8]
     In 1958, King-Hall's book Defence in the Nuclear Age was published.[9] He argued that the rise of 
nuclear weapons had made conventional military defence obsolete and instead argued for British 
nuclear disarmament - unilateral if necessary - and nonviolent resistance should the country be 
occupied. Unlike pioneering peace researchers arguing for nonviolent defence[10] - all of whom 
explicitly derived ideas from the nonviolence tradition - King-Hall was primarily concerned about the 
communist threat and derived his radical conclusions from a pragmatic analysis of the implications of 
nuclear weapons. He was quite uncritical of the "western way of life" which he saw as the central 
thing to be defended. One of the core elements of this way of life, as he saw it, was British 
parliamentary democracy.  
     King-Hall's unconventional approach to nonviolent defence led him to make some innovative 
proposals. He suggested, for example, that Khrushchev could have been invited to appear on television 
with the British prime minister, who would then invite 100,000 Soviet citizens to live with British 
families in their homes for two weeks, seeing the western way of life, at British expense. If 
Khrushchev had refused this generous public offer, then this rejection could have been publicised, 
especially in the Soviet Union. If he had accepted, then the visitors' commitment to communism would 
have been undermined, or so King-Hall assumed.[11] This is a type of international diplomacy with 
fraternisation as the underlying method.  
     King-Hall's book was aimed squarely at policy makers. Though generating some discussion, it 
essentially represented a cry in the wilderness given the low receptivity of western governments to a 
recommendation to renounce nuclear weapons and rely on nonviolent defence. King-Hall did not 
orient his recommendations to activists, and academics were even further from his concerns, so it is 
perhaps not surprising that his book did not become the foundation for future research. It did show, 
though, that nonviolence need not be the province only of activists: as nonviolent defence, it could be 
treated as a serious policy option.  
Gene Sharp is widely recognised as the world's leading nonviolence researcher. Among his many 
contributions are the documentation and classification of hundreds of different methods of nonviolent 
action. He also spelled out a framework for the dynamics of nonviolent action, with a series of typical 
stages: laying the groundwork for nonviolent action; making challenges, which usually brings on 
repression; maintaining solidarity and discipline to oppose repression; political jiu-jitsu; achieving 
success through conversion, accommodation or nonviolent coercion; and redistributing power.  
     Whereas Gandhi was unsystematic in his observations and analysis, Sharp is relentlessly thorough, 
most distinctively so in his epic book The Politics of Nonviolent Action.[12] Sharp's classification of 
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methods of nonviolent action uses three main categories - symbolic action, noncooperation, and 
intervention - various subcategories, such as strikes and boycotts as types of noncooperation, and then 
numerous specific methods such as farm workers' strikes and traders' boycotts. For each method, 
Sharp provides brief historical examples plus references.  
     Another important contribution by Sharp is his use of the consent theory of power as the theoretical 
foundation for nonviolent action. In essence, this theory proposes that the key to the power of rulers is 
the consent or acquiescence of their subjects: if that consent or acquiescence is withdrawn, the ruler's 
power dissolves. Although others had argued along the same general lines previously,[13] Sharp gave 
it a more prominent and practical role.  
     Though significantly influenced by Gandhi, Sharp broke with him in a major way. Whereas Gandhi 
advocated nonviolence as a moral imperative, Sharp advocates nonviolence as more effective than 
violence. These positions are commonly called principled nonviolence and pragmatic nonviolence 
respectively.[14] Sharp's pragmatic approach can be considered an adaptation to western culture, 
where the basis for widespread principled commitment to nonviolence seems to be lacking.  
     Sharp has oriented some of his work squarely at policy makers, especially his writings on 
nonviolent defence or, to use his preferred expression, civilian-based defence.[15] His argument that 
nonviolence is pragmatically superior can be interpreted as an appeal to policy makers - especially in 
the US, his primary target audience - to rationally consider options and to choose the more effective 
option. Though there has been some polite attention and the occasional enthusiastic support, by and 
large Sharp's ideas seem to have had minimal impact on US defence policy. One explanation for this is 
that for US policy elites, maintaining the military and state apparatus is a higher priority than, or a 
precondition for, considering effectiveness.  
     Sharp has also oriented his writings to scholars. This is apparent, for example, in the care he takes 
in documenting historical sources and in listing prior theoretical work relevant to the consent theory of 
power. Although Sharp's works are widely known to and regularly cited by nonviolence scholars, he 
has been virtually ignored in mainstream disciplines such as political science. It is still possible to read 
accounts of nonviolent struggles without so much as a mention of Sharp or any other nonviolence 
scholar.[16] Part of the reason may be that Sharp did not often publish in mainstream disciplinary 
journals outside peace research. More fundamentally, his approach is at odds with dominant 
frameworks in academic social science.  
     Sharp has personally inspired and advised nonviolent activists in numerous countries around the 
world, but his substantial writings are not explicitly oriented to activists.[17] Especially in his policy-
relevant work on civilian-based defence, he does not want this alternative to be seen as the special 
agenda of social movements, such as socialism and feminism, since this might taint it in the eyes of 
policy makers.[18] Ironically, though, it is among activists that Sharp has had by far his greatest 
impact; years ago I suggested that Sharp has had more influence on social activists than any other 
living theorist.[19] This is due to the very practical nature of his classificatory framework, its 
inspirational value deriving from so many historical examples, and the consent theory of power that 
offers activists an explicit warrant for bringing about change.  
Alex P. Schmid in 1985 produced a comprehensive analysis of Social Defence and Soviet Military 
Power, in which he concluded that "the Soviet military power instrument cannot be balanced by 
economic noncooperation and cultural persuasion alone as the USSR is economically invulnerable and 
culturally impenetrable."[20] In other words, social defence - another term for nonviolent defence or 
civilian-based defence - would not work against a Soviet military invasion. The research was funded 
by the Dutch government, the only project that proceeded out of a whole series of projects originally 
planned. Social Defence and Soviet Military Power contains a short survey of concepts of nonviolent 
action and social defence, an examination of Soviet military interventions and nuclear threats since 
1945, four case studies of East European resistance to Soviet domination, and an assessment of social 
defence as a component of a national defence system.  
     Schmid's analysis is important as one of the few sustained investigations undertaken without an 
obvious sympathy for nonviolence, thereby allowing articulation of insights that would be 
uncomfortable for scholars such as Gregg or Sharp. One important point made by Schmid is that in 
many struggles, the outcome depends primarily on the international configuration of power, with the 
method used - violent or nonviolent - being of lesser significance. The Lithuanian partisan resistance 
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against Soviet re-occupation, from 1944 to about 1952, is a case in point: without Western 
intervention, the partisans had little hope of success.  
     This cool-headed examination stands in contrast to the more familiar approach by nonviolence 
scholars of highlighting success stories - such as toppling the 1920 Kapp Putsch in Germany, 
resistance to the Nazi occupation in Norway and the Netherlands, the US civil rights movement and 
the Czechoslovak resistance to the 1968 Soviet invasion - and ignoring or downplaying both the 
problematical features of these examples as well as other examples where nonviolence had only 
limited success.  
     In order to develop the case for social defence, it can help to scrutinise the arguments of critics, so 
Social Defence and Soviet Military Power has a special value given that few careful critiques exist. 
Four assumptions made by Schmid are open to question: that social defence is necessarily national 
defence (rather than both a local and a transnational process), that social defence has no offensive 
capacity, that social defence must substitute for all the strengths of military defence, and that social 
defence would be introduced without any other significant changes in society. Given the collapse of 
the Soviet Union and its satellite regimes, it is easy now to dismiss Schmid's assessment,   but it would 
be to throw away all potential insights just because some assessments were wrong.  
     Schmid's treatment was aimed at policy makers, in particular in the Netherlands, though it may be 
that the book's negative assessment of social defence was redundant and that even a glowing 
endorsement would not have led to serious government attention. The book is scholarly in 
construction but seems to have received little attention from nonviolence or other scholars. Finally, the 
book is definitely not aimed at activists and they have shown no interest in it.  
Robert Burrowes would be considered by many to have been Australia's leading nonviolent activist in 
the 1990s. He was an inspiring presence in the Melbourne-based Rainforest Action Group, a shrewd 
strategist and a key networker at a national level. He took a highly principled position and promoted it 
astutely. For example, when refusing to pay the portion of his income tax that would go to the 
military, he instead delivered shovels - symbols of constructive work - to the taxation office in a 
symbolically potent act of resistance.  
     Burrowes read widely in the nonviolence literature and undertook a PhD. His thesis, in revised 
form, was published in 1996 as The Strategy of Nonviolent Defense: A Gandhian Approach.[21] The 
title indicates his distinctive contribution: a Gandhian approach that deals with strategy, in particular 
for defence. Among the innovations in the book is a reassessment of the political purpose and strategic 
aims of nonviolent defence. Richard Gregg may have been the first to apply Clausewitz's ideas about 
strategy to a nonviolent struggle; this was done much more thoroughly by Anders Boserup and 
Andrew Mack in their book War Without Weapons. Boserup and Mack concluded that the strategic 
aim is maintaining the unity of the resistance. Later, Gene Keyes decided instead that the strategic aim 
should be maintaining the morale of the resistance.[22] For Burrowes, though, the strategic aim of the 
resistance is "to consolidate the power and will of the defending population to resist the aggression" 
and the strategic aim of the counteroffensive is "to alter the will of the opponent elite to conduct the 
aggression, and to undermine their power to do so."[23] This combination of will and power might be 
taken to reflect a combination of Gandhi's emphasis on moral persuasion and Sharp's emphasis on 
nonviolent coercion.  
     Although Burrowes talks about nonviolent defence, his perspective is more akin to nonviolent 
revolution. He strongly criticises non-Gandhian approaches, for example criticising Sharp's model of 
civilian-based defence as not focussing on satisfying human needs, as relying on a conception of 
society oriented to elites, and as being based on a faulty strategic theory.  
     The final chapters of The Strategy of Nonviolent Defense cover planning and organising nonviolent 
defence (including strategic assessment, organisation, leadership, internal communications, advance 
preparations, constructive programme and evaluation) and the strategy and tactics of both the defence 
and the counteroffensive. These chapters are rich with practical insight drawn from Burrowes' activist 
experience combined with his vision of strategy.  
     Burrowes wanted his book to reach activists. For example, he arranged for information about it to 
be sent to dozens of activist groups around the world, but few of them responded. Part of the problem 
may be the packaging for his ideas, namely a thesis with many preliminary chapters on various 
conceptions of military strategy, society and power. The book has been taken up more by scholars, 
aided by its publication by a major university press, though it remains to be seen whether the book's 
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contents will receive serious scholarly attention or whether the book will be simply cited as a work on 
nonviolence. The Strategy of Nonviolent Defense is definitely not aimed at policy makers and they 
have taken no apparent notice of it.  
 
***  
 
There is the vast amount of nonviolence research that I have not even mentioned, including works by 
famous names in the field. My choice of six individuals omits any women[24]; it omits researchers 
who have not written extensively in English[25]; and it reflects a bias toward a western style of 
research. In exculpation I can only comment that this brief exposition is not intended as a review of 
the literature and even less as a ranking of contributors, but rather as a means of highlighting a few 
points. The works of these six individuals point to many of the key areas addressed by twentieth-
century nonviolence research:  
 

• Principled nonviolence: Gandhi, Gregg, Burrowes  
• Pragmatic nonviolence: King-Hall, Sharp, Schmid  
• Historical case studies: Gregg, Sharp, Schmid  
• Systematic framework of analysis: Gregg, Sharp, Schmid, Burrowes  
• Link between theory and activism: Gandhi, Burrowes  
• Policy relevance: King-Hall, Sharp, Schmid  
• Social defence: King-Hall, Schmid, Burrowes  
• Critical assessment of nonviolence: Schmid  
• Nonviolent revolution: Gandhi, Burrowes  
 

     The linking of names to themes is somewhat arbitrary. With a comprehensive survey of the field, 
many more names could be added to each theme. The key thing here is that the themes represent 
crucial developments in nonviolence research, even though there is disagreement about the 
significance or value of some of them. Let me now turn to a few aspects of nonviolence research not 
yet addressed.  
     Nonviolence research often serves to inspire others. Many activists have been inspired by writings 
by Gandhi and Sharp, for example. Though there are other ways to inspire people besides research 
writings - for example television documentaries such as A Force More Powerful, for which Ackerman 
and DuVall's book of the same name serves as a valuable aid[26]  - some nonviolence research can 
inspire activists. It can also inspire current and potential researchers. Indeed, without awareness of 
other work, researching nonviolence would be a lonely occupation. There is also the possibility of 
inspiring policy makers, though so far this seems to have been limited in effect.  
     Another value of nonviolence research is to provide useful ideas or frameworks. If activists can 
obtain ideas for action or a way of better understanding what they are doing and trying to achieve, that 
is of tremendous value, potentially making the difference between successful and unsuccessful 
campaigns. For scholars, ideas and frameworks are grist for the mill of future research. For policy 
makers, ideas and frameworks are potential tools for introducing and implementing policy.  
     So far, the success of nonviolence researchers in providing useful ideas and frameworks has been 
mixed. Few activists have the time or inclination to study scholarly work, with many of them relying 
on popularisations or on a few individuals to interpret research ideas. (Robert Burrowes was one of 
those who effectively bridged the research and activist cultures.) Part of the problem is that few 
scholarly works are written in a form oriented to activists, given that scholarly credibility is often 
reduced by adoption of more accessible writing styles. Researchers need to learn how to couch their 
results so that they can be effectively taken up by activists. Within scholarly forums, there is little 
discussion of how this can best happen.  
     But there is a deeper problem too: the capacity of the nonviolence movement to learn. If research 
confirms standard activist ideas about nonviolence, then it can serve as validation and inspiration. 
Arguably, though, a more important function of research is to come up with results that are not 
obvious.[27] Researchers who reach conclusions that are unwelcome to activists - perhaps because 
they suggest that certain familiar techniques are not effective or because they suggest activities that 
would shift the balance of influence within activist groups - are less likely to receive encouragement.  
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     For researchers communicating to other researchers, there is plenty of inspiration and plenty of 
ideas. So far, there is nothing close to agreement about the priorities for the field or key issues to be 
resolved. There is actually a vast scope for nonviolence research but relatively few individuals who 
pursue it. No doubt more could be done to link nonviolence researchers with each other, but the wider 
obstacle is the credibility of nonviolence in scholarly arenas and the wider society. Until that changes, 
it is seldom a good career move to study nonviolence. This has the advantage of discouraging 
careerists but it also limits the opportunities for intellectual advance and greater credibility.  
     The linkage of nonviolence research to policy makers is weak at best and often non-existent. Some 
activists and scholars would say this is a good thing, given the risk that nonviolence could be coopted 
by the state, having its radical potential defanged. Another perspective, though, is that policy makers 
need to be at least aware of thinking about nonviolence, even if they do not actively support it, so that 
they can respond more appropriately when nonviolent struggles occur. The failure of governments to 
support the decade-long nonviolent struggle in Kosovo reflects a lack of understanding of the potential 
of nonviolence, if not hostility to it.[28]
     Finally, it is worth mentioning that nonviolence research does not always have the effects intended 
by its authors. Sharp aimed his studies more at policy makers and scholars but has had his greatest 
effect on activists, whereas Burrowes was more interested in activism but his book is more noticed by 
scholars.  
     What I have not indicated here is the complexity and contingency of interactions between activism, 
scholarship and policy, not to mention other arenas such as media and personal behaviour. There are 
many personal as well as formal networks in the nonviolence field, now facilitated by the internet. 
Contingencies, such as someone happening to talk to a particular individual or read a particular article, 
can have a major impact on actions and research directions. This should not be a cause for concern. If 
the nonviolence field were too well organised, it would also be more at risk of manipulation and 
subversion. That may be a risk in the future, but for now the greater challenge is to encourage greater 
participation in both research and action.  
 
Part 2: Future possibilities  
 
There are many possible directions for future nonviolence research and many possible ways of 
discussing them. Rather than predict what will happen or recommend what should happen, I'll outline 
a range of things that could happen, though this inevitably will overlap with what I think will or 
should happen.  
     The most obvious path for future research is more of what has gone before. This means more case 
studies of nonviolent struggles. Especially since the 1990s there have been quite a number of excellent 
collections of case studies covering different geographical regions and cultures,[29] but there are many 
more cases to be studied. Observing the vast quantity of writing on military history available in large 
bookshops, it's apparent that the historical study of nonviolence has barely begun.  
     As well as doing additional case studies, more can be done with the case studies that are produced: 
more on the political, economic and social context; more on psychological dimensions; more on 
nonviolence strategy; more on strengths and weaknesses within the nonviolence camp; more on long-
term consequences.  
     In parallel with more case studies, another obvious direction is more research into nonviolence 
theory. Given the array of theory already available - without widespread agreement - there is plenty to 
work with. For example, Sharp's consent theory of power has been subject to critiques[30] but no one 
has come up with an alternative theory of power that is more productive for activists. Similarly, 
Sharp's model of the dynamics of nonviolent action deserves elaboration and testing.[31] Another area 
where theory lacks resolution concerns application of Clausewitz's strategic theory to nonviolent 
defence. Yet another area worth exploring is Ackerman and Kruegler's principles of strategic 
nonviolent conflict, which essentially are recommendations for what is required for effective use of 
nonviolent action.[32] These are only a few samples of theoretical areas deserving further 
investigation. There are many others worthy of attention, such as premier peace researcher Johan 
Galtung's vast array of provocative theoretical explorations.[33]
     Another avenue is to take nonviolence research into disciplinary fields. This has the virtue of 
bringing the ideas to new audiences and of reinvigorating nonviolence theory itself through 
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engagement with different schools of thought. Exemplary efforts along these lines are Roland Bleiker's 
book Popular Dissent, Human Agency and Global Politics, which engages international relations 
scholars, and Glenn Paige's book Nonkilling Global Political Science.[34]
     For theoretical work, one road is development of new theory; another is testing and revision of 
previous theory. For both roads, case studies are immensely useful for stimulation and testing of ideas. 
One risk in developing theory is to become too detached from practice. Regular revisiting of case 
studies helps keep the theory "relevant." On the other hand, if theory is too tied to case materials, then 
it is more difficult to see the big picture and grasp general principles.  
     Theory can be a useful guide when doing case studies. Rather than simply describing an event 
involving nonviolent action - which itself depends on implicit assumptions about what is worth 
describing - deployment of a theory helps to highlight particular features of the event. For example, 
the first of Ackerman and Kruegler's principles of strategic nonviolent conflict, "formulate functional 
objectives," draws attention to a particular aspect of the conflict, and similarly for each of the 
remaining 11 principles. Theory thus can provide a window through which to perceive particular 
features of a conflict.  
     As well as doing more of the same sort of nonviolence research, another option is to tackle new 
arenas. Many people have an implicit image of nonviolent action in their minds that shapes the way 
they think about all nonviolent action. What is the implicit image of nonviolent action? No doubt this 
needs investigation (more research!). My guess is that for many people it is the rally.[35] 
Antiglobalisation protests testify to the continuing salience of the rally. The key elements of the 
standard image of protest are people taking action by putting their bodies on the line in a public space. 
This image does not capture all methods of nonviolent action, as a brief examination of Sharp's 
catalogue reveals. For example, in boycotts, no bodies need be in public spaces.  
It is worth looking closely at each of the elements of the usual image: 
 

• people  
• action  
• bodies  
• public spaces  
 

The first element is that nonviolent action is undertaken by people. What is the alternative? Non-
human animals perhaps? That's a possibility, but there is more scope in looking at technology. In the 
exercise of violence, technology has been an almost inevitable partner, with weapons including 
everything from machetes and rifles to aircraft carriers and nuclear explosives. Some weapons are 
becoming semi-autonomous, such as guided missiles and pilotless aircraft. The heavy reliance on 
technology by the military and police contrasts with a relative neglect of technology by nonviolent 
activists. My own assessment is that technology can be an important support for nonviolent struggle, 
most obviously in the case of network communication technologies such as the telephone and internet 
but also in the case of resilient systems for transport, energy, agriculture, health, water supply and 
housing, making it far easier for a population to survive and resist aggression, a military coup or 
terrorist attack.[36] That the military spends tens of billions of dollars each year on researching and 
developing new weapons suggests the potential scale of technology-oriented research and 
development for nonviolent struggle.  
     The second element of the standard image of nonviolent action is that action is involved. After all, 
"action" is part of the standard expression "nonviolent action." Researchers have been attracted by all 
sorts of actions but especially by the largest and most successful ones. If hundreds of thousands of 
people protest in the streets, helping to topple a repressive regime - as in the Philippines in 1986 or in 
East Germany in 1989 - this is seen as an example of nonviolent action that is especially worthy of 
investigation. That is reasonable enough. But what is neglected is the converse situation: when 
nonviolent action is warranted but little or none occurs, for example in the Philippines in 1985 or East 
Germany in 1988, or any number of other situations where repression, war or genocide occur but there 
is little or no resistance. This includes lack of resistance by vulnerable people plus lack of resistance 
by people in the rest of the world. The point of this is not to lay blame but rather to point to areas 
worthy of research: situations where nonviolent action is warranted and needed but little or none 
occurs.  
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     Expanding nonviolence research to look at "non-action" opens up a vast arena of human behaviour 
for investigation. Consider two contrasting cases in Indonesia: the popular protests in 1998 that led to 
the resignation of dictatorial ruler Suharto, in a scenario fitting the standard image of nonviolent 
action; and the 1965-1966 massacre of hundreds of thousands of Indonesians as part of a brutal 
anticommunist takeover, when Suharto came to power, during which time there was relatively little 
resistance either within Indonesia or from other countries. Indeed, some world leaders welcomed the 
killings as a favourable political development. An analysis shows that the conditions for encouraging 
political jiu-jitsu were present in 1998 but not in 1965.[37] The point here is not to recommend this 
particular analysis but to illustrate the potential value of studying non-action or relative lack of action.  
     The third element in the usual image of nonviolent action is that bodies are put on the line. 
Activists on the "front line" certainly receive the bulk of media attention, and most researchers 
followed suit. Yet important things can be happening elsewhere. In conventional warfare, each front-
line soldier may be supported by up to ten others carrying out tasks such as supply, maintenance, 
intelligence, training, accounts and cooking. Also essential to modern military forces are research, 
development and production of weapons. A full understanding of military systems requires addressing 
all these dimensions. Similarly, in most nonviolent actions there are people working behind the scenes 
doing tasks such as publicity, community organising and legal support - perhaps research should fit in 
here somewhere! Support systems for nonviolent action have not been given much attention by 
researchers.  
     As well as looking at bodies behind the scenes, another potential arena for nonviolent action is 
where no bodies are involved at all. A prime example is cyberspace. Not only is the internet used to 
support activism, as an additional communication channel, but it can be the principal arena for some 
types of activism. For example, dissidents in repressive countries such as China have used email and 
websites to promote freedom and democracy. Others have defaced websites of government agencies or 
launched denial-of-service attacks. There are online struggles over surveillance, domain names, 
spamming, intellectual property, encryption and other issues. Just as militaries have added information 
warfare to their arsenals, so cyberspace has become a new arena for activism. Nonviolence researchers 
have a new area for study. But can cyberactivism be considered nonviolent action? After all, no 
physical violence is involved online, even if a Trojan horse or computer virus can do lots of damage to 
information. In order to study cyberactivism as nonviolent action, a generalisation of nonviolence 
theory is required.  
     The fourth element in the standard image of nonviolent action is that it takes place in public places. 
Media coverage of action reinforces this image. But it is quite possible for nonviolent action to occur 
out of the public eye. One key location is within organisations. This doesn't just mean strikes and 
boycotts, which usually challenge organisational elites by pulling things away - with workers 
withdrawing labour or consumers withdrawing their custom - but as an intimate challenge to the 
routine workings of organisations. The work-to-rule tactic is an example, as are some sorts of sabotage 
at work, though sabotage can stretch the boundaries of nonviolence. But there are also many subtle 
types of symbolic action and noncooperation by workers that are not easily captured by usual 
categories that focus on public action.  
     A useful beginning for analysis of organisational struggles is Deena Weinstein's picture of 
bureaucracies as analogous to authoritarian states.[38] Workers in bureaucracies do not have rights to 
free speech or assembly or election of their leaders. Those who openly oppose the hierarchy can be 
fiercely attacked, as usually happens to whistleblowers. The main way that bureaucracies differ from 
authoritarian states is that bureaucratic elites do not have violence at their direct disposal (with some 
exceptions such as the military), which may help explain why nonviolence theory has not been 
brought to bear.  
     Gene Sharp's theory of power applies most readily to authoritarian systems, where there is clear 
division between rulers and subjects. In general, it is easier to see how to proceed with nonviolence 
theory and practice when the opponent is clearly defined. Therefore, using Weinstein's 
conceptualisation of bureaucracies, it should be straightforward to apply nonviolence theory inside 
organisations. But only a tiny beginning has been made along these lines.[39] Again, this involves a 
generalisation of nonviolence theory to apply to situations where exploitation occurs but physical 
violence is seldom used.  
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     One reason for the neglect of organisational struggles by nonviolence researchers may be an 
assumption that the key arena of struggle is the public sphere, where what is conventionally called 
"politics" takes place. If changes are made in government policies then, it is assumed, change 
elsewhere will follow, as in military policy, economic policy and organisational governance. So it is 
still far more common to be aware of public rallies against government war-making than of behind-
the-scenes organising of nonviolent resistance within the military, and more common to be aware of 
public rallies against global economic planning meetings than of resistance organised by employees of 
multinational corporations. Part of this imbalance of awareness is that there is a lot more attention, 
especially in the media, to action in the public sphere. Nonviolence researchers tend to go along with 
this, giving more of their attention to public actions. Also, being in public, they are far easier to study. 
Gaining access to a secretive organisation can be a major challenge.  
     Some nonviolence researchers assume that nonviolence is a functional alternative for violence, 
doing the same job as violence but more effectively or with fewer negative consequences. This 
assumption is made by those advocates of nonviolent defence, such as Sharp, who envisage 
government leaders replacing military defence by a civilian-based alternative because they are 
convinced nonviolence will work better. With this assumption, there is little thought to changing other 
parts of society such as the economic system or organisational structures. This may help explain why 
there has been so little attention to nonviolent action as a challenge and alternative to capitalism[40] 
and as well as the neglect of democratising organisations through nonviolent action. There are many 
activists who are working toward economic, organisational and personal change, but nonviolence 
researchers have not paid much attention to them.  
     In recent years, the movement against corporate globalisation has used nonviolent action 
extensively. Many writers have analysed or glorified the movement,[41] but contributions by 
nonviolence theorists have been few.  
      
Researchers and audiences  
Most case-study-based nonviolence research is carried out by observers or observer-participants. The 
researcher collects information about the events or struggle of interest - from media accounts, 
documents, statements and reports by participants, interviews and sometimes personal participation - 
and then, using this information and drawing on concepts from nonviolence theory, writes an article or 
book. This is familiar and can be highly useful both intellectually and practically. The audience may 
be primarily scholars and students but sometimes is activists, for example if findings are circulated to 
participants in a timely fashion.  
     Most nonviolence research is non-interventionist: it relies on study of events that would happen 
whether or not they were being researched. This is the way most social research is carried out, but 
there are several alternatives. One is action research: carrying out research that is itself a form of social 
action.[42] For example, interviews might be carried out with workers to find out how they could 
nonviolently resist an invasion or coup.[43] The process of doing the interviews helps to increase 
awareness about the potential of nonviolent action. Action research could be oriented to policy 
makers, for example by interviewing government officials about how they could support a popular 
nonviolent struggle against a coup or other threat.  
     Some research in the natural sciences, such as astronomy, is carried out purely by observation, but 
in most fields experimentation is of crucial importance. In the social sciences, experimentation is far 
more common in psychology than in sociology or political science. The most well-known large-scale 
nonviolence experiment took place on Grindstone Island in Canada in 1965. It was a simulation of 
nonviolent resistance to a military takeover and resulted in many insights, especially about the need to 
rethink assumptions about how nonviolence would work.[44]
     This sort of social experimentation has much to offer. It allows careful testing of hypotheses in a 
way not possible in "real-life" events. It can provide a stimulating experience for participants. And it 
can help bridge the gap between researchers and subjects.  
     In typical psychology experiments, the researcher sets up the situation and the subjects - often 
university students - are not involved in planning or assessment. Sometimes the subjects are dupes, not 
being told the real purpose of the experiment. This model might have something to offer to 
nonviolence researchers, but a more participatory model has greater potential: researchers and 
participants can jointly design, run and analyse the experiment. In a perfectly egalitarian model, 
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everyone involved would be an equal researcher-participant, though in practice it is likely that some 
individuals will contribute more in certain areas. Even so, social experimentation could break down 
the some of the barriers between researchers and activists.  
     Social experimentation could focus on particular methods of nonviolent action, such as how to 
make a sit-in more effective. This overlaps with nonviolence training, for example to maintain 
nonviolent discipline in the face of police violence.[45] Studies of intuition have great potential 
relevance to understanding and improving nonviolent action, but of the vast amount of relevant 
research virtually none has been undertaken with nonviolence in mind.[46] Another direction for 
social experimentation is to examine alternative social arrangements, such as whether cohousing 
facilitates resistance to aggression and, if so, what features of the built or social environment make the 
difference. There are untold opportunities for such experimentation. Again, the audience for the 
research is partly determined by the participants in the experiments.  
     Leadership is an important issue that links research, action and policy.[47] Leadership is needed in 
each of these areas; for those committed to egalitarian group dynamics, models of shared or rotating 
leadership are available. The inspirational role of activist leaders is attested by the examples of 
Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., and Aung San Suu Kyi. There are also behind-the-scenes "heroes" of 
nonviolent action who contribute through political analysis and rational argument.[48] Similarly, in 
both research and policy on nonviolent action there is a need for both inspirational public figures and 
for those with a lower profile who get the job done. At a meta level, mentors are needed to encourage 
people to take leadership roles and to advise them through the challenges they inevitably face.  
     I've suggested some possible directions for future nonviolence research, but there are many others, 
such as nonviolence in everyday life, feminist struggles and global institutions. There is far too much 
to do even if the number of nonviolence researchers were suddenly many times larger. After all, 
nonviolence research has just as wide an ambit as military research but thousands of times less money. 
There is a surplus of ideas for nonviolence research; the challenge is to decide what is worth doing 
given limited resources. 
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