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THE POWER
OF NON-VIOLENT
RESISTANCE

By Jerry M. Tinker

(Editor's Hote: The fotlowing article was adapted from Volume 24 of
THE WESTERPi POLITICAL QUARTERLY (1971) (pp.775-788). Given
the insights of LaBoetie (discussed in our last issue), ¡ thought this
piece would be an especially good follow-up, explaining how non-
violent resistance actually works, and showing how it is truly a
radical alternative to electoral politics.)

As many writers have noted, the basic thesis, or strategy, upon
which Gandhi's satyagraha and all non-violent resistance rests is
that all structures of power - government and social organizations -
always depend upon the voluntary cooperation of great numbers of
people even when they seem to rely upon coercion. The chief
w¡elders of power, in other words, must have the tacit assistance
and cooperation of hundreds or even thousands of persons in order
to exercise power. The strategy, then, of those who oppose or wish
to change an established power structure, particularly one equip-
ped with overwhelming physical force, is to persuade large
numbers of persons to refuse to cooperate with it any longer. This
is not the objective of non-violent resistance, but its strategy.

Altering the present power structure, or certain policies or
aspects of that structure, is the goal of non-violent resistance; its
success or failure in attaining that objective rests squarely on the
degree to which its strategy succeeds in inducing individuals to
withdraw support from the structure. Once such cooperation is
withdrawn, the power structure must at some point come to terms
with the resisters; political change is brought about and conflict
resolved. Two forces operate in this process: a form of persuasion
and a degree of coercion.

Conflict is resolved in society and in government to the extent
that a majority, or a substantial portion of individuals comprising
it, are persuaded" - either voluntarily or coercively - to adopt or
follow a particular position. Persuasion by violence is part of the
well-known story of mankind. Satyagraha, however, attempts to
persuade without violence.

As noted previously, the strategy of non-violent resistance is to
develop techniques of persuasion that will induce the hundreds of
clerks, soldiers, police, heads of departments and thousands of
other individuals upon which the opposing power rests, to abandon
it - refusing tacitly, if not explicitly, to cooperate with it. The ques-
tion is , of course, how does non-violent resistance induce such
non-cooperation? In what manner does non-violent resistance per-
suade? Essentially, it persuades by manipulating techniques that
play upon suffering."

One of the persistent myths of non-violent resistance is that its
persuasion is only accomplished through a particular kind of
human reaction to suffering: namely, the opponent supposedly has
a guilty change of heart - a sense of remorse - upon seeing poor
passive resisters suffering.

This conception of the role of suffering in non-violent resistance
makes the fundamental error of presuming that only two persons
are involved in the process - the suffering resister and the opppo-
nent. One suffers, and the other feels guilty and presumably makes
amends. Actually, non-violent resistance operates within a

framework involving three actors: the suffering passive resister,
the opponent, and the larger, on-looking populace.

Because in every conflict situation the outcome is dramatically
affected by the extent to which the on-looking audience becomes
involved, this third actor is most important in politics. This concept
was best enunciated by E. E. Schattschneider; he calls it "the con-
tagiousness of conflict." Although intended to analyze the func-
tioning of pressure groups in the United States, his concept clearly
has relevance to the operation of non-violent resistance in the
political process.

Schattschneider notes that a great change inevitably occurs in
the nature of conflict as involvement inexorably expands to include
the on-looking audience. Hence, a most important aspect of con-
flict in the public arena is how, and in what way, the scope of con-
flict expands. It is unlikely, says Schattschneider, that both sides
will equally benefit by an expansion in the scope of conflict, for
every change in the battle lines and its compost¡on has a bias: it
favors one side or the other. The moral of the phenomenon of the
contagiousness of conflict is: If a fight starts, watch the crowd,
because the crowd plays the decisive role. In every conflict one pro-
tagonist struggles to "privatize" it - to contain it and limit attempts
to involve the larger public - while the other attempts to "socialize
it.

The tactics of non-violent resistance seek primarily to create
situations that crystallize public opinion - that "involve" it - and
which direct" it against the government, while at the same time
legitimatizing its own position. This legitimatization is accomplish-
ed when the resister willingly suffers; it demonstrates his integrity,
courage, honesty, while showing the injustice, cruelty, or tyranny
of the government. The essential function of suffering is com-
parable to the interaction that takes place between a martyr and a
:rowd. The resisters token of power in the face of the opponent s
violence is his capacity to "suffer" in the eyes of the on-looking au-
dience.

The non-violent resister employs techniques calculated to pro-
voke a response from the opponent which can be made to seem un-
just or unfair - thus confirming the resisters claims against the
power structure. Yet, were the opponent or government to fail to
act, it would abdicate its power, its control over the population,
and over the enforcement of its laws. The classic non-violent
resistance technique is to suddenly thrust the initiative to the op-
ponent, and thus also the responsibility, for a conflict with unarm-
ed citizens that it cannot avoid and which will have the inevitable-
consequence of alienating a portion of the on-looking audience.
And because the resister is unarmed and suffers" (going to jail,
being beaten, etc.), the onus of responsibility for all the suffering
falls squarely on the opponent. Hence, the primary function of non-
violent resistance suffering is to re-draw the lines of battle in favor
of the resister; it attempts to involve the audience and to coalesce
public opinion in ways favorable to him.

How frequently does suffering in and by itself succeed in
persuading" an opponent? Does it really represent a powerful

enough force to change an opponent's course of action - to cause
him to abandon the opponent being resisted? Reviews of past cases
of non-violent resistance show a mixed picture, and results seem to
depend largely on certain significant variables.

First, is the attitude and orientation of the opponent; success
seems somewhat dependent upon whether the opponent really
cares how a population views him - whether he has any long-term
interests in pacifying or winning support. Also, the effect varies
upon whether the opponent is the resisters own countrymen; if
foreigners are being resisted, non-violent resisters may more easily
play upon common identity and nationalism. Finally, in some
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