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NONVIOLENT ACTION: OUTLINE OF A BRIEF THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
from George Willoughby 

1. Nonviolent action is a method of struggle, of change, a technique of fighting. 
To refuse to be part of evil is active. Not being, but doing, action, although there 
is some part of nonviolence which could be called "life style." NVA is not passive 
but is initiating and is an active approach. 

2. NVA does not depend upon the pacifist ethic. Pacifism is a set of beliefs regarding 
the sanctity of life. Pacifists will not use intentional force to resolve a 
conflict situation. Pacifism is an ethic, a set of values and goals. On the other 
hand, NVA is a theory of change, a method, more than a tactic. It is a vision, a 
resolution of means and ends, a means to pacifism. Sharp reports that of 84 
nonviolent social change campaigns studied, only 8 were led by pacifists. 

3. NVA is related to our idea and ideal vision of the nature of humanity. What can/ 
could humanity look like? How can we best solve conflicts? 

4. NVA resolves the dilemma of ends and means in a creative fashion. Means are ends in' 
the making. NVA can be a creative force outside the government, where power by its 
very nature corrupts. 

5. NVA is not limited to any particular set of cultural and political arrangements. 
But it may be more hidden and more difficult to carry out in some cultures than others. 

6. NVA is a strategy for revolutionary social change, not just a reform. 

7. NVA is more than protest. It ultimately develops into constructive alternative 
programs and new social institutions. You have to say no before you can say yes. 
NVA is not the absence of violence, but a serious attempt to control or reduce 
violence (institutional or incidental) in a society. NVA is an attempt to present 
an alternative to unlimited violence. In a NV society, every act of violence must 
be held up and examined. 

8. NV approach uses all acceptable kinds of social institutions. 
In other words, NVA is not limited to direct action. 

9. NVA requires commitment. Change will not come about in a day if the obstruction to 
change is deeply rooted and is a fundamental aspect of society. 

10. NVA requires preparation and training of many sorts; even the military trains its 
personnel. A mark of the seriousness of NVA is the preparation. 

11. NVA requires organization and planning. Spontaneity is a great value in human 
relations but is not adequate for profound social change. 

12. NVA requires suffering and sacrifice, but soldiers face this as well. 

13. NVA depends upon persuasion and coercion to achieve its goals. Persuade if you can;_ 
coerce if you must, but not at the cost of dehumanizing your opponent. King knew 
white people would not be persuaded to give blacks housing and open restaurants, 
so he tried to force them to accept changes. They didn't like it, but they were 
nonviolent forced. 

14. There is never any assurance that NVA will be successful, just as you are never 
sure violence will be successful. NVA is not absolute:: 
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fighting. To refuse to be part of evil is active. Not being, but doing, 

action, although there is some part of nonviolence which could be called 
"life style". NVA is not passive, but is initiating, an active approach. 
2. NVA does not depend upon the pacifist ethic. Pacifism is a set of beliefs 
regarding the sanctity of life. Pacifists will not use intentional force to 
resolve a conflict situation. Pacifism is an ethic, a set of values and goals. 
On the other hand, NVA is a theory of change, a method, more than a tactic. 
It is a vision, a resolution of means and ends, a means to pacifism. Sharp 
reports that of 84 nonviolent social change campaigns studied, only 8 were 
led by pacifists. 

3. NVA is related to our idea and ideal vision of the nature of humanity. 
What can/could humanity be like? How can we best solve conflicts? 
4. NVA resolves the dilemma of ends and means in a creative fashion. 
Means are ends in the making. NVA can be a creative force outside the 
government, where power by its very nature corrupts. 
5. NVA is not limited to any particular set of cultural and political arrange-
ments. But it may be more difficult to pull off in some cultures than others. 
6. NVA is a strategy for revolutionary social change, not just for a bandaid 

job. 
7. NVA is more than protest. It ultimately develops into constructive  
alternative programs and new social institutions. You have to say no before 
you can say yes. NVA is not the absence of violence, but aserious attempt 
to control or reduce violence (institutional or incidental) in a society. 
NVA is an attempt to present an alternative to unlimited violence. In a NV 
society, every act of violence must be held up and examined. 
8. NV approach uses all acceptable kinds of social institutions, providing 
they are not essential institutions. In other words, NVA is not limited to 
direct action. 

9. NVA requires commitment; change will not come about in a day if the. 
obstruction to change is deeply rooted and is a fundamental aspect of society. 
10. NVA requires preparation and training.of many sorts...even the military 
trains its personnel. A mark of the seriousness of NVA is the preparation. 

11. NVA requires organization  and planning. Spontaneity is a great value in 
human relations, but not adequate for profound social change. 
12. NVA requires suffering and sacrifice, but soldiers face this as well. 
13. NVA depends upon persuasion and coercion to achieve its goals. Persuade 
if you can; coerce if you must, but not at the cost of dehumanizing your 
opponent. King knew whites would not be persuaded to give blacks housing and 
open restaurants, so he tried to force them to accept changes. They didn't 
like it, but they were nonviolently forced. 

14. There is never any assurance that NVA will be successful, just as you are 
never sure violence will be successful. NVA is not absolute. 
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