
Nonviolent Response to 
Personal Violence 

15. Don't behave like a victim. Someone in the 
process of committing an act of violence has 
strong expectations as to how his/her victim 
will behave. If you manage to behave differ-
ently — in a nonthreatening manner — you can 
interrupt the flow of events that would have 
culminated in an act of violence. You must 
create a scenario new to your opponent. If you 
can avoid getting frightened and avoid getting 
hostile, you're on your way. 

16. Seek to befriend your opponent's better 
nature. This is at the heart of nonviolent 
defense. Everybody thinks of him/herself as a 
decent person. Even the most brutal and brutal-
ized among us have some spark of decency which 
the nonviolent defender can reach. The task is 
co find this decency, to explore it and bring it 
nut, to lead the opponent to see that the intended 
act of violence is inconsistent with the person s/he 
is, the person s/he wishes to be. 

17. Response to physical violence. The strategy 
spelled out so far focuses primarily on keeping 
the confrontation on a verbal-emotional level. 
What do you do when things get physical? The 
responses most often called for seem pretty passive: 
sit down, clam up, maybe even curl up in a foetal 
position. Sometimes such response is appropriate, 
but only rarely. The most frequent mistake non-
violent resisters make is that they do not resist 
firmly enough. They should be more outward-
going. Sometimes passiveness further angers or 
excites your opponent. On the other hand, some-
times your opponent is so upset that even a mild 
form of resistance can be explosive. You have to 
play it by ear. The best rule is to resist as firmly as 
you can without escalating the anger or the violence. 

18. Keep talking. Keep listening. Get your oppon-
ent talking and listen to what s/he says. Encourage 
him/het to talk about what s/he believes, wishes, 
fears. Don't argue but at the same time don't 
give the impression you agree with assertions that 
are cruel or immoral. The listening is more impor-
tant than what you say — keep the talk going and 
keep it calm. 

Adapted from an article by Mark Morris in WIN January 24, 1974 

I. Be clear about your objectives. It really 
helps to have your objectives clearly thought 
out and in front of your mind. As the occa-
sion presents itself, you should communicate 
them as specifically as possible to your 
opponent_ If you shift your objectives you 
might confuse your opponent — and your-
self. Your objectives must be reasonable. You 
must believe you are fair and you must be able 
to communicate this to your opponent. 

2 Don't be frightened. Your fear communi-
cates itself directly to your opponent and eggs 
him/her on. Of course it's easy to caution you 
not to be frightened and perhaps difficult for 
you to stop your fear in the midst of a con-
frontation. But not impossible. Breathe 
deeply. Keep talking. Talk slowly and in a 
deep voice. Maintain as much eye contact as 
possible. That is, don't challenge your oppon-
ent with your eyes; if the eye contact is mak-
ing her/him uncomfortable, look away, but 
keep looking at her/him as much as you can. 
Most important: focus in on your opponent. 
Encourage him/her to talk. Really try to find 
out where s/he's at. 

3. Don't be frightening. Someone about to 
commit an act of violence is likely to be more 
full of fear than the person being attacked. 
Make no abrupt gestures. Move slowly. When 
practical tell your opponent what you are 
going to do before you do it. Don't say any-
thing threatening, critical, or hostile. 

4. Don't be afraid of stating the obvious. 
Nearly always it helps to clarify things and 
sometimes can have amazing results. Once 
in a civil disobedience demonstration the 
demonstrators were being treated roughly 
by the police. One demonstrator was being 
dragged across the pavement by his hair. He 
had the presense of mind to look up at the 
cop who was dragging him and say quietly, 
"You're pulling my hair and it hurts." This 
got through to the cop sufficiently that he 
let go of the demonstrator's hair and started 
dragging him by the.armpits. 
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