
Building your Nonviolence Vocabulary
This short document gives a few terms that may help you to understand nonviolence.

GANDHI TERMINOLOGY:

 Satyagraha: holding on to truth is a term often used by Gandhi to describe his activism. Truth is 
based on experience and one conclusion of what is true does not cancel out another one, because 
both experiences are real. To act on one's truth is has social consequences, and is important in 
nonviolence as a call for action to create nonviolent social realities. 

 Ahimsa: No-harm; acting without the intention to do harm, and address harm through social service. 
 Swaraj: Autonomy; Political and economical autonomy, yet relational autonomy, i.e. constrained and

complicated by, but also made possible through a web of relations.
 Sarvodaya: Well-being of all; Resolving problematic situations of injustice with the well-fare of all in 

mind, including the parties that could be taken as the perpetrator of violence. It opposes the notion 
that the good of a minority can be sacrificed for that of the majority, or that the group becomes 
before the individual; the individual and the social embeddedness are both vital for human well-
being. 

TYPES OF NONVIOLENCE

Pragmatic nonviolence: this is about the attitude of its practitioners; they believe that nonviolence is the 
most effective method to transform the conflict (it breaks the cycle of violence). If the method does not 
prove the be effective they do not attach to nonviolence on moral grounds and are prepared to seek other 
methods to address the conflict. They are also more likely to count destruction of property (e.g. to military 
equipment) as a legitimate nonviolent method.

Principled nonviolence: this is about the attitude of its practitioners;  they choose nonviolent methods for 
ethical reasons and believe in the unity of means and end. Most of them try to convince their opponents on 
moral grounds (they appeal to the good in every person and oppose the acts, but not the people). Some may
also be ready to take on suffering in order to break the cycle of violence. Practitioners may view nonviolence 
as a way of life.

Reformist nonviolence: this is about the goals of nonviolent methods; practitioners are guided by an analysis
that identifies particular policies as the cause of social problems. They use short to medium-term campaigns 
to change these policies within the existing social framework; their aim is reform.

Revolutionary nonviolence: this is about the goals of nonviolent methods; practitioners are guided by a 
structural analysis of political and economic relationships and believe that there is a need for fundamental 
structural change; particular campaigns (which may have a short- to medium-term time-frame) are thus 
conducted within the context of a long-term revolutionary strategy.

TYPES OF ACTIONS

Generally we can distinguish two types of actions (first described by Michael Nagler).
1. Constructive Nonviolent actions are taken to build structures, systems, processes and resources that are 
positive alternatives to oppression. It is doing what one can, to (positively) create justice within one's own 
community. Gandhi saw it as a prerequisite to carry out the more confrontational modes of nonviolent 
action. Others also refer to Pre-figurative actions, actions that exemplify the desired behavior. 
2. Obstructive actions involve direct confrontation to or noncooperation with oppression. Obstructive 
actions have been further distinguished by Sharp, who compiled a list of 198 methods of nonviolent action. 

People who are more focused on obstructive actions tend to specify what they're writing about as ‘unarmed
civil resistance’ (UCR): actions in which the use of arms is excluded (it does not mean that the groups do not 
possess them, only that they do not use their weapons), that resist oppression and that are executed by 
nonstate actors. 



Gene Sharp distinguished three main methods of nonviolent actions (mostly obstructive, but also 
constructive):
1. methods of nonviolent protests and persuasion (e.g. group or mass petitions) (a category that
entails mainly communicative and symbolic actions)
2. methods of noncooperation, with subcategories: social noncooperation
(e.g. Collective disappearance at a place, event etc.), economic noncooperation
(e.g. workers strike and boycotting products), political noncooperation (e.g. election boycott)
3. methods of nonviolent intervention (e.g. nonviolent air raid)
All of these are listed in his “198 methods of nonviolent actions”. 

People more focused on nonviolence towards the self, tend to refer to 'mindfulness', made popular by the 
Vietnames Monk Thich Nath Han, but also American Buddhist nun Pema Chodron. 

Two other key-terms related to nonviolence are:

Peacebuilding: is an intervention is aimed at preventing the start or resumption of violent conflict and 
creating sustainable peace. Peacebuilding activities address the root causes or potential causes of violence. 

Conflict Transformation: is a concept designed to reframe the way in which peacebuilding initiatives are 
discussed and pursued: Traditionally the emphasis has been on conflict resolution and conflict management 
methods, which focus on reducing or defusing outbreaks of hostility. Conflict transformation, in contrast, 
places a greater weight on addressing the underlying conditions which give rise to that conflict and ensure a 
sustainable peace. In other words, it attempts to make explicit and then reshape the social structures and 
dynamics behind the conflict. 

Finally, don't forget to check-out the document describing the forms of power in the resource section of the 
ToNoWo page! :-) 


