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Gene Sharp’s Theory of Strategic Nonviolence

NAKAMI Mari
Abstract

This article examines Gene Sharp’s theory of strategic nonviolence. Sharp’s
arguments are characterized by (1) a realistic view of international politics and
human nature; (2) the view that political power of governments derives from the
consent of the ruled and is more vulnerable than it may seem; and (3) two methods
of struggle: (a) cutting the ruler’s sources of power by people’s disobedience and
noncooperation and (b) political ju-jitsu.

According to Sharp, nonviolent struggle is a “war without violence,” which
shares commonalities with military action. However, it differs from a “war with
violence” in the following points: kinds of weapons, the way of perceiving enemies,
necessary expenses, estimated number of casualties and the degree of social
destruction. For an effective struggle, the following requirements must be fulfilled:
casting off fear, self-confidence, readiness for group action, advance preparations
and openness in action. Participants need not be pacifists or saints, because the
nonviolent method is chosen for pragmatic reasons and is realized as political
wisdom. Sharp is also known as the major theorist of nonviolent Civilian-Based
Defense (CBD). His theory has been used in the democracy movements as well as
in the independence movements that erupted in parts of the world since 1980s
and has produced certain successful results.

Having discussed four points regarding Sharp’s approach, I draw the following
conclusions. Sharp’s theory can continue to be effective as long as it is not
considered a universal solution and is adopted appropriately according to the
specific situations. I disagree with the idea of integrating CBD into national
defense policies due to the significant problem it carries, but the idea provides
great insight for nonviolence researchers in Japan.
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