Discussion Questions

1. How did activists in both India and South Africa use these three forms of nonviolent action: protests (such as parades and demonstrations), noncooperation (such as boycotts, resignations and civil disobedience) and direct intervention (such as factory occupations and blockades)? How did the sanctions neutralize or limit the power of the regime?

2. Early in his career Gandhi once labeled a campaign of nonviolent action as "passive resistance." Is this a good description of what the Indians shown in the program were doing? Is it a good label for nonviolent action in general? Explain.

3. Participants in almost every nonviolent movement this past century have confronted the question of how to prepare for a possible crackdown. What risks did the Nashville students run by going ahead with the sit-in? What might have happened had the students fought back when attacked on February 27, 1960? Why did they decide to remain in jail, when they could have just as easily walked out? Did the events of February 27 work to the advantage of the students or that of the segregationists?

4. Why do activists campaigning against repressive regimes often go to great lengths to gain the attention of foreign media, especially media from the United States and Western Europe? How can a nonviolent movement, in its opposition to a government, use international attention?

5. What is the relationship between the form that movements have taken and the political outcomes that they have produced? Is it possible to build a democratic political order using nondemocratic means? Are there examples where this has occurred? Is a movement based on nonviolent action more likely to result in a sustainable democratic system than one based on guerilla warfare or terrorism? Why or why not? 

6. Early in the August 1980 strike in Poland, some leaders called for expanding the list of demands to include free elections and an end to all censorship — basic challenges to the Communist Party's political dictatorship. How might the conflict have turned out differently had the strike committee decided to include these political demands? Was dropping these demands a mistake, or was it a wise choice? 

7. How have changes in communication technology affected the kinds of power that nonviolent movements and the regimes they oppose can exercise? What new tactics, for instance, might a present-day Gandhi employ in the era of cell phones and e-mail? Are the new technologies more likely to favor popular movements or repressive regimes?

8. Industrial workers have played key roles in several of the stories presented in this series. Why have workers and their unions often been such effective vehicles for nonviolent action? What forms of leverage do workers possess that ordinary civilians do not?

