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In recent years, nonviolent resistance has proved a potent force in causing the downfall of 
oppressive regimes and in  fighting for  civil  and other rights  within a  range of  societies.  
There has been a wave of books in response, mainly coming from a tradition of writing that 
originated in peace studies, but has evolved into what we can now distinguish as a separate 
field – that of the study of nonviolent resistance.   This literature examines the strategies 
that have been adopted in movements, with the emphasis being on discovering the most 
effective techniques and methods that can be applied in future movements of this sort.   

One  of  main  problems in  this  literature  is  its  lack  of  any  real  theoretical  dialogue  with  
historians and social scientists who have studied popular movements.  While the latter tend 
to draw on Marxist theory or a radical tradition of history-writing, the former are mainly 
from a background in nonviolent and peace activism and they engage with Gandhian theory 
and its offshoots.  A nonviolence theorist like Gene Sharp uses terms in different ways to 
social scientists.  For example, when he talks of ‘power’ he means the power of the masses  
to refuse to consent to their own oppression, not the coercive force used by oppressors to 
command obedience, or – in the Gramscian and Foucauldian senses – of the ideological or 
hegemonic forms of control that permeate society.    In contrast to Marxian beliefs that the 
state apparatus must be captured by force, or guerrilla warfare theory that argues that the 
state must be worn down over time through a long ‘people’s war’, the nonviolence approach 
argues that revolutionary change can be brought about by nonviolent means by using the 
power of the masses to remove the pillars of control that prop up regimes.

In this literature, Gandhi’s use of nonviolent methods in fighting for the independence of 
India is taken as an exemplary example of such techniques in practice.     The literature 
nonetheless tends to focus on his greatest successes, such as the Salt Satyagraha of 1930, 
while marginalising or ignoring his failures, such as the individual satyagraha campaign of  
1940-41, or worse still, the communal violence that gripped the subcontinent as it was split  
into  India  and  Pakistan  in  1946-47.   Claims  are  made  that  independence  was  gained 
primarily through nonviolent protest, which fails to take into many other factors, such as the 
impact of World War II on British power.   After independence in 1947, Gandhians occupied 
a prominent position within the political and social system of India, and satyagraha became 
a vital element within the polity. It was used frequently in support of all sorts of causes,  
being  often  deployed  against  the  government  and  used  even  by  people  who  in  other 
respects rejected Gandhian philosophy – such as socialists and Dalits.   

In the case of Pakistan, the influence of Gandhi has obviously been muted.  He was seen as a 
strong opponent of the formation of Pakistan, and not therefore an iconic figure that could 
be used to legitimate protests and other activities, as in India.  This area nonetheless has a 
long  tradition  of  nonviolent  civil  resistance  to  its  authoritarian  rulers.   In  the  pre-
independence period the North West Frontier Province saw one of the most remarkable 
examples  of  nonviolent  resistance  in  the  Khudai  Khitmatgar  (The  Servants  of  God) 
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movement led by Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan amongst the Pathans or Pukhtun peoples. These 
people were known stereotypically for their violence, and yet Abdul Ghaffar Khan managed 
to  convert  their  energy  into  establishing  a  nonviolent  peace  force  that  had  more  than 
100,000  members  during  the  1930s-40s.   After  independence  in  1947,  there  were 
movements against Field Marshall Ayub Khan and General Zia-ul-Haq, as well as the protests  
against discriminatory laws, as seen, for example, in the work of the Women Action Forum. 
The Lawyers Movement of 2007-09 provides a major example of a nonviolent movement 
that has a much wider significance.   In taking on the military dictatorship of Musharraf, the 
lawyers demonstrated the efficacy of nonviolent methods in a country that has experienced 
a high degree of political violence in recent years.  It provides a potential political resource 
that both demonstrates the strength of civil society in Pakistan, as well provides tools for the 
building of a more effective, healthy and functioning democracy that is rooted in dialogue 
and give-and-take rather than violence and coercion.  

This project is informed by a belief that the various strands of nonviolent movement that  
have continued to survive in post-independence Pakistan in particular and in South Asia in 
general represent an important resource for fighting ethnic, communal and other forms of 
violence in the region, which includes the militarisation of politics that is such a feature of  
modern Pakistan.   The conference, for the first time in the history of Pakistan, aims at to 
bring up the history of  these strands,  to see both how and when such nonviolence has 
succeeded,  and  also  to  understand  the  reasons  why  it  has  also  failed  in  certain 
circumstances.  It is most important to see whether nonviolence has answer to the violence 
produced by the ‘war on/of terror’ in modern-day Pakistan. 

What we are calling for, in other words, are histories that situate nonviolent methods in 
clear  historical  contexts,  analysing the causes  of  both the successes  and failures  of  this  
method.

The  Conference  intends  to  invite  international  renowned  scholars  including  Dr.  Johan 
Galtung and Dr. David Hardiman, on nonviolence and peace. Besides, the organisers enjoy 
good relation with the local and international media who will also be invited to cover the 
first-ever event on nonviolence in the history of Pakistan. 
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