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A Review of “Religious Identity in the Evolution of Nonviolent Social Movements” 

 For Macalester College's annual Pi Sigma Alpha political science conference, Benjamin 

S. Rabe authored a work titled “Religious Identity in the Evolution of Nonviolent Social 

Movements.”  I had the privilege to read this paper and I believe it presented an interesting 

perspective on the creation of nonviolent movements. In his study, Ben examines three cases of 

social movements that relied heavily on nonviolent philosophy and consequently fragmented due 

to differences in religious identity. These three case studies are: the Indian Independence 

Movement, the United States Civil Rights Movement, and Polish Solidarity Movement. Through 

these three examples, the author tries to introduce the correlation between religious identity as 

both a unifying and fragmental force in social movements. However, Mr. Rabe's choice of case-

studies to support his claims and his claims in general are worth reviewing. In particular I will 

focus on his choice of Poland as his third case-study and the role he claimed religious identity 

played in that movement. 

 Both the Civil Rights Movement and Indian Independence Movements support his claims 

of religious fragmentation leading to the  breakdown of the movement. In India, the split between 

Muslims and followers of the Hindu faith led the British empire to divide India into three 

separate countries based on faith following their transfer of authority: India,Pakistan, and East 

Pakistan (Bangladesh). This religious division has had serious repercussions including border 

disputes and hate crimes against religious minorities. As for the Civil Rights Movement, there 

was a similar breakdown between the heavily Christian South and the secular North. This 
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difference manifested into two distinct movements: the Civil rights Movement and Malcolm X's 

Black Panthers. I would like to note that after being asked if they could be considered a single 

movement since they had distinct goals and methods used to obtain them, Ben responded by 

noting that the Black Panther Movement splintered from Martin Luther King's movement, 

because of his use of non-violence and Christian rhetoric. Thus, supporting his claim that 

religious identity splintered the Civil Rights Movement. 

 Ben's third choice, the Polish Solidarity Movement, focuses on the period of Polish 

history under Communist secular rule and the role the Catholic Church and Pope John Paul II 

played in promoting nonviolent movements in the country. Ben acknowledges the unifying force 

Catholicism played in creating popular support for the movements and the role it played in 

leading to the success of Polish Independence. However, this case varies from the other two cases 

on one central point to Ben's argument; that religion led to a fragmentation of the movement. In 

both the Indian Independence Movement and the U.S. Civil Rights Movement, the fragmentation 

occurred before the movements were successful and have resulted in lasting consequential 

effects. In the Polish Solidarity Movement minimal fragmentation occurred following the success 

of the movement, because there was no longer something to rally support against. The Soviet 

Union had collapsed and the Polish people began to see the intervention of the Catholic Church 

in Polish affairs as an annoyance.  

 I would suggest that Ben analyze a case like the North Ireland Peace Movement organized 

and led by Betty Williams. This movement consisted of both Catholic and Protestant citizens of 

Northern Ireland and faced pressure from the Provisional Republican Irish Army (IRA) and 

British forces. The timing of the event was less than a decade before the Polish Solidarity 

Movement and better exemplifies the argument Ben was trying to make.  



  Srader 3 

 The argument Ben presented has achieved its goal and brought attention to the correlation 

and conflict between religious identity and nonviolent social movements, but with more research 

his argument could have been more persuasive. His choice of the Polish Solidarity Movement is 

questionable since better case-studies exist such as the North Ireland Peace Movement. 


