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Abstract

Biological, social-biological, psychological and environmental factors are explored that may facilitate the emergence of a peaceful personality or a predilection to peace-building in an individual whose family’s values would seem to counter indicate such a development. The study takes the form of a video documentary focusing through interviews on one such person. The interviews are interpreted for themes to give insight into the conditions that helped the participant break free of his family’s expectations to embark upon a destiny of his own making. Implications for peace education are discussed, as well as possibilities for improving the curricula of nonviolence trainings to better promote personal transformation in the pursuit of inner peace.
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HISTORICAL REFLECTION
A person may be the product of their times, but their times can produce people who think and act very differently. One of the most striking examples of the divergent moral paths that people from similar backgrounds choose comes from eighteenth century Rhode Island. The Browns, a merchant family that had engaged in the slave trade, produced two brothers who represented opposites in moral thinking. While John publicly defended the slave trade, his brother Moses worked tirelessly to abolish it and believed fervently in the equality of all peoples. While John became a war profiteer, Moses opposed war and sought international reconciliation (Rappleye, 2006). How the same times and the same family produced individuals who represented such different ways of being is a critically important question if we are to take control of our common destiny in this troubled world. 

Rationale
In the summer of 2001, I was trained in Martin Luther King Jr.’s philosophy and methodology of nonviolence through the Center for Nonviolence and Peace Studies at the University of Rhode Island. During that training and in subsequent experiences as a facilitator of nonviolence workshops, I was drawn to a key mystery of the world of nonviolence work. I kept coming across individuals engaged in this work who came from backgrounds that would seem unlikely to have produced people who would adopt a life of either personal nonviolence or outward nonviolent activism. Some people told me that they were the only individuals in their families who had embraced a path of nonviolence. I became interested in exploring factors that may help a person embark upon such a path when violence is expressly accepted and woven into the fabric of their family’s interactions, behaviors and political leanings. Are there people who are predisposed to nonviolence and can have that potential unlocked by certain fortuitously timed environmental factors? A related question I had as I engaged in the work of “training” people in nonviolence was whether any such training was inevitably superficial, promising only the potential to affect a person’s public behavior in the long run, or if a person could be personally transformed by such a training so that the nature of their most intimate interactions with the people with whom they are closest could be altered. I recognize that some people drawn to study nonviolence are focused more on their own inner peace, while others focus on being agents of outward societal change. If we call the former type of person a peace seeker and the latter a peace builder, are the factors different that allow these two types of people to emerge from backgrounds accepting of violence?

It is my hope that information gleaned from the study of what helps to create peace seekers will aid in developing more effective nonviolence workshops for individuals interested in their own personal transformations. A further significance may lie in uncovering factors that help to produce peace builders that can be brought into peace education in schools. It is my wish that we can achieve a better understanding of how to help people of all ages and backgrounds develop both their inner peace and their commitment to peace in the world.

Literature Review

This project lends itself to cross-disciplinary research into areas of neuroscience, spiritual transformation, psychology, and human development. The relevance of neuroscience to this study is indicated by preliminary research in the field of neuroplasticity that has revealed that while Tibetan Buddhist monks are meditating in a state intended to generate only thoughts of compassion, their brains show a dramatic increase in gamma wave activity associated with the higher mental activities of consciousness (Lutz, Greischar, Rawlings, Ricard, and Davidson, 2004). A part of the brain that is known to become active at the sight of suffering was also reported to have shown increased activity (Begley, 2004). Even during rest states preceding meditation, the monks produced a higher level of gamma activity than the control subjects. An implication of these findings is that not only may individuals have differing gamma states, reflecting differing base levels of compassion, but that the brain can be stimulated to increase a tendency toward compassion. Exactly how to create such stimulation outside of Buddhist training would be of great interest to anyone hoping to foster empathy in children and promote their ability to understand other peoples’ points of view.

Buddhism shares with many other religions the opportunity for individuals to experience great changes in perception and understanding.  Such paradigm shifts can come in the form of religious conversion or more generally speaking, spiritual transformation. In his review of the literature, Schwartz (2000) describes spiritual transformation as “a radical reorganization of one’s identity, meaning, and purpose in life.” Lofland and Skonovd (1981) delineate six types of spiritual conversion. Of primary relevance to this study is intellectual conversion, which refers to a spiritual transformation resulting from private intellectual investigation. Although intellectual conversion is defined as a route to a religious faith, it may be useful to compare a secular transformation of one’s worldview to this process of acquiring a new religious identity. The emotional tone of such an experience is described as “illuminating” (Lofland and Skonovd, 1981).

While spiritual transformation can be described as reaching toward a perceived truth to affect change within, a similar change in ideology and behavior can result from pushing away from a disliked way of thinking and being. Freud’s theory of reaction formation (Gabbard, 2005) describes a defense mechanism in which the individual takes on a system of beliefs or behavior in opposition to one that the individual fears may be their true nature. In this way, an adolescent may reject their family’s values to avoid the anxiety inherent in the prospect of being like their parents.

Even before any such cognitive adaptations might take place, social-biological factors may be influencing human development. Social-biological factors are biologically determined, culturally relevant traits, such as health, physical appearance, gender, and birth order. These traits may trigger culturally influenced familial interactions, which in turn could affect a child’s thoughts and behaviors. There is some evidence that this phenomenon helps to determine childhood levels of compassion. For example, Kalliopuska (1984) found an increased ability of middle born children over first born to empathize, and Toussaint and Webb (2005) are among the many researchers who have found that women empathize more easily than men. Furthermore, Gilligan (1982) posited differences in the defining characteristics of the postconventional stages of moral development that males and females might hope to achieve. While Gilligan described the male postconventional stage as oriented toward universal abstractions of equality and justice, women were seen to develop toward  a postconventional stage characterized by care and interconnectedness. The former version of post-conventional morality may seem more suited to a peace builder, while the latter more suited to a peace seeker. In fact, Gilligan associates the characteristics of care and connectedness as central to a life of nonviolence (Office for Studies in Moral Development and Education, n.d.). While Gilligan focuses on gender-based differences in moral development, R. C. Schwartz’ Internal Family Systems Model (n.d.) proposes the existence of a compassionate and courageous self that is present in all human beings regardless of gender. Schwartz’ model may be of special significance to this study in its suggestion that this compassionate self can be prevented from emerging by parts of the personality that construct beliefs and behaviors in an attempt to protect the self due to past trauma. It is only when these protective parts of the personality are reassured that they have provided real protection but that the protection is no longer needed that the emergent compassionate self can become actualized.

Rather than focusing on a belief system meant to protect the individual, Mezirow (1995) looks for the cognitive dissonance created by what he terms a disorienting dilemma to forge a major shift in a person’s world view. When a person is confronted by a disorienting dilemma, she or he may begin to question a belief system that had been put in place either through singular traumatic events or through the long-term trauma of growing up in an oppressive family that discourages critical thought. This questioning of a worldview that was challenged by a disorienting dilemma can proceed as a critical reflection of assumptions (CRA), which Mezirow (1998) describes as the process of learning to think for oneself. An effect of a CRA may be to help an individual transition into Kohlberg’s (1971) postconventional stage of moral development, in which a person “believes in and follows self-chosen universal ethical principles” (Gardiner and Kosmitzki, 2005). There are numerous programs designed to foster a CRA in adult learners (Mezirow, 1998). It is of interest to this study to determine if and how a CRA can occur organically by an individual as they mature into adulthood. 

Whatever the process used to emerge as a healthy, self-actualized adult from a repressive family environment, an individual must exhibit a high degree of resiliency. Frankl (1984) points to meaning as the key to surviving long-term trauma; a resilient person is in touch with a purpose that gives their life meaning. An individual may find meaning outside their family in school, among friends, or in other elements of what Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development terms an individual’s microsystem (1977). Bronfenbrenner depicts the microsystem as more of a central influence on individual development than the macrosystem, which includes broad cultural ideologies (Gardiner & Kosmitzki, 2005). However, elements of the macrosystem should also be examined; Super and Harkness’ Developmental Niche model reminds us of the mutual interactions of customs, settings, and caretaker psychology and the direct influence of all three in the development of the child (Gardiner & Kosmitzki, 2005). Historical events that make up Bronfenbrenner’s chronosystem can also play a pivotal role in personality development. The political and cultural upheavals of the 1960s, for example, were formative in the developing ideologies and lifestyles of many children and adults.

In my personal experience, I believe that growing up Jewish in a predominantly Christian culture gave me a feeling of exclusion and otherness which led to early critical thinking about mainstream institutions and cultural norms. Even if an individual identifies him/herself as a member of a dominant culture, they may vicariously experience that sense of “otherness” through their own racial identity development. Tatum (1992) has observed a stage in the racial identity development of White students, called pseudo-independent, in which the individual can identify with a group perceived to be oppressed and reject their own inherited cultural values. This stage in racial development theory is preceded by cognitive dissonance, akin to a disorienting dilemma, created by  information that cannot be reconciled with one’s preconceived notions of self and society. Individuals who move beyond the psuedo-independent stage of development to the immersion/emmersion stage are engaging in information-gathering and self-reflection that can be described as a form of a CRA. Tatum therefore presents one avenue by which a person can embark down a path marked by Mezirow’s disorienting dilemma and CRA. If the CRA includes reflection not only on old beliefs but on how those beliefs may have served a protective purpose for the individual, it may lead to unlocking the true self that embodies perspective, confidence, compassion and acceptance, attributes that R. C. Schwartz cites as hallmarks of the self-led person (R. C. Schwartz, n.d.).

To engage in such an intensely self-reflective process requires meta-cognition indicative of a high level of consciousness. In the fifth stage of Kegan’s (1995) hierarchy of human consciousness, trans-systemic thinking, the individual is able to see the relationships between their current and past conflicts. At this level, an individual can not only perceive the underlying patterns and thoughts that have controlled their lives, but they are able to change their behavior to free themselves from destructive patterns.

This investigation, informed by models of the human condition from the fields of neuroscience, spiritual transformation, psychology, and human development, may provide clues as to what environmental factors can stimulate trans-systemic thinking. It may also indicate the degree to which trans-systemic thinking would be needed to embrace a life of nonviolence in the context of opposing family values.

METHOD and FORM

This is a case study of an individual who is an unlikely peace seeker. A screening questionnaire (see Appendix) was developed, field tested, modified, and administered to determine whether the potential participant qualified as a peace seeker or a peace builder from an unlikely background. The questionnaire explored the beliefs and professed behaviors of the respondent to indicate attitudes toward and interpretations of violence and the tendency of the respondent to align himself to the principles of nonviolence as elucidated by Martin Luther King, Jr. (LaFayette and Jehnsen, 1996), as well as whether he perceived his family background to be incongruent with his values.  The participant’s responses indicated beliefs and behaviors consistent with those of a peace seeker who comes from a family background apparently incompatible with his own values. The terms peace seeker and peace builder were defined for the participant in the screening questionnaire as follows: A peace seeker is someone who cultivates their own inner peace to help them realize more peaceful interpersonal relationships, and a peace builder is someone who works to reduce the conditions that lead to violence, such as economic and social injustice.
Two additional instruments were administered to the participant. These tools were used to gather information on personality traits that would be used to inform later interview questions. The Riso-Hudson Enneagram type indicator (Enneagram Institute, n.d.) was utilized to generate a description of the participant’s basic personality type. The nine Enneagram types include attributes that may be of interest in exploring the emergence of a peaceful personality, such as sensitivity, generosity, receptiveness, idealism, and assertiveness. The study participant also completed the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (Thomas and Kilmann, 1974) in order to assess his inherent conflict management style.

The individual who was chosen to participate further in the study based on his responses to the initial questionnaire was interviewed in order to explore his perceptions of his family’s values, his values, his experiences growing up, and any factors he might perceive to have led to his development  as a peace seeker. The interviews were videotaped. These interviews and subsequent data analysis are qualitative in nature. The interviews were reviewed for themes relevant to the study. Those themes are reported, and relevant quotes from the interviewee are provided to explicate those themes and support the credibility of the findings. The videotaped interviews were edited into the form of a documentary video produced for a general audience that may be interested in the subject of this project.

The final video project is a case study of an individual. While the story of this individual’s development toward a path of nonviolence may be useful in exploring the driving questions of the study, I am careful not to over-generalize the findings. Stakes (2000) distinguishes between case studies that are intrinsic in nature and those that are instrumental. An intrinsic study is undertaken with the sole purpose of coming to understand a particular case. An instrumental study is conducted in order to elucidate an issue, the case being of lesser interest to the researcher. This project falls somewhere between these two approaches; I hope to gain an understanding of how one individual has come to embody values that differ substantially from the normative values of his caregivers. I also hope that the results of this study will provide some suggestion as to how others from similar family backgrounds might be supported in their journey to a life of nonviolence.

PROFILE

The individual selected for this case study is a 38-year-old White male from a working class New England background. For the purposes of this study, this individual will be referred to as “Terry.” Terry’s father was the son of Italian immigrants, and his mother is of mixed European ancestry. Terry describes his parents as agnostic, and the family had no religious affiliation. Terry was the first of his family to earn a college education. He is separated from his wife and is the primary caregiver for his twelve-year-old son. Terry is a musician and is pursuing a career as an early childhood educator.

Terry is a peace seeker. That is, he cultivates his inner peace to help himself realize more peaceful interpersonal relationships. Terry has a simple guiding philosophy: “[I try] to live my life in a way that causes the least amount of harm to every living thing.” To help minimize harm, he has adopted a vegan diet, eschewing all animal products. Terry’s personality was analyzed by the Riso-Hudson Enneagram Type Indicator test (Enneagram Institute, n.d.). The results of the test were ambiguous; while a single personality type is expected to emerge as dominant, three emerged for Terry: the Loyalist, the Peacemaker, and the Helper. Together, these three personality types paint a picture of a responsible, caring, easy-going, and self-effacing man who tries hard to please people. Terry’s Enneagram results fit with his over-all conflict management style as measured by the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (1974); Terry tends to avoid conflict and/or try to accommodate the other party in conflict. Avoidance is considered uncooperative, while accommodation is highly cooperative. Both modes of behavior are unassertive, as defined by Thomas (1974). Terry learned these strategies for dealing with conflict as a child, in order to avoid physical and emotional violence from his parents: “My mom... could get very sad... she could get very angry... these extremes.... And when my dad got home, there was more of... probably accommodating and maybe avoiding the way I would naturally behave because I was fearing something physical, anger and getting hurt physically.”
Terry Growing Up

In Terry’s family, violence was accepted as a playful means to work out tension between his parents. “There was always a lot of fighting in the house and lots of arguing. Looking back at the dynamics, there was a lot of play fighting too…my dad would annoy my mom to the point where she would start hitting him, and he would be laughing, and... my mom would kind of soften up...through this physical confrontation. It was like violence in a playful way.” Terry’s father also taught Terry to use violence with his peers as a preemptive form of self-defense. Terry believes that his father’s small physical stature caused his father to over-compensate by becoming physically powerful and intimidating. Terry’s father worked as a collector for a loan agency, a job that Terry imagines involved beating people up. Terry’s father also owned a gym where he worked to increase his muscle mass and where he tried to teach Terry to become a boxer, which Terry did not enjoy. Terry was a small child, and believes that his small size made him a “bully magnet;” “if there were any bullies around, they would chose me.” Although he dreaded fighting, Terry followed his father’s advice and learned to use violence to protect himself.  

I remember this one kid. I had some candy in my hand... and he took my candy from me... and I just grabbed him by his collars and slammed him up against the lockers. He could have easily beaten me up I am sure, physically, but because I was so aggressive in that way, people really didn’t know what to make of me. I had to give that kind of front, that I was kind of crazy, a loose cannon. And it was true - I think I became that loose cannon.

Violence among boys was generally accepted in the Terry’s microsystem, which included his home life and his school. This casual acceptance of violence was extended to the treatment of animals. “We had some pets and they would also be disciplined with being slapped repeatedly. At the time of course, I was doing the same. I thought this was what you should be doing. I was just a young kid.” Terry’s play activities both alone and with friends included shooting animals with BB guns for fun and capturing and killing wild animals. Terry’s father showed him how “bad” animals should be taken care of. “My dad would tell me certain animals were bad and so they should be killed.”

When I caught a possum one time, I remember [my dad] killing it by putting the cage in a bag and hooking it to the exhaust and putting it to sleep, thinking he was doing something humane, but it was the saddest thing.
Terry lived under the constant threat of violence from his father. A slap to the face or a whipping by a belt were common means of discipline.

Like many other children, constantly being threatened with violence. If you did something wrong or if you were going to do something wrong, you were going to be – the belt was going to come out, you get – if you said something inappropriate or you were talking back, you would get a slap in the face. The threat of violence, that threat of being hit was probably more scary to me than anything.

 The violence did not always come from Terry’s father; Terry’s mother was diagnosed with bi-polar disorder and was emotionally unstable, subject to bouts of depression and on at least one occasion was physically violent with Terry. 

I remember one time, I didn’t want to spend any of my money on Christmas presents for anybody. She became really violent. That was probably the worst it ever got where she took me and she was screaming and she threw on the floor and started to step on me.

Although Terry’s mother could be violent, Terry was closer to her than to his father, and it was his father who was a source of fear for Terry. The anxiety produced by the threat of violence from his father stayed with Terry as an adult.

I remember being over at my parents’ house. I was probably twenty-two and sitting in the living room watching TV. I didn’t live there. At 19, I had my own apartment but here I  am for whatever reason over at the house and it’s around the time my dad comes home and I remember him pulling in the driveway. And here I am 22 and I’m getting really anxiety ridden, scared, you know. That’s when I realized the impact that my dad had over me, just that threat of violence.

 It was not until he visited his father on his father’s deathbed that this anxiety dissipated. 

I remember going into the hospital, into the room and seeing him lay there in the bed and he was just this skinny old guy. I mean he looked horrible. He was dying, and I felt this overwhelming sense of relief. And I felt guilty but I realized he was a guy who really kind of scared me and he was not a threat anymore. I could stand there as a man and not be threatened anymore. He couldn’t hurt me.

Terry grew up with a single sibling, an older sister. 

There was always a lot of tension between us. I don’t really quite understand that fully but I think it had to do with my sister being my dad’s favorite and me being my mom’s favorite.  This struggle, even to this day, we are very different people. She chose the parenting path of discipline through fear and sometimes slapping and that’s acceptable for her. For me and my child it hasn’t been. 

FINDINGS

A review of the interviews conducted with Terry revealed the following themes: Normative Violence in the Microsystem, Unexplained Empathy, Disorienting Dilemma, Caring Male Role Models, and Peace Seeker as a Process.

Normative Violence in the Microsystem

The microsystem comprised of Terry’s family, school, and friends, shared a violent culture. Terry’s father was physically violent toward his children and pushed Terry to be a fighter. “My dad who is very macho, owns a gym, who wants me to become a very a strong kid. I was also very small, too, probably one of the smallest kids in my class ….” Machismo and toughness were exalted by Terry’s father, who would brag about how tough his father had been. “So, throughout my upbringing I think I was exposed to a lot of men who would have to, who defined themselves with being very strong and violent.” Between the ages of six and fourteen, Terry was expected to work out three times a week. His father also coached Terry in fighting methods to use with peers. 

He would train me all the time to box and to fight and he would tell me what I would need to do if I was faced with any kind of confrontation with somebody. If a boy - certainly, told you never to hit a girl, that was the rule - but with boys, he told me that if I didn’t get in the first shot - that was very important because of my size - that I needed to get the first shot in, so don’t give them any time to even think. 

Terry got into many fights at school. “So, in elementary school, I had a lot of problems. Somebody would call me a name and we would be rolling on the floor. You know, duking it out. They almost moved me to a different school because of that.” While fighting got Terry into trouble with his school administrators, it was clear from the gym teacher and his schoolmates that fighting was a highly regarded display of manhood.

This one kid who was smaller than me, he was a Filipino boy people picked on. We were in the locker room and I think he chose me because he probably thought I was someone who was a little bit bigger than him and he could maybe take me and gain his level of, you know, manhood, achieving that, like I’m some sort of a trophy to achieve. So, I didn’t want to fight this kid because I knew that I could and I told him ‘no’ but all the other boys wanted us to fight and I remember everyone gathering around us and they’re pushing this little kid, you know, onto me and I’m like, ‘I’m not gonna fight’cha. I’m not gonna fight’cha.’ And the gym teacher comes out of his office and he’s like ‘What the h- what’s going on here? You wanna fight him?’ He takes the kid, the other kid, and he goes, ‘Kick his ass. I’ll show you how to do it.’ And he grabs the kid and he starts kicking him in the ass. That, of course, sets the kid over the edge. He charges me and I punched him in the stomach and he fell to the floor and that was it. But, it was just… and that was that and I felt really bad for him.

The gym teacher was part of a culturally entrenched system of school violence. At least two teachers hit Terry. After a blow by a male teacher left lump on Terry’s head, Terry’s mother became concerned enough to go to the police. “My mom... spoke with the Chief of Police and the Chief said, ‘well,’ didn’t really know the story and stood up for the teacher and said, ‘you know, if a kid is acting up, the teacher should have a right to hit them.’ And nothing became of that.”

Among Terry’s friends, there was a casual acceptance of violence toward wild animals; Terry and his friends would shoot birds and other animals with BB guns, and Terry would trap and kill animals that his father classified as “bad,” such as possums and rats. 

I caught a rat. I knew it was a rat; I knew a lot about animals. And I had it in the Have-a-Heart trap and I’m like, well you know, it’s a bad animal. It needs to be killed. So I threw it in the pool and watched it drown.

Unexplained Empathy

When recounting stories from his childhood, Terry remembered feeling empathy for others that went against the expectations of the macho, competitive culture in which he was living. His story of the fight in the locker room with the Filipino boy ends with the disclosure, “I felt really bad for him.” Terry also expressed feeling bad for another boy after a fight: 

Every Saturday, this kid would be there and he would threaten me and he was a big kid.... I just blacked out and I found myself on top of him, just really taking him, beating him up and he was crying, and I felt bad for the kid.

Terry’s parents did not teach him to feel empathy for his adversaries. In fact, the following story relates just the opposite:

 [My dad] was working at [a nuclear submarine plant], and I remember [my dad] telling at one of the family gatherings, he’s laughing about how the pacifists would come to hand out literature (and I didn’t even know what a pacifist was at the time), and how funny it was when him and the other guys would punch them and they wouldn’t do anything. So he would just go up to them, punch them in the face and laugh. And they just wouldn’t fight back, these guys wouldn’t fight back. And this is what my dad thought was funny.

Even in this highly macho and competitive environment, Terry’s feelings of empathy  emerged as a theme. Terry’s father pushed him to take up weight lifting as a sport. Terry was never comfortable with competition because he emphasized with the losers.

I can remember as a young boy with friends, I learned that my friend would always get upset if he was losing, and other friends. I wouldn’t want that to happen. I didn’t like that. So I would often not even try. I didn’t want to get that person upset. To me it wasn’t worth hurting the friendship, the relationship, getting that person upset. So I never really liked competition. It always made me feel very uncomfortable, even when I was winning - my dad owned a gym and he wanted me to be very competitive. I had won nine first place trophies in lifting weights... and that made me feel really uncomfortable because I always felt kind of bad for the other guys. I knew that it was making these other people feel really badly that they didn’t win first place. 

Disorienting Dilemma

Terry recalls several incidents that caused him moral anguish and that cumulatively might have led to a disorienting dilemma. When Terry was about 12, his family dog got into a fight with another dog.

I remember seeing, for example, a dog fight in my front yard. My dog and some other strange dog. I had just stepped off the bus. My grandfather was living with us at the time and he was, of course, my dad looked up to him, that was his father, my dad really admired how tough he was, would brag about, you know, he could beat people up and he was just this iron man. And he took a slate that we had on the grass or something, a slate walkway and just broke it over the other dog’s back. It was just horrifying. And this is how you would deal with things, you know, through violence. And I think crippled the dog. It was a traumatic experience, because I remember it.

This event was disturbing, but at the time it did not have the disorienting power of the following incident, which occurred at about the same age.

I had a BB gun, and a friend invited me to his place and there was this little pond out in the woods. We would try to shoot birds and sometimes we would get one. I don’t really know how I felt then, maybe, kind of glad that I shot it, surprised that I shot it. There was this pond and there were hundreds of frogs. These were just target practice for us. So we just sat there for about an hour shooting all the frogs thinking it was a lot of fun. And I think we went back a week later. I just remember the stench and all the dead frogs, and that had an impact on me  - this realization. It took those types of experiences to realize this wasn’t right.

The incident described earlier involving the fight encouraged by the gym teacher is another moment that has remained a strong memory for Terry. Terry described the incident to help depict the violent nature of his childhood. However, events such as these reveal that Terry did not feel good about fights even though the adult men in his life clearly valued fighting. When Terry’s feelings did not match what he knew was expected of him, he experienced cognitive dissonance. When Terry tells the powerful story of his reaction to his father’s death, he ends with the reflection: “That bothered me for a while, that I would have that kind of sense of relief. [I] felt very guilty for that.” It is exactly that mismatch, from the expected to the actual feelings, that can spark a disorienting dilemma.

Caring Male Role Models

While Terry’s father was the dominant adult male in Terry’s life, his was not the only example of manhood for Terry. It was not until Terry was raising his own child that he realized the importance of another man in his life, Mr. Rogers: 

One of my earliest experiences was probably seeing Mr. Rogers on TV. He was so unlike my dad. I loved Mr. Rogers and I think it was because of his gentle and caring - just that accepting nature - and I certainly didn’t realize the impact he had on me. I remember watching episodes of Mr. Rogers when my son was very young and getting really kind of teary eyed; something was hitting a nerve there, and I really had to look more closely at that. It was almost like returning to this old friend, and so that’s why I think he really had an impact.

Even as a small child, Terry was aware enough to contrast these two very different examples of how to be a man: “I just loved [Mr. Rogers]. I wished that my dad was like that.”

 As an adolescent, Terry’s uncle gave him another example of how not to be like his father.

The other person I think in my childhood who had a big impact on me was my uncle, my father’s brother, who was very different from him. I didn’t know this at the time - I probably found out when I was a young teen that he was actually gay, you know. But, he was a hippie. He was very different. He was a painter.... He and my mom actually were good friends and he would come over to the house and spend a lot of time with me in ways that my dad just couldn’t. I wouldn’t say that he was a nonviolent person but caring, maybe, with me…. So it was just having a caring male who didn’t have to be a macho guy to be accepted.

 Terry cites a third important male role model, a friend Terry made in his early twenties, whom we will call Sam: 

When I was a young adult, a person who influenced me – that would probably be the time when I was becoming less aggressive- but a friend, I think he was four years older than me and he came from a very affluent family, English family. He was very accepting of people and just very different from me in so many ways. I mean, he was educated, came from a very educated family and was so kind and caring and so nonjudgmental of everybody. It, just you know, confused me and at first I didn’t like him because I was just confused by meeting a person like this, and he was not this macho guy. So, he had, I think, a big impact on me.

All three alternate male role models, Mr. Rogers, Terry’s uncle, and Sam, demonstrated ways of being that were caring.


Peace Seeker as a Process

Although there were specific incidents that may have created a disorienting dilemma and certain role models that demonstrated a caring way of being male, Terry emphasized that his development as a peace seeker was a gradual process.

I view my, I don’t know what you call it, but my peaceful existence, as a process. And all along, I think if you are somewhat aware, you’re able to go down that peaceful path. If you are willing to accept that or wanting that, it’s certainly a process. I don’t think it happens overnight.... Even the whole process of becoming a vegan, it was a process. Again, it didn’t happen over night or why I was a vegan has changed. Back then, it was more for health concerns, but then I was reading books on vegetarianism at that time and it all seemed to make sense.

As a reflective person, Terry recognizes that his development is ongoing: “My peaceful existence is a process and I’m sure it’s not over.”

DISCUSSION and IMPLICATIONS

Terry came from a violent background to emerge as a peace seeker. Whereas violence to animals and to people was accepted as a matter of course when Terry was growing up, Terry now tries to live his life in a way that inflicts the least amount of harm to living beings as possible. Terry was able to make this transformation without having been actively taught empathy, without having had peace education as part of his school curriculum, and (having grown up in the 1970s and 1980s) without being surrounded by the cultural upheavals of the 1960s. Examining Terry’s case provides insight into the unintentional factors in place that can allow a person to choose a path in life radically different in values than that of their parents.

The information we have concerning these unintentional factors comes entirely from Terry’s own perception of the significant events and people that helped him to become the person he is. Several themes surfaced from Terry’s narrative, including two that suggest causation: disorienting dilemma, and caring male role models. Although a disorienting dilemma can come from a major life transition, it can also result from “an accumulation of transformations in meaning schemes over a period of time” (Imel, 1998). If the events recounted by Terry did not individually qualify as disorienting dilemmas but were sufficient in the cognitive dissonance they provoked, taken together they may have produced a disorienting dilemma. It is clear that the violence of Terry and his family was disturbing to Terry; he uses words like “horrifying” and “sad” when he recalls his feelings from the time of those events. Terry also discusses the fear he felt from the threat of violence from his father, and being “anxiety  ridden” when he thought he would have to fight other children. Although violence seems to have surrounded Terry, he volunteers three examples of positive male role models who did not rely on violence. “Caring” is the most common adjective Terry attaches to these three men. Together, the caring male role models opened a door through which Terry could escape the violence of his life.

Walking through that door necessitated changes in behavior and attitudes that would require some degree of critical self reflection, or CRA (critical reflection of assumptions). Terry  describes himself as always having been a self-reflective person: “I continue to learn about who I am.... I’m generally introspective like that.” This propensity must have been helpful as Terry engaged in the difficult process  of critically reflecting on deeply ingrained assumptions of his upbringing. 

Becoming an adult, becoming an adult man, being the way I am, it’s not the easiest thing sometimes because I feel, just because of my experience, my upbringing, to be a man meant that you had to be tough, you’re not gonna’ take any shit from anyone. So, I think there were times when I was growing up, maybe in my 20s that I felt ‘gee, maybe I’m not much of a man.’ I didn’t accept myself all the time with who I was. To be a man also meant that you were out working for your family. In my family, when I got married and we had a child, I was the one who was home and my wife was the one working. So, that was really important for growth.

Terry continued this self analysis as a father: “Because you are really forced to look at yourself, you are faced with your own childhood when you are taking care of your child.” This level of self-reflection demonstrates trans-systemic thinking (Kegan, 1995); Terry is able to assess his old behavior patterns and change them in light of his new circumstances. To engage in this level of critical reassessment of one’s beliefs and assumptions is similar to a spiritual awakening, and requires contact with new ideas, either from people, literature, or other sources of information. Terry does not ascribe to any religious belief. However, when he moved to Seattle in his early twenties, Terry began reading about vegetarianism, and found himself in a stimulating culture that was very different and that he says had a great impact on him. “At that same time I was becoming a vegetarian, and being in Seattle it was accepted.... I was reading books on vegetarianism at that time and it all seemed to make sense.” Two years ago, his friend Sam introduced Terry to Taoist literature: “[Sam] knew a lot about Taoism and he would sometimes give me phrases to think about from Lao Tzu... since reading more recently about it, it’s probably the closest I’ll get to practicing some sort of religion.” The sort of intellectual growth that Terry acquired through reading and discussions with friends is comparable to the spiritual transformation type described as intellectual conversion. Lofland and Skonovd (1981) observed that this form of transformation tends to be drawn out over a period of weeks or months as opposed to other conversion motifs which can occur quite suddenly, and indeed, Terry has described his transformation as a gradual, ongoing process. 

It is also notable that when Terry reflects on his school days fighting with other children, he does not appear to condemn his behavior. While fighting was a source of anxiety, Terry accepted that his toughness and unpredictability was a way of protecting himself from bullies: “I learned that being very aggressive verbally with people could sometimes work.... I had to kind of stop some of these other boys who would kind of test me. They would become aggressive with me and I would have to do something really crazy, and very quickly, too.” In the psychotherapy based on the R. C. Schwartz’ IFS (n.d.), subpersonalities are acknowledged for the roles they have played in protecting the self and asked to step back now that they are no longer needed in the same way. Perhaps Terry’s non-condemning attitude toward his childhood fighting self has helped ease the way to release him from that behavior pattern.

An unexpected outcome of the interviews was the information that Terry was empathetic toward the children he fought or competed with. Such empathy is counter-indicated by Terry’s environment. Terry believes it may have come from his own awareness of how it felt to lose in sports; Terry was a thin, relatively small child and often did not fare well in sports. However, it does not necessarily follow that this would result in empathy for other children. In the context of a competitive culture, one might expect a child who has experienced losing to crave the glory of winning. Between the ages of six and thirteen, when Terry was weightlifting, children are expected to fall into Kohlberg’s preconventional or conventional stages of moral development, where the well-being of others for their own sake is not a high concern (Gardiner and Kosmitzki, 2005). Furthermore, Freud’s theory of reaction formation might suggest that a child who was fearful of being a loser would attempt to become the opposite and even rail against losers. Perhaps Terry was engaging in reaction formation but to the opposite effect: Afraid of becoming like his father, Terry was rejecting the values of beating others and coming out on top. In fact, Terry expressed a determination not to parent like his father: “I did not want that to happen with me and my son - [I would] never threaten him with violence or in verbal ways.”  As a man, Terry has modeled himself opposite to the pattern presented by his father: Terry does not like competition; he expresses himself through music and is beginning a very rare career as a male teacher of young children; he was a stay-at-home dad and continues to be his child’s primary care-giver; he eschews physical and emotional violence. Whereas Terry’s dad taught him that some animals were bad and demonstrated ways of killing them, Terry teaches his son not to harm living creatures, including insects.

My boy was just maybe three, and there was a three or four year old stomping on some ants, and the mom was trying to tell me that, well this is what children do, and it’s OK. And that’s not - that wasn’t OK with my child, and it was upsetting my boy and we had a discussion about that.... I think that parents probably need to point these things out that it’s not OK and it’s not necessary. 
While events and positive role models may have helped unlock Terry’s potential to live a peaceful life, his early feelings of empathy suggest the possibility that Terry was predisposed as a child to a relatively high level of compassion. Perhaps a scan of Terry’s brain as a child would have revealed higher than average gamma wave activity. The one social-biological factor that Terry repeatedly brought up was his small size as a child. Terry postulates that this was a reason his father wanted to teach him to be tough and train him to fight. Terry’s small size may have elicited other behaviors in his parents that demonstrated compassion and empathy to Terry, although this conjecture and is not supported by his interviews.

If we look at Terry’s case for inspiration in developing peace education curricula, the themes of a caring gender-specific role model and disorienting dilemmas present opportunities and challenges. It appears that just by being there as a caring adult for children, we can model behavior that can have an enormously liberating long-term impact. Boys like Terry need caring male role models and we can extrapolate that girls would need caring female role models. This finding challenges us to find ways to place in schools or other settings caring adult role models of both genders for children of all age groups. As for disorienting dilemmas, these can come about through the repeated cognitive dissonance created by situations that confront assumptions and meaning schemas. One of the challenges here is to create safe environments for this to take place. Students who find themselves jarred by a challenge to their meaning schemas should not be left hanging, but should be afforded avenues to explore and express their thinking. By incorporating routine opportunities for self reflection throughout the curriculum, educators can help students acquire the habit of CRA. 

Another challenge in intentionally surfacing disorienting dilemmas is the potential values conflict between teacher/mentor and parents/guardians that can arise when one challenges the belief systems of children. In cases where parents/guardians perceive the values of school to contradict their home values, educators can seek common ground. Say for example that through critical self-reflection a student came to question her/his assumptions about violence and the student’s parents interpreted this as a threat to their values. In this case, the teacher can make the conflict explicit for student and parents, can honor the differing values of the home and the school setting, and can try to find agreement in the value of increased safety that would result from a reduction of violence at school. These are difficult waters to navigate, but it is essential that educators do not make the false pretense that school or education is values-neutral; honest, open communication is required, as well as an ability on the part of the educator to question their own deeply held assumptions.

LIMITATIONS

This study focuses on the story of a single individual who has rejected the values of his family to construct of life for himself as a peace seeker. While Terry’s story brings focus to this phenomenon, the myriad of potential factors that may influence human development make it difficult to generalize from his case; future research might examine a larger sample of peace seekers from unlikely backgrounds. 

Another limitation inherent in a qualitative study based on a  participant’s narrative is that it relies on a person’s recollections and interpretations of their life’s story. While this approach has the benefit of removing some of the researcher’s bias, the participant knew the question that the researcher was addressing. Trying to be helpful, Terry could have emphasized the violence of his family, excluding information to the contrary, or exaggerated his own peacefulness as an adult. It should be noted however, that Terry appeared to take great pains to tell his story honestly and when describing his chosen lifestyle, Terry was clear that while he believes that violence is not acceptable, the potential for a violent reaction still existed in him.

To get other points of view, additional family members could have been interviewed. Of special interest would be Terry’s sister, who has not chosen a path in opposition to her parents’ values; a study that included interviews with his sister would not only have added the benefit of her insight, but might also have allowed us to see which of the factors that may have influenced Terry were also experienced by his sister and which were not. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Terry’s description of his uncle and his grandfather offered the intriguing potential to study this phenomenon as a multi-generational  story; such a line of inquiry may have deepened our understanding of Terry’s family dynamics. Even when ancestors can not be interviewed, it may be fruitful to examine how attitudes of male identity are passed down through generations and what happens to families when an individual male breaks free from the roles expected of him.

The scope of this study also precluded direct investigation into Terry’s gamma wave activity. To understand the nature of compassion and where it comes from, future research might look longitudinally at the gamma wave activity of children looking for correlations with personality development through adulthood. 

Another avenue of inquiry open to research into a larger sample would be to correlate ages with formative experiences; are there critical ages at which disorienting dilemmas or caring role models might have their strongest impact?

Terry’s story gives us insight into one peace seeker’s journey. The initial questionnaire used to identify a potential study participant allowed for the further participation of someone who was less of an inwardly peaceful person and more of an outward peace or social justice activist (a peace builder). Additional research could focus on the factors that might be present to allow a peace builder to emerge from an unlikely background. This line of research may also benefit practitioners of peace education programs. Some people have found a balance that allows them to be peace seekers and act as peace builders. Contrasting the backgrounds of unlikely peace seekers, unlikely peace builders and those who have successfully combined both ways of being may help us to build a world at peace with itself.
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Appendix

Feelings About Peace and Activism Questionnaire

Please check the box to the right of each statement that best corresponds to your feelings, and explain your response in the space under each statement. 

	statement
	agree
	disagree
	not sure

	1. In order to spread peace in the world, you must first have peace in your heart.


	
	
	

	2. Words themselves can be a form of violence.


	
	
	

	3. Some people tend to waste time “finding themselves” or meditating on peace instead of actually doing some real world activism.


	
	
	

	4. I am opposed to the death penalty in all cases.


	
	
	


Continued next page
	statement
	agree
	disagree
	not sure

	6. Nonviolence won’t work as a “tactic” - it has to be a way of life.


	
	
	

	7. Sometimes violence is necessary to fight oppression.


	
	
	

	8. All wars are unjust, and I would not participate in a war of defense, even if our country were invaded by a foreign army.


	
	
	


. 

9. Please check the box that would best complete the following sentence for you.

When I am mad at someone...

	the anger dissipates

very quickly.
	I stay mad for a short time, then it passes.


	it takes me a while to get over the anger.
	I tend to stay angry a long time.




10. Do your values manifest themselves a lot differently than your parents/guardians’? Please explain.

11. Would your parents/guardians approve of your lifestyle? How about your politics?

Continued on next page
12. Please read the following statement and check the appropriate box:

In the last few years, I’ve done one or more of the following: attended political rallies/vigils, written a political letter to the editor, participated in other political activism.

· If this statement is true for you check this box

· If this statement is not true for you check this box

descriptions

13. In consideration of the preceding two descriptions, check the ones that apply to you and use the space below each choice to explain your response.

· I see myself as much more of a peace seeker than a peace builder

· I see myself as much more of a peace builder than a peace seeker.

· I do not see myself as either a peace seeker or a peace builder.

· I see myself somewhere in the middle - as a mix of peace seeker and peace maker.







A peace builder works to reduce the conditions that lead to violence, such as economic and social injustice.





A peace seeker cultivates their own inner peace to help them realize more peaceful interpersonal relationships.








