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Many years ago, when I was young and excusable in everything I said or did, I came up with the following myopic definition for conservative, liberal and progressive:  A conservative throws salt in a wound, a liberal buys an expensive bandage for a wound, and a progressive tries to find out what caused the wound to prevent it from occurring again.  While this judgmental description fails to take into account the motivations of people who adhere to different philosophies, it might be useful as a description of three strategies of government, which could be called the violent, the negative peace and the nonviolent methods of governing.  A recent discussion prompted me to think about the method that our government has adopted to stay in power and whether another method could be effective that is more in keeping with our core values.


When my stepdaughter returned from Washington, D.C. recently, she described the latest security measures at the airport.  All laptop computers are carefully examined; jackets and baggage are x-rayed and searched for chemical residue.  Suitcases are opened and their contents shuffled through; prospective passengers must walk through intimidating detection machines.  There are adolescents in uniforms holding assault rifles.  I.D.s are examined and reexamined.  The names of some would-be passengers are mysteriously flagged by computers, prompting more intrusive examinations and pat-downs in roped off areas and in some cases detentions.  Loud neon signs declare high security areas and no parking zones.  Continuous recorded messages advise people not to leave their bags unattended or accept gifts from strangers.  Worse of all however, she reported that every single customer in line must remove their shoes and submit them to the x-ray conveyer belt.  Somehow, the description of forced shoe removal made all other indignities pale in comparison.  For the first time, I had the thought, “Thank goodness my grandparents aren’t around to see this.”  I can’t imagine my grandmother agreeing to remove her shoes in public, well, outside of a shoe store.


Ever since the attacks of September 11th, 2001, we’ve seen a steady increase in security measures taken by the government.  At first, most of the measures were so absurd and off-the-mark as to elicit humorous responses in my friends and me.  I imagined potential terrorists driving up to an airport, only to change their mind when confronted with a giant sign over the road announcing “high security”.  Perhaps the early measures were put into place to reassure the public that the government was “on the case”.  Seeing kids with assault rifles strolling down the hallways may not have deterred a terrorist sporting a box cutter, but it may have given some peace of mind to people whose images of terrorist attacks were largely formed by Hollywood movies involving people screaming and running with weapons blazing.


More recently, there have been some meaningful security measures imposed.  I’ve heard that they have finally added locks to the cockpits of planes.  But locked cockpits fail to impress a public that requires visual proof of security.  Thus, large orange pylons were put into place outside the airport entrances two years before they bothered to install locks on cockpit doors.


Now that we’ve had both the expensive, flashy illusion of security in place, as well as some actual measures taken to thwart potential airport terrorists, we’ve entered a new phase of security measures that seem to have been designed to instill fear and distrust among the passengers.  A very strong message is sent by the degrading procedures forced upon the airplane-riding public: enemies are among us.  If we accept this message then we become thankful for whatever indignity is imposed on us, in order to ferret out the bad guys from our midst.


Outside of the airports, television and radio bombard us with 24-hour-a-day “terrorism alerts” and stories of the struggle of our armed forces overseas battling terrorists in every corner of the world.  We hear reports of warrantless arrests of “material witnesses” who can be held indefinitely without charge or access to families or attorneys.  Businesses are raided to find “aliens” among the workers, who are carted off, detained and can be deported to any country in the world, even if there is no effective government in that country (Domestic Security Enhancement Act of 2003, Sec. 506).  We are routinely photographed everywhere we go.  We know our library records are reviewed by the Feds.  We hear rumors that the Attorney General can strip us of our citizenship and deport us (Domestic Security Enhancement Act of 2003, Sec. 501) or, even worse, send us to gulags in Guantánamo Bay or other secret locations.  Our everyday lives have become airport high security zones, reinforcing our sense of danger from and distrust of our fellow citizens.


We live in what the Providence Phoenix writer Dan Kennedy (2003) calls “The Republic of Fear” - a society that conforms to Thomas Hobbes' (1651, as quoted in Steger, 2001, p. 314) description of citizens living in “continual fear and danger of violent death”.  People grasp on to existing political leaders, trusting as much as they can in the power structure already in place, when the world seems dangerous, unpredictable and falling apart.  We especially want to hold on to leaders who have been through trauma, like the September 11th terrorist attacks, with us, and who react quickly with tough words about setting things right.


The political leaders in the federal government can use the fear that exists in a population to hold on to power.  They might even encourage it.  To encourage “continual fear and danger of violent death” would be to accept a Hobbesian model of social power wherein people, motivated solely by the pursuit of individual power, wealth and glory are rightly fearful of one another.  Because of the looming danger of chaotic violence, the state is bestowed with the sole control of the means of violence.  This was part of Hobbes’ social contract (Steger, 2001) meant to free the individual from fear of harm from others (Vaughn, n.d.).  However, this same cynical Hobbesian view of human nature by the state can lead state leaders to see a benefit in maintaining fear in the population, and in replacing the individual’s drive for dominance and glory with that of the state.


The population is kept in check through intimidation, the fear of uncontrolled violence from outside the state, and the identification of the individual with the state itself, sharing in the sense of power and glory of the state.  When the state suffers a defeat, the individual feels an accompanying loss of pride and will rally to the cause of righteous state violence in retaliation.  This is the method used by fascist states to maintain popular support.  It can also be employed by a democratic form of government, and may be especially useful when government leaders find their popularity to be insufficiently high to guarantee winning an election.  Through this form of governance, a democratic system can begin to mimic a fascist one.  Laws restricting individual freedom, that previously might not have been received well, will be welcomed by the citizenry as necessary to protect the state from the forces of evil that may be lurking even within their own numbers.  As Huey Long said, “When fascism comes to America, it will come wrapped in an American flag.” 1


However, there are other methods that offer effective means to maintain political control.  A government can do everything within its power to avoid dealing with or publicizing problems.  Hoping to coast by until its time comes to an uneventful end, it puts off difficult problems for the next administration, maintaining what Martin Luther King, Jr. called a “negative peace” (1958).  A third method of governance, nonviolence, would focus government energies and resources on the needs of the people, fostering a sense of well being in the population.  These three methods are not mutually exclusive, and we see aspects of each in many different administrations of the United States.  The first two methods create and let fester problems for the future.  The nonviolent method would seek to address problems and create permanent reconciliation in the world.


The violent method is in full use today.  It is run in accordance with what my children would call “the dark side of the force.”  In Star Wars, the evil Emperor encouraged fear and hatred among his enemies.  From the perspective of a government that uses the violent method to retain power, acts of terrorism against the state are actually good for business.  Adherents to the violent method of governance don’t need terrorism per se.  Any fear will do.  However, during the previous administration, the traditional sources of fear in our society – crime and communism – diminished very significantly.  Although terrorism has always existed, it has only recently become a clear choice for a national bogeyman.  Its chief attributes that make it so desirable are: 1) It can strike anywhere and against anyone; 2) it’s so amorphous that unlike an enemy state, it can never be defeated through traditional violent means; 3) its minions can’t be distinguished easily from the rest of us, making it the perfect “enemy within.”


Even a bad economy, traditionally thought of as having the power to deal a death knell to an otherwise popular incumbent president, might not harm the program of a government employing the violent method.  If economic insecurity can be associated with the dangers posed by terrorists, the government might argue that it would be too risky to change leadership.  All fears can intermingled; fear of job loss, fear of terrorism and, as Dan Kennedy points out, fear of well-publicized diseases such as SARS can all be part of what drives the Republic of Fear in our violent form of government (Kennedy, 2003).


A second strategy of governance is described by the negative peace model.  Negative peace is defined by King (1963) as the absence of tension.  King refers to the tension created by nonviolent direct action to confront injustice:

Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to create a tension in the mind so that individuals could rise from the bondage of myths and half-truths to the unfettered realm of creative analysis and objective appraisal, we must we see the need for nonviolent gadflies to create the kind of tension in society that will help men rise from the dark depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood.  (King, 1963)

Negative peace is also defined as the absence of direct violence by Educators for Social Responsibility (Lieber, n.d.).  People may choose to continue living under unjust conditions, rather than act in a way that would raise tension in society, and possibly bring about direct violence.  This “direct violence” is physical, as opposed to structural violence.  Structural violence is (indirect) “physical and psychological harm that results from exploitive and unjust social, political and economic systems.” (Gilman, 1983)  Structural violence is part of the “normal” landscape in a world of negative peace.  On the one hand, people are hindered in such a world from reaching their full potential as human beings.  On the other hand, under conditions of negative peace, people can avoid dealing with problems that can seem insurmountable.  To confront such problems may require taking great risk.


Negative peace can be summarized as peace without justice.  It is a sort of peace against which Martin Luther King, Jr. fought during his entire career.  In fact, King points out in his Letter from Birmingham Jail, that he had been arrested for “disturbing the peace” more often than for any other offense (King, 1963).


When I think of examples of a negative peace presidency, Gerald Ford instantly comes to mind.  His was widely viewed as a caretaker presidency, meant to assure Americans that the institutions we were losing faith in were sound.  There were no bold initiatives to tackle intransigent problems, no major reassessment from the top down of our economic or cultural systems.  As historian Howard Zinn (1990) points out, Ford’s job was to tell us that there might have been bad individuals in government, but that no major structural reforms were necessary (pp. 533-534).  Although the government under President Ford committed some grave acts of unprovoked violence, meant to bolster American pride after the humiliation of Viet Nam2, they were not part of an endless war against faceless enemies at home and abroad, as in the War on Terrorism3.  Ford was followed by Carter, who further reassured us of the basic soundness of our governmental institutions.  Under Carter, notorious abuses by the nation’s intelligence agencies were curbed in reform measures that have since been nullified by executive orders of Ronald Reagan and, more significantly, the Patriot Act and Homeland Security Acts of Attorney General John Ashcroft.  With a great deal of talk about human rights abroad and honesty in government at home, Carter governed with elements of nonviolence.  By and large, however, President Carter did little to challenge the structural violence arising from great inequities of wealth.  Carter also continued the nation’s policy of supporting violent, repressive regimes around the world, when it served the short-term interests of powerful U.S. corporations4.  After a series of presidencies characterized mainly by violence, President Clinton revised the Carter model, which included a mix of nonviolent rhetoric, avoidance of confronting persistent problems like our embargo of Cuba and relationship with Iraq, and some pro-big business measures that organized labor viewed as hostile toward working people and the poor5.  Although the structural violence of poverty remained largely intact, president Clinton put a gentler face on the presidency than his immediate two predecessors.  Clinton publicly addressed issues of racism and homophobia, and included among his most visible advisors people from a diverse mix of backgrounds.  This sent a message of inclusion to the public, and helped to foster good feelings about diversity.  During the Clinton presidency, there was a general sense among the public that the economy was indestructibly sound.  Clinton was able to maintain power for two terms by fostering a feeling of security and well being in much of the public.


All of these U.S. administrations governed with elements of violence and negative peace, and many times employed the rhetoric of nonviolence, but how would a truly nonviolent government function?


Joan Baez defined nonviolence as “organized love.”6  We are not accustomed to think of the actions of government as stemming from love.  We’ve lived under violent or at best negative peace regimes, and most people are pretty cynical about the motives of politicians.  If there is an example of organized love – nonviolence – as the guiding principle in government, it is in the recent governorship of Guillermo Gaviria of Antioquia, Colombia.  


Colombia is a nation known worldwide for its chaotic, dangerous, culture of violence.  For generations, the fabric of Colombian society has been torn apart by rival drug lords, street gangs, repressive central regimes, violent revolutionary movements and right-wing paramilitary death squads.  A visit to modern Colombia might convince even a skeptic of the Hobbesian view of human nature.  In this setting, perhaps out of necessity, a leader emerged to champion nonviolence as a way of life to heal the wounds of violence in Colombia and address the root causes of the conflicts.  Unlike King and Gandhi, who led nonviolent liberation struggles from the “bottom-up” (Lafayette & Jehnsen, 1996, p.91), Guillermo Gaviria came from the ruling social class in his country, and worked from within the government.  In 2000, he was elected governor in of Antioquia, the largest state in Colombia, on a platform of nonviolent action to transform the culture of society and work toward reconciliation.


Governor Gaviria immediately embarked upon a series of nonviolence initiatives to address the specific problems of people in rural communities throughout Antioquia.  With the goal of peace and reconciliation in mind, he helped to diffuse conflicts between villagers and the insurgent guerillas, and created a village commission to speak with the guerillas.  Acts of violence by warring parties were always reacted to by the Antioquian government with nonviolent displays of solidarity, never attacking or demonizing any of the parties.  Although the guerilla’s method of violence was rejected by the Governor, their grievances were taken seriously.


In a nonviolent form of government, power is not something that leaders hold over people.  Gandhi believed that power is given to leaders as a trust.  The leaders become the trustees and must use the power in the service of the people (Nair, 1997, p.91).  To serve the people in a nonviolent spirit, a leader must learn from the people their true needs, and must set an example of how they wish others to act.  


One action the Governor undertook – the march to Caicedo – exemplifies the Gandhian ideal of nonviolent power.  Caicedo is an Antioquian coffee-growing village that has declared itself a nonviolent community, refusing to take sides in the decades old civil war.  After a Caicedo priest was beaten by young guerilla fighters demanding that the Caicedo peasants turn their shipments of coffee to the guerillas, the Governor initiated a march of reconciliation.  The five-day march began at the capitol city of Medellin.  Over 1,500 people joined the Governor, marching from town to town that had been besieged by violence.  In Gandhian tradition, the Governor recorded a message to the guerillas explaining the objectives of the march.  The march was not against the guerillas, he explained but for forgiveness, solidarity and reconciliation.  He ordered the military not to protect the marchers and told the people of Antioquia that if he were kidnapped, that the government was not to make concessions to win his release, not should it launch a military action to “rescue” him.  If he were assassinated, he promised that his spirit would continue to pray for peace in Colombia.


In fact, the guerillas did apprehend the Governor near the end of the march, and held him for over a year as a bargaining chip to win the release of rebel soldiers.  There appeared to be progress in negotiations for a large prisoner exchange that would lead to a resumption of peace talks, which the government had ceased earlier.  However, the central Colombian government abruptly launched a military rescue attempt, resulting in the execution of the Governor and nine other hostages.


Through his nonviolence programs, Governor Gaviria was addressing the structural violence of the country.  His methods were nonviolent; he directly confronted injustice, even when it meant putting his life in danger.  Governor Gaviria led numerous nonviolent marches of reconciliation between warring factions, all the while addressing his aggressive energies at the conditions that created the conflicts, not at the persons involved in the conflicts.  This is critically important if one has the creation of a Beloved Community (King, 1958) in mind as the ultimate goal.


If judged from the standard view of politics, that the goal is to maintain power, then Governor Gaviria’s nonviolent approach was highly successful, as he remained very popular with the people.  If judged from a Gandhian view of power, Governor Gaviria was also successful, as he served unselfishly, using state power to address the problems of the population.


Like King and Gandhi, Governor Gaviria was martyred.  However, the programs he put into place in nonviolence campaigns are still active and having an impact.  


President Roosevelt (1941) identified four human freedoms that should form the foundation of a just world, without regard to international borders:  Freedom of speech and expression, freedom of worship, freedom from want and freedom from fear. In the United States, various groups of citizenry have enjoyed these freedoms to differing degrees in our history.  Periods when freedoms are relatively restricted, such as freedom of speech and freedom from fear in the McCarthy era are followed by backlashes against government abuse, and an increase in individual freedom.  There is a tension between these two ends of the cycle, pulling back and forth, depending on how much of a negative peace is tolerated by the government as opposed to rule by violence.


The nonviolent government model offers a third way, one that addresses the true needs of the people in a world-wide context, thus seeking to free people from fear and want while thriving on their free expressions of worship and speech.  This model has brief precedent in Antioquia Colombia.  Considering the current U.S. cultural, economic and military domination of the world, a nonviolent government in the United States would dramatically change the path of world history, giving all of us hope in the future.

End notes

1 Quote widely attributed, in various forms, to U.S. Senator Huey Long.

2 such as the invasion of Tang Island in Cambodia and the support for UNITA rebels in 

Angola

3 It could be argued that the Cold War was analogous to the War on Terrorism.  But 

during the 1970’s, the Cold War rhetoric from the government was considerably 

softer than in previous decades and doesn’t compare to the extreme language of wiping out terrorists and their supporters from the face of the Earth, wherever they may hide, as we hear today.

4 such as financial aid for the brutal dictatorship in Guatemala and fomenting war in 

Afghanistan before the Soviet invasion

5 NAFTA and Welfare Reform

6 Quote widely attributed to singer Joan Baez.
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