Nonviolence Works — If Somebody Does the Work

Ivan J. Kauffman

Recent history has answered the question “ Does nonviolencework?’ with an
unambiguous and categorical “Yes.” In every case over the past half-century
wherethere has been a sustained effort to pursue justice by active nonviolent
means,*it has not only been successful, it has also resolved long-standing
conflicts that appeared to be intractable, and has resulted in the creation of
much more stable and humane political structures.

The question is not whether nonviolence works, but how it works, and
on this question we still have agreat deal to learn. Despite having witnessed
morethan adozen successful national-scal e nonviolent movementsin the past
fifty years, the scholarly and political communities have only begun to accept
the implications for both ethics and practical politics represented by these
epochal events. Our descendents acentury or two in thefuturewill likely not
be astonished so much by the triumph of nonviolence in the late twentieth
century as by our hesitation in recognizing it. For them the superiority of
active nonviolencewill be obviousand widely recognized. What will astonish
themwill bethe evidencethat we continued to use the old methodsfor dealing
with international conflict, even after the power of nonviolence had been
demongtrated beyond any question, aboveall inthe defeat of the Soviet Empire.

This disconnect between our experience and our political actionswas
rather clearly evident inthefall of 2001 when the Christian churches struggled
to respond to the September 11 attacks on the World Trade Center in New
York and the Pentagon in Washington. What this response reveal ed was that
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the Christian churches as an international community very much wanted to
deal with thiscrisisnonviolently but were unableto do so. Thisessay describes
the international churches' responses to the September 11 attacks, and then
analyzesthereasonsthe churcheswere unable to propose anonviolent solution.

The Churches Responseto September 11

In the ten weeksfollowing September 11, more than seventy-five statements
dealing with the terrorist attacks were issued by heads of denominations or
denominational boards, or by heads of national or international associations of
churches.? Asagroup these statementsindicate the churcheswere engaged in
this crisisvery deeply. Christians throughout the world felt deeply involved,
andtheir leaders' statements convey awidespread consensusthat September
11 wasamgjor event for both the world and the churches — perhaps even a
turning point. “ Thisisatragedy of tremendous proportionswith unforeseesble
conseguences for the entire world,” said Archbishop Demetrios, head of the
Greek Orthodox Church in America?® “The terrorist acts of September 11,
2001, and the days and weeks to follow will shape the future of the United
States,” said the National Association of Evangelicals. Pope John Paul called
September 11 “a dark day in the history of humanity.”® The head of the
National Council of Churchesinthe U.S. called the day’s events “the worst
attack on U.S. territory since Pearl Harbor.”®

Within two days after the attacks some twenty major religious leaders
had issued statements. All were either pacifist in tone or at least sought to
avoid amilitary response. “Many are speaking of revenge,” wrotethe primate
of the Episcopal ChurchintheU.S. But, he said, “never hasit been clearer to
methan inthismoment” that Christians* are called to be about peace and the
transformation of the human heart, beginning with our own. I am not immune
to emotions of rage and revenge,” he added, “but | know that acting on them
only perpetuatesthevery violence | pray will be dissipated and overcome.””
“Let usnot engagein ethnic, religious, or national stereotyping for what may
betheactsof afew irrational terrorists,” said the U.S. Conference of Catholic
Bishops.? “We urge all Americans. . . to refrain from rushing to judgment
against whoever may have committed these heinous crimes,” said the United
Methodist Board of Church and Society’s general secretary.®
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At atime when the U.S. government was vowing to respond to the
attacks by using its full military force, the nation’s religious |eadership was
almost unanimously calling on the American peopleto “resist theimpulse to
respond to violence with violence,” asthe president of the United Church of
Christ put it.2° “We must renounce violence as a means of imposing the will
of some upon all,” said the president of the Disciples of Christ.'* “While
otherswill choose the weapons of war and destruction in the pursuit of reprisal
and revenge, we know that it isin the Cross that we will find the strength to
stand firm, to keep vigilant in prayer, and to turn the hearts and minds of men
and women to the ways of God's justice and righteousness,” asserted the
head of the Anglican Communionin London.*? “ As Baptists, who have long
suffered as areligious minority from religious persecution, we call upon our
peopleto pray and work for peace. We must never raise the sword,” said the
general secretary of the Baptist World Alliance.*®

Two days after the attacks Pope John Paul 11 made a statement that
summarizesthe position of virtually all hiscolleaguesin theworld’s Christian
leadership. “| pray that thisinhuman act will awaken in the hearts of all the
world’speoplesafirmresolveto reject thewaysof violence,” hetoldtheU.S
ambassador to the Vatican. He urged the United States government “to combat
everything that sows hatred and division within the human family, and to
work for the dawn of anew era of international cooperation inspired by the
highest ideal s of solidarity, justice and peace.” 4

But pollsindicated 85 percent of the U.S. popul ation expected war, and
more than two-thirds said they were willing to support awar even if meant
U.S. battlefield casualtiesin the thousands. President Bush, who announced
heintended to carry out avigorous military campaign against thoseresponsible
for the attacks, received some of the highest approval ratingsin recent history.
It quickly became apparent that the churches' leaders and their membersin
thelocal congregationsand parishesheld very different views.*®

Theresult wasagreat debatein the churches, pitting what canbecalled
consequentia pacifism against the doctrine of necessary war. The consequential
argument is based on the belief that military action isusually ineffective and
always produces negative effects, both short-term and long-term. The necessary
war argument holdsthat only military action can maintain international order,
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and the good derived from such order outweighs the violence involved in
achievingit.'

The consequential pacifist positionwasclearly evidentin ajoint statement
by the five mgjor Canadian Protestant church leaders shortly after the attacks.
“In the past, a single-minded campaign against communism in Afghanistan
hel ped create conditions of terror in Afghanistan, including support to the now
accused Osamabin Laden,” the Canadian leaders said, blaming the crisison
that past policy. “It spawned the Taliban, and it contributed to enormous
instability in Pakistan,” they added.'” The leadership of the United Church of
Christinthe U.S. took asimilar view. “In recent years military campaignsin
countless places have destroyed lives and threatened a whole generation of
childrenwhileleavingin place oppressiveregimes,” saidtheir statement. “ Short-
term sol utions have sown the seeds of future catastrophe asweally ourselves
with the enemies of our enemy, only to discover that we have fed and armed
those who would terrorize theinnocent.” 8

Even the historic peace churches based their opposition largely on
conseguential arguments. A Mennonite Central Committee statement said that
Mennonitesthroughout their history have opposed “aculture of violence” by
“witnessing against war preparation, enemy demonization and theuse of military
forceto solve difficult international problems.” But the statement concludes
by basing its opposition to military action in Afghanistan on predictionsthat
such action will have negative consequences. “We speak from years of
experience in the regions of the Middle East and Asia, where decades of
suffering and struggle, including ahistory of intervention by Western countries,
have led to feelings of suspicion and anger,” the MCC statement says. “A
military strike against Afghanistan risks massive human suffering. In an area
of the world where almost half the population is below the age of fifteen
years, this experience will shape attitudes and emotions for generations to
come.”

U.S. Cathaolic and L utheran bishops were the major exponents of the
necessary war position. After theU.S. military began bombing Afghanistan on
October 7 the presiding bishop of the Evangdlica Lutheran Churchin America
said, “we understand that under certain circumstances there may be no other
way to offer protection to innocent people except by use of military force.”
The U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops said, “The dreadful deeds of
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September 11 cannot go unanswered.” The United States “has a moral right
and agrave obligation to defend the common good against mass terrorism.”
That response must be multi-faceted, but includes* thelegitimate use of force.”
But they added, even though military action may be “necessary” in some
cases, “because of its terrible consequences’ it must “always be undertaken
with a sense of deep regret,” even when it isjustified and carried out with
great care.?

Outside the United Statesthere waslittle support for the necessary war
position. The World Council of Churcheswas especially vigorousin arguing
the pacifist case. Itsgeneral secretary sent aletter to WCC member churches
in the U.S. calling on the United States to reverse its course, “rejoining the
global community inacommon pursuit of justice” and setting aside“itsreliance
on military might at whatever cost.”? After the bombing began the WCC
said, “Wedo not believethat war, particularly in today’s highly technol ogized
world, can ever beregarded as an effective response to the equally abhorrent
sinof terrorism.” The United States should “ bring aprompt end to the present
action.”% The South African Council of Churchesissued a statement saying
that U.S. military strikes in Afghanistan did not meet the requirementsfor a
just war.* The Church of Scotland issued a similar statement,® as did the
Catholic bishopsof Australia.®

Butintheend it was neither thelegal standards of thejust war tradition
nor the pacifist tradition’smoral principlesthat determined the outcome of this
debate. The question was not whether U.S. military attacks on Afghanistan
were moral — on either Just War or pacifist grounds — but whether they
were necessary. Thisdebateinvolved practical politicsrather than theol ogical
or moral principles, and asit becameincreasingly clear the available political
options were either to do nothing or to attack the a Qaeda militarily in
Afghanistan, thevast mgority of theU.S. population choseto support amilitary
attack. Many in the churches did so reluctantly, but they did so nonethel ess—
and even those who remained silent, neither supporting nor opposing thewar,
infact lent their support to it.

Thedoctrine of the necessary war has never been described as such by
theologians, nor officially adopted by any church, but itiswidely held in the
churches nonethel ess, especially among thelaity. Early inthewar a\Washington
Post reporter, writing as*aChristian believer” said hebelievesany war leader’s
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primary responsibility isto win, and the most any leader can hopefor “isto be
onthebetter side, morally and spiritualy, of what will alwaysbeabad business
... . If heisfortunate, his duty during war will not be the occasion for too
many sins, nor too grave. But that isnot his primary concern until after itisall
over. Hecanworry over that in retirement and plead his case come Judgment
Day.”?

Later a Washington-area pastor wrote in the same newspaper, “ Until
Sept. 111 would have described myself asapacifist. | grew up inspired by the
nonviolent teachings of Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr., and my
preaching consi stently opposed the use of violence.” But he hasnow concluded
that in“animperfect world. . . resisting evil through violence may sometimes
be anecessary evil.”# A letter to the New York Times stated thisview — that
violencefor some benefits humanity asawhole— very clearly: “The children
who have lost parents suddenly and violently suffer equally, in Americaand
Afghanistan,” the writer acknowledged. But, she added, we must “fight for
our survival withtotal dedication. If welet ourselvesget caught up in sympathy
for the enemy, wewill losethiswar, and untold numbersof children throughout
the world will suffer even more.”?

In the end this position was the one adopted by the great mgjority of
churchesin the United States, although with great reluctance. Even thosewho
continued to believe that military attacks in Afghanistan would only worsen
the situation were silenced by the sudden collapse of the Taliban regime only
six weeks after the military campaign began. Predictions that U.S. military
actionwould produce aVietnam-likeresult were almost completely discredited
by that unexpected outcome, and the flow of church statements, many of
them based on consequential arguments, came to an abrupt halt. Before
November 18 there had been on average more than one statement per day by
amajor church leader. After that date there would be none.*

There was no gloating among those Christians who had supported the
necessary war position. They too were troubled by the position they had
taken. They too would have preferred a nonviolent approach; they too knew
therewasabetter way, that supporting violenceviolatesour most basic Chrigtian
principles; that we were not following the example of Christ. But they also
knew the United States had to do something. And so, believing the choicewas
between passivity and violence, they choseviolence.
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Why Did Nonviolence Fail?

Statements issued by church leaders after September 11 contain numerous
indications that had a politically viable nonviolent response to the terrorist
attacks existed it would have had the religious community’s strong support.
Ever since the 1960s religious leaders have provided strong support for
nonviolent movements, beginning with the U.S. civil rights movement, and
continuing with the anti-A partheid movement in South Africa, the Solidarity
movement in Poland, and the nonviolent movementsin Central America, the
Philippines, and Koreain the 1980s. The clearest indication of the churches
readinessto engagein nonviolent action in this case wasthe Episcopal bishops
decision to commit themselves and their churchesto “waging reconciliation”
astheir response to the September 11 attacks.®

But there was no nonviolent movement for the churchesto support in
the post-September 11 situation. Why wasthis so? Several factorsemerge, all
of which have considerable significancefor thefuture.

The most obvious is that nonviolence works only when a committed
group of people have created an organization able to make it work. In all
previous cases where nonviolence has been successful, these organizations
have been created by people who were otherwi se powerless and had no other
wal to seek justice. But thiscasewasvery different. The party seeking justice
wasthe United States government — an exceptionally strong military power.
For nonviolent techniques to have been employed in this situation, it would
have required the United Statesto voluntarily give up theright to defend itsel f
militarily — something that has never before been done. The churches could
only urgethe U.S. government to act nonviolently if therewas some effective
nonviolent process that could be offered as an alternative to military action,
and at thispoint in time no suchinstitutional alternative exists.

The major obstacle that prevents the churches from creating enabling
institutional structures for successful nonviolent action isthat nowadays the
churchestend to seethemselves asreactivein the political realm, not proactive.
The churches take it as their primary role to criticize what others do, not to
promote their own policies. For the most part church statementsin response
to September 11 involved criticism of actionstaken by the various governments
involved. There were a few suggestions for actions to be taken, but they
tended to be tentative and general . Thistendency to equate social justice with
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calls for action by other persons and institutions, particularly governments,
has marginalized the churches palitically. The democratic process greatly
privilegesthose who have apositive agenda, even if aflawed one, over those
whose agendais essentially negative, evenif that agendaisvalid.

This problem is compounded when nonviolence is being advocated,
since in the present stage of political development governments capable of
military action do not consider nonviolent action to beaviable option. Successful
nonviolent actions to date have all been carried out by non-governmental
movements— movementsthat had clearly defined, positive agendasto offer,
ascontrasted to only opposing theregimein power. Simply to opposeinjustice,
no matter how valid that protest may be and how committed the protesters
are, often only compounds the evil being protested by giving people in the
middle of the political spectrum — the sensible center, who makevirtually al
political decisionsin ademocracy — theimpression that the only alternative
to what isbeing opposed isanarchy.

A third factor preventing the churchesfrom engaging in nonviolent action
isthe absence of appropriate leadership. At present the religious community’s
leadership is amost entirely theological and pastoral. These people’s skills,
great and necessary asthey are, are not what is needed to fashion a successful
nonviolent responseto an event like September 11. Unfortunately, we do not
have personsin the religious community, with afew notabl e exceptions, who
are commissioned, trained, and empowered to provide leadership in situations
of international conflict. Thisisequally the casein all the churches— Protestant,
Evangelical, Catholic, and Orthodox.

A substantial community within the churchesiscommitted to nonviolence
and expertiseinitstechniques, but that community isnow quite fragmented. It
consists largely of people dedicated to specific causes rather than to the
nonviolent process itself. These various movements contain great energies,
but thereiscurrently no way to focusthese energieson asingle effort. If there
had been an organi zation dedicated to promoting and devel oping nonviolence
it would have had a major impact in the post-September 11 situation. All
successful nonviolent movements of the past haveinvolved such an organization
— the Congress Party in India, the SCLCintheU.S. Civil RightsMovement,
Solidarity in Poland, the ANC in South Africa, etc.
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A fourth factor that prevented the churchesfrom acting nonviolently is
disunity. So long as each denomination actsindependently, speaking for itself,
political leaderscan easily listen only to those who support positionsthey have
aready adopted, and ignore those with whom they disagree. Even the Catholic
Church, which pridesitself on itsinternal discipline and its ability to speak
with asingle authoritative voice, showed great divergencein how its bishops
responded to this crisis. The clearest example occurred on November 14,
when the Catholic bishopsin the United Statesissued astatement supporting
U.S. military policy in Afghanistan, and the same day the Australian Catholic
bishopsissued astatement declaring that U.S. military policy violated all but
one of the six conditionsin thejust war doctrine and was therefore unjust.

Another major obstacle to successful nonviolent action that became
apparent in the post-September 11 period was the divergence between the
churches' leadersand lay members. At atimewhen church leadersintheU.S.
were either opposing government policy or trying to softenit, the vast majority
of the U.S. population — approximately half who attend worship services
regularly — were indicating that they fully supported the government.
Successful nonviolence requires popular support, and in this casethat did not
appear to exi<t. Instead, nonviolence appeared to belargely aleadership position.

We cannot solve problems we do not understand, but understanding a
problem in itself does nothing to solve it. Theological leaders have an
indispensable contribution to make, but they can only do so by entering into
intense, ongoing, practical dialogue with persons involved in action —
politicians, military leaders, business leaders, ordinary citizens. Successful
nonviolent movements of the past have demonstrated such dialogueispossible,
and by engaging in it workable alternatives to military action emerge. For
nonviolenceto succeed people must be offered redl solutionsto thereal problems
of their lives— solutionsthat provide concrete, immediate benefits, not utopian
ideals.

It also became obvious post-September 11 that the information the
churcheswerereceiving viathe secular mediawasincomplete and frequently
mideading. Leaderswho based their statementson thisinformation, especialy
thosewho took aconsequential position, were seriously discredited when the
Taliban regime collapsed almost immediately. Yet there are numerous people
in the churches with extensive expertise about the Islamic world. Many are
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affiliated with the various churches asmissionaries, aid workers, and scholars;
othersarein secular positions. Nothingismore essential to successful nonviolent
action than accurate information. The churches must become much more
intentional about gathering and disseminating information availablethroughits
worldwideweb of relationshipsif it wishesto offer viable nonviolent dternatives
to thepolitical community.

Therewasalso an evident disconnect between the churches' spirituality
andtheir political activities. The churches major source of power inthepolitical
arena comes from their moral authority, which in turn is derived from their
spiritual power. However, most church-based action after September 11
involved advocating positions based on political considerations, not on their
corereligious beliefs. This had the effect of reducing the churchesto merely
another voice among those of the many political interest groups seeking to
maketheir views heard.

What HappensNext?

Therewill beanother crisis. It will not be exactly like September 11; it may be
worse, possibly abiological or nuclear attack. But whatever form it takes, the
churches will be faced with the same dilemma again. If nothing is done to
prepare for that next crisis, it is virtualy inevitable that the necessary war
rationalewill prevail once againin the western Christian community.

Thereisrealy only one convincing argument against the necessary war
position, and that is a successful demonstration that war is unnecessary —
that there are other ways, equally and in fact often more successful inbringing
order to human affairs. Nonviolenceisnot the political equivalent of anATM
card that we caninsert into anideol ogical bank whenever war occurs, expecting
instant peaceto be dispensed. It must be demonstrated in actual practiceif itis
to betaken serioudly.

If nonviolence is going to be taken serioudly by political leaders, the
churches must take the initiative. We cannot wait until another emergency
occursto prepare; that isthe major |esson the nonviolent movement learnedin
the post-September 11 period. The military had alarge establishment ready to
respond to the attacks of September 11, and since it was the only institution
prepared, it wasthe one used. The religious community must institutionalize
thenonviolent optioninapolitically relevant way.
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What exactly that meansremainsto be seen, but thismuch seemsclear:
If nonviolenceis going to work we are going to have to do what is necessary
to makeit work — including creating institutionsthat makeit aviable political
option. If wedo not do this, we have helped to make war necessary, by failing
to provide an dternative.
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