TO BE NONVIOLENT OR NOT TO BE

By John Looney

As “What Would You Do If?” indicates, most people are skeptical of the practicality of nonviolence. By this session in this workbook, we have learned that nonviolence has worked not just once, but many times; not just today, but throughout history; not just in America, but all over the globe. Maybe most of us have not tried nonviolence because we have not learned of its successes; only of the victories of military campaigns, and other types of fighting. We have been told little about losses using violent methods.

Nor have we been taught the principles, skills and techniques for using well the power of nonviolence. Could that be why so many do not believe in it and are so skeptical of those who do? This course has tried to offer that learning. But for nonviolence to really work for us, we have to know, understand and practice more than the steps for using it. Nonviolence is a philosophy: a belief system, a value system, a way of life.

Success in nonviolence requires great sensitivity to and caring for other people. For instance, studies show that just learning the steps of mediation and practicing them will not change a person's belief in violence. This writer knows of a skilled high school mediator who resumed fighting and dropped out of mediation. Relationships between the parties, before an mediation steps are taken and after they are completed, determine whether or not there has been conflict resolution. Roger Fisher, co-author of the best seller on negotiation entitled Getting to Yes stresses relationships in his newer book Getting Together.

The power of nonviolence goes much deeper than following a strategic formula. It is a value system; it is a belief system put into practice. Quakers call it “speaking to that of God in everyone.” Demonstrating universal and unconditional concern for the other person, as a keystone of a moral value structure, has the power to transform others. Methods work better when people believe in them and are willing to make referrals and otherwise support the value structure.

There is another significant bonus. In her article “Beyond Self” Angela Tampone states, “New research shows that doing good may be good for your heart, your immune system and your overall vitality.” Tampone quotes three mental health experts;* their research indicates that regular volunteer work may dramatically increase life expectancy and that helping others can provide feelings of inner strength aiding us in overcoming our own problems. The research also points out that doing good or witnessing someone doing good may enhance our immune system as well as our nervous system.

What we are really talking about here is moral development. Dr. Lawrence Kohlberg pioneered work at Harvard on the six stages of moral development. Although few ever reach the top stage, we can improve to a higher stage. This movement, Kohlberg says, cannot happen by expecting someone at stage two to jump immediately to stage five any more than one who has not had arithmetic can jump into calculus. But by association with people in the next highest stage, we can reach for that step.

So where can we begin? In any field do we not learn from the leaders and the foremost institutions? That is why this session is so important. Who are some of these leaders of nonviolence? What have they said? What have they believed? What have they done with their lives? What have the great religions, traditionally the promoters of moral values, said? Let's find out and then let us consider where we stand on these issues.

The 6 stages of moral development are:

1. Obedience and punishment

2. Apple polishing

3. Good-boy/nice-girl conformity

4. Rules are rules

5. Social contract and human rights

6. Universal principles
