Do You Believe in the Power of Nonviolence?

by William J. Jackson

1. The Alchemy of Kindness

People today often don’t seem to have much faith in the mysterious power of ahimsa which Gandhi observed to be quite potent in his experiences. It seems irrational, a belief of the heart; it seems counter-intuitive, not logical. Common sense has doubts that merely abstaining from violent action could be very dynamic, especially in a world of sophisticated weaponry.

But common sense is often proud, confident and self-congratulatory in its opinions, and it is not always right. Common sense says impatiently, “You have to just go ahead, get revenge, force the other one, kill them off, get the enemy to respect you by using violence. Nonviolence has proven itself ineffectual.” Common sense often assumes that non-violence is naïve, not hard-nosed enough to succeed. Common sense has more confidence in a tough-minded approach. It has confidence based on what seems to be realism and certainty. But as Charles Darwin wrote: "Ignorance more frequently begets confidence than does knowledge."(1) 

Ignorance cannot envision the ways that the practices of nonviolence, working in time and not expecting instant change, can have powers and effects that transform people and win victories. Memories of dramatic violence make an impression on our views. We may remember the way might, with blunt force and loud explosions crushes foes more vividly than we remember how acts of kindness can win hearts and minds. That is a trait of big dramatic impressions etched on the memory by shocking horror. The overpowering fearful instant is seen in isolation, it is not seen as leaving behind seeds of hostile resentment which are time-bombs of revenge. Thus the dramas of violence distract from the ways kindness has a potency that works over longer stretches of time. Violence steals the scene, but kindness is powerful nevertheless and needs to be better appreciated.

To many people, talk about the powers of nonviolence must sound extravagant, like hyperbolic wishful fantasies or magical thinking. “Nonviolence is the strongest force known,” Gandhi said. And he also stated that “Nonviolence is mightier than the mightiest violence.” “Nonviolence is an intensely active force when properly understood and used… Nonviolence when it becomes active, travels with extraordinary velocity, and then it becomes a miracle.” These are Gandhi’s words. Gandhi was an experimenter who reported his experiences.  So, these statements about “nonviolence” represent the actual lessons he learned over a lifetime, not merely extravagant imaginings. In his experience nonviolence was a spiritual practice with deeper meanings than the curt definitions of nonviolence found in dictionaries, such as “The use of peaceful means, not force, to bring about political or social change.” That’s a clear definition, but it lacks dynamic examples of extraordinary transformations and the richness of the psyche that comes into play in momentous occasions when individuals actually change. Gandhi reminds us that in his view “Nonviolence is a quality not of the body but of the soul.”(2)

Soul power is not limited to a five or six foot tall person, or to usual material limits. The psyche is more than that. With deeper links and bonds, it goes deep, exceeds our grasp and understanding. This makes Gandhi’s nuanced view of nonviolence as a quality of the soul something that takes time and effort and care to comprehend.

Talk about nonviolence as a way of life having mysterious powers often expresses how individuals are not separate, not existing in isolation but interrelated, and it speaks of the lengths to which the nonviolent ahimsa-inspired person may go in pursuing a way of life which leaves a deep impression on others’ psyches. Therefore, it requires examples from life stories of those who have qualities of self-sacrifice and long-range vision, experiences which demonstrate foresight. Putting oneself on the line in courageously seeking justice, e.g., African-Americans active in the Civil Rights struggle, the Amish forgiving those who have wronged them, and so on.

We must keep in mind that ahimsa is a positive power, not just a refraining or a lack, not merely a holding back from causing harm. In what way is ahimsa more than an absence of causing injury to others? It transcends the empty negative (“not doing harm”) because practicing it affects our inner life, the consciousness of our psyches, which are invisible. Such “not doing” is not merely an empty nothing, because refraining from harm can allow growth, can nurture healthy harmony and cooperation. Soul-force is a positive, a shield and power in the experiences of seeking social justice. 

2. Forgiveness and Dignity: Civil Rights Struggles in America 

On June 17, 2015 a young white supremacist named Dylann Storm Roof killed nine African-Americans during a prayer service at Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina. At Roof’s arraignment hearing, relatives of the nine victims came forward to forgive him. One of them, for example, said: “You took something very precious away from me. I will never get to talk to [my mother] again I will never be able to hold her again, but I forgive you, and have mercy on your soul. You hurt me. You hurt a lot of people, but God forgives you and I forgive you.” Another relative said, “I forgive you and my family forgives you. But we would like you to take this opportunity to repent. Repent. Confess. Give your life to the one who matters most: Christ. So that he can change it, can change your ways, no matter what happens to you, and you’ll be OK.”(3) The depth of faith and soulful patience able to forgive like this while still grieving is probably unimaginable to many people.

The power of patience and the defiance found in spiritual resistance to injustice (instead of responding with violent combative struggle) are both impressive elements in human history. The term “longsuffering,” meaning patient endurance and forbearance, is perhaps not used today as much as it was in some eras. Around fifty years ago in America, seeing the displays of brutal policemen unleashing dogs and wielding fire-hoses and batons and cattle prods against peaceful Civil Rights protestors elicited the sympathy of many Americans, winning them over to vote for change. Martin Luther King, Jr. declared “We will wear you down by our capacity to suffer,” and the just cause of Civil Rights struggle was won through that strategy.(4)

Forgiveness, not holding a grudge, is one aspect of nonviolence. It is a power that “is a form of resistance, or a kind of resilience,” as David Remnick says, in his remarkable New Yorker article “Blood at the Roots,” about the Civil Rights struggle in America. Forgiveness is “a spiritual resistance”…  used by “defiant but spiritual” activists who uphold the principle that “the only way that you can fight evil is with good.”(5) 

“Patience is a virtue” is a simple proverb, a saying so brief that its wisdom is easily underestimated. It is a valuable reminder appreciating the importance of being able to persevere and not spring into violent action you will regret. Wise activists who know how to be persuasive often find they need a balanced approach to get good results. For example, Martin Luther King Jr., in composing his Address to the first Montgomery Improvement Association (December 5, 1955) knew he had to articulate his ideal use of nonviolence in social activism for equal right; he needed to explain the necessity of not returning violence for violence, but practicing forbearance, being both “militant enough to keep my people aroused to take positive actions, moderate enough to keep fervor within controllable and Christian bounds.” Remnick describes this balanced approach as “Militancy with moderation and grace: it’s what’s behind the rhetoric of building bridges, the urge toward nonviolence and forgiveness, the refusal to surrender to hate.” (6)

It is natural that there be a youthful impatience to push forward impetuously, a wish to see change immediately. Older temperaments often are reconciled to the hope of more modest gradual changes—the art of the possible. King, like Gandhi, sought solutions bringing over all improvement, well being not dependent on the success of one goal of momentary import—a solution not partial or short-term but full and enduring—overall betterment for both sides, with few hard feelings or grudges carried over.

Solutions to issues of injustice involving longstanding animosity obviously take time. There developed in the African-American community a “spiritual fortitude forged in a crucible of terrorism”(7) Black people were terrorized and oppressed by police, unfair customs, brutal lynchings and old habits and attitudes dating back to the days of slavery in the South. And their spiritual fortitude gave limits to righteous outrage and demands for immediate change and tempered the hope for instant improvement.   

Remnick discusses how it is natural for new generations of African-American to feel disgust with shows of formal politeness, pretenses which cover hidden realities of bias. Such external displays may come to seem like thick kudzu draped over trees in the South, keeping out the sun. Etiquette seems pretentious when issues of brutality and atrocities continue to exist. Some critics always thought the civil rights ethos of nonviolence (also called “passive resistance”) was “silly” and “dehumanizing” – for example the pro-militant traditions of SNCC, Malcolm X, and Black Panthers such as George Jackson. 

Putting up with being downtrodden, perpetuating the memory of accepting mistreatment passively during the period of slavery—these ways of coping

seemed to be almost in the genes of some communities in the South—continuing generation after generation. The “cultural DNA” of the community seeking equality was programmed not to manifest in rage, but “in the resolute patience of a long-suffering people.” But this “go-along-to-get-along” behavior was a mode of spiritual perseverance—as Faulkner wrote, “they endured.” Their faith and patience nurtured their stamina for many years, and “their determination is expressed through the permanency of the church.” (8) Perhaps forgiveness on the part of suffering minorities is taken for granted by the privileged, but that forgiveness is an integral part of the philosophy of nonviolence. It is taught in the New Testament: do good to those that hate you, love thy enemy, turn the other cheek, etc. (Luke 6:27, and Luke 6:29.) 

That kind of patience and faith in the slow process of justice is not easy to accept—rational minds point out that it presupposes the oppressor has a conscience, compassion, regard for justice, when he may not show signs of these. Our appeal may fall on deaf ears—our suffering may have no effect on him. Not only do some African-Americans in the younger generation (such as members of Black Lives Matter) reject passivity and the placating of oppressive situations, but other minorities too, such as young Tibetans, demand more immediate justice. They are not acquainted with benefits of tolerating social harms now in hopes of a better future. Nonviolence may seem like an unrealistic method, postponing justice without a guarantee it will ever be attainable. 

But that’s not the whole story. We need to consider the effects of our patience and forgiveness on ourselves. Let’s consider that, lest we forget our psychological reality—that we ourselves become bitter, hard, and mean through anger and hate. “Hardened” means the psyche getting a hardened shell of ego, identifying so much with being a victim, wronged and harmed, retribution-seeking and vengeful; it is accompanied by a feeling that no change is possible, no flexibility can be admitted or practiced. The “hardened criminal” is not literally hardened, but his psyche is stuck in an attitude of anger, resentment and responses of antisocial harm and violence. Stressing oneself does not help. We wound or poison ourselves if we hold on too long to a hateful reaction. The lives of Gandhi and King are honored for the spiritual fortitude that preserved their humanity in the face of terrible oppression.

Faith in nonviolence gives activists a deep strength. Health is not just a lack of wellness, but something far richer, the joy at being alive. Love and kindness are not just a lack of violent hate, but experiences radiating life-supportive energies. Peace is not just lack of war, but harmonious life in a fulfilling world. Nonviolence isn’t nothing. It preserves our soul resiliency, health and wellbeing. It gives us vision, long view, not blindness, numbness, or desperation. Empathy doesn’t make us feel separate and that we can thrive in powerful splendid isolation; it unites us.

The bond of being helped by someone, the gratitude, for example, to a first-responder who rescues you from an accident, or to a fire-fighter, or to someone who gives you temporary shelter in a crisis, very often consists of a deep feeling. The feeling that “you saved my life” creates a strong bond. Such rich feelings can help one help others—because gratitude inspires us to “pay it forward.” 

As the opposite of ungratefulness is generosity, the opposite of revenge is kindness, forgiveness, a liberating of both the wronged self and the oppressive other. It is a freedom, a lightening and loosening, instead of ratcheting tighter and intensifying feelings of hate, regret and resentment which cause a crippling bitterness. Letting go loosens bonds of mutual resentment. Psychiatrist Stanislav Grof conducted research in the psyche for the purposes of healing and understanding, and he found that neuroses build up from experiencing traumas and holding onto them, repeating the experience in different ways. In therapy he found that releasing oneself from such repeated patterns involved forgiving. In forgiving and letting go of the trauma we are forgiven, loosening the bonds, moving on with one’s life instead of staying stuck. Remaining bound, the psyche stagnates at the defining moment of being harmed, instead of being released. This inner experience involves finding the endurance of ahimsa’s benefits. It is an experiential life lesson.(9)

 “Ahimsa is not the crude thing it has been made to appear. Not to hurt any living thing is no doubt a part of ahimsa. But it is its least expression. The principle of ahimsa is not to hurt by evil thought, by undue haste, by lying, by hatred, by wishing ill of anybody. It is also violated by holding on to what the world needs.”(10) Ahimsa encompasses all manner of gentleness, kindness, generosity and compassion. These are all attitudes and impulses of the psyche, the soul.

3. Ahimsa and Kindness in World Religions

There is a general agreement in wisdom traditions about the importance of virtues related to nonviolence. I will briefly mention only a few examples.

There are examples in Hindu traditions. The Mahabharata states that ahimsa is the highest moral virtue, (11) and Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras teach aspirants to have the reverse of violent thought—encouraging thoughts of compassion and helping others. The old Sanskrit text includes this statement: “When a Yogi is perfected in ahimsa, violence and enmity subside in his presence.” (12) Bhakti (devotion) yoga, and karma yoga are also yogic paths which encourage service to others in need, kindness to others, performed in the spirit of worship.

Jainism envisions souls as living in the world and becoming encrusted and weighted down with one’s negative actions—bad karma covers the light in us and prevents us from rising up to a higher consciousness where one can be free from misery. Killing and causing harm is a major cause of dimming the light, and ahimsa is the teaching to avoid killing other living creatures. So ahimsa is a prime principle in Jain traditions. Jain traditions and the lives of Jain monks going to great lengths to avoid harming living creatures have been a great influence on many thinkers. Jains also practice intellectual nonviolence. They developed a philosophy which allows for the existence of a number of viewpoints (syadvada  or “somehowism”). This tolerant view accepts that a variety of philosophies exists and consequently Jain intellectual nonviolence has included saving texts of other faiths, including Buddhist and Hindu, in their libraries, preserving their existence when they were being destroyed or lost. Intellectual ahimsa includes respect for the thinking of others, and being truthful regarding them, not distorting them to suit one’s own purposes.

In Judaism, the Talmud teaches that “Deeds of kindness are equal in weight to all the commandments.” And there is a teaching: “If your enemy is hungry, give him bread to eat, and if he is thirsty give him water to drink, for you will heap burning coals on his head and the Lord will reward you.” (Proverbs 25:22) Symbolically, this can be interpreted to mean the fire of kindness can transform the enemy into a friend. Chesed is lovingkindness. “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Levitucus 19:18) is sometimes called the “great commandment” at the center of the Torah’s central book.
Christianity is known for ideals of benevolence, good will, and charity. Agape is divine love and brotherly love, being charitable. The New Testament teaches, “Love thy enemy,” return good for harm, and “Love thy neighbor as thyself.” (Mark 12.31)

Sabr is a term used by Muslims, such as the Afghan leader Badshah Kahn. He was inspired by Sabr, meaning “patience, endurance.” The Quran 41.34 teaches believers to “respond to evil with what is good, and your enemy will become like a close and affectionate friend.” Kindness toward all living creatures was a teaching of Muhammad. Islam teaches that “There is a reward for kindness to every living animal or human. (13)

Robert F. Kennedy spoke of the ancient Greek ideal which sounds similar to ahimsa when he said he wished we humans would dedicate ourselves “to tame the savageness of man and make gentle the life of this world.” (14) 

In ancient China the philosopher Mencius taught the concept of jen, which in Chinese means “human-heartedness, or love of humanity, compassion for the world.” He taught that we humans are born with the trait of being humane and caring about our fellow humans, but this trait can be lost through neglect, abuse, trauma, cruelty. Mencius’ parable of Bull Mountain depicts loss of natural goodness in human nature. Even modern legal language refers to a similar idea—to be guilty of first degree murder the responsible party shows no remorse but displays deliberate callous numbness to others: “depravity of heart.”

Comparative religion and literature asserts that to be someone who is jaded and inured to practices of brutality and cruelty, causing harm (himsa) to others or to be conditioned into it, is a great misfortune. To end up in the consciousness of demonic behavior is a loss of one’s humanity, a waste of one’s potential as a human being. The fate of living a such a life in the company of other brutal souls (and in one’s own depraved company) is a hell; perhaps our own experience of reading about unfortunate lives also suggests this. Happiness comes from benefitting and sharing the better aspects of life with others.

That certain mysterious something of ahimsa which makes life worthwhile, is a mysterious force—experiences of it can have uncanny effects on some people. It unexpectedly moves our deeper feelings within, melts the heart, inspires acts that help others. It works in the psyche of the gentle, and influences other’s psyches. To turn the other cheek or walk the extra mile can change lives for the better.

Neurology scientists researching the brain hypothesize we are born with a capacity for sympathy. “Mirror neurons” are turned on in natural development. Research suggests that these mirror neurons make one capable of empathy, kindness, kindred-spiritedness. (Who would you rather meet in a dark alley, someone with no sensitivity to feelings of others, or someone with a healthy sense of empathy?) (15)

Love for all, sensitivity toward the pain experienced by other forms of life is a mysterious reality. Why does a child balk at putting a hook in a worm when fishing with dad, or feel sorry for the ducks shot down from the sky? Sadness at the suffering of others shows a feeling of kinship. Why have empathy for suffering, feel pity, sense kinship? Compassion, love are matters of the psyche, so is self-sacrifice.

Is nonviolence instinctive? The Depth Psychology viewpoint of Jung and Hillman suggests that experiencing archetypes through stories and images can develop our bent toward being gentle, not harmful to others. Examples of altruism, such as the jataka stories of the Buddha-to-be sacrificing himself of the welfare of others, can make a strong impact on us. To imagine with empathy another in pain or suffering—is an inborn capacity due to mirror neurons, stimulated by encounters with living examples, such as a kind mother, and stories and teachings of heroes and saints—such examples can stimulate mature development of empathy in our psyches. 

Some customs demonstrate respectful behavior in actions: a hug, a gentle embrace. A greeting of Namaste or Gassho with palms together may be a gesture in the direction of nonviolence. Greetings like “shalom,” “Peace be with you,” etc. Kind words, small moments of courtesy, “excuse me,” gestures of gentleness and generosity, acts of kindness are signs of ahimsa. Seneca is remembered for noting that “Wherever there is a human being there is an opportunity for kindness.” Such civility may found in customs of civility, as well as in spontaneous impulses from the heart of friends and kind souls. Using respectful names for others is also an admirable Confucian and Buddhist practice which can make a difference in relationships. Of course without the right intention using correct names and titles can be empty pretense.

The philosopher Nietzsche, in Human, All Too Human, wrote that kindness and love are “the most curative herbs and agents in human intercourse.” Christian doctor and philosopher Albert Schweitzer, who won the Nobel Peace Prize for his philosophy of reverence for life, wrote “As the sun makes ice melt, kindness causes misunderstanding, mistrust, and hostility to evaporate.” The importance of kindness, integral to ahimsa, is expressed by many people all over the world. 

Practicing compassion involves empathy—feeling for others because you know suffering yourself, letting go of the urge to get revenge, releasing yourself from the knots binding you to those who harm you when clinging to them merely perpetuates suffering. This idea is found in Buddhism, in Christianity (“Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.), and in Islam (“None of you truly believes until he wishes for his brother what he wishes for himself.” (16) 
A lack of belief in nonviolence and kindness dramatically shows up in loss of control, raging impatience, the murder of innocent bystanders, etc. Terrorism is an example of a way without faith in nonviolence; terrorists are often people driven to express hopelessness, desire for revenge, faith in teachings of brutality.  Attention-seeking terrorism—such as ISIS beheadings—is retrograde, anti-evolutionary, and in the long run not persuasive to human sensibilities. Senseless murder is unconscionable in any tradition, but in delusion and desperation one may see mirages in scriptural revelations and mow down innocent lives anyway. In 1850 Alexander Herzen said he feared Russia would fall under a “new Genghis Kahn with a telegraph.” 

Today barbaric ISIS incites fear with its outreach program wielding not a telegraph but Facebook, twitter, Google and YouTube. A lack of tolerance, extreme purism, and violent revenge go together. "Purism is the salt in the soul that allows no recovery; it is also the passion for revenge," James Hillman observed in his essay, "The Suffering of Salt." The wrong dosage of purism, James Hillman suggests, is what makes for fanatic extremists. We need a healthy-proportioned sense of ideals, but demanding perfectly literal fanatical adherence to strict doctrines written by men many centuries ago embitters followers and creates inhuman conditions. Such caustic bitterness ends up shriveling itself, because it goes against life. Fanatical purists end up maniacally fouling humanity’s nest, betraying the reality of the possible in grasping for the absolutely perfect. (17)
4. Gentle Persuasion 

The persuasive way—not beating others into submission, not bludgeoning, not eye-for-eye and tooth-for-tooth vengeance—but turning the other cheek, going the extra mile, giving more than is asked, killing the others’ “foeness” with kindness, is an ancient approach. It includes longsuffering, even self-sacrifice, loving your enemy, praying for those who persecute you. This is a Christian teaching, and is also ancient Taoist wisdom philosophy. 

The Tao Te Ching has a number of lines about humility and not lording it over others, observations of patterns already recognized as very old wisdom 2500 years ago. Chapter 68 is about the virtue of not contending; it speaks of “intelligent non-aggressiveness” and the “virtue of persuasion.” In Taoist philosophy one who accepts the “left tally, the debtor’s tally” (a symbol of inferiority in an agreement, getting the short end of the stick), humbly accepts the less prestigious position, which in the long run is the appearance the victor should have. To flaunt one’s victory sets a tone that brings resentment and reprisals. “Those who dispute are not skilled in Tao.” (Chapter 81) Water flows downhill, and does not fight gravity. 

The Tao Te Ching concedes that “Force recoils/ But / The time comes when there is nothing to do / Except act consciously/ With courage” (18) When conflict is inevitable, it is not arrogance but humility that is the Taoist approach. “When opposing forces meet in battle, he who feels the pity of it assuredly conquers.” (Chapter 69.) “He whose courage is expressed in daring will soon meet death. He whose courage is shown in self-restraint will be preserved.” (Chapter 73) Going out of your way to “make nice” or be agreeable, can change the dynamic. It involves ego-sacrifice. Thinking of the whole situation, and not just one’s own bias, is wisdom.

There are degrees of this spirit of self-giving, sublimating, offering up your own creature comforts and suffering. Taoism suggests we keep in mind the wisdom of giving the advantage to the other now to help make a better tomorrow, cooperating with others in hopes of making a better future. Every “Mission Accomplished” boast and swaggering military celebration of arrogance and domination may lead to more terrorist recruits and brutal attacks. Gandhi saw that “Victory attained by violence is tantamount to defeat, for it is momentary.” That is a truth Gandhi observed in life, in his dealings with others. The Chinese word tz’u, means “motherly love” and it is one of the three treasures in Taoist philosophy. The other two are frugality (not wasting resources) and being humble, not daring to be at the world’s front, above and ahead of all others, vulnerable to destructive forces of the cosmos. These behaviors are traits of the psyche which radiate the wisdom of ahimsa.

Observing the patterns around one in reality is a useful ability, and experimenting is important, as Gandhi’s life shows. Without such learning, who healthily grows? Human beings need to use their intelligence to figure out alternatives to situations which are crises of injustice, as Gandhi spent a lifetime doing. We need to get smarter. Polar opposites, opponents with many differences, even enemies in wartime, are not ants one can bludgeon out of existence. They must be faced, dealt with, negotiated with, or otherwise reconciled, if possible. Of course, if they are engaged in random slaughter, rape, slavery, or other atrocities their crimes must be punished by authorities. Gandhi was a realist. “When a woman is assaulted, she may not stop to think in terms of himsa or ahimsa. Her primary duty is self-protection. She is at liberty to employ every method or means that comes to mind, in order to defend her honor.” (19) 

Whenever the claim about the power of ahimsa is made, it is a statement about the psyche. The instinct to love and care about others is inborn, in the view of the ancient Chinese philosopher Mencius, mentioned above. He said humans are born with jen, human-heartedness. This respect and reverence for the life of others can be either nurtured, like watering a plant, or harmed and destroyed by brutality. 

Ahimsa is “a force more powerful” than bludgeoning and bashing; its peaceful resistance skillfully works with levers of intelligent pressure like acupuncture, making differences without leaving scars of hatred and resentment. It is also like music, having subtle effects in our nervous system, our brain waves, and emotional wellbeing. There is an effect on the psyche, when humans with conscience witness a pure act of ahimsa, such as when sufferers forgive the violent offender—the Truth and Reconciliation commission in South Africa, or the Amish who forgive an offender who has harmed them, or the families who forgave the killer of nine people in an Atlanta church in 2015. It is transformative, an action like the process of Tao, the way water patiently wears away hard stone in time, always returning, taking the humble course.

5. Effects on the Psyche

Moments of bitter strife and conflicts between groups, and terrorist attacks sprung on unsuspecting innocents appear to cause a big sensation, with media coverage for hours, days or weeks. Politicians may exploit news stories to heighten fears to advance their own careers, spreading panic. But that violent commotion is not persuasive in the long run. Paul Krugman reminds us that all the terrorists have is murder, mayhem, scare tactics. Krugman reminds us that if someone says ISIS has made an "attempt to destroy Western Civilizations" that assessment makes the terrorists seem more powerful than they actually are, and helps the jihadists’ cause. Buying into it, being afraid of bloodthirsty vandals, deluded by a show of force, seems to buy into the idea that force alone is strong. The response needs to be wise, taking the long term view, not fearful and confused.(20)

“On 9/11 Donald Rumsfeld told his aides: ‘Sweep it up. Related and not,’ and immediately suggested using the attack as an excuse to invade Iraq. The result was a disastrous war that actually empowered terrorists, and set the stage for the rise of ISIS.”(21) Again, the goal of terrorists is to inspire terror, because that’s all they’re capable of. And the most important thing our societies can do in response is to refuse to give in to fear. “Sweeping it up,” using a wide brush to include extraneous elements and mixing them up is disregarding reality, confusing matters is a ham-handed approach to a complex crisis. Arrogant psyches feel they can create reality by deciding it, and proclaiming it, an attitude that is a sure loser in any situation where responsible action is needed. “Kill ‘em all, let God sort ‘em out,” was a bumper sticker seen sometimes during the Persian Gulf War. The arrogant attitude seemed summed up in an American soldier with a gun yelling angrily at Iraqi civilians during the Iraq War, “We’re here to give you your f---in’ freedom!” America is better than that, and leaders should be wiser.

Call it opposition, conflict, or whatever, the endless presence of strife is a great dynamic in the affairs of the world—“War is the father of all” as the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus put it. Opposites attract and wrestle, people compete, couples couple, and polar forces work on each other seriously, their friction producing the advance of knowledge and better products. But ahimsa—loving-kindness—like t’zu, which as I said, means the nurturing qualities associated with the motherly side of human nature—is the nourisher and protector of all.

Using technology to edit lives, deleting them out of existence—may seem clean and precise, simple and neat, when seen from a distance of many miles and being tickled by wishful thinking. But the effects are not as simple as the results of a successful surgery. They make unexpected messes, they can cause a mushrooming of recruits for the opposition every time innocent lives are randomly taken. That is the opposite of the desired effect on psyches, which is to resolve conflicts, to show the beauty of peace. The Roman empire caused barbarians to want to share in civilization, to become part of an age of better life. The inspiring and transforming of psyches happens through acts like selfless generosity and seeking of justice, sharing of the good things in life, the pursuit of better outcomes for all concerned.

6. Examples of Gentle Strength

The idea that only violence “works,” and that nonviolence doesn’t work, is a mistaken notion. Violence creates bad blood, the desire for revenge. Who would want to live in a Hobbesian Hunger Games society of “all against all” where the underlying principle is survival of the fiercest? 

Karim Wasfi is an Iraqi musician and the conductor of the Iraqi National Orchestra. He goes to the streets in Iraq to play the cello after acts of violence have destroyed lives there, and he speaks of the importance of “respect for life” as opposed to the forces representing ugly new ways to kill and destroy—forces of crude brutality. “Respect for life” is a reverence, an attitude of caring which is like ahimsa. It is a sense of the sacredness of life which manifests in causing one to care for the wellbeing of others, and in veneration for the soul of life, the spirit in matter.

Asked why he went to a street after a car bomb exploded there, he said: “It's partially the belief that civility and refinement should be the lifestyle that people should be consuming and, in order to achieve that, I think arts in general, and music in particular, is a great way to convey such a message. It was an action to try to equalize things, to reach the equilibrium between ugliness, insanity and grotesque, indecent acts of terror—to equalize it, or to overcome it, by acts of beauty, creativity and refinement.” When an interviewer asked why Wasfi considers culture and music to be a basic human need, just as food and water are, Wasfi answered, “Because it refines and cultivates. Because it inspires people. Because it develops better brains. Because it helps you with maths and physics. Because it helps you with fine arts and painting. Because it makes kids well-behaved. Because it has enough discipline to make you creative as an engineer or as a physician or as an army officer. Because it has a positive impact on the psychology of mankind. Because you can breathe better. Because you can think better and clearer. Because you can find more talent within yourself. And, before all that, it's an international language of mutual understanding. It's everything.”(22) Wasfi’s eloquent street music speaks for itself.

7. Respect and Reverence for Human Life

The process philosopher Alfred North Whitehead, in a chapter entitled “From Force to Persuasion” in his book Adventure of Ideas, writes that the gentler modes of human relations have always been in existence, and suggests that historically ferocity might be a later development which grew from an increase in brain-power when applied to self-interest. He speculates that at that time this ferocity could have started as a strain of character which was necessary for preservation which then grew into an overgrowth which checked “upward evolution beyond a low level of life.” (23) 

Whitehead speaks of a “bond of sympathy” which exists and is greater than family affection, or intellectual curiosity or enjoyment of exchanging ideas and commerce of various kinds. “This bond is the growth of reverence for that power in virtue of which nature harbors ideal ends, and produces individual beings capable of conscious discrimination of such ends.” To go beyond those abstract words let’s say the individual beings he refers to are the honored leaders and teachers, such as Gandhi, the Dalai Lama and others who inspire the best in people. 

Whitehead goes on to say that “This reverence is the foundation of the respect for man as man. [Meaning respect for humans as humans, people as parts of humanity.] It thereby secures that liberty of thought and action, required for the upward adventure of life on this Earth.”(24) Gandhi’s freedom to experiment, as the case is with all scientists experimenting, was done to explore and learn. His adventures in experimenting with truth were his own explorations. Of course, the fact that he undertook them doesn’t mean every human can and will be able to take that path.

But we can celebrate and learn from the experiments he and others made to the extent that we are able. If you believe effective nonviolent persuasion is impossible then you probably will not turn enemies to friends. But if you believe as Gandhi did that “no man is a crocodile” you may find those who opposed you will someday become your allies, thanks to the alchemy of ahimsa. 

Everyone involved (including those who wage the war against terrorism) seems to agree that it is impossible to win that war by killing alone. All admit that “We can’t kill our way to victory.” Even those waging the war say that since 9/11 there have been two victories: 1. America’s victory in destroying the core of al Qaeda who planned and carried out the 9/11 attacks, and 2. the victory of the jihadis in spreading their extremist ideology to other parts of the world, including the Levant and East Africa. Violence can leave even the violent cold, because as the maxim puts it, violence is the last refuge of the incompetent.(25)

Gandhi’s life and the examples of ways he contributed to solutions show us that activists like him have developed a better alternative to conflict and injustice than violence. They use intelligence and learn to be persuasive by winning hearts and minds with a humanitarian spirit and respect for life. Evolution in humanity’s life-supportive culture is seen in individuals who change conditions in the world, helping each other, cooperating as a network of friends diverse and talented, facing new challenges.  Each government regime which faces a clash of cultures is an experiment—there are no simple solutions; even earnest attempts may sound to others like someone learning to play the violin in public. We are at the mercy of our own psyches’ limits and our abilities to demonstrate magnanimity. We are limited by our inherited traits, which include the unlived life of parents and ancestors. Jung pointed out that this legacy lives in our blood, whether we are aware of it or not. 

Do you believe in the power of ahimsa, the virtue of persuasion? Gandhi is supposed to have said that to believe in something and not to live it is dishonest. Is there an alchemy when the soul power of nonviolence is practiced? Peaceful revolutions would seem to testify that ahimsa is not a toothless part of a well-meaning creed. It has mysterious vitality and dynamism. As the poet Wordsworth wrote in his poem “Lines Composed Above Tintern Abbey” in 1798, “the best portion of a good man’s life [is] / His little, nameless, unremembered acts / Of kindness and love.” In the face of brutal attacks and ruthless bloodshed can we continue to realize how that sensibility is an enduring truth? Considering this kind-hearted side of humanity’s past can help us remember and engage the soul’s capacity to be humane and loving. 

We may fail to appreciate fully the power of ahimsa because it is a dynamic of the psyche, and the psyche is elusive, invisibly active in the background. Jung wrote that “The nature of the psyche reaches into obscurities far beyond the scope of our understanding. It contains as many riddles as the universe with its galactic systems, before whose majestic configurations only a mind lacking in imagination can fail to admit its own insufficiency.”(26) Nurturing the urges for ahimsa in our psyches is a practice we neglect at our own risk, and at humanity’s peril. As Nigerian writer Chris Abani said, “…the world is never saved in grand messianic gestures, but in simple accumulation of gentle, soft, almost invisible acts of compassion.”(27)

Endnotes

(1) Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man, Introduction, 1871.

(2) These sentences by Gandhi are found in Arun Gandhi, M.K. Gandhi’s Wit and Wisdom, Gandhi Institute Publication, no date, pp. 5, 8, 7.

(3) David Remnik, “Blood at the Root,” The New Yorker, September 28, 2015, p. 30 and following.

(4) Martin Luther King, Jr., The Papers of Martin Luther King Junior: Symbol of the Movement, Vol. IV, Berkeley: University of California, 2000, p. 342. A little before that sentence, on page 341, King says “We must keep on believing that unearned suffering is redemptive.” 

(5) David Remnik, “Blood at the Root.”

(6) Ibid. The quote “militant enough to keep my people aroused to positive actions yet moderate enough to keep this fervor within controllable and Christian bounds” is found in the brief introduction to Address to the first Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA) Mass Meeting at the website “Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Global Freedom Stuggle”
http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/documentsentry/the_addres_to_the_first_montgomery_improvement_association_mia_mass_meeting.1.html
(7) Ibid.

(8) Ibid., p. 34.

(9) Stanislav Grof, Realms of the Human Unconscious: Observations from LSD Research, New York: Condor Books, 1996.
(10) MK Gandhi 1945, p. 6.
(11) Mahabharata 13.117.37-38.
(12) Patanjali, Yoga Sutras, II.35.
(13) Muhammad, Saheeh Muslim, #2244, and Saheeh Al-Bukhari, #2466. 

(14) Scholars of Greek thought say that when Edith Hamilton translated this Aeschylean passage, (which Robert F. Kennedy was inspired by) she drew on a decree from Delphi in BCE 125, a phrase from Dionysius of Halicarnanassus, who lived around 2000 years ago, and the modern book The Rise of the Greek Epic by Gilbert Murray.

(15) See V.S. Ramachandran, The Tell Tale Brain, New York, W.W. Norton, 2011.

(16) Hadith 13, “Forty Hadith,” Imam Nawawi. Malcolm X quoted this hadith in his Autobiography.

(17) James Hillman, The Suffering of Salt,” in Alchemical Psychology, (uniform edition of the Writings of James Hillman), Putnam: Spring Publications, 2014, p. 79.

(18) This quote is from Timothy Leary’s translation of Tao Te Ching, entitled Psychedelic Prayers. The other quotes are from Ellen Marie Chen’s translation, and Walter Gorn Old’s translation.

(19) Gandhi, Bombay: Impact India Foundation, no date, p. 139. 
(20) Paul Krugman, "Fearing Fear Itself,” The New York Times, Nov. 16, 2015. http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/16/opinion/fearing-fear-itself.html?_r=0  
(21) Ibid
(22) “Interview: Why I played the cello at a Baghdad bombsite,” Al Jazeera, May 28, 2015, http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/04/interview-played-cello-baghdad-bombsite-150429191916834.html  See YouTube video at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3tyDtGAGoqI “Karim Wasfi defeats terror with music in Baghdad”
(23) Alfred North Whitehead, Adventure of Ideas, Toronto: Macmillan Canada, 1967, pp. 69-86.

(24) Ibid.

(25) Isaac Asimov, Foundation, Gnome Press.
(26) C. G. Jung, Psychological Reflections, 1978, p. 16.
(27) Chris Abani, TED Africa Conference, 2008.

