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The limits of Pacifism

KINGSLEY WIDMER

TO APPRECIATE THE VIRTUE AND POSSIBILITIES of libertarian pacifism we
must also consider some of its limitations. Appropriately enough
these days, pacifists are busy defying-and-loving their enemies, and
seemingly have little time for public self-criticism. Indeed, some
shortcomings of intellectual richness, which might otherwise result in
more controversy, wit, satire, art, imaginative play and dialectics,
provides one of my criticisms. This is an inordinately boring, and
bored, society; its defiers need more range and verve. The obvious
historical reasons for the anti-intellectual and anti-esthetic cast sometimes
characterizing pacifism—moral puritanism, evangelistic psychology,
fundamentalistic utopianism, etc.—may no longer apply. Changes are
now evident; further provocation may be in order.

For example. The ideology of nonviolence, with its dynamics
of civil disobedience and moral dramatization, sometimes obscures
other possibilities, and perhaps some of the essential nature, of the
pacifist impulse. But it is often difficult to argue how limited and
limiting nonviolence may be with its pietists. If, for instance, one
points out present inadequacies of small-group nonviolent resistance
against extreme forms of authoritarianisms, the pietists respond that
when nonviolence becomes a sufficiently large mass movement dedicated
fully to love and sacrifice, it will become effective against any extreme
of authority. Possibly, but if that improbability does happen, many
of us should be protesting (nonviolently, of course) against it. For
pacifism, surely, has no arcane charm to ward off the historical
characteristics of mass movements: the simplified ideology, the moral
puritanism, the chiliatic righteousness, the charismatic leadership—
and the inevitable downgrading of spontaneity, variety, and individual
freedom. To point to present individuals and small groups (or occasional
loose large associations) and simply multiply their characteristics into
the future is dishonest. After all, we must suppose the self-conscious
libertarian pacifist to have partly achieved his convictions by being
opposed to mass-movements, including mass-movements to end all
mass-movements.

In appropriate situations the methods of nonviolence may be not
only heroic protest and powerful moral force but even libertarian
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and practical. No argument there, unless, as I fear in several cases
has been true, present nonviolence is distorted by being significantly
subordinated not to the present situation but to “preparing for a future
mass nonviolent movement”. Even if this be just pretentious self-
congratulation, nonviolent pacifism can have its own sly forms of moral
corruption in which the present actuality is distorted for a supposedly
ideal future.

But what, it is said, positive alternative do you propose? (Even
American radicals can be all too American in the national vice of
“positive thinking”—as if negating the negative weren’t the most
positive thing one could do these days!) So, besides sceptically viewing
nonviolence as but one means for minority social protest, moral
education, and individual gesture, let me pose the possibility of seyeral
moral and intellectual enlargements of the libertarian pacifist limits.

Violent pacifism. Sheer contradiction? Certainly to evangelical
and Gandhian pacifists—there are some others, you know-—violence is
the simple crux. But the matter may bear more thinking. That not
inconsiderable number who have found, through personal experience,
that armies and wars are no damn good, but who have not the moral
perfectionism of rejecting self-defence and perhaps some other forms
‘of violence, hold a reasonable and pragmatic view. For they make a
most essential modern discrimination: there is the violence of individual
‘men which has its own justifications, and moral perplexities; and there
is the violence of the modern state and mass society with its totally
unindividual means and results of destruction which have no justifications
and are beyond any possible individual meaning. Such a distinction
wisely recognizes that the violence of individual nature (only partly
confronted, partly sublimated in the ideology of nonviolence) and
dehumanized violence (the Bomb, military bureacracy, authoritarian
powers) are not only different in degree but in kind.

I suggest that not the moral problem of individual violence but
all that we have come to see as intimately part of nihilistic modern
power is the social issue of libertarian pacifism. It might be reasonable,
moral, and human—and strikingly expressive of the traditional American
character—to be, in some circumstances, a violent person and a
principled pacifist. While I am not arguing for violence as such, there
are considerable doubts about the total adequacy of nonviolence. Even
.on the moral issue, for it is more than a jeu d’esprit to hold that it is
better for men with murderous desires to commit murder than for them
to pervasively organize all social action and thought into an impersonally
‘murderous system. One must suppose some moral and therapeutic
possibilities for the would-be murderer confronting his potential actions;
there would, in contrast, seem to be little but righteous obtuseness for
the political, scientific, commercial and other bureaucrats “peacefully”
dedicating themselves to “defence”, “research”, “national security”, and
other forms of impersonal, unheroic, and hypocritical destruction. Part
of the real pathos of super-war is not that men just die, but that “dying
well” has been superseded by massively shapeless, indiscriminate,
meaningless death.
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Once upon a time discrimination between kinds of violence might
have been extended to distinctions between a “just” and “‘unjust” war.
In modern times, radical social moralists substituted “revolution” for
“just war”. But when, more recently, they found out that in the very
process revolutionary movements had to become, in fact, violent modern
authoritarian states (even before they became recognized governments),
any justness to a full scale violent revolutionary movement became
questionable. Yet that does not fully settle the question of social and
political violence. Whether or not there is still any place for a “just
war’—a home-defending militia, group guerrilla activity against an
authoritarian oppressor, an organized act of violence by a mistreated
minority who seek not power but simply to dramatize, educate, and
heroically protest by their violence (just as others do by nonviolence)
—surely is not, except to the doctrinaire, a closed question. Perhaps
propagating some forms of suicide (as nonviolent civil disobedience
can become under certain circumstances) may be to encourage
individual or group murder; perhaps proposing some ultimate gesture
of violent defence (as in the “just war”, under limits which must
preclude power and vengeance) may be to encourage a final commitment
to individual and communal value. By the same logic with which
ahimsa may create sacred force, so. done in a similar spirit, may
certain forms of violence. Neither proper discrimination about the
kinds of force we confront, nor Gandhian and similar doctrines,
suggest nonviolent ideology as an adequate view of the possibilities of
protest or of meaningful choice.

Covert resistance. Among the choices against a destructive order,
many pacifists (like myself, people with violent feelings), often show
an inadequate appreciation of, and even a moral antipathy towards,
the slyer forms of resistance, institutional and ideological sabotage,
and general “Good Soldier Schweikism”. The desire to “witness” to
the truth by heroic confrontation is essential, and often admirable, but
there are many more modest mansions in the house of protest. Perhaps
two different, and even antithetical, kinds of bravery are called for.
The quotidian heroism of small resistances to dehumanized efficiency,
to sloganized thinking, and to bland group roles may require an order
of awareness rarely acknowledged. The ultimate passive resistor may
well be Herman Melville’s Bartleby, with his wrily forlorn, “I prefer not
to”. Or it may be the legendary Diogenes, sardonic mocker of the
King of Kings (Alexander), and much else. Or ... ?

Pacifist gestures of peace marches and strikes, of refusing taxes
and drafts, of public (and publicity conscious) civil disobedience, have
their place, but is it not a limited one? Much such direct action is
small-time political competition with the big boys at their own games
of publicity and pressure. If, to put the issue fancifully, one were
Inspector-General of pacifists, the best question might not be ‘“What
public protest have you made?” Rather, it could be such questions
as “What have you done today to undermine the efficiency. unity,
blandness, and ideology of the authoritarian bureaucracies?” As a
teacher, are you one for hamstringing the educational administrators
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and undercutting the repressive ritualism? As a factory or office worker,
have you done your quietly disruptive bit to humanize abstract
“work schedules” and anarchize “chains of command”?  As a “citizen”,
“consumer”, “audience”, etc., the commitments of the libertarian, I
assume, not only lead to violations of these speciously normative roles
but make him one who encourages mockery, inversion, and burlesque
at such times as more hard-nosed and dramatic forms of dissent do not
seem feasible. For some libertarian pacifists, after all, move in
relative worlds, in institutions which they do, or should, democratize
by waywardness.

Put another way, American moral puritanism about work and social
behaviour, given the destructive production and genteel authoritarianism
of our society, is immoral. The moral absolutist answer is to abstain
and withdraw, but there are—though rarely discussed—ways of dissent
and defiance from within. I am told that to both do something and
to defy doing it at the same time is contradictory to the point of being
comic. Precisely: Moral purity and absolutist consistency are
limited values. Defiance may take, and for many must take, the
lively human ways of comedy as well as the more austere, and
sometimes dangerously righteous, ways of tragic gesture. This is
sometimes put as “where to draw the line”, only it must really be a
whole series of lines, from the flamboyant slash to the sly scratch.
Here, in styles of protest, we have much we need to learn, propound,
create, though no study groups, position papers, or even pacifist
exhortations seem to be allowed such “unearnest” subjects. The
relevant equations of principle, practicality, and personality cannot, of
course, be simply logical formulas. But there is a logic, or at least
an art, of getting up to the line without necessarily getting fired, jailed,
or assaulted more than occasionally. It is an honour, and even a
necessity, I would say, to be punished sometimes for your convictions
(otherwise you don’t really know where the line is), but too much
honour is synonymous with stupidity. Most deeply, I take it, the
libertarian pacifist position has a purpose, and one not adequately
met by the ideology of nonviolence (and its political extensions): to
create an effective style of protest of whole ways of doing, thinking, and
feeling.

Radical defiance. Revolutions, especially to pacifists, may be
located mostly in the hearts of men, but their actions best take place
neither in the heart nor in the abstract public-political realm, but in the
concrete daily world. For even mass violence is not the thing-in-itself
—we protest though the deadness of intelligence and sensitivity which
refuses to perceive it, feel it, and respond to it may well be. From this
perspective, the moral casuistry of many pacifists is painfully limited.
To take but a few of many examples: Those who accept the techno-
logical and pathological yearnings to escape the distinctly human, the
“new frontiers” of outer space, if only space-technology were not
subordinate to war-ideology, miss the real issue, and evil, of “space”.
Similarly with those who object to the so-called “economy of abundance™
only because it has been most extravagantly abundant in producing
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such artifacts as forty thousand atomic bombs—as if the bombs were
not just the most obvious manifestation of meaningless production
taken as an end in itself. Or those who favour an “expanding economy”,
so long as it doesn’t grow militarily, though a greater rate of economic
growth almost certainly means greater military growth. Or note the
strange arguments of those who are aware of the injustices of
economic distribution, but assume that “more for all” answers the
charge of “unfair to some”. (Even if everybody had “enough”—which
is still far from true or likely—that does not justify the power and
aggrandizement of certain groups having many times more than enough.)
Or the bland assumption that if we only behaved with good moral
surfaces, such as spending a significant part of our fifty military billions
on world charity, everything would be just fine—as if that could not be
twisted to just another manner of war. {We could also, in the good
American spirit of compromise and the double-play. combine radioactive
poison and mountains of charitable food—to satisfy both the political
liberals and rightists—and make everybody happy, and dead.) But
enough. One feels almost quaint in radically suggesting that the
obvious “anti-war principle” is not enough. Peaceful uses of super-
technology, non-warfare uses of economic abundance, or idealized
futures for peace mechanisms (such as the UN, when its enthusiasts
ignore its authoritarian and destructive possibilities if it ever became
a genuinely powerful and armed organization), are touchingly “liberal”
principles. “Liberal pacifism” is surely, like almost any sort of
pacifism these days, decent and desirable, though a radical can hardly
believe that it recognizes the difficulties in the way of a genuinely
peaceful, and truly free and fraternal, good society.

Liberal pacifism can, perhaps, become what it in essence is: the
only large scale pacifist political possibility. The nonviolent pacifist
movement I do not think can, nor should it have the power arrogance
to try to, be on “the side of history”. It is best, and crucially
important, as one form of individual, small group, and, perhaps,
oppressed minority protest. As an advance guard, its truths may be
ameliorated into a liberal pacifist movement. There also are, or
should be, I have noted, other styles of libertarian pacifist protest,
radical defiance. The three positions are not exclusive, and need not
be practically antagonistic. True protest, I am arguing, does not
directly seek to create a mass movement, a politicalism, or even new
instrumentalities of social order or of peace. The “others” inevitably
control, or think they control, society, institutions, and history. We
simply defy that power and its pretences. Freedom-and-peace, of
course, can never fully win out. And radical defiance can never be
translated into institutions and powers. In both cases, that makes
libertarian pacifism all the more significant and necessary.

In sketching some limitations of libertarian pacifism, I have para-
doxically suggested enlarging the position by accepting the limits of a
protest movement. This way, I think, leads not just to negative views
on mass and political movements, and some scepticism about nonviolent
and liberal pacifist doctrines, but to exploration of other possibilities













































