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The limits of Paciýsm
KINGSLEY WIDMER

To APPRECIATE "run vmiuta two POSSIBILITIES of libertarian paciýsm we
must also consider some ol' its limitations. Appropriately enough
these days, pacilists 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 a11d dialectics,
provides one of my criticisms. This is an inordinately boring, and
bored, society; its dc-licrs need more range and verve. The obvious
historical reasons tor the anti-intellectual and anti-esthetic cast sometimes
Cht1l'ttClCl"iZi|tg pacilismr-~moral puritanism, evangelistic psychology,
fundanientalistic utopianism, etc.ðmay 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 difýcult 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 suþiciently large moss movement dedicated
fully to love and sacriýce, 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
paciýsm, surely, has no arcane charm to ward oli the historical
characteristics of mass movements: the simpliýed ideology, the moral
puritanism, the chiliatic righteousness, the charismatic leadership-ð
and the inevitable downgrading of spontaneity, variety, and individual
freedom. To point to present individuals and small groups (or occasional
loose large associations)è and simply multiply their characteristics into
the future is dishonest. After all, we must suppose the self-conscious
libertarian paciýst 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

KINGSLEY WIDMER is a professor at Son Diego State College. He
served o prison sentence in 1948-9 under the US Selective Service low,
though o combat veteran of World War Two. He is the author of books
on D. H. Lawrence, Henry Miller and of the recent book The Literary
Rebel.



"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.
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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 signiýcantly
subordinated not to the present situation but to ñpreparing for a future
mass nonviolent movementò. Even if this be just pretentious self-
congratulation, nonviolent paciýsm 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 proposeó? (Even
American radicals can be all too American in the national vice of
ñpositive thinkingòðas if negating the negative werenôt 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 paciýst limits.

Violent paciýsm. Sheer contradiction? Certainly to evangelical
and Gandhian paciýsts-ðthere are some others, you know-ðviolence 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 justiýcations
rand are beyond any possible individual meaning. Such a distinction

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 paciýsm. It might be reasonable,
moral, and humanð-and strikingly expressive of the traditional American
=characterðto be, in some circumstances, a violent person and a
principled paciýst. While I am not arguing for violence as such, the-re
are considerable doubts about the total adequacy of nonviolence. Even
on the moral issue, for it is more than a jeu dôesprz't 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, scientiýc, commercial and other bureaucrats ñpeacefullyò
dedicating themselves to ñdefenceò, ñresearchò, ñnational securityò, 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 ñdying
wellò 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 ñjustò and ñunjustò war.
In modern times, radical social moralists substituted ñrevolutionò for
ñjust warò. 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 ñjust
waròð-ða 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 ñjust warò, under limits which must
preclude power and vengeance) may be to encourage a ýnal commitment
to individual and communal value. By the same logic with which
ohimso 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 paciýsts (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 ñGood Soldier Schweikismò. The desire to ñwitnessò 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 efliciency,
to sloganized thinking, and to bland group roles may require an order
of awareness rarely acknowledged. The ultimate passive resistor may
well be Herman Melvilleôs Bartleby, with his wrily forlorn, ñI prefer not
toò. 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 paciýsts, the best question might not be ñWhat
public protest have you made?ò Rather, it could be such questions
as ñWhat have you done today to undermine the efficiency. unity,
blandness, and ideology of the authoritarian bureaucracies?ò As a
teacher, are you one for hamstringing the educational administrators
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and undercutting the repressive ritualism? As a factory or ofýcc worker,
have you done your quietly disruptive bit to humanize abstract
ñwork schedulesò and anarchize ñchains of commandò? As a ñcitizenò,
ñconsumerò, ñaudienceò, 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 paciýsts, 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 discussedððways of dissent
and deýance from within. [ 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. Deýance 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 ñwhere to draw the lineò, only it must really be a
who-le series of lines, from the þamboyant 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 paciýst
exhortations seem to be allowed such ñunearnestò 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 ýred, jailed,
or assaulted more than occasionally. .lt is an honour, and even a
necessity, I would say. to be punished sometimes for your convictions
(otherwise you donôt really know where the line is), but too much
honour is synonymous with stupidity. Most deeply, I take it, the
libertarian paciýst 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 deýance. Revolutions, especially to paciýsts, 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
ðwe 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 paciýsts 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
ñnew frontiersò of outer space, if only space-technology were not
subordinate to war-ideology, miss the real issue, and evil, of ñspaceò.
Similarly with those who object to the so-called ñeconomy of abundanceò
only because it has been most extravagantly abundant in producing
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such artifacts as forty thousand atomic bombsðas if the bombs were
not just the most obvious manifestation of meaningless production
taken as an end in itself. Or those who favour an ñexpanding economyò,
so long as it doesnôt 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 ñmore for allò answers the
charge of ñunfair to someò. (Even if everybody had ñenoughò-ðwhich
is still far from true or likely--that does not justify thepower 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 signiýcant part of our ýfty military billions
on world charity, everything would he just ýneððas 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 loodðto satisfy both the political
liberals and rightistsð---and make everybody happy, and dead.) But
enough. One feels almost quaint in radically suggesting that the
obvious ñanti-war principleò 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 ñliberalò
principles. ñLiberal paciýsmò is surely, like almost any sort of
paciýsm these days, decent and desirable, though a radical can hardly
believe that it recognizes the diýiculties in the way of a genuinely
peaceful, and truly free and fraternal, good society.

Liberal paciýsm can, perhaps, become what it in essence is: the
only large scale paciýst political possibility. The nonviolent paciýst
movement I do not think can, nor should it have the power arrogance
to try to, be on ñthe side of historyò. 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 paciýst movement. There also are, or
should be, 1 have noted, other styles of libertarian paciýst protest,
radical deýance. The three positions are not exclusive, and need not
be practicailly 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 ñothersò 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 deýance can never be
translated into institutions and powers. In both cases, that makes
libertarian paciýsm all the more signiýcant and necessary.

In sketching some limitations of libertarian paciýsm, 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 paciýst doctrines, but to exploration of other possibilities



I66

of criticism, meaning, sensibility, and even. perhaps, of a major style
of radical deýance. Our limits are our ends.

The falacy of

COLIN JBIIIISGN

non-violent defence
THIS ARTICLE was WRITTEN PARTLY TO nxrosn the naivety at present
being offered by the peace movements in this country, as the solution
to the most obvious manifestations of the warfare state, and partly
because a deep-seated cynicism tells me, and I am sure many other
anarchists, that if the Sunday Telegraph for one, thinks that ñcivilian
defenceò is worth propagating, there must be something wrong with it.

That non-violence is being considered seriously at grass roots as
a means of defence may be inferred from Canon Collinsô reply at the
Annual Conference of CND in 1963, when he remarked upon the little
that was known. about non-violence as a means of defence, and that
it_ would be just as wrong to lead people to- suppose there was a non-
violent defence against the bomb, when the Campaign had no-t got
one, as it was to talk about ñcivil defenceò. 1 . . Muddled as ever,
but for once basically right.

Perhaps it is now apparent to the remaining supporters of the
campaign that although ñthe bombò may be the most immediate danger
to humanity, it is certainly not the ultimate threat with which the
governments of the world will confront their subjects. In this situation
the movement for disarmament that is purely nuclearðalthough it is
concerned_ with wider social issues -is probably too insular in its attempt
to_ap_preciate the society which gives rise to ultimate threats, to lay the
principled foundation for a lasting solution to the problem of conþict
resolution. However, the problem remains.

Anarchists believe that a non-authoritarian society could not pro-
duce these symptoms of the ultimate anti-social state, but must agree
that to offeranarchism, as such, against all the ingrained social pre-
judices prevailing to the advantage of a central authority, is impractical,
if not impossible. Therefore we also must ýnd an alternative which will
allow us to complete our task of social education.

The alternative that we offer must fulýl all the functions that war,
as an anti-social institution does already fulýl. What is claimed to be
the most comprehensive and up-to-date collection of work on the

alternativeò (A Search for Alternatives to War and Violence, edited
by Ted Dunn, 1963), indicates, through Gene Sharp, particularly, that
a system of non-violent defence is the nearest approach that the peace
movement can make to providing this alternative. (The recent, and
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similarly negatively biased Peace News pamphlet Civilian Defence
emphasises this.) Gene Sharp considers what logically must be the
situation if both America, the USSR and China continue to expand
and to- divide the world into ñblocsò without actually causing a global
war in the process. In an article entitled ñFacing Totalitarianism
Without Warò he says:

_ War has in international relations relieved people of a sense of danger-
ô and given them a technique of defending and furthering their objectives.

The mass of humanity has believed-ðand still believes-ðthat no other
techniques than violent. struggle could be adequate in such a crisis. The
alternative to war, they have believed, was impotence, cowardice and
passive submission in face of threats to that which they have cherished.
Peace workers, however. have often shown little awareness of the acute-
dangcrs posed by modern tyranny, and have generally offered no substitute.-
for war in such crises. Yet, the realities of power and conþict being what.
they are, some ultirnatc sanction is necessary to deal with the political
violence of tyranny.
After brieþy touching on the range and type of power at the

disposal of the future tyrant. he concludes that ñthe answer must lie
in a peaceful counterpart of war, ówar without violenceô, by which
people can defend liberty, their way of life and humanitarian principles
when all other hopes have failed.ò This is non-violent action.

Most people would agree that a peaceful counterpart of war must
be capable of defending the ñgroupò values stated above. However,
in spite of the phrase ñnon-violent actionò it is clear that we would
actually be in a state of non-violent defence, defence that is, of ñper-
sonalò values and liberties, and with this in mind, it is against Gene
Sharpôs background quoted here that I wish to examine the validity
of our current attitudes to non-violent defence.

We are told that non-violent action operates from a distinct
assumption in political theory that all rulers are dependent for their
power upon the co-operation, submission and obedience of their sub-
jects. Thus. to be effective against a totalitarian regime. non-violent
action must be directed at the sources of co-operation and submission.
Recent history has shown that it is practically impossible to do this
from ñoutsideò the country or state in question, and that a movement
of the type required to change a regime must be initiated by the people
involved in it. Now the diþiculties of this are apparent, because
technology has provided already the means whereby the future tyrant
will be able to ensure that this initiation does not arise. When Jefferson
wrote, ñWe believe that man is a rational animal, endowed by nature
with rights, and with an innate sense of justice . . .ò the only organisa-
tion to have disproved this, crudely, but on a fairly large scale was the
Church. Today the likelihood of being able to establish rights, rationally
or justly, is diminishing in every part of the world.

This leads--and has ledð-to the problem of decreasing public con-
trol of, besides the means of mass destruction, the methods of public
control. This process can be facilitated by methods we ñhave often
shown little awareness ofò, the distraction and escapism provided by
our various sports (most of which thrive on an aggressive spirit) and?
entertainments, together with the creation of false economic aims, i.e.




























