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To all those who strive to awaken the human spirit


We have to grow wiser than we are today in order to
find what beauties are hidden in human nature.

—Mahatma Gandhi
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Foreword

I often find myself telling people they can erase from their minds the hard and fast distinction they make between the ideas of “inside” and “outside” in the context of politics. As an organizer working to make social change for a just world, who first worked on the “outside” as an activist and advocate and now works on the “inside” as an elected official (but still an activist and advocate), I believe wherever we are is the place for change. It is the work done in both places that supports each other and makes a whole. Inside-outside creates distinctions that are simplistic and often unhelpful. Such distinctions—like I and you, or me and other—also serve to box us in and emphasize our differences or our sometimes seeming differences. This, in turn, creates a distance that can also nudge forward a destructive capacity for violence. In the end, we are the sum total of inside and outside, and the more we can bring the two into synergy for a whole, the more complete and loving we can be. So much of our work for justice and peace is about eliminating false distinctions and recognizing the core human values that bind us together, even while respecting our differences.

Michael Nagler practices this bringing otherness into oneness, and he does so in practical ways that allow us to learn and to acknowledge all that we bring into the world. Through the Metta Center for Nonviolence, Michael produces valuable educational materials and holds educational courses that have been a help and inspiration for so many people, including my own family members, in the work they do and the lives they lead. I was also honored to participate in an interview for Michael’s forthcoming film, which will accompany the ambitious four-part project of which this book is a part. Both film and project are necessary and insightful additions in helping us understand and see our interconnectedness. These are invaluable tools for making democracy work for everyone, and acknowledging, leveraging, and utilizing our own individual and collective power for good.

Michael’s core argument matches the work and beliefs I have had for many years: that to develop a “new story” that can be the foundation for a more just world, we must look deeper into our human spirit, understand ourselves more fully, and discover the gold mine of nonviolence—ahimsa—as a central inspiration and challenge for our work ahead. Michael has a deep relationship with the spiritual and philosophical traditions of my birth country, India, and the specific work and underpinnings of Gandhian thought and practice. Mahatma Gandhi and his teachings have been a central inspiration to me through my work and life, and I believe they still have tremendous relevance not only in India but also here in America and around the world. Gandhi’s work and teachings are both subtle and complex, and a true understanding of them for any of us—even those who have deep familiarity—requires the kind of insightful interpretation that Michael provides in this book. There are many examples of that level of interpretation, and its critical importance for our age, in these pages.

I was the first Congressperson to visit the detention centers at our southern border and witness firsthand the inhumane treatment of thousands of children and their parents who came to us seeking protection from violence. In my twenty-year career of civil, human, and immigrant advocacy, I have spoken out vehemently against these kinds of inhumane and violently cruel policies. Throughout, I have also utilized the tools of nonviolent civil disobedience in the mindful practice of justice. I believe that the work I have focused on in Congress and as an advocate—from healthcare to racial justice to women’s issues to immigration—can all ultimately be resolved with a thorough application of the core principles of nonviolence. Readers of this book will understand why.

Nonviolence is not a set of tactics but a force that is inherent in the human spirit. To fully understand it requires a change of consciousness and a recommitment to a set of core values. To restore our democracy, save the planet, and remind us of the possibility of the peace we long for, we require a dramatic cultural shift wherein we each take ownership of our own actions and the principles of nonviolence. I commend this book as a significant contribution to that very effort.

—US Representative Pramila Jayapal,
Washington’s 7th Congressional District


Introduction

As I write this introduction (in summer 2019), the climate crisis is tightening its noose around our planet. By the time you read this book, 150 million people in India will be without water; in Chennai, the sixth largest city in the country, it’s already gone. We may legitimately ask ourselves, will nonviolence be enough to save us?

My answer is, will anything else? For those who think of nonviolence as a set of techniques of insurrection and protest, of noncooperation, that may well not be enough. But that is not what Gandhi meant by nonviolence, and not what I mean either. To paraphrase Martin Luther King, in a real sense, Mahatma Gandhi in his life embodied certain universal principles that are inherent in the moral structure of the universe, and these principles are as inescapable as the law of gravitation. And as useful, when you’ve mastered them. Nonviolence in this sense can be deployed across the whole array of human change from personal empowerment to the construction of alternatives to powerful resistance. That is what this book is about.

Anyone who advocates nonviolence—and that has been my passion for forty years—will be familiar with two extremely common objections:

[image: Images]   “It never would have worked against the Nazis.”

[image: Images]   “That’s just not human nature.”

If I had a nickel for every time I’ve heard these complaints! But it would be worth a lot more if we could set them at rest.

The first objection can be dealt with relatively easily. Nonviolence actually did work against the Nazis where it was tried; for example, in the Rosenstrasse Prison demonstration of February through March 1943 with the war raging in Europe. The Berlin Gestapo had rounded up Jewish men who had been spared arrest to date because they were married to “Aryan” women. The women, however, followed their husbands to the street in front of No. 1-2 Rosenstrasse, a former Jewish community center now turned detention facility. The Gestapo of course ordered them to disperse. They refused. By the end of the weekend the Gestapo blinked and released their fathers and husbands. Thus the women, with no training or preparation, directly saved some two thousand men from certain death and, we recently learned, indirectly saved untold thousands, when other occupied European capitals saw that it was no use trying to arrest them.1

Human nature is a deeper question. As the late Huston Smith said at an education conference some years ago: “For our culture as a whole, nothing major is going to happen until we figure out who we are. The truth of the matter is, that today we haven’t a clue as to who we are. There is no consistent view of human nature in the West today.”2

No wonder it’s so hard to dislodge the claim that nonviolence is not human nature, despite the growing evidence that this isn’t true. In this book I will share with you the reasons why people cling to such a demoralizing vision of who they are, and what to do about it.

People have a hard time believing nonviolence can be a natural capacity (not to mention the natural capacity) because our educational system, our mass media—indeed, our whole culture—upholds a picture of reality that came to predominate around the time of the Industrial Revolution: namely, that the world consists of material particles that collide randomly, and that evolution is, or was (they tend to think it’s over now) a grim struggle for survival of the fittest, so inevitably competition and violence are just how life works. Now, the kind of nonviolence that I’m talking about—and I’ll say more about it shortly—just plain doesn’t make sense in that picture of the world, and because that picture is stored below the surface level of consciousness, it’s usually not up for discussion.

I experienced a concrete example of this in the wake of the Free Speech Movement (1964–65). Some faculty colleagues at UC Berkeley, whose ranks I had just joined, created a division in which any faculty member could offer a course on any reasonable subject. I seized on the opportunity to offer two closely related courses—courses that seemed to me essential components of a modern education that were completely missing—meditation and nonviolence. (The first was actually taught by my meditation teacher, Sri Eknath Easwaran; the second was my offering.) We had hit a nerve with both of them, and students poured in. But then came the big question: what next? What is nonviolence—political science? Sociology? Religious studies? It was “no room at the inn”; no department I approached felt it was part of their discipline, regardless of how much the students liked and, in my view, needed this course. We finally said, “Well, if there’s no home for this all-important subject, let’s make one.” A Peace and Conflict Studies Program (PACS) was born. Even that was not a permanent solution, however, as PACS was shuffled from one division to another until today, since I’ve left the campus for other work, it has been buried in another subdivision.

Some years and a career change later, the team and I decided to move the Metta Center for Nonviolence from Berkeley to Petaluma, California, to be closer to the spiritual community some of us belong to (and where I live). Answering an ad for some space in a local lawyer’s office, I entered the wood-frame building on the west side of town, and the receptionist motioned me toward the room. I looked it over (not too appealing) and walked back toward the front door. At this point the receptionist asked me—still not looking up from whatever she was doing—“What’s this for?”

“I have a nonprofit.”

“What do you do?”

“We promote nonviolence …”

“What kind of violence?!”

OK, maybe she just misheard me, but for me this encounter is kind of an allegory of how we, as a culture, are so aware of violence in its many forms and guises that it takes up the whole field of possibility. In fact, the allegory goes deeper. I remembered the day, years before, when my first book on nonviolence appeared and I got to assign it in my writing course. Being endowed with the normal amount of ego, I went eagerly down to the bookstore to see my very own book among the titles on the shelf for Comp. Lit. 1A. It wasn’t there! I turned away in chagrin—but then it caught my eye: it was there after all: America Without Violence. But the shelf label read “Violence in America.” Our minds are so preoccupied with violence we can’t even see its antidote when it’s dangled in front of us.

So, no, ma’am, nonviolence is not a kind of violence. That’s the problem: it’s exactly the other way around: violence is a breakdown of the natural order of things, whereas nonviolence is the manifestation of that order. The awkward term nonviolence that we use for something profoundly positive, even fundamental, is itself an example of how far we are from understanding what it refers to. Periodically, in fact, nonviolence advocates try to come up with another term that would be positive, like Gandhi’s satyagraha, or “clinging to truth,” or my favorite, “offering dignity” (alay dangal) from the Philippine People Power uprising; but so far nothing has stuck.

And so far, nonviolence is still not common coin. The other day I was visiting a friend who goes in for modern connective technology. To prove the point we’re talking about, she said in a loud voice, over her shoulder, “Alexa: what is nonviolence?” After a longish pause the answer came back from the corner of the room: “I am not able to answer your question.”

Nonviolence is so difficult to understand because by nature it is what Gandhi called a “living power”: a kind of unseen energy like electromagnetic waves but subtler and much more pervasive. It is constantly acting in living things, and we as human beings can learn to activate it in our own consciousness, with highly beneficial results. But what is a “living power”? To continue the insightful quotation from King: “In a real sense, Mahatma Gandhi embodied in his life certain universal principles that are inherent in the moral structure of the universe, and these principles are as inescapable as the law of gravitation.”3

Fine—and I find the phrase “moral structure of the universe” evocative and helpful—but when pressed to say more about it, we generally find that the word “moral” has become too vague to work with, even since Gandhi’s time.

When I was in school, I learned about plenty of nonliving, physical forces—gravity, electricity, and so on—but neither my teachers nor we students could get a handle on forces like love or empathy (or their opposites), which, it turns out, are just as predictable in their operations. It would take nothing short of a shift of our cultural paradigm to position us to understand this force. But such a shift is slowly happening, and that’s what this book is about: how to facilitate it, how to speed it up, and how each of us can help.

The purpose of this book, in other words, is to contribute as effectively as possible to the spread of nonviolence, its theory and practice, into the mainstream of modern culture. This will require a shift, from what Martin Luther King called our thing-oriented civilization to a person-oriented civilization; from a view of the universe as consisting of matter, with everything separate from everything else and no overall guiding purpose, to one of the universe as grounded in consciousness, such that everything is interconnected and human life in particular definitely does have a meaning and purpose—a view in which, as I see it, the spread of nonviolence plays a key role.

When you consider the effectiveness of nonviolence—its wide applications, how when practiced skillfully it actually adds to the spiritual growth not only of those offering it but also to those to whom it’s offered—(the exact opposite of the moral injury of using violence in whatever context)—you really wonder, not without some exasperation, why nonviolence isn’t doing what Gandhi said it’s capable of: sweeping over the world. The main reason, I’m convinced, is what I just mentioned: the prevailing worldview or paradigm, which from here on I’ll call the “old story” of materialism and separateness, particularly as it pertains to our image of who we ourselves are. If we really are physical beings in a universe without meaning, doomed to compete for our separate advantage, why should we care about the well-being or the feelings of another person? And without being able to rouse that lively concern in ourselves and evoke it from others, how would nonviolence even work? The fact is, we all do care about each other; but if our official story of the world and who we are can’t explain or even accommodate those feelings, we find it that much harder to hold on to them and consequently to awaken them in anyone else.

Now, nonviolence can work to some degree without this understanding. Sometimes you can get people to stop doing something by withdrawing your cooperation, and many do just that. They think of nonviolence as a tactic, period, and many an injustice has ground to a halt, many a dictator found himself out of office as a result. But other practitioners intuitively grasp that there’s more to it than that. The late Barbara Deming, a prolific writer and activist, used to speak of the two hands of nonviolence. One hand, upraised with palm facing forward, says, “I will not put up with your injustice.” The other, extended with palm facing upward in a gesture of welcome, says “but I’m open to you as a human being.” To do that, you must believe that behind all of your opponent’s hostility is a human being, which is not always easy in an intense conflict. You have to have faith that you can bring out this person’s humanity with your nonviolent attitude, because no matter how angry and alienated and threatening the person is at that moment, their humanity, that resonance of empathic awareness, can’t be utterly gone.

In the civil rights movement, after a lot of risk and sacrifice, after missing class and taking all kinds of abuse, the young activists in Tennessee succeeded in integrating some lunch counters. In an interview I arranged for a forthcoming documentary film, The Third Harmony, Bernard (now Doc) Lafayette relates how he asked his mentor, Jim Lawson, “Why don’t we finish the job? We don’t want to go through this all over again; let’s go on and do all the lunch counters in the city.”

“No, Bernard,” came the startling reply; “we’ve done our part. Now let them do the rest.”

Doc explained, “It was the most profound lesson I learned. That the goal was not changing the lunch counters … It was changing the hearts of the people who were sustaining and maintaining segregation. That’s when change comes—winning them over. And only love can do that. And that’s the power of nonviolence.”

MY JOURNEY TO THE NEW STORY

I arrived in Berkeley as a graduate student in 1960, in time for the now-famous upheaval that erupted four years later: the Free Speech Movement, in which I was duly swept up. By 1966 the movement had come to a seemingly successful conclusion, though those not as naïve as myself could already see signs that it was nowhere near the revolution we thought it was. (Later, as a professor, I was to learn how it had even caused a backlash of highly conservative policies.) If one wanted a place in which to take life seriously and hopefully in the sixties, Berkeley was that place. We were outraged, but not demoralized—outraged by the injustice and violence of the times, but not sunk anywhere near the demoralization and hopelessness we are pleased to call the new normal today. Not yet aware of the looming destruction of the very planet we live on, or the tenacity of the forces of regression, we thought the revolution of love and justice was at hand—in our hands. It was much more than a struggle for free speech; as the eloquent Mario Savio said, it was a struggle to stop being treated like cogs in a machine. It was a veritable revolution of the human spirit.

Could it happen again?

Is it perhaps happening now?

I was among those searching for some kind of spiritual answer to the problems manifesting themselves in political policies and practices; and accordingly, I was drawn into the keen interest in India that was sweeping over parts of the United States—especially California—as a natural outgrowth of our dissatisfaction with what we knew of our own world. As luck would have it, a representative of India’s spirituality whom I found perfect for my needs was giving talks on meditation right on campus. Sri Eknath Easwaran, a former professor, had come to the West specifically to share the method of passage meditation he had worked out for himself while still a professor in India. His students were profoundly impressed by the insights that Indian teachers had gained into the nature of life and human purpose through millennia of systematic, dedicated investigation. Coming off a major social movement, I was thrilled to learn that one of these teachers was Gandhi. Little by little I began to see answers to some of the gnawing questions that had been at the back of my mind since I had begun to feel that something was seriously wrong with the world. Many of those answers came from the practice of meditation itself, which I’ll have more to say about in chapter 3.

Around the same time, some of my senior colleagues started circulating four- or five-page documents turned out on mimeograph machines—the hot publishing technology of the day. They didn’t publish these papers in any peer-reviewed journals, which was all the more exciting. They were creating a kind of academic samizdat (borrowing the term for the clandestine distribution of dissident literature in eastern European communist countries), based on the breakthrough of science historian Thomas Kuhn, called the “paradigm shift.” His well-documented thesis was that while we like to think that science proceeds by cumulatively adding discoveries in a continuous process, what actually happens is that inconsistencies in the prevailing theory, or model of science pile up periodically until they’re too many and too basic to be ignored. They are recognized not as mere anomalies, in Kuhn’s terms, but as counter instances that call into question the whole model. A paradigm shift to a new model happens when multiple pioneering thinkers see a whole new framework that accounts for the anomalies. Copernicus and later Galileo did just this by positing that the earth orbits around the sun, refuting the idea that we are the fixed center of the universe, based on a literal (and self-congratulatory) reading of some verses from the psalms.

In the years I’ve wrestled with these two questions—nonviolence and the new story (the term we use today for the new—to us—model of a universe of consciousness and purpose, of unity and sufficiency)—I’ve often felt as though I were looking at the world through one of those now out-of-date cameras where you see two images, and to focus the picture you must bring them together. This I feel I have just about done, so I’d like to do something to break down the silos between the two communities that have been working on these two issues more or less in isolation (as are most progressive groups today, though that’s slowly improving). There are many problems we have to confront, and it’s becoming clear that we need each other and would be much more effective together.

Fortunately, there’s a growing recognition beyond the confines of the progressive world that the material paradigm of the world—the old story—is as inaccurate as it’s demoralizing; that consciousness and purpose and, yes, kindness and generosity—the new story—cannot be so easily written out of the reality we all inhabit. There is a search going on that’s so far mostly confined to a relatively small circle of people who tend to think about such things, which we can call the “new story community.” We tend to be most keenly aware of this story as it embraces our relationship with and dependency on the natural environment. This is essential, of course. I’m calling this focus, as I’ll explain shortly, the second harmony, after focus on the universe at large (the first harmony); but I’ve become convinced that even to solve our drastic problems of climate and the environment we need to go a step further, to that person-centered outlook that King calls for (which I’m calling the third harmony). And when we get there, we need to bring into focus the manifold capacities of this still unfamiliar power called nonviolence. In the words of environmentalist and educator Satish Kumar (emphasis added): “The contemporary environmental movement, in the main, follows the path of empirical science, rational thinking, data collection and external action. This is good as far as it goes but it doesn’t go far enough. We need to include care of the soul as a part of care of the planet.”4

I’ve come to believe that to develop nonviolence, as I understand it, people find themselves directly involved in “care of the soul.” So while nonviolence needs the new story—I came to this realization some time ago—the new story needs nonviolence. To marry them is no intellectual luxury. It’s a key to the change that has to happen, and fast, to ensure our very survival.

I use the word “story” here to mean something even deeper than the idea of frames made famous recently by George Lakoff; for example, the “club” frame, in which taxes are your dues to be a member, rather than the prevailing frame, in which taxes are a burden. When I reference the new story, I am talking about the overall window or paradigm through which a given culture sees the world—the story that tells itself, as it were, in the deep background of our consciousness. I would prefer the term “new vision”—such is its depth and power for change—but I use “new story” because it’s what people use. For example, in Re:Imagining Change, Patrick Reinsborough and Doyle Canning say, quite correctly, that we live in a world defined by stories.5 They cite this important example: the onslaught of pervasive and ever more personalized advertising tells us that happiness and progress mean consume more, more, more regardless of the price tag to people and planet. That’s an outdated story. Or again:

Humans can dominate and outsmart nature.

or

Racism and war are part of human nature.

The last of these—our old chestnut again—is closer to the story I’m after. This is how the term is used by Thom Hartmann (as he concludes his tracing of the dichotomy back to the very founding of our national identity; my emphasis): “Being liberal or conservative isn’t a matter of where you stand on any particular issue. Some conservatives are very concerned about global warming. Some liberals oppose abortion. What makes people conservative or liberal is which story they believe at their core about the true nature of humans.”6

The currently prevailing story—the old story, that we live in a material, random universe, so that we, too, are primarily physical objects that need material things to be fulfilled—has led us to a permanent state of competition, not excluding violence. Whether you look at the story itself or its practical consequences, many—myself included—feel that it’s radically wrong. We are body, mind, and spirit, and we’re embraced in what Martin Luther King famously called a single garment of destiny. Life is not random, and we are not helpless to change it.

And right now the key change will be the change of the story itself.

Within the emerging new story we’ll be dealing with in the following pages, just about every social change that thoughtful people have long been yearning for—including the change to a sustainable planet—becomes more thinkable, and doable.

Take, for example, the acute inequality that has polarized our society (and, to a lesser extent, societies in other lands). What drives it is greed. The same greed that drives some to profit from war and armaments—the greed that is a nearly ubiquitous source of suffering for the many (and even for the few who seem to benefit financially). Is not greed, in turn, a function of the belief that we are primarily physical entities in competition with others?

For another example, the United States has an acute problem of mass incarceration. Only 12 percent of the soaring increase in incarceration in the United States between 1980 and 1996 was a response to an increase in crime: the other 88 percent was due to increased severity of sentences and similar punitive measures. In my state of California, in 2004, there were 360 people serving life sentences for shoplifting.7 Not to put too fine a point on it, psychiatrist James Gilligan, who worked with serious offenders for twenty-five years, calls our present system the most powerful stimulant of violence yet discovered.8 This system, like all institutions and practices, is part of a general model of human nature that causes us to see an offender as separate from us and needing to be punished to be brought into line or to satisfy an abstract idea of justice. But there is an alternative to this retributive justice, and it’s growing. According to sociologist and criminologist David Downes, it operates from a different model, in which the offender must be treated as a thinking and feeling fellow human being, capable of responding to insights offered in the course of a dialogue.9 This alternative, called restorative justice (we’ll have more to say about it in later chapters), is actually much more than just a different approach; it’s situated in an entirely different paradigm, featuring an entirely different conception of human relationships, based in turn on an entirely different conception of what a human being is. Restorative justice is growing mainly because it is vastly more effective and less costly, humanly and financially, than our present system. But if the new story were our way of viewing the world, restorative justice would grow even faster and in due time would become our normal way to respond to injury and offense.

There are those, of course, who profit financially from the prison industrial complex; there are those who profit enormously from war. Greed is behind so many destructive processes; greed that’s reached unheard-of proportions today, creating an inequality that makes meaningful democracy impossible. But what is behind greed itself? It could not exist without the idea that a human being is material and separate from others, including the environment we live in.

Violence, inequality, war, the environment, and almost any aspect of society we can think of are rooted in the old story. However, while Reinsborough and Canning, in Re:Imagining Change, are correct that stories are imbued with power, they are not imbued with the power to change themselves. Along with telling the story, therefore, we’re going to have to explore how such a great change can be facilitated. That great changes are possible is a fact of history. Think of the way Christianity swept over a pagan world, growing from an estimated 3.5 million to 35 million adherents in the course of one century (the fourth).10

But that particular paradigm shift also brings up a warning: the change from paganism to Christianity, to the idea that there was one benevolent ruler of the universe, was not a smooth transition (an understatement!). It brought in its wake a great deal of turmoil and suffering, and that, we want to avoid if at all possible. We need a dramatic change, and we need it rapidly, but in the words of North Carolina professor Sally Goerner, we want to do everything in our power to make it gentle, not catastrophic.11 I think we can.

SOME DEFINITIONS

The ideas I’m trying to present are not very common in everyday discourse, so for the sake of clarity, let me state what I mean by some key terms. Because “nonviolence,” for example, is relatively new to our language, it’s only natural that people understand and use it in different ways.

Nonviolence. Especially toward the end of Gandhi’s career, when the perfect storm of World War II, independence from colonial rule, and horrific communal rioting struck India, he was at pains to specify that what the vast majority of people following him—including most in his own Congress Party—had adopted was the nonviolence of the weak, meaning the set of strategies one can adopt when sterner means are not available. (In Gandhi’s time, the hyphenated form “non-violence” was common; today most use it only for his “non-violence of the weak” and use “nonviolence” for that of the strong.) Often even this kind of nonviolence is adopted only provisionally, with a willingness to go back to violence if it doesn’t work. Importantly, it’s adopted by people who are not conscious of their inner strength. (It’s hard to expect they would be, under the old story.) But in this book “nonviolence” will mean a kind of power in living beings, a creative energy we can learn to develop and deploy in human interactions. Indeed, it is a not just a kind of what scientists today call subtle energy but rather a fundamental principle of life. I will try to make this clearer as we go on.

The new story. In contrast to the old story—which held that the universe is primarily made of matter, has no discernible purpose, and scarcity, competition, and violence are inevitable—the new story sees the universe as primarily consciousness and the human being as body, mind, and spirit, able to locate and carry out their life’s purpose in a meaningful—indeed, fundamentally benevolent—universe.

The third harmony. I modified this idea from a talk, and later a book (Your Life Is Your Message: Finding Harmony with Yourself, Others, and the Earth, 1997) by my meditation teacher, Sri Eknath Easwaran, who was himself borrowing a term from the eighth-century mystic and philosopher Shankara, who spoke of the tapatreya or “three sources of suffering”—the environment, other beings, and ourselves—that must be harmonized for us to be fulfilled. The new story community, as I’ll describe in more detail in chapter 4, seems to have focused on harmony with the universe, then the planet, and finally within ourselves—a harmony of the body, mind, and spirit that constitute a human being. I argue that in practical terms this third harmony, the harmony of spirit within, really comes first and is the most important (which is how Easwaran treats it in his book). But because of Shankara and this modern history, let’s continue to call it the third.

A story is a universal, largely unconscious vision that it is not easy to change. It’s kind of an unspoken constitution, a basis for ordinary laws. But constitutions can change, and so can stories. Armed with these definitions, we can get to the job of changing ours, keeping in mind four questions:

[image: Images]   Where is the new story to come from—what sources can we find to help us develop it?

[image: Images]   What is it actually telling us about who we are and what we need?

[image: Images]   How do we make the change happen without undue disruption? And, most importantly,

[image: Images]   What shall you and I do to empower this great shift?

In wrestling with these questions, I’ve come to feel that nonviolence holds a key to all them, to both the content and the adoption of the story. Nonviolence has been growing in extent and sophistication since Gandhi’s day, but is still incompletely understood even by the increasing number of activists who are using it. (As Erica Chenoweth put it in an interview for Metta’s forthcoming documentary, it’s becoming the technique du jour for insurrectionary movements, among others.) It remains unknown to the general public—witness my encounter with the receptionist in the lawyer’s office—despite the fact that, to paraphrase King again, we ignore it at our peril. And why do we ignore it? That old story of materialism and separateness.

To describe our program in another way, let me draw a contrast. The late Lynn Margulis—a highly regarded biologist—and her son Dorion Sagan put out a beautiful book with stunning photos, What Is Life?12 They do a brilliant job of detailing the interlocking web of all living—and so-called nonliving—forms in the universe. But they still operate with concepts that are stuck in the old story. Thus they begin from the wrong premise: “Life is material.” And therefore they cannot but arrive at (1) a wrong conclusion—our future is to fly up in the sky and inhabit other planets (and do to them what we did to this one?) and (2) a dangerous, misleading implied prescription: there’s nothing to do, “life will go on.” We shall start from a very different premise and reach a different conclusion and a very different recommendation: life is consciousness, and (1) there is unfortunately no guarantee whatever that it will go on, especially if we do nothing about it; and (2) therefore there is much that we can and absolutely must do about it.

Now, what King actually said was that we ignore Gandhi at our peril. One reason I’ll be repeatedly drawing on Gandhi (and King) is that they knew early on that nonviolence—as they understood it, as a kind of living force that comes into its own in the human being—is a vital part of the new story. Just as violence, in its many forms, was an inevitable result of the prevailing worldview in the West. In this regard Gandhi was not as innovative as he may appear to us. If he was innovative, it was precisely because he was so traditional. What we call the new story was actually the perennial story that India’s civilization—like many others, including many indigenous cultures—had maintained for maybe five thousand years. All he did (all!) was to dust it off, adapt it for modern times, and fight like hell to show it was right. Successfully. Through nonviolence.

One more point, and maybe the most important: while we cannot ignore Gandhi—or King and the others—we cannot ignore what Gandhi himself said: that “any man or woman can do what I have done.” And, here and there, we are doing just that.


PART I

Lifting the Curtain


Chapter One

The Power of Story

On television, the internet, in schools, and everywhere in the cultural apparatus people are encouraged to consume, enjoy, think primarily of themselves, and remain obedient to the ongoing order.

—Henry Targ

Tell me who writes the stories of a society and I don’t need to know who makes the laws.

—George Gerbner

On the day she will never forget, Antoinette Tuff was sitting in for the receptionist, who was out sick, at the front desk of Ronald E. McNair Discovery Learning Academy in Decatur, Georgia. She hadn’t been on the job very long when a young man, obviously distraught, slipped past the security gate brandishing an assault rifle and a backpack stuffed with five hundred rounds of ammunition.

“This is real,” he announced to the terrified staff. “Call 911; we are all going to die today.”

It was just fourteen months since Adam Lanza had gotten into Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut, and killed twenty children.

Tuff was terrified. But not just for herself; she was thinking about her “babies”—McNair’s 870 young students. The young man, Michael Brandon Hill, age twenty, soon barricaded himself in the front office, with Tuff and a coworker—essentially hostages. He fired off one shot into the floor and several more at the police officers who had turned up outside. They returned fire. No one was hurt—so far. Mastering her terror, Tuff started talking to Hill, reassuring him, sharing his pain. Slowly, she began to reach him, coaxing him to give up: “It’s going to be all right, sweetie,” she tells Hill at one point in the 911 recording. “I just want you to know I love you, though, OK? And I’m proud of you. That’s a good thing that you’re just giving up, and don’t worry about it. We all go through something in life.”

She kept reassuring him, sharing that she, too, was going through a hard time, and—an important move in dealing with distraught people—giving him agency: “Tell me when you’re ready for me to call in the police.”

After an extremely tense hour (which must have seemed much longer), she got Hill to put his assault rifle down on her desk, lie face down on the floor, and give her permission to call in the police. And in they stormed, screaming orders at the young man who was already lying face down on the floor with his hands behind his back, waiting to be taken.

“Let me tell you something, babe,” she tells the 911 dispatcher when it’s all over. “I’ve never been so scared all the days of my life. Oh, Jesus.” But she saved 870 children—and Hill, and herself, and others, doubtless including some police officers.

There was a fair amount of coverage of her heroic action, including her own book, Prepared for a Purpose: The Inspiring True Story of How One Woman Saved an Atlanta School Under Siege, and a Lifetime movie, Faith Under Fire, though at the time one channel pulled the story because “no one was killed”! But to my knowledge no one, journalist or other, got the critical lesson from this incident. I’m not referring to the fact that our country is flooded with horrific weapons and that they’re readily available to anyone bent on using them, of whom we have more than our share. It’s an even more important, more fundamental lesson: there were, in effect, two different systems in place to protect McNair, based on two different concepts of humanity. One system consisted of the emergency phone line, a metal-detecting security door, and SWAT teams. That system completely failed. Hill slipped in behind a teacher who was cleared to enter; the police were actually, in this case, worse than useless. When they showed up, Hill panicked and started shooting at them, almost wrecking everything Tuff was trying to do. Happily, she did regain control of the situation.

So the other system, if you will, was Antoinette Tuff. A good name; but who was she? Not a saint, not a seasoned or in any way a trained nonviolence activist. An ordinary person; though it almost seems, as she explains in her book, that life had been preparing her for that moment. She had recently been through her own adversities, which gave her something she could share with Hill to break through his terrible isolation. Most importantly, her minister had taught her something called grounding that she was relying on intensely, along with praying silently the whole time of the incident (including praying for Hill!). She had the practice of taking fifteen minutes a day to try to still her mind—a simple, unstructured form of meditation. And of course, she was passionately concerned about the children.

All this enabled her to stay calm enough not only to try to understand the gunman, but also to get him to relate to her. “I just started telling him stories,” she said—especially a story about a tragedy in her own life. “I let him know what was going on with me and that it would be OK.”

A very similar incident had taken place fifteen years earlier, when an ER nurse named Joan Black was suddenly confronted by a distraught woman with a gun who burst into her emergency room gunning for another nurse she thought was having an affair with her husband.13 That situation also ended without bloodshed, and once again, the remarkable thing is that without either of the persuaders having any particular training for such emergencies—acting instinctively, it would seem—they seem to be following the same script:

[image: Images]   You see the distraught person as a suffering person, not a threat or a monster: Tuff: “He was really a hurtin’ young man; I started praying for him. I just told him that I love him.” This is almost exactly what Joan Black said: “I saw a sick person and had to take care of her.”

[image: Images]   You show him he is not alone in his grief: Black: “Everybody has pain in their life”; Tuff: “I almost committed suicide when my husband left me last year.” What you’re doing here is the crucial part: overcoming the distraught person’s alienation.

[image: Images]   You offer “this too shall pass”: “You don’t have to die today,” Tuff said. “Life will still bring about turns, but we can learn from it.”

[image: Images]   You buck him up. In both cases, the person is desperate for self-esteem and dignity. Tuff (probably crucially): “You’re a good person, I love you. I’m proud of you.” Giving the person agency, not threatening or trying to control him or her, is also critical.

And then:

[image: Images]   You deliver the exhortation: Black: “We can work it out”; Tuff: “You’ll be OK; put the guns down and tell me when I can buzz in the police.”

As I pointed out in Search, this repeated pattern is not a coincidence. It was recognized long ago as an innate pattern of human behavior, something that you could reinforce through training and institutionalize by encoding it in your culture. It was in fact codified thousands of years ago, by the Greeks and after them the Romans, who called it a consolatio and taught it to budding orators. But alas, the two cases of Antoinette Tuff and Joan Black have another feature in common: there was no recognition, no institutionalization; nothing changed. And the killings go on. In Tuff’s case, as we’ve seen, one network actually spiked the story because no one was killed—which you might have thought was the whole point! In Black’s case, journalists quoted her as saying (as I suspect they got her to say) “That was the stupidest thing I’ve done in my life.” In neither case did we hear anyone say, “Wow, what just happened? Is there something here we could use in other similar situations?”

Countless people have found themselves using a technique more or less like this one, again more or less spontaneously. Maybe you are among them. Neither Antoinette Tuff nor Joan Black was all that extraordinary. They represent a human potential, a potential that could be developed, institutionalized, educated for—and put to work saving us from the plague of violence. And hardly anyone got it.

STORY AND CULTURE

My struggle to start a peace studies program at Berkeley was long and often frustrating, but in the course of it I got to know a number of interesting colleagues from departments other than my own fields of comparative literature and classics. One of them, whom I still think of with fondness and admiration, was Ernie Haas. Ernie, a holocaust refugee, had become one of the most distinguished figures we had in political science and international relations (IR). He was one of the few doing IR at Berkeley, and I was told he was the go-to person for a peace project like what I had in mind. I assumed it was because of what he had been through, and because he had a strong enough reputation that he could risk being associated with such a quaint issue as peace. He had a gruff exterior and was a bit startled—not to say brusque—when I called him up and broached the idea of a program in peace studies, but he came around soon enough, and we became friends. So it was with no small excitement that I invited him out for lunch one day to share with him what I thought then, and still think today, was the hottest idea in peace development: Third Party Nonviolent Intervention (TPNI, recently renamed Unarmed Civilian Peacekeeping, or UCP). We had had a lot of good talks before, and I must admit I felt no small pride that I’d be the one to tell the famous Ernie Haas about this new development, which I thought he’d find nothing short of amazing. And he did.

There are several groups doing it, I explained. Peace Brigades International, Christian Peacemaker Teams, and now the big push for a worldwide service, Nonviolent Peaceforce (NP). They give people some basic training in nonviolence and in local skills and send them into some of the world’s most dangerous conflicts (think Sri Lanka, South Sudan, even Syria!). When on the ground, working with local organizations, one of the things they commonly do is simple but effective: round-the-clock accompaniment of threatened people, often human rights workers. They also do rumor abatement, serve as go-betweens, and provide other good offices. NP has helped broker a peace agreement in Mindanao and rescued child soldiers in Sri Lanka.

“They’re saving lives,” I explained, “and so far—knock wood—no one’s been hurt doing it.” (Incidentally, there are still only one or two casualties, twenty years on.)

In no time Ernie began to grasp the possibility I was hinting at: that if taken to scale, this practice could plausibly be a substitute for war. “That’s fascinating, Mike, just fascinating.”

Pleased to no end, I proposed the next logical step: “Ernie, let’s get some of your colleagues together for a symposium and I can fill them in, too.”

“No,” he said.

“Excuse me?” I was so nonplussed that it took a few days for me to call and ask him why not. He paused for a moment, and then gave me a very straight and telling answer that I remember to this day: “It’s not their culture.”

I knew he was absolutely right, and that it was not good news. How on earth do you get people to change their culture?

It turns out I was not the only one asking that question. Here and there, in academia and elsewhere, people were saying, as I was, this has to change. If our culture is killing us, we can’t simply shrug it off and hope for the best. But again, how do you change a culture? Fortunately, there’s a way to focus the question that makes it more doable, albeit still with some interesting challenges. While a culture is made up of many habits and practices, every culture has at its core a defining narrative. A story, as we’ve been saying, about the universe and human nature. Nowadays we are beginning to recognize that our story may be the biggest problem of our time.

“We live by story—and the story we live by today is driving our species to extinction.”14

The British philosopher Mary Midgley—one of the best thinkers of our generation, for my money—explains perfectly why my colleagues, or journalists, or anyone for that matter, are asleep at the switch: “Most people who follow current events at all do now grasp … that there is a danger and they want to do something about it. But we don’t have the concepts ready to express this need”15 (my emphasis). Midgley is referring here to the danger of environmental collapse, but the same observation would apply to any dimension of the crisis. A given culture’s defining narrative, or story, is built on a particular set of concepts. Together they make up a coherent narrative—and exclude others. The controlling narrative still in place today has it that we are separate material beings in a random material universe. How are we to grasp the enormous tragedy of throwing off the natural balance of the earth we’re living on? If power grows out of the barrel of a gun, how can we understand people overcoming violence precisely because they don’t have guns? As Midgley says, we simply don’t have the concepts—the conceptual grammar, if you will—to grasp these things.

The problem, in other words, is by no means confined to Ernie’s colleagues. Being political science professionals did not exempt them from being constrained by a finite set of assumptions about reality that has now become dangerously inadequate. For the human project to regain its forward momentum—and without that, its very survival is in doubt—those assumptions need to be challenged, maybe discarded, and replaced with new ones.

In America and other industrial countries we have seen the emergence of groups—some large, some small; some benign, but some quite dangerous—with strange, often pathetic belief systems that play on the human need for meaning that is not met by the old story. Followers of extremist religious sects present threatening examples. Bill Moyers referred to one during his acceptance speech for the Global Environment Citizen Award: “These true believers subscribe to a fantastical theology concocted in the nineteenth century by a couple of immigrant preachers who took disparate passages from the Bible and wove them into a narrative that has captivated the imagination of millions of Americans. One of the biggest changes in politics in my lifetime is that the delusional is no longer marginal.”16

Now, these true believers are of course outliers, a lunatic fringe, like people who go into a school with an automatic rifle or randomly shoot into a crowd at a concert; but sometimes extremists can tell us something we all need to think about. Do they not tell us something about the far larger number who believe—despite growing evidence, scientific and observable by anyone—that global warming is either not happening or not caused by the burning up of fossil fuels that had lain untouched in the earth for millions of years? Or who believe, in the face of growing scientific evidence, ancient tradition, and personal experience, that we are mere objects in a world without spirit or meaning?

FLIPPING EVERYTHING

Nonviolent advocates today have a colorful term for the kind of transformation Antoinette Tuff pulled off at McNair on that fateful day: flipping the script. Michael Hill walked in harboring the scenario “I am a deranged killer and I’m going to massacre children.” Tuff held up a completely different one: “No, you are a valued human being who needs help, and you’re going to turn yourself in.” Hill’s opening gambit said, “You are terrified.” Tuff countered, “No, I see the human being in you underneath that mask.” We’ll meet more examples as we go on, and many more can be made to happen far earlier in the conflict process, long before the resisters have to face such a life-or-death emergency.

Arno Michaelis was an extremely violent leader of white supremacist organizations that terrorized people of color, among others, in his native Wisconsin. A member of one of the organizations he’d founded went into a Sikh temple, or gurudwara, in Oak Creek, Wisconsin, and shot ten people, six fatally, in August 2012. But by that time Arno himself had completely turned around, thanks to the birth of his daughter and his encounter with a series of people he was supposed to hate who returned his hatred with understanding, compassion, respect—and a refusal to be cowed. At a talk in Santa Rosa seven years after the Wisconsin massacre—when he’d become friends for life with Pardeep Kaleka, who lost his father in that crime—Michaelis said these people had “treated me as a human being even though I refused to acknowledge their humanity. They refused to comply with my hostility.”

What we want to do now, individually and together, is refuse to comply with the underlying story that told Arno Michaelis, Michael Hill, and so many others they were separate, isolated, fragments whose only outlet for their anger was violence. We will no longer comply with the underlying story of materialism, separateness, and helpless resignation; we will change it to one of evolving spirituality, creativity, and unity. We have to flip the culture.

When you look at virtually any of the major dysfunctions in our current world—not to blame but to understand and, having understood, to cure—one clue we can pick up from Gandhi, among others, is how he regarded truth and nonviolence as practically synonymous, as two aspects of the same reality. We have so much violence because we have so little truth. And this insight points us to a very practical way we can get our hands on the wheel and start to turn this cultural paradigm around. Here’s what I mean.

I was as surprised as anyone to learn that those of us who live in cities of any size, which means the great majority of us, are being exposed to somewhere between three and five thousand commercial messages a day.17 (In most of the studies that produce these findings, the presenters use them as a reason the reader should advertise with them!) That means we’re being subjected to a relentless pounding by messages not aimed at helping us think critically—quite the contrary. Advertisers would quickly go out of business if they said “We’d love you to buy our product, but have no idea how it stacks up with the others on the market, and after all, it may not be right for you.” Among those thousands it must be several times a week that we read or hear “scientific studies show” or “dentists agree,” or “voted best” whatever, and we know perfectly well there is no such study or no such survey. We pay no conscious attention to the contradiction, but unfortunately that doesn’t mean these messages don’t land somewhere in our consciousness. If they did not, advertising would not be a multi-billion-dollar-a-year industry.

I’ll mention just two of the many historical studies of how we got here: Neil Postman’s 1985 book Amusing Ourselves to Death, describing how journalism shifted its focus from instructing to entertaining over the last century through the availability of long-distance technologies, and the BBC’s six-part documentary Century of the Self—devastating, but essential viewing. It describes how Sigmund Freud’s nephew Edward Bernays promoted his famous uncle’s discovery of unconscious drives. Recognizing how powerful they would be for manipulating people (and not recognizing that this is a terrible thing to do), Bernays became rich selling the idea to corporations, giving us the kind of advertising we’re subjected to today. The film shows another group that quickly caught on: the budding Nazi movement in Germany. (Both Freud and Bernays were Jewish.) Our connection to reality has been compromised by this advertising barrage, and that has had a harmful impact on everything from our personal to our political freedom.

With Antoinette Tuff and Joan Black we caught a glimpse of nonviolent power that probably surprised even the women who wielded it, as it escaped the understanding of the few media reporting them. You’d think that when nonviolence surfaces on a large scale it’s harder to ignore, but a wrong lens is a wrong lens. I’ve mentioned mass incarceration; the United States, with roughly 5 percent of the world’s population, confines 25 percent of the world’s prisoners: 2.3 million people, disproportionately people of color.18 Aside from its cruelty, expense, and incalculable damage to the human spirit, the signal feature of this retributive justice is that it doesn’t work; whereas the alternative (restorative justice) works beautifully. How? Because it’s based on sound principles and a realistic image of the human being. Nurse Joan Black, in the episode I just cited, saw not a distraught woman but a patient who needed help, just as in restorative justice you try to see the offender as, to cite David Downes again, a thinking and feeling fellow human being. What you see determines what you do.

Restorative practices are catching on in communities and schools across the country and more so in Europe. Indigenous cultures have been using them forever. If we could pull off this great shift in vision and story, they would indeed become the norm here as well.

Once you realize that nonviolence is a kind of pervasive energy, a fundamental principle, it’s not hard to also see how it could be extended beyond the domestic world to the larger and now equally distressed world of international conflict. For example, Russia has been dealing with a worsening situation in Chechnya that’s been dragging on since 1994. To deal with the Chechen insurrection on Chechnya’s eastern border, the Russians have taken to going after the families of insurgents (aka freedom fighters). With this tactic, there can be shortterm results, but I wouldn’t call it success. You can prevent some episodes of violence at the moment, but, according to Ekaterina Sokirianskaia, an analyst at the International Crisis Group, this is radicalizing whole communities. As a senior military person observed about our war in Iraq in the mid-2000’s, we’re making terrorists faster than we can kill them. Both Russians and Americans who support this are caught by the same mistake: seeing people as not people. (These are the exact words one military person used when I asked him—rather unfairly, I admit—“How do you feel about killing people?”) It is not Russians’ culture to see Chechens, insurgents, terrorists, or what have you as people with a grievance that we could address by the proven means of conflict resolution—only as enemies.

While we’re at it, let’s go on to the climactic folly of our time: the progressive degradation of our planet’s ability to sustain life. (I purposely avoid the term “environment”; it is weak and uninspiring, and it posits a gulf between us and nature that is part of the problem, not the solution.) In the face of the fires and floods happening worldwide, the already-disappeared island nations and monster storms, there are people, even some governments, coming up with a raft of alternative practices we need to adopt in the fields of energy, transportation, and lifestyle. My friend and neighbor Albert Straus, who operates the first fully organic dairy west of the Mississippi right here in Marin County, uses an anaerobic methane digester to convert animal waste (which otherwise generates dangerous levels of methane) into electricity. Straus and a local mechanic developed the first completely electric truck to be run on manure power!19 We need innovations like this to oversweep the world.

A recent observation by journalist Scott Gilmore sheds some light on just how the prevailing story inhibits our imaginations. Gilmore was reporting on a remarkable moment in April 2018 when a Toronto policeman confronted a man who had just deliberately driven his van into a crowd, killing and injuring several people. The man made as if to draw a gun on the officer and shouted “I have a gun!” (It later emerged that he wanted to get himself killed.) But the officer calmly said “I don’t care,” and walked up to him and took him in without incident. Gilmore explained his perspective: “I am paid to explain things and sound confident doing so. But I honestly don’t know what to make of this terrifying, remarkable moment. We kill each other out of hate, or fear, or ignorance, or duty. Sadly, we understand this instinct well. This is the dark side of humanity …” Interestingly, Gilmore actually does know what to say and goes on to say it: “But there is light inside us too. We also possess the instinct to keep each other alive.”20 The journalist in Gilmore made him pretend not to know we have positive drives. It forced him to stay within the confines of the official story of who we are, separate beings in a basically meaningless, competitive universe beset by scarcity, and there is little or nothing we can do about this. But Gilmore does add, “This part of us can be more difficult to understand. But it deserves our devotion much more than the act of killing does.”

Thinking that we’re material objects burdens us with anxiety to consume more than we need of the earth’s (and one another’s) material resources. Thinking that we’re separate from one another condemns us to live in competition, and ultimately to violence in its many forms, despite the proven alternatives. Thinking that we don’t have inner resources prevents us from dealing with the former two.

In what I’ve called the new story community, we frequently encounter these words from one of our pioneers, Thomas Berry, who coined the term “new story”: “The deepest crises experienced by any society are those moments of change when the story becomes inadequate for meeting the survival demands of a present situation.”21

The old story completely fails to account for the most characteristic, most important, and most precious parts of who we are: love, faith, trust, and the desire for community, peace, and well-being. Some, abhorring this vacuum, grasp at fantastical beliefs to give them at least some sense of meaning and purpose—including those extremists who have done to Islam what rapturists, white supremacists, and others have done to Christianity. A false sense of meaning is preferable to none at all. That is why our working model of the world and what or who we are within it is much more than a philosophical choice. In a revealing documentary on the global arms trade called The Shadow World, director Johan Grimonprez juxtaposes three brief, compelling interviews. Prince M. ibn Salman of Saudi Arabia, closely followed by economist Milton Friedman both say, in their own language, well, that’s just human nature. The prince even projects his inhuman behavior onto heaven! Aware at some level of consciousness that what we’re doing is wrong, we project our iniquities onto the universe in an attempt to justify them, which ultimately doesn’t work (somewhere in our minds we know what we’re doing) and makes the world to that extent a more demoralizing place for everyone. But then, as the film goes on, an Indian journalist resoundingly says no. We are called to something much higher. The system is beginning to crack.

It’s said that when Harriet Tubman woke up one morning in nineteenth-century Maryland and said to herself, I am not a slave, it changed history. Fleeing to freedom in Pennsylvania, she returned to the slave states thirteen times to free many other individuals and families through the underground railroad. By rejecting the identity her “owners” tried to impose on her and claiming her ultimate identity as a thinking and feeling human being, she lifted the human image for all of us. This undoubtedly influenced the civil rights movement, and it can influence us to reject what Emerson called the “master idea still reigning in the minds of many persons” that we are separate from one another and the rest of life, a plaything of blind forces, bound to seek fulfillment in the physical world, independently of—if not in opposition to—the fulfillment of others. This is where we can most effectively apply the levers of change.


PART II

Telling the New Story


Chapter Two

Roadmap I, Basic Training: Living the New Story

Most of what passes for legitimate entertainment is inferior or foolish and only caters to or exploits people’s weaknesses. Avoid being one of the mob who indulges in such pastimes. Your life is too short and you have important things to do. Be discriminating about what images you permit into your mind. If you yourself don’t choose what thoughts and images you expose yourself to, someone else will, and their motives may not be the highest.

—Epictetus

Civilizations have stepped back from the brink of disaster before, and they have made substantial shifts in the deep story of their culture—the way the Maori “discovered” Christianity to save themselves from the devastation threatening to destroy them after Captain Cook had the bright idea to introduce handguns to that contentious society, upsetting their traditional modes of damage limitation. We know more about this process than we have before, and what we need to bring one about is now available—the science, the awakening of ancient traditions, the urgency itself. Of course, the old story is jealously guarded by those who are reaping private benefits of money and power, and vigorously maintained by the powerful media of our culture. I claim that we can change all that. Indeed, the transition is already under way. The template for a new story is already laid out in available resources from various cultures; moreover, many features of that new world are already up and running.

PERSON POWER

Some years ago I watched a presidential debate on TV. When it was over and I was weighing the good and bad points of the respective candidates for myself, an announcer came on stage, looked into the camera and said, “We’ll have the results for you in a moment.” The results? Excuse me? You’re going to consult some unidentified “experts” backstage and tell me how to judge what I just saw? I thought the purpose of the debate was for me to make up my own mind. And I thought this was a decision-making process, not a contest.

In advertising, and now in politics, we are being indoctrinated not to make decisions but to respond to impulses. Nonviolent actors, instinctively recoiling from this myth of inadequacy, or what Steve Chase calls our “socially indoctrinated sense of powerlessness,”22 have found ways to not only preserve their agency but also allow it to others, even their opponents.

At age twenty, being a child of Quaker parents and having met Martin Luther King, David Hartsough sat at the counter of a Virginia drug store with African American friends, silently repeating the Lord’s Prayer. It was June 1960, and things had gotten rough. David was suddenly pulled off his stool and whirled around to see a switchblade pointed at his heart and looked up into the most angry eyes he’d ever seen.

“If you don’t get out of this store in two seconds, this is going through your heart,” the man said.

Well, David said to himself, do I really believe in nonviolence?

Then he forced himself to look into the man’s eyes and said, “Friend, do what you feel is right, and I’ll still try to love you.”

After a shocked silence the man turned and walked out. Onlookers said they could see him silently crying.23

It is critically important that you neither surrender your agency nor try to take away your opponent’s. As long as you can accomplish this, the numbers on your side, while helpful, are not always critical. When the Philippine people rose up against the dictatorial President Ferdinand Marcos, in a movement that soon ousted him, one perceptive onlooker and participant, Cardinal Jaime Sin, exclaimed, “It was amazing. It was two million independent decisions. Each one said, in his heart, ‘I will do this,’ and they went out.”24 The uprising is known to history as the People Power Revolution, but in Cardinal Sin’s perspective it was really an example of person power—emphasizing that each action was independent, and that the collective was made up of two million persons.

When Gandhi launched all-out satyagraha with his dramatic march to the sea in April 1930, the climax of India’s freedom struggle, he announced that as the leaders would no doubt be arrested, starting with himself, leadership should progressively devolve until each one would be his or her own leader. And so it played out.

It was much more than a strategy to be followed in an open conflict. In 1935, in an interview with Bengali scientist Nirmal Kumar Bose, Gandhi said, “I look upon an increase of the power of the state with the greatest fear, because although while apparently doing good by minimizing exploitation, it does the greatest harm to mankind by destroying individuality, which lies at the root of all progress (emphasis added).25 We know of so many cases where men have adopted trusteeship, but none where the State has really lived for the poor.”25

Gandhi saw this as not only a requirement in nonviolent struggle but also a foundational principle of democracy—indeed, of human progress as a whole: “It is beneath human dignity to lose one’s individuality and become a mere cog in the machine. I want every individual to become a full-blooded, full-developed member of society.”26

As with so many applications of nonviolence, good principle is simultaneously good strategy. It meant the Salt March could never be decapitated, as so many movements and institutions can be when the charismatic leader is arrested (or worse). It’s a great benefit and strength of nonviolence that you don’t have to choose something against your principles simply because it works. Here the principle—the empowerment of the individual—is also the strategy that today we call distributed leadership.27 Subsequent research has shown that completely distributed leadership—that is, in which no one has a leadership role because everyone does—is rarely successful. The ideal is a sweet spot between a single leader and complete horizontality, as in the salt campaign. Authoritarianism tries to create a false sense of unity out of uniformity, whereas nonviolence, inherently person-centered, works on unity in diversity—a principle of biological life itself.

What each one of us is capable of can sometimes appear in an extreme emergency, as in the stories of Antoinette Tuff and David Hartsough. An equally drastic challenge faced my good friend Amandine Roche in Afghanistan. (She related this when I interviewed her for a forthcoming documentary, The Third Harmony, in 2016.) Amandine had been working in Kabul for ten years and, at the time this unfolded, was an election monitor for the UN. Naturally the women’s polling station, where she was assigned as an observer, was a bit tense: the Taliban don’t like women trying to vote! Sure enough, as they were getting ready to open the station, a tall, stocky person came in who was disguised as but clearly not a woman. Amandine yelled out to her male bodyguard, who was waiting outside, “Suicide bomber!” and they started running for their lives. But somehow Amandine heard a voice in her head say Go back; you have to go back and smile at him. Her first reaction—naturally—was No! But it came again and again: Go back and smile at him. Finally, she felt she had to. As though dragged by an unseen force, step after step, still terrified, she went back inside, stepped up to the would-be bomber, forced herself to look right into his drug-glazed eyes, and smiled at him. After a long few seconds he returned her smile. Then he took off his bogus official jacket and went away. Amandine recalled: “With just a smile, and a compassionate eye, I touched his heart and reminded him of his humanity.”

I am not recommending that we all try this! This was an extreme emergency.28 But I am recommending that we think about it, because it shows what happens when a single person can remind another of his or her humanity. Just as particle physicists push nature to extremes to make her reveal her secrets by hurling particles into one another at billions of electron volts to “ping the system,” it sometimes takes an extreme example like this to see what nonviolence is really made of; how it can work even where reason and persuasion have failed—or there’s no time to try—and you’re “just” one person. These incredible episodes seem to reveal that within each one of us is the power of satyagraha to move the heart.

I know Amandine’s story because she’s a good friend of mine, but it got no notice until she made it into a TED talk. That has to change. Until it does, emergencies like this will keep on happening, and sometimes there won’t even be time for a smile. Just think—if you can stand it—about what’s happened to U.S. schools.

Clearly, we don’t want to wait until the suicide bomber has touched off his payload or the shooter slips into the school. And we don’t have to. We can change the cultural priming that leads to such outbursts, and the beauty of that approach is that it works on the root of the problem, not its manifestations. We won’t have to rush around putting out one fire after another; we can douse all of them at once.

ROADMAP

In 2013 I was invited to Birmingham by two old friends, Jim and Shelly Douglass, to join a group of activists to meet one of the movement’s heroes, Narayan Desai. As the son of Gandhi’s lifelong secretary, Mahadev, Narayan grew up in Gandhi’s ashram. “Narayanbhai” (“brother Narayan”) was loved and admired throughout the nonviolence world, and it was a great thrill and pleasure to meet him and experience his vision and his humility. For me, it was also a huge boost to one of our biggest projects. His format was a three-day workshop on Gandhi’s total revolution. Day one was dedicated to personal empowerment; day two to constructive program (CP), in which you build the programs and institutions that you need (and that may have been neglected or overturned by the powers that be); and day three to direct resistance, where that’s still necessary.

The Roadmap Model below shows the “centrifugal” model we had been working with.

This model began as our response to an arresting discovery that economist Paul Hawken had published in 2007 as Blessed Unrest: How the Largest Movement in the World Came into Being and Why Nobody Saw It Coming.29 A frequent public speaker, Hawken had collected a huge number of business cards from his various audiences. One day he took a good look at his collection and realized there are hundreds of thousands of progressive experiments going on in the world in an unnamed, unselfconscious movement that provides support and meaning to billions of people who are affected one way or another; a movement whose participants themselves have barely a notion of its scale.

[image: Images]

The Roadmap Model

The Roadmap Model was first and foremost designed to help people and organizations become more aware that they’re part of a single movement, by literally getting on the same page with like efforts. The six sectors, worked out in many meetings and conversations, pretty well cover the major areas of reconstructive work; the eighteen sub-sectors, like Restorative Justice or Transition Towns, are of course only a sample of the hundreds of thousands. In our vision, New Story Creation is top and center, as a change underlying and facilitating all the others. It’s not a sector, really, though there are people working specifically on it. As I explain in this chapter, it is both an enabling factor and implicitly an effect of any and all progressive change. We see it as a project in its own right—and arguably the most important one (short of stopping climate destruction in its terrifying tracks).

The idea, both here and in Narayan’s three-day trajectory, is a centrifugal progression. You first work on yourself, then with your colleagues (in CP), and finally against injustice. I underscore that this means working against the injustices being done by others, not against them—that is, their overall welfare as human beings—which ideally they themselves can be made to realize. Gandhi would recognize this trajectory as embodying one of his cardinal principles, svadeshi (“localism”), which means that you always begin closest to home with what you can work on, then move outward in progressively wider circles as you build on your successes. (The Roadmap, as you might have guessed, is based on Gandhian principles.)

The idea of the three circles is not that you have to achieve enlightenment before you get off the cushion and take up a project (at that rate, nothing would get done!), nor are we proposing that before you protest an oil pipeline you must build every alternative economic, educational, and democratic institution or set up a parallel government. Author and environmental activist Joanna Macy’s reminder that we must stop the worst of the damage applies from day one and will apply as long as the planet is burning. That is why Climate Protection is its own sector, adjacent to Environment. But it’s useful to remember that any personality shortcomings we have not yet resolved will limit our effectiveness in the outside world—and if we haven’t first tried to build what we need ourselves, it’s unlikely we can persuade others to do it for us. First spin and weave your own cloth, Gandhi urged, then burn your British-made trousers. Here’s a principle we can go by: do constructive work wherever possible, nonviolent resistance when necessary.

The first circle—our “third harmony”—is the foundation of the whole process: our own personal way to overcome our “socially indoctrinated sense of powerlessness.”30 In my experience, the third of the following five steps—in particular, meditation—is an infallible way to do this, but all five work together toward that same end.

INNER WORK: BRINGING THE THIRD HARMONY TO LIFE

It’s a truism that, as Gandhi said, outward peace is useless without inner peace.31 In fact, from a new story perspective the former is impossible without the latter. To help us cultivate inner peace, we developed five steps that now constitute the inner, person power circle of The Roadmap Model.

1. Out with the old: avoid the violence and vulgarity in the mass media. I sometimes get letters from men incarcerated for violent crimes. The letters are a poignant witness to how much their own violence is torturing them, which society does not acknowledge. “I go to sleep surrounded by dudes talking about violence and wake up surrounded by dudes talking about violence,” writes Michael McKinney, locked up since he was sixteen in Florida State Prison, Raiford. Through these letters I also learned how the infamous Ted Bundy—who was awaiting execution for the serial murders of perhaps more than thirty women—was spending his remaining time on earth: watching murder movies on TV! Apparently the prison authorities saw nothing wrong in this; why care about the mind, which is only the cause of the problem? (Ironically, or perhaps poignantly, Bundy himself complained to psychologist James Dobson just before his execution how the dangerous impulses in people like himself [and in all of us, I would add] are “being fueled, day in and day out,” by media violence.32)

Acceptance of violence was the fastest-growing value in America from 1993 to 2004, according to sociologists Ted Nordhaus and Michael Shellenberger.33

The Greek philosopher Epictetus observed that the only thing we can control, and the only thing we need to control, is the imagery in our own mind; and that, “Within our control are our opinions, aspirations, desires, and the things that repel us.”34 And what he advised nearly two thousand years ago—quoted in our epigraph to this chapter—is echoed today, as the mass media have greatly amplified their power, while if anything even further diminishing their intelligence and sense of responsibility. Science writer Judy Cannato cites this observation of Bill Harris: the mind “takes whatever you focus on as an invitation to make it happen.” She adds, “The images that engage our imagination … shape who we become. It happens all the time. We simply do not notice. But what if we were to notice? What if we were to be intentional about engaging our energy in a story that we know has the power to change our lives?”35

What, indeed? We might just find a little more peace in our lives and a little less susceptibility to buying sprees, and in time find ourselves closer to a power that puts us in charge of our own destiny—and, to that extent, the future of the world.

It’s only natural to have our attention drawn by outbreaks of violence; we need to protect ourselves from danger. But commercial media dote on our attention, so they zero in on the attention-grabbers, like murders and violence (or sex, which is a related problem). They are unaware that they are creating a distorted picture of the world (or they choose to ignore this fact), and that this picture, as many studies have shown, is dangerously self-fulfilling. This is particularly true, for example, when it comes to violent video games. The evidence indicates that it’s a causal risk factor for increased aggressive behavior, aggressive cognition, and aggressive affect and for decreased empathy and prosocial behavior.36 The more we lose sight of our higher potential and come to see violence as normal, the more we will actually be violent, in thought, word, and finally in action. This process has no built-in limitation. Like a drug—perhaps we should say like any other drug—artificial excitement does not and cannot satisfy, so it takes more and more to keep us on the hook. I’ve already mentioned the devastating documentary on advertising, Century of the Self, which depicts how the news degenerated into a mode of entertainment and ended up having profit instead of service as its goal, as documented by Neil Postman in Amusing Ourselves to Death. Martin Luther King lamented that “We have guided missiles and misguided men” (and women).

As Cannato notes, however, we can take charge of our inner culture. As the old PSA says, “A mind is a terrible thing to waste.” Some people will fast for a day or so to give their body a “cleanse.” Whatever this may do for the body (and it may be a lot), we all need to do a good cleanse for our mind, and not just every now and then. But fortunately, today there’s an abundance of alternative ways to get the news and commentary, and they’re growing rapidly (see Appendix A).

2. In with the new: learn all you can about nonviolence. As you’ll be very aware if you’ve read this far, nonviolence is not just a bundle of techniques, though they can be pretty slick. It has a theory, history, and methodology with implications for human nature and destiny that are nothing short of inspiring, and this is a powerful antidote to today’s demoralization. I’m happy to report that while nonviolence has so far made only tentative inroads into formal education; there are scholarly and popular books, websites, courses, and all manner of resources (see Appendix B) rapidly filling the vacuum of information about nonviolence that prevailed under the old story. Having taught nonviolence at the university level for many years, I can attest that the very process of learning about it, even if you have no intention of using it in the political arena (though almost all my students have done so), can be uplifting and reorienting. It’s hard to imagine anything more practical, both for our own well-being and the reformation of society, than the ability to transform our anger into nonviolent power. If we could reach every young person suffering from low self-esteem, low in hope for a meaningful future—not to mention every humiliated youth before he or she falls into the clutches of a radicalization—we’d be living in a very different world.

3. Spiritual practices. “We may believe in nonviolence,” said the great Buddhist master Thích Nhất Hạnh, “but when the police are dragging us away, or the holdup man is ordering us to hand over our money, our ‘nonviolence’ will evaporate, if we haven’t grounded it in our consciousness by regular meditation.” Every major nonviolence pioneer—Gandhi, King, Chavez, and their ilk—did draw upon some form of meditation or related practice. As we saw in chapter 1, it figures in the stories of Antoinette Tuff and others. While such a practice is not a requirement to practice nonviolence, and individuals will each have their own relationships to religion and spirituality, meditation helps. In my own limited experience I have found that it helps one build that pathway in the mind by which anger and fear make their journey to creative equivalents (compassion, fearlessness). In meditation, that is, we actually rehearse what we will have to do in such a confrontation: rerouting the onrush of anger and fear to an equal but opposite energy of firmness and compassion. Meditation is the ultimate role-play. I’ve found (and any meditator will confirm this, I bet) that it enhances our awareness of unity with others. And it helps give us more courage (inasmuch as it reduces our identification with the body).

When I began teaching the meditation course at Berkeley, I would tell students that while most other courses you’ll take here address the content of the mind, in meditation we address the state of the mind itself—the container for all that content. This is the pattern we’re following here; the first two steps respectively help us sweep out as much as possible of the old content and replace it with the new—a necessary preparation for tackling our most precious resource, the mind itself. I am following the classical definition of meditation as stilling thought-waves in the mind. (The Hindu sage Patāñjali defined it as yogaścittavṛttinirodhaḥ, meaning “suppressing thought waves that perturb the mind.”) This can be done by slowing down the thinking process and easing the mind from its scattered state, which has usually become extreme in our electronic age, and making it more one-pointed. As the mind slows down and gets more focused on something we ourselves have chosen, especially some uplifting content, it becomes progressively less turbulent, and spirit begins to appear in its very depths.

This requires daily practice. As this happens, we begin to realize simultaneously that this precious presence we’re starting to sense within us, call it spirit or consciousness or whatever, is in everyone. Violence becomes outlandish; nonviolence and the struggle to be nonviolent become second nature. Gandhi declared that daily prayer was required for his “soul” as food was for the body, and with his powers of concentration, his one-pointed passion, his “prayer” was in effect his meditation.

There are many kinds of meditation practice available today. I can recommend passage meditation (see Appendix B)—the only form I can personally vouch for, because I’ve been practicing it for many years.

4. Prioritize personal relationships. The trend of our modern civilization has been to isolate us from one another, recently through technological substitutes for face-to-face connections. This is a major cause of the increase in competition and violence. Tyrants thrive on our isolation, because it so effectively disempowers anyone who might wake up and try to resist them. If we do not want humanity to be cast down and trampled in the mud, we can get a good part of the way there simply by deliberately forming the opposite habit of reaching out to others around us in trust and service. Getting close to others can be uncomfortable, to be sure, but the first three steps will help position us to do it effectively—and enjoyably. All it takes is an intention to interact personally with people wherever we can—at the checkout stand, sitting next to us at any gathering—the possibilities are endless. We’ll be creating the person-oriented civilization that King called for, starting with our own immediate circle, and laying the foundation of his beloved community.

5. Be the new story. What are we supposed to be doing in this life? According to the Bhagavad Gita, each of us is born with a particular task, and we’re here to find it and to carry it out to the best of our ability. Einstein said every one of us has the task of realizing the unity of life. This accords well with the Gita’s view: that there is an overriding dharma, or purpose for every one of us—namely, nonviolence—and each of us has a svadharma or personal path to identify and carry out. With a bit of self-knowledge (another important by-product of meditation), we can discover all this for ourselves. After the terrible Indian Ocean tsunami of December 2004, I recall reading about a U.S. marine who was detailed to spend a day handing out food and blankets. When asked how he felt about the day’s work—which, after all, was not what he had signed up or trained for—he replied that he had served his country for thirty years, and this was the first day he’d gotten any satisfaction out of it. We need to build a culture that helps a person learn to trust glimpses of self-knowledge like that—and to act on them.

The sovereign remedy for demoralization and lack of dignity—which, as we know, are a potent cause of violence—is to align our personal capacities with what’s needed by our community and, indeed, by the whole world. That’s how to find true fulfillment, as that marine discovered; that’s how to make our best contribution to the world around us.

We have, then, a full spectrum of self-empowerment efforts responsive to the fuller concept of the human being we want to become: for the body, outward action (including speech, as we’ll explain later); for the mind, learning about nonviolence; and for the all-important spirit, meditation. My claim—and my experience, along with that of many others—is that a program like this can make us not only happier in ourselves but more effective as agents of change for society. After all, if we’re not happy, what do we have to teach?


Chapter Three

Roadmap II, (Re)constructive Program

I cannot picture to myself a time when no man shall be richer than another. But I do picture to myself a time when the rich will spurn to enrich themselves at the cost of the poor and the poor will cease to envy the rich. Even in the most perfect world we shall fail to avoid inequality, but we can and must avoid strife and bitterness.

—Gandhi

Time to put that basic training to work. Joanna Macy offers a useful model of three kinds of action we should be engaged in: stopping the worst of the damage, building new institutions, and changing the culture. There is desperate need to stop the worst of the damage, primarily to the life-support systems of the planet, and to this we dedicate the outer circle of The Roadmap Model, Satyagraha. New Story Creation in particular, but really the whole of our efforts, in general, can change the culture (more about how at the end of this chapter). Meanwhile, we should come away from the inner circle, Person Power, with a pretty good grip on the basic principles of nonviolence, and it’s time now to imagine how institutions could be built on them—or rather, to look at some examples of how that’s already underway. So much so, in fact, that we can take a look here at just two representative sectors: the economy and conflict. Along the way we’ll notice an interesting connection between them.

EXPERIMENTS IN AN ECONOMY OF PEACE

Down the county from my community, in San Rafael, there’s a great bakery and café called Arizmendi’s. It’s named for Father José Maria Arizmendiarrieta (or just Arizmendi, 1915–1976), who founded the Mondragón cooperatives in the Basque region of northern Spain in 1956. Cooperatives had been common in Basque country but had all but died out in the civil war, pushing the region into poverty. Mondragón is an amazing story of alternative economy, but to say that might obscure the way this experiment has repercussions for cooperation, the meaning of work, and other basic principles. In the Mondragón corporations, all workers are stockholders—if you don’t have the capital to buy shares when you’re first hired, a portion of your salary is company stock. Importantly, anyone can attend Mondragón University—free of charge, as education ought to be—and go on to become a manager. Your salary will be limited to three times that of a line worker—not three hundred times higher, as it commonly is in American corporations, and if you perform poorly as a manager, you are simply given some other role. Most importantly, the wide variety of capital and household goods manufactured in the network—a decision that involves all workers—does not include military hardware. Not everything is rosy even in this most advanced business culture, but both the human and economic bottom lines are highly impressive success stories that I’ll say a bit more about later on.

“My” Arizmendi, the café/bakery, is not affiliated with Mondragón except in spirit. It’s worker owned and reflects many of the ten Basic Co-operative Principles of Mondragón: Open Admission, Democratic Organization, Sovereignty of Labor, Instrumental and Subordinate Nature of Capital, Participatory Management, Payment Solidarity, Intercooperation, Social Transformation, Universality, and Education.

This local bakery and the Iberian chain would seem to book-end, in terms of scale, the numerous and growing experiments in new business and economic models. While perhaps not nonviolent according to the technical definition, they rest upon the higher image of human dignity that is the backbone of that principle. Let’s say it’s what nonviolence looks like before open conflict breaks out.

One of the most widely recognized principles of conflict that we’ve learned over the last few decades is that one-off protests are ineffectual at best. Whatever action we’re planning, we do not want it to burst like a soap bubble and be gone. Its real value will be realized when it’s institutionalized. That’s the beauty of constructive program.

As we move outward to the second circle of The Roadmap Model, having paid due attention to our own personal empowerment by way of preparation or basic training, we can bear in mind that CP can be either nonconfrontational, like charkha, Gandhi’s project that revitalized the homespun cotton cloth industry, or confrontational, like the Salt March. When it confronts, when it provokes a response, we are going into the conflict from a position of strength, often with the moral high ground because we are simply building for ourselves what the regime has failed to, and on our own terms.

CP was the backbone of the successful struggle to liberate India from foreign rule. It cannot be said that modern India, much more than any other country (and less than some), has built its economy on those principles. So far, that has been the road not taken for the national economic policy. The grip of the old story makes faith in the principles of CP very difficult. But they are being carried out on a small scale by innumerable social experiments in India and around the planet. And sometimes the scale is not so small. The Mondragón cooperatives have become one of Spain’s most successful enterprises, with nearly €12 billion in annual income earned by 74,117 employees in 260 businesses and cooperatives operating in forty-one countries. None of the earnings, remember, comes from the manufacture of or investment in weapons.

The success of the Mondragón cooperatives at the old-fashioned bottom line is not unusual; it’s also seen in many economic experiments, some of which are a good bit more radical: transition towns, local cooperatives, worker-owned firms, farmers markets, gift economies, local currencies. As for alternative financial institutions, they range from credit unions that are replacing banks or anything too big to fail, to the hugely successful microlending model invented by Mohammed Yunus, who began life as a conventional economist but realized that a system that kept people in dire poverty rather than helping them get out of it was fundamentally flawed. So he started the Grameen Bank system in Bangladesh in 1983. Today Grameen has 2,564 branches, with 19,800 staff serving 8.29 million borrowers in 81,367 villages—and Yunus has a Nobel Prize. On any working day Grameen collects an average of $1.5 million in weekly installments. Of the borrowers, 97 percent are women, and over 97 percent of the loans are paid back, a recovery rate far higher than that of any traditional banking system. Often loans that are ludicrously small by our standards are enough for a village woman to buy, say, a bit of bamboo to make stools or some seeds for her vegetable business. They are too small to fail! And they do a tremendous lot of good. Grameen methods are applied in projects in fifty-eight countries, including the United States, Canada, France, the Netherlands, and Norway.

The book you’re reading right now was published by Berrett-Koehler, one of several thousand B Corps and benefit corporations that have set out with a new triple bottom line of people, planet, and profit—a step beyond the socially responsible funds that simply avoid military and economically damaging investments. Today, there is a growing community of more than 1,400 certified B Corps in forty-two countries and over 120 industries working to redefine success in business; they’re about using business as a force for good.

What’s it like being a Berrett-Koehler author? For the industry in general, publishing a book (or writing for a film) can make you feel unimportant or even exploited, and this is particularly true of writers for television and film. You have to stand by and watch other people who “don’t get it” mangle your best ideas and finest language. Even though lots of editing had to be done on my first book with Berrett-Koehler, The Nonviolence Handbook, I was included and heard from at every stage of the process, from choosing the cover to the marketing needed to get such a “specialty” item to its readers. Nonviolence, as you can imagine (and as I know from experience) is not a hot item out there in the market; yet because of the culture that Berrett-Koehler founder Steve Piersanti had been able to instill in the firm, he told his acquisitions editor, “We’re going to do this book even if we lose money on it.” (Which they did not.) Berrett-Koehler was then a B corporation; today they are a benefit corporation, which gives legal status to businesses who want to expand corporate purpose beyond maximizing share value to explicitly include social and environmental goals. That language is from California’s statutes, and similar language is found now in the relevant statutes of thirty states. Two thousand for-profit corporations now have this status, all viable and growing alternatives to the traditional profit-driven corporation with its hierarchical structure and culture of indifference.

RESTORATIVE JUSTICE

As mentioned earlier, RJ is spreading through the U.S. school system; in fact, when we turn from “obstructive” actions to CP, from fighting injustice directly (essential as that now is) to building the institutions of the world we want, RJ is a kind of poster child. It can be startling for peace activists. I well remember going with Stephanie, Metta’s executive director, to a meeting on restorative practices in the school system of Santa Rosa, California. It was held at the largest Jewish temple in the city. It might have been a rock concert, the way the spacious hall was packed—and not just with seniors, like your average peace meeting, but also with students as well as parents and teachers. Within one year of RJ being implemented, we learned, suspensions had dropped by 60 percent.

Here is a really striking example. Orchard Gardens was one of the toughest and worst-performing schools in the Boston area. There was so much violence and disruption that when Andrew Bott took over as principal he was warned it would spell the end of his career. But he had a trick up his sleeve. His first act was to let the security staff go! (The school definitely had a prison feel, said Bott.37) With the considerable money thus saved, he restarted the music and art programs, among other measures, and the fighting soon dropped dramatically. Giving students dignity and something to live for accomplished more than holding over them the threat of punishment.

RJ is far less expensive than traditional punitive methods, and where wardens have the courage and imagination to try it, it works not just in schools—where it cuts off the school-to-prison pipeline—but also in prisons themselves. When I participated in a course at San Quentin Penitentiary, I was told that the inmates who elected to go through the program—all serious offenders, mind you—had a recidivism rate that hovered around 2 percent. I hope you realize the significance of that number. The national average is 74 percent. When you remember how recidivism (reoffending after release) has become a political football and a way to scare the public off compassionate methods and the political candidates who support them, you realize there’s a potential for real change here, with benefits beyond the rehumanization of the individuals lucky enough to benefit directly.

In retributive justice, our current system, the person who offended is labeled a criminal. It further posits that criminals can’t be rehabilitated (as far as California is concerned, rehabilitation was dropped from the mandate of the justice system in 1976). They have to be punished. That produces justice. Just as—note the parallel—we cannot change enemies, so we have to defeat them: then we have peace. I once said to someone who was in favor of war (admittedly, this was a bit harsh; I was younger then), “How do you feel about killing people?” He shot back: “Not people—enemies!” The first step away from the vicious circle of mass incarceration and “endless war” is to peel off those labels. In the thinking behind RJ, a person who has committed an offense is just that and no more: a person who has committed an offense; a thinking and feeling fellow human being. Immediately questions come up that are buried when you have a retributive framework: why did they do that? To satisfy what need? What can we do now to make sure they don’t need to do that again? Most importantly: who was hurt in this process, and how can that hurt be addressed: how can we heal the community?

“Community” was the watchword that we heard over and over again at that meeting in Santa Rosa. In the standard approach, an offender has committed a crime against society; in RJ, by contrast, we say that a person has hurt someone or some group of people, and the community itself has to address the hurt of the offender and the victim to achieve healing. The whole community must do some introspection and see where they may have contributed to the need for hurtful behavior: avoidable poverty? Homelessness?

In the 1990s, California, along with other places, implemented a zero-tolerance regime, convinced that they had to get tough to stop the rise of violence that was decimating students of color in particular. Perfect old story logic: “If force doesn’t work, use more”—of the same kind. It was not a great success. Camisha Fatimah Gentry, who worked as a coordinator with Restorative Justice for Oakland, puts it succinctly: punishment doesn’t work.38 James Gilligan, as we’ve seen, even calls punishment the most powerful stimulant of violence that we have yet discovered.39 Oakland schools that have implemented RJ are enjoying reductions in suspensions of up to 80 percent, not to mention the benefits to human dignity. It can cost about $7,000 to call everybody together, pay a trainer, and hold a proper restorative circle. Before you think that’s too high, bear in mind that the national average cost for keeping someone incarcerated is $150,000 a year; in California it’s twice that. The opening gambit in a school setting is often to say something positive about the student who’s gotten in trouble. The facilitators who use this approach today are not the first to discover this counterintuitive, highly effective trick.

Among the Bemba people of what is today Zambia, when someone has committed an offense, that person is made to sit in a circle with the whole village around them. Then each person in turn says something positive about the offender. Usually at some point the offender breaks down and cries; then discussions are launched about how to make restitution for the injury. Indigenous practices have in fact been a rich resource for RJ in our “advanced” industrial societies.

The stark difference between the retributive and restorative approaches has been characterized succinctly and pungently by the late Bo Lozoff of the Prison Ashram Project: “Whereas retributive justice immediately says ‘Get the hell out of here!’ when someone commits a crime, restorative justice says ‘Hey, get back in here! What are you doing that for? Don’t you know we need you as one of the good people in this community? What would your mama think?’ It’s an entirely opposite approach, one that, I think, would result in stronger and safer communities.”40

There are various ways to set up a restorative circle, but they almost all involve a direct dialogue (where that’s possible) between offender and victim in the presence of a trained mediator. Each is asked to try to understand the other’s situation and the other’s feelings. Then some kind of restoration or repayment is worked out that’s agreeable to all parties. In one Santa Rosa school where RJ was introduced, the expulsion rate dropped from 16 percent to 4 percent and then to practically zero in the first two years. One young man had been offered the opportunity to do twenty hours of community service to erase the graffiti he’d plastered around the school and neighborhood. By the time of the meeting he had already done fifty hours and was gearing up to do more. It’s not rocket science: obviously people like to be useful. They want their self-respect, and being useful to others is a good way to get it.

RJ never relies on humiliation or even permits it to creep into the process. Humiliation and the deprivation of agency are of course prominent features of the standard system, exacerbating the cause of the problem that James Gilligan so well describes. In another school, in Southern California, 95 percent of the students who got in trouble chose to enter the restorative system rather than go through the punishment mill, and of those, 95 percent were brought to a successful conclusion. This is not surprising. On The Nonviolence Report, our community radio program, we had occasion to interview four teenagers from Santa Rosa High School who had started a group they called Students United for Restorative Justice (SURJ). All four had gotten into trouble; two had had a restorative experiences and two had not. Even though we had met them before and knew how passionate they were about RJ, we were pleasantly surprised and impressed by how astutely they were able to understand the fix society has put them in—you might almost say entrapping them in a culture of violence and then punishing the most susceptible. They were almost bitter about the logic of suspending or expelling a student who loses time just when he or she needs to get reintegrated into the community (and redignified by education). There doesn’t seem to be any party who does not come away from a restorative practice the better for it. One dean, who had been totally skeptical because “it would never work at my school,” became one of the most enthusiastic advocates of RJ, and poignantly explained why: “Every time I used the usual method, I lost a relationship; every time I use the new system, I gain one.” There is no end to how far this could go, even beyond schools to prisons, and eventually even war.

The logic behind RJ (and the view of the human being behind it) can also be applied before trouble happens, as we saw with our young principal Andrew Bott in the Boston area. Either way, when you think of all its advantages, a trajectory suggests itself that you might call three giant steps to peace:

1.  Get RJ established as the norm throughout the nation’s schools. This is the logical place to start. If we lose empathy with our children, we’ve lost our humanity, which is to say we’ve lost everything. The school-to-prison pipeline affects some communities disproportionately but all of us indirectly. Here and throughout the process we’ll be describing, you’ll need to explain to anyone listening why the approach works; how it’s based on a higher image of the human being. That way we’re addressing a particular issue in a way that it helps the whole system.

2.  Move on to do exactly the same in prisons. All of them. This bold idea, called decarceration, loses its terrors when we explain that we’re not ignoring crime; we’re building a better way to deal with it. Every year seven hundred thousand prison inmates are released in this country, most of whom have been more embittered—and better trained to offend again—by their experience behind bars. Imagine also being able to divert vast resources from prisons to, for example, schools.

3.  Now we are ready to go after the biggest prize: war. As the Greek poet Euripides said: never treat an enemy so badly that he cannot become a friend. With a little imagination we can see how the logic of RJ—unlabeling, rehumanization, restoring dignity and agency, emphasizing relationship building and community—could be carried over to the international arena.

INSTITUTING PEACE

Derek Oakley and his team leader, Andres Gutierrez, were having an average day at the UN camp for refugees from the war. It was April 2015, Bor State, South Sudan, a region with over two million internally displaced refugees. The attack came without warning. First stones, then gunshots; a heavily armed militia broke through the defense perimeter. The two internationals wore conspicuous khaki vests and the logo of the Nonviolent Peaceforce, emblems of their training and mission: to protect civilian lives. Derek and Andres started to run for cover. Then they remembered what they’d been taught: you can’t outrun bullets. They herded some women and children into the nearest tent. Before long, the flaps flew open and men armed with axes, AK-47s, and sharpened sticks poured in. Momentarily startled to see two non-Sudanese, they soon recovered from the shock and ordered the two men out. But they were in for a bigger shock. “I’m sorry,” said Derek, showing their badges. “We’re international protection officers. We’re not leaving.” Astoundingly (if you don’t know nonviolence), the would-be killers looked at each other in consternation and backed out. A fluke? Hardly. Two other groups broke in, and each time again Derek and Andres “flipped the script” on them, and they backed out.

Outside the hut, fifty-nine people were massacred and three hundred injured in the space of twenty minutes. But inside, the women and children were safe. Once again, as with the story of Antoinette Tuff, a conventional protection system was in place—in this case, UN troops—that proved useless (they are ordered to not fire in those situations), while an unarmed nonviolent presence saved the day. As Andres pointed out, “If we had had a weapon, we would have been killed.” And Derek sagely added, “We had another weapon.” The motto of Nonviolent Peaceforce: “what you can say yes to when you say no to war.”

No one in the nonviolence community, much less any other community, believes that we will have a world without conflict in any foreseeable future. Nonviolence advocates don’t even wish for that, because when properly handled, conflict is an opportunity for real growth. But we can imagine a world without violence. In practice, when we speak of a nonviolent or peaceable future, we’re talking about a world where conflict is relatively rare because justice prevails in a life-supporting culture; a culture supporting each person to find her or his contribution to the world through meaningful work, and where robust systems are in place—like RJ and UCP—so that people can negotiate solutions to such conflicts as still do occur.

There are two more principles of the new story vision that will help to round out its picture of this world and, in the near term, give us a pretty complete toolkit to tackle other problems in other sectors of the social spectrum.

Unity in diversity

Because it gets down to fundamentals, the new story and critical tool of nonviolence raise all the foundering boats across the spectrum of our society. We can start with the seemingly most intractable and certainly most painful aspect of violence: racism. From the new story point of view, racism is mistaking diversity for separateness—leading inevitably, it seems, to that feeling of superiority to the “other.” Diversity belongs on the surface of life, where it’s actually part of the vital need we all have for autonomy. In a mysterious way, it almost seems like differences exist so that we can work on seeing past them: in fact, this was expressed beautifully in a famous Sura from the Quran, where God says, “O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and made you into nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise [each other])” (49:13). According to the wisdom tradition that’s been handed down to us in many cultures, the natural relationship among living things, toward which our evolution is tending, is one not of competition, but of cooperation. Today science is giving his view needed support, as we’ll see in chapter 5.

A major element in Gandhi’s Constructive Program was heart unity. He pointed out that Muslim, Hindu, Sikh, Buddhist, Jew, and Christian all worship the same god, the same underlying reality, in different forms. The diverse forms suit diverse temperaments and diverse cultures. He discouraged people (like E. F. Schumacher) from converting to another religion: why jump sideways from one path to another, only to lose traction, when they all lead to the same goal?

In practice, heart unity means that as long as I want you to be happy, I’m responding to the unity at the core of our being. What do I care how much money you have or even how you vote? I can try to get you to do wiser things with your money or get you to change your voting habits, but if I’m to be truly nonviolent, you have to want to. Nor will I lose any respect for you if you don’t. The apparent paradox of unity in diversity can be sorted out pretty easily: unity is to be striven for at the heart, diversity is to be cherished on the surface. Both are equally important, at their respective levels. In his nonviolence classic, the Letter from Birmingham Jail, King brought out the indispensable role of diversity in words that should be in every curriculum: “I can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be. And you can never be what you ought to be until I am what I ought to be.”

I need you to be who you are, to be authentically different from me on the surface. I need that in order for us to be truly one in the deep place of our aspirations and our deepest longings, avoiding the friction of needless competition. We can make this a simple guideline:

Diversity is crucial on the surface of life, as unity is beneath that surface.

Needs and wants, or the illusion of scarcity and the miracle of abundance. Every psychology student knows about Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs: a pyramid with lower needs like food, clothing, and shelter at the base, building up through higher needs like dignity, to the apex. The model has been a bit discredited among psychologists but still prevails in pop psychology. However, it turns out that Maslow, not unlike Darwin and even Einstein (whose contribution to peace is generally passed over in favor of his one brief contribution to the atomic bomb), was put through the reductionist lens of the old story before he made his way to the general public. In reality, as Lila MacLellan recently pointed out, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is based on an elitist misreading of his work.41 Maslow had an experience while watching a military parade in 1941, the year the United States entered WWII. He dedicated the rest of his life to developing a “psychology for the peace table.” Back when the field was still dominated by Freudian psychoanalysis and reductive behaviorism, he sought to bring back wonder and awe, transcendence and religion, as one of his biographers puts it. He had these ideas that by changing psychology, he could change the world by founding a theory that would elevate what was positive and unique in human nature. He did not, in other words, construe his theory of needs as a pyramid—a hierarchy—rather, he wanted to show that our higher needs, like dignity and meaning, bring out who we really are. If you think about it, they are therefore the key to ensuring that everyone, but everyone, can satisfy the basic needs of adequate nutrition and safety and need not undergo the indignity of privation.

That privation is an artificial construct, the result of greed, artificially intensified by culture in the modern world. E. F. Schumacher, the pioneer and hero of the new economy, had another way to look at this. He pointed out that we’re consuming the capital of nature instead of her interest—that is, using up nonrenewable resources like coal and oil instead of renewable ones like wind and sunlight. We can live off the “interest” of nature indefinitely, but as any economist will point out, once you spend the capital, it is gone. (I once asked Schumacher, “Wouldn’t you say that the whole appropriate technology movement you write about really grows out of Gandhi’s spinning wheel?” “Absolutely,” he said proudly.) But there’s more. When we push on, into the realm of the third harmony, the reservoir of our inner resources, we discover something remarkable indeed. Resources like love, dignity, and courage are beyond renewables: they grow with use!

Here we meet the positive converse of James Baldwin’s warning that one cannot deny the humanity of another without diminishing one’s own. If I respect you, my own dignity increases, since in respecting you I respect your dignity as a human being, in which I share. I touch something real in myself that gives me a deserved feeling of worth that does a lot of good, though it may or may not make itself felt on the conscious level. The same with love, with courage. Thanks to our gradual discovery of the inner world, we’re starting to see through the material paradigm that has trapped us in the mistaken belief that we ourselves are material beings. Scarcity has begun to be recognized in many circles today as not a quality of nature but an artifact of our paradigm. It’s an illusion caused by our outward orientation that turns our face away from the resources within us. Yet the idea that scarcity is an illusion can be confusing when we see scarcity wherever we look. To see abundance takes some practice, but it’s unmistakable.

COMPETITION AND THE NEW STORY

Joe Ehrmann, a former defensive linebacker for the Detroit Lions, retired from football to fill a different role—one that made him what some called the most important coach in America.42 And why? Because he passionately believes that the suggestive, modeling power of sports can be used to promote not competition (call it previolence) but community. What we do on the field is what we do in every field, Ehrmann argues, from love to war, with business in between: we compare, we compete. That’s all we ever do. It leaves most men feeling isolated and alone. And it destroys our concept of community. And so at Gilman High, in the tough neighborhoods of East Baltimore, he modeled a great change. As his boys took the field for practice, he would shout, “What is our job as coaches?” and the boys would shout back “To love us!”

He would ask, “What is your job?” and the boys would answer, “To love each other!”43

In his TED talk, Ehrmann speaks passionately about how our culture practices a massive repression of the very thing that makes us human and able to find and carry out our contribution to the world—our compassionate nature—and how he worked to overcome that with his players.44 Winning? He doesn’t even bring it up. But if you do, here’s what you find out: Gilman High School football finished three of the last six seasons undefeated and No. 1 in Baltimore. In 2002, the team ranked No. 1 in Maryland and climbed to No. 14 in the national rankings.

I understand why people often say the solution to this or that problem facing us is complicated. But when you get right down to it, in practical terms, is it really? It seems complicated when you’re looking at the surface. Under the surface we find ourselves dealing with the same principles that apply across many fields where conflict can occur—business, sports, wherever—actually, today, where can it not? For example, we’ve seen that the simple principle needed to reorient economics is to switch from the emphasis on wants to needs. This is exactly what we find in the area of conflict. What do we need to practice nonviolence? Dr. Bernard Lafayette likes to say, “The funny thing about nonviolence is, when you step out of the shower in the morning you have everything you need to use it.” The bottomless pit that is military spending can be taken as proof that we’re trying to solve a human problem with objects—material things—and the same is shown by the way we’re wrecking the life-support system of the planet. You cannot solve human problems with material things—and they’re all human problems. As Dr. Vandana Shiva said in a lecture I attended back in 2007, “If you stop the pollution in people’s minds, they will stop their pollution of the environment.”

DESTITUTION AND DEVELOPMENT

It is critically important, then, to understand what we really need—an impossible question if we do not understand who or what we really are. If we think we are mainly or primarily bodies, we will end up thinking we need what someone else already has. Once we realize we are conscious beings with hitherto untapped inner resources, we’ll instead spend our time looking for ways to help others and get on with our common evolution.

This connection between being and needs was brought home by a hard-hitting reflection on wants and needs by the great modern mystic Anandamayi Ma: “Man appears to be the embodiment of want. Want is what he thinks about and want indeed is what he obtains. Contemplate your true being (emphasis added) or else there will be want, wrong action, helplessness, distress and death.”45

In the new story, the way to solve the problems of starvation and poverty and save the planet in the process is to become aware of our higher needs and the inner resources we have to answer them. When we begin to sense that we are spirit, this brings with it a sense of connection with others, whom we also begin to see as spirit, and it becomes easy to make the arrangements that work for everyone. In fact, it becomes a joy. This is the reasoning behind Gandhi’s famous observation, which otherwise strikes many people as unrealistic, that there is enough in the world for everyone’s need, but not enough for everyone’s greed. Greed comes from wrong vision—that we are separate and bodily only—and wrong vision is curable. A person who feels secure, wanted, and worthy will be unlikely to believe that a new kind of toothpaste will make them happy, much less to believe that their happiness depends on the unhappiness of another. Their main concern will be to find out how to make their best contribution to life. Ironically, then, we already have inexhaustible resources within us to supply those higher needs, while the resources that were available to fulfill the lower ones are fast approaching exhaustion. This has led to exploitation and violence, which deepens the alienation from which we are trying to escape—a vicious cycle if ever there was one.

When we dispel the illusion of scarcity from our minds, we have taken the first step toward breaking this cycle. We make the surprising discovery that our higher needs, while they are higher in the sense that they have more to do with what it means to be human, are actually prior in the sense that if we attend to them first they bring in their wake solutions to the “lower” set. Gandhi actually felt that there was a delicate balance built into the universe such that anything we take that we don’t need is in effect taken from the hand of someone who does.

I would plead for a reasonable allowance here. Most of us need, not just want, some comfort and entertainment. But there’s no question that the intractable dilemmas of poverty and starvation that have not yielded to direct approaches will almost solve themselves when the right number of people know themselves well enough that they no longer feel a need to exploit persons or planet.

Recognizing the impact of “wants” or greed, the great apostles of nonviolence have always set themselves in opposition to it. Gandhi again: “A time is coming when those who are in the mad rush today of multiplying their wants, vainly thinking that they add to the real substance, real knowledge of the world, will retrace their steps and say: ‘What have we done?’”

It seems to many, myself included, that the time to ask “What have we done?” is now.

In one of the most revered of the Hindu Scriptures, the Katha Upanishad, there are four hard-hitting words that should be on the desk of every economist (I.1.27): “Na vittena
tarpaniyo manuṣyaḥ” (The human being can never be satisfied by wealth). Adopting this bit of wisdom would mean the death of advertising as we know it, whose urgent messaging would have us believe we can be satisfied only by wealth. Have you, like me, ever found yourself heading for the refrigerator only to discover that you weren’t hungry? There’s a kind of referred sensation, where you mistake the need for some peace of mind with the desire to consume something. Since this is inherently impossible, it eventually gets us wrapped up in our own wants to the point where A wants to have more of something than B has, even if neither of them needs it.

Happily, as Gandhi points out, we are approaching the day when we’ll ask, “What have we done?” and start looking for happiness where it is to be found—and for an economy that truly works as if people matter. Daniel Kahneman and Angus Deaton published research in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences that was based on the lives and incomes of nearly half a million randomly selected U.S. citizens. They demonstrated that no matter how you turn it, once your basic needs are taken care of, money and other rewards don’t make you happier.46 Once we have enough to satisfy our basic, first-level needs, the further satisfaction that we all need and deserve has nothing to do with external possessions. It has to do with bonding, autonomy, dignity, meaning, and the like; in other words, our inner resources, which are not at all scarce and never need to put us in competition with others. Of course, basic needs are basic. If, as Gandhi said, we try to talk to a starving man about God, it would be an insult. He has to be fed first. The obligation to make sure every person has access to food, clothing, and shelter—and health care and education—is universal. But those of us for whom these needs are reasonably met need to build a system that does that for everyone. And such a system can be based on a culture that gives every person a higher image of themself and points out a way to serve life as a whole.

After all, what do we need from the resources of the earth to stay alive? Not very much, as long as human behaviors don’t block us from getting to them. And what do we need to be fully realized? A great deal, but it already lies within us, as we have only begun to be aware. Needs are given by nature, and they can be fulfilled by nature. Wants are exaggerated by conditioning, and they cannot be fulfilled no matter what you do. And so it is with conflict: our real needs are never in irreducible conflict; it’s only when wants are artificially elaborated, usually by external influences, that they seem to be.

THE POWER OF STORY

There is an important way to leverage our work, in whatever sector we choose to do it. Here’s the background. Among the eighteen broad-ranging projects that made up Gandhi’s Constructive Program, one stood out: charkha, spinning homespun cotton. He called it the sun of the solar system of CP. It was a nonconfrontational way to rescue India from poverty, and thus break the grip of foreign domination. Moreover, it was something just about everybody could do. It provided a literally hands-on embodiment of the unity of their struggle. What could do this for us today? We propose that “new story creation” is our charkha. It underlies all the other changes. And everyone can do it—in words, in action, or best of all, in both.

If we want our actions to add to the building of a new culture even while resolving the issue at hand, we should not hesitate to explain why we’re doing what we’re doing, to anyone who’ll listen. The point is not that they’ll immediately “get it”; the point is that this is how paradigms change: through repetition that slowly builds up and becomes the new normal. Gandhi, the activist’s activist, never missed a chance to explain what he was doing, based on India’s own spiritual tradition and what he knew of the relevant science at that time. He would say that to not believe in the possibility of peace is to disbelieve in the godliness of human nature, and so forth, explaining his reasoning in voluminous talks and writings, from the earliest days in South Africa until his physical voice was silenced by a madman’s bullets. It was said of him that no one enjoyed conversation as much as he, because he knew how conversation builds relationships, and explanations can point the way to a new world. Every conversation may not result in a radical change of mind, but the heart may experience some little shock of recognition, even register a little twinge of envy. These twinges, experienced repeatedly, reinforced by reason when the heart opens to reason, are the stuff of which paradigm shifts are made.

In the next two chapters we’ll look into both the scientific and the spiritual testimonies for the new story, but here are some of the key points as it relates to human nature:

[image: Images]   We are conscious beings, far from limited to these ephemeral bodies (miracles though they be).

[image: Images]   Therefore we do not need to ravage the earth for material goods to be fulfilled.

[image: Images]   We do not need to defeat enemies to be secure; that’s done by building relationships of trust and community.

[image: Images]   We have control over our own destiny, at least to a significant degree.

[image: Images]   Among our spiritual capacities, the most characteristic of our species is the capacity to offer and respond to nonviolence.

[image: Images]   And finally, if your audience is ready to hear this, too, you can throw in the idea that evolution itself is moving toward ever-greater consciousness and unity.

By sharing these points in whatever version we’re comfortable with when we get a chance to explain why we’re saving whales or blocking a pipeline, the new story will become humanity’s window on the world. It has taken an unending deluge of advertising and other messaging to keep us believing we can be happy only by buying things. It has taken consistent repetition throughout our education, news, and political culture to make us believe that competition is unavoidable and that we can make ourselves secure only by dominating others. It will also take consistency and repetition to rediscover the truth, but far less than it has taken to send us off on this false trajectory. Such is the innate power of truth and the innate dignity of the human being.

In almost no case, as we’ve seen, do we have to invent the institutions of a nonviolent future from whole cloth; in virtually every case they already exist. What we need to do is understand their significance, and then to grow them. In this, the new story and its truer image of the human being will play a historic, game-changing role. And we will realize our destiny as evolving nonviolent beings in a sane world.

What, then, is the actual content of the new story? It’s time to look at what the wisdom tradition has been saying from time immemorial, and still is saying through recent representatives (“new” is of course a misnomer), and how new trends in science support it wherever science overlaps with inner vision. After all, if we want to tell the new story we have to know what we’re talking about, and it’s not likely that we learned it in school. Besides, we all need the inspiration that only truth can give us.


PART III

What Changemakers Know


Chapter Four

The World Within

As great as the infinite space beyond is the space within the lotus of the heart.

—Chandogya Upanishad

On May 13, 1373, at Conisford, Norwich, England, an anchorite now known as Julian of Norwich, then thirty years old, had a series of searing visions that today we might be tempted to call a near-death experience. She believed that she was in fact dying, but the illness that possessed her was more spiritual than medical. In these visions Jesus raised her to a state of inexpressible joy—and just as dramatically, let her fall into a devastating pain. She felt there was a purpose to this drastic treatment: to let her see once and for all that bliss lasts forevermore, and pain is passing and will be reduced to nothing.47 Jesus’s message was that pain has a purpose; it purges us and makes us know ourselves and ask for mercy. That purpose fulfilled, it disappears. These revelations, or shewings, as she calls them, built up to a climactic vision of reality itself. And this is what she saw: “I did not see sin, for I believe that it has no kind of substance, no share in being, nor can it be recognized except by the pain it causes.”48

The plague broke out when Julian was six years old, and carts piled with dead bodies went past her window every day. How could she be telling us that suffering and horror is not real? For us, many of whom see so much violence in the world around us (and even more in the media depicting that world), this is a startling idea. Yet it echoes through the length and breadth of the traditions of wisdom we have inherited, making it hard to ignore out of hand. Let’s take, then, a brief survey of some of these echoes. It will help us grasp more fully the implications of the idea that will turn out to be a foundation stone of the theory of nonviolence. Each of our witnesses speaks from their own complementary angle, and taken together they give us a sense of the consistency of the tradition throughout the cultures and eras in which it’s found. We’ll see that these mystics, visionaries, or whatever we want to call people like Julian see the face of the evil, if anything, more vividly than most of us, but they also see through it.

SAINT AUGUSTINE

Augustine’s Confessions (the word he used actually means “declarations”), written about a thousand years before Julian had her “shewings,” meant a lot to me in the early days of my spiritual practice. When I came to the climax of his agonizing, relentless search for the nature of evil, in Book Seven of that famous text, I was so engrossed reading it on the rapid transit on the way to campus that I missed my station. When I realized my mistake—I’d passed Berkeley by two stops—I got out and raced across the platform, caught the return train, and dove back into the text. So this time I missed Berkeley by only one stop. I put the book down and took another train back again, but I’m not sorry, because the question is one we all need to answer: What is evil? What is it doing in the creation of a supposedly benevolent being? The answer Augustine reached, after long inner struggle, took exactly two words: evil is voluntas perversa, human will turned awry, leading us in an endless search after things that can never make us happy. He believed this was an error to which all people are prone—and on which, we might add, modern advertising thrives. But even though we are born with this disorientation, it is not an inevitable—or incurable—failing of human nature. Even though we see violence and competition all around us, people of vision confidently declare that these are not an essential, incurable feature of human life. To believe that evil has some kind of innate existence rather than being an absence or distortion of the good became known as the Manichaean heresy. Despite all the human beings burned at the stake to root out heresy, this one hung on.

Take the evil of war. The general public today thinks of Augustine as the father of the Just War theory (which he actually took from his mentor, Ambrose); this overlooks, for example, the first extended discussion of peace in Western literature, found in his mighty work the City of God (Book xix.10-14). His fundamental insight into the borrowed reality of evil as it applies to violence has a compelling logic: just as there can be life without pain but no pain without some sort of life, so there can be peace without war but no war that does not presuppose some sort of peace. That is, the war-fighter believes that “some sort of peace” will be secured when he has crushed his enemies. He is sadly mistaken—but that’s what he believes. (Many Catholic theologians have discredited the Just War theory, but that’s another story.)

Between Augustine’s time and Julian’s, but in another tradition altogether, one of the founders of Sufism (Islam’s mystical tradition) was the remarkable Rabi’a of Basra (~714–801 CE). Once, when someone asked her “Do you love God?” she replied, “Oh yes, with all my heart.” The questioner then went on to ask what would seem to you and me the logical corollary: “And do you hate Satan?” But she explained, “How could I? There is no room left over.” In other words, she saw the supreme reality (God, in her terms) as an all-encompassing, positivereality. And—here is what she adds to the equation: by loving this reality “with all her heart and all her soul and all her spirit,” as Jesus might say (Luke 10:27), she herself becomes wholly positive. The heart of reality for her is not a battle between love and hate. There is only love, and any hatred (Satan) that we see must be some kind of illusion.

So this tradition did not begin with Julian, nor has it ended with her. In fact, it hasn’t ended yet. This is where it comes into our own world and experience. Six hundred years after Julian’s soul-shaking experience, a very simple, very beloved Indian saint of our own time, Swami Ramdas (not to be confused with the American, Richard Alpert, who took the name Ram Dass) said, with his well-known precision, “The sense of separateness is evil.” The sense of separateness, that is; not the reality of separateness. According to Ramdas, separateness is an illusion caused by the belief that the ultimate reality is matter. That belief is steadily crumbling today in the scientific world, but some men and women have seen through it for eons. They no longer see a world of separateness. There is no other for them. In other words, no evil.

With Ramdas we can shed further light on Rabi’a’s arresting testimony that she had “no room left over” to hate anyone, even “Satan.” He was asked once, “Is hate the opposite of love?” I would answer Yes!—but what he said was “No. Love has no opposite.” When you and I hear the word “love” we think of it as an emotion. There is such an emotion, of course, and as we all know, it definitely has an opposite: it can switch over to that opposite with distressing speed when things go wrong. But neither Ramdas nor Rabi’a was talking about the emotions that come and go in the conscious mind. They are shadows, a kind of projection of the great cosmic force mystics refer to as love.

ENTER GANDHI

Now, all this may seem like a lofty abstraction, but when it reached Gandhi he turned it into a force that even the world’s mightiest empire failed to reckon with: “The world rests upon the bedrock of satya or truth. Asatya, meaning untruth, also means non-existent, and satya, or truth, also means that which is. If untruth does not so much as exist, its victory is out of the question. And, truth being that which is, can never be destroyed. This is the doctrine of Satyagraha in a nutshell.”49

By making this the cornerstone of his faith, Gandhi changed human history. Not only did he drive the British Raj out of India, and by so doing dispel the illusion of colonial (racial) superiority widely accepted even by those it victimized, but he also brought the new story back to human civilization. He discovered the liberating implication of the ungroundedness of evil: because evil has “no share of being,” as Julian put it, it exists only because and to the extent that we support it. Withdraw our support, and it is powerless. Case in point: the British did not “take” India. Gandhi wrote in his 1909 classic, Hind Swaraj, “It is truer to say that we gave India to the English than that India was lost.”50 The Indians of that era were seduced by the baubles of modern civilization, he explained, and taken in by British promises of “order” and security.

The real power of nonviolence rests on the fact that even the most ruthless evildoer does not, in his heart, want to be doing evil, though they may not be aware of it. This is what writer, activist, and trainer George Lakey calls the ambivalence of the attacker. That is, the attacker feels—albeit unconsciously—a revulsion toward their own violence as they feel consciously the urge to act it out. Arno Michaelis, whom we heard from in chapter 2, was there, and he can tell us what it feels like. Before his conversion, he recounts, “I faintly recall whispers of don’t do this … don’t hurt them coming from somewhere long ago in my soul. But each plea was literally drowned in … Old Style and the junk thrill of combat thundered once again.”51 The old style, cradled in the old story.

It is the resister’s job to make that former feeling, that inner awareness of unity, conscious, by reflecting it. We sometimes have to pay the price of taking on self-suffering to do this; but that suffering that we voluntarily take on is very different in kind and ultimate effect from the suffering that the attacker, oppressor, or unjust system is imposing on us. The foundation of all nonviolent resistance is “clinging to truth,” the literal meaning of satyagraha, which in this case is the inner truth that the attacker has lost sight of.

To return to our main point, neither Gandhi nor anyone who shared this vision has ever denied the existence of evil. If anything, they feel it more keenly than most. What they deny is its absolute existence—i.e. its vulnerability to change.

While the essential insights of the wisdom tradition are valid for all time, they require interpretation for each time. They need to be fitted to the given culture and its particular needs. Gandhi, because he was entirely modern in his emphasis on the need for social action and entirely scientific in his approach, and because everything he said and did has been so well and copiously documented, is more than just a representative of the wisdom tradition (surprising enough, perhaps, for those who see only the political actor in him) but arguably the key interpreter of that tradition for our time. This is why Sri Eknath Easwaran, speaking to students on September 24, 1983, called him one of the pioneers of human evolution.

At any rate, Gandhi seems to have been quite aware from his early days in South Africa that he was up against a deeply entrenched worldview that would make his work difficult. As he writes in Hind Swaraj, “It is my deliberate opinion that India is being ground down not under the English heel but under that of modern civilisation.”52 While he may have started out as a reformer concerned with questions of racism and colonialism, he soon found himself caught up in nothing less than what today we’d call a clash of civilizations. He puts into the mouth of the colonial secretary of the Transvaal, General Smuts, the attitude of the Europeans who opposed him: “South Africa is a representative [aka colony] of Western civilization while India is the centre of Oriental culture. Thinkers of the present generation hold that these two civilizations cannot go together … The West is opposed to simplicity while Orientals consider that virtue to be of primary importance…. Western civilization may or may not be good, but Westerners wish to stick to it … They have shed rivers of blood for its sake…. It is therefore too late for them now to chalk out a new path for themselves.”53

Gandhi was quite aware, of course, that it was racism that threw him off the train at Maritzburg in April 1893, but he was aware of it in a larger frame. It was not a personal insult, merely, or even a racial insult. Racism, which still disfigures the world, is a virulent form of inhumanity, but not the only one. Later on, he would fight heart and soul against similar tensions between Hindu and Muslim or between caste Hindus themselves and “untouchables.” All these forms of “man’s inhumanity to man” are really a tension between two master ideas—what Augustine called two amores, or drives: the instinct for self-preservation and the instinct—which is just as real—for self-sacrifice. The former rests on a story of separateness; the latter expresses our yearning for unity, for a transcendent reality. The conflict that unfolded in South Africa and is still unfolding today (think of the indigenous groups being threatened by corporations with their disregard of earth and people) is really between not two civilizations but two ideas of civilization, two stories: one that has us as physical beings inescapably locked into competition and violence, and another that acknowledges our spiritual nature and the unity of consciousness—that is, the sanctity of life.

RECOVERING FREEDOM

If India is a conspicuous holder of the wisdom tradition, she is certainly not the only one. I began with perhaps the most challenging teaching of the tradition as a whole, evil’s limited claim on being. To introduce a second core teaching, I’d like to draw on a Sufi teacher from thirteenth-century Iran who has become, in translation, one of the most popular poets of this country: Jalaluddin Rumi.

A Garden Beyond Paradise

Everything you see has its roots in the Unseen world.

The forms may change, yet the essence remains the same.

Every wondrous sight will vanish, Every sweet word will fade.

But do not be disheartened,

The Source they come from is eternal Growing, branching out, giving new life and new joy.

Why do you weep?

…

From the moment you came into this world

A ladder was placed in front of you that you might escape.

From earth you became plant, From plant you became animal.

Afterwards you became a human being,

Endowed with knowledge, intellect, and faith.

Behold the body, born of dust how perfect it has become!

Why should you fear its end?

When were you ever made less by dying?

When you pass beyond this human form,

No doubt you will become an angel

And soar through the heavens!

But don’t stop there.

Even heavenly bodies grow old.

Pass again from the heavenly realm and plunge into the vast ocean of Consciousness.54

I had been teaching this poem for several years, in my seminar on the meaning of life, before the significance of the line I’ve italicized jumped out at me: But don’t stop there. Whether it was the idyllic setting (we were sitting out on the lawn that balmy afternoon) or something else, for the first time I saw the subtle but critical shift from phrases like “you became … you became,” to “don’t stop there.” Rumi talks about the evolutionary leap from merely undergoing passive experiences to actively taking charge of our destiny, placing it somewhere between what he calls human and angel—let us say, at the stage of an enlightened person. At this stage, Rumi says, we become active agents of our own evolution.

A critical point that’s upheld throughout the wisdom tradition is that we are not the playthings of destiny or karma; we have a freedom to act and therefore a responsibility to make decisions that affect our progress, for good or ill. The source of that freedom is pinpointed in the opening line of the Dhammapada (the “way of the law,” the central text of Theravada Buddhism): “All that we are is the result of what we have thought.” Our life takes on great meaning in the struggle for mastery of our thoughts.

Violence is a tendency that pulls us back, away from the recognition of unity; nonviolence pulls us forward, toward that recognition. Where “nonviolence” means only a set of techniques for social or political change, of course it has no such capacity; but what we are learning about the vast scope of nonviolence today opens this larger prospect. In principled nonviolence, as it’s called, you always try to persuade rather than coerce your opponent. That’s because you actually have your eyes on the well-being of that person or group even while you’re opposing what they’re doing, and you know that their well-being can never be served by depriving them of agency. Likewise, in nonviolent leadership—and Gandhi was a master at this—you always try to enable those you lead to grow into their own leadership capacities, not just for strategic reasons but because you try never to sacrifice the long term or lose your awareness that the well-being of one is inseparable from the well-being of all—of life as a whole. Our agency, our dignity, our very being is rooted in nonviolent principle. In Gandhi’s words, “I am not a visionary. I claim to be a practical idealist. The religion of non-violence is not meant merely for the rishis and saints. It is meant for the common people as well. Non-violence is the law of our species as violence is the law of the brute. The spirit lies dormant in the brute, and he knows no law but that of physical might. The dignity of man requires obedience to a higher law—to the strength of the spirit.”55

We now know, thanks to a great deal of astute research by scientists like Frans de Waal and many others, that violence is not the law of the brute in that simple sense. But have we caught up with the discovery that nonviolence is the law of the human?

THE QUANTUM NATURE OF THOUGHT

After the Dhammapada opening line just mentioned, a bit later the text continues with:

More than an enemy, more than all those who hate you, an undisciplined mind can do you greater harm.

More than your mother, more than your father, more than all your relatives, a disciplined mind will do you greater good.

Just as Western scientific genius made a breakthrough, about a century ago, that can liberate us from materiality, geniuses in the Hindu-Buddhist tradition many centuries ago made the same discovery in the world that they were searching into: the world within. Namely, as one Indian scientist recently wrote, the discovery that “quantum jumps for thought appear to be as much a necessity for the conscious self as these [quantum jumps] are for the atom.”56 While this is if anything even harder to wrap our minds around, it is equally liberating. If our thoughts were a continuous, unbroken stream, it would be hard to stop them. A great meditation teacher somewhere around the beginning of the common era, Patāñjali, pointed out, in his classic Yoga Sutras, that the minute a thought, desire, or notion occurs, we identify with it. So if there were no break in the thought stream, we would be totally identified with our mind—our thoughts, fears, desires—no matter where they come from or who put them there for what reason. There would be no “us” to do that disciplining the Buddha talks about. Because thoughts come in discrete packets or bursts of activity, it should be possible to shoehorn our way between two thought-bursts (called in the Yoga Sutras citta vṛtti literally “turbulence in mind-stuff”), widen the space, enjoy the silence, and in time enter that silence to find “the peace that passeth all understanding.” We can achieve control over our mind—and life, and, in time, our culture—by slowing down the apparently continuous stream of thoughts until those priceless cracks of reality that the Buddhists call “emptiness” shine through. This is exactly what meditation, according to the classical definition, does, which is why I emphasized it in Step Three of the scheme I suggest for basic training.

Notice that the Indian discovery happened thousands of years earlier. This is not because the sages in question were smarter than Einstein, Bohr, and the rest (that would be hard!), but because they were looking in the right direction to find the fundamental realities of life and consciousness: inward.

Just as there is a CP for nonviolence in the outer world, there is a CP in our minds, where it all begins. This is the core of the wisdom tradition in terms of its practical outcome for us. What a pity, then, to spend time looking for satisfaction in material things instead of searching for what Augustine calls that “footprint of the most secret unity” within us.57 Modern media, particularly advertising and entertainment media, have become an ongoing conspiracy to agitate our minds until they are buzzing with thoughts and impulses beyond our control. To manipulate our behavior, they must make us susceptible to their often absurd claims that this toothpaste will make you attractive or that car will set you free. In the end, they’re distracting us from the real progress we were born to carry out.

Contemplate your true being! You are not a being who can be made happy by buying things. You are not a being who can be made secure by threatening others or by laughing at them. What are you? Here’s where we have to focus on the third harmony. The two powerful messages we’ve been talking about give us both an incentive and a direction: that there is a positive core of reality in the universe, and that we are not helpless to discover it. Otherwise put, this positive core is a guarantee that good ultimately will triumph over evil if we can find our capacity to make our way toward it—which is what nonviolence tries to do.

THE STAGES OF THE NEW STORY

All those working toward a new story, to my knowledge, agree that it’s a shift from the idea of a material, random universe to a meaningful, living universe pervaded by consciousness. Beyond that, the model is a work in progress. Given our cultural training to look outward, it’s not surprising that remnants of the old outlook can still cling to people trying to do this work. The three harmonies I think of are a kind of historical “zooming in” on the world of consciousness itself as the third stage, where the progress of turning the lens inward becomes complete.

THE FIRST HARMONY: “WE ARE STARDUST”

Since Thomas Berry coined the term “new story,” many of its best-known advocates felt free to step back and look at the widest possible picture, namely the universe itself. Indeed, The Universe Story is the title of an excellent book by Berry and Brian Swimme.58 This story is about cosmogony: how we come to have a livable planet (among possibly countless others, we now know) from the explosion of a point singularity through a process that astronomers can spell out in a general outline they’ve arrived at by meticulous and often brilliant research. A glance at some of the excellent titles in the field will illustrate the vigorous activity and distinguished writers in this area: The Self-Aware Universe (Goswami), The Awakening Universe (Swimme), and The Universe Story (Swimme and Thomas Berry), along with Duane Elgin’s The Living Universe. Some of these writers, not surprisingly, have backgrounds in physics and cosmogony. Their work has allowed us to say two critical and radically new (to moderns) things about the universe.

First, it could not possibly have come about by chance. On my way into town I pass a farm that until recently had an impressive junkyard. There must have been an acres’ worth of tractor parts, worn-out automobile tires, lumber, old refrigerators, a rusted-out trailer, and things no longer recognizable, all piled together in no discernible order. Now imagine if a really strong wind (we do get them here, off the Pacific) were to blow through that junkyard and whip things around in such a way that it puts together—voilà!—a Boeing 707! Improbable? What an understatement. But Sir Fred Hoyle, the world-famous astronomer, was only partly being tongue-in-cheek when he proposed that this was about the likelihood that our universe, resulting in Earth, with its superbly tuned ecosystems and incredibly complex but highly organized life forms, came about by chance. Others use a similar image to help us grasp how incredibly unlikely that is: if a monkey were to sit in front of a typewriter, banging on the keys long enough, it would type out the works of Shakespeare. Today scientists can actually put a number to how long it would take the monkey to do this—roughly a million billion years—but in only 13.7 billion (13.798 ±0.037, if you want the latest estimate, which has recently been challenged) the universe has produced monkeys, typewriters, and Shakespeare!

Second: If the universe didn’t come about by chance, it must have had, and presumably still does, some kind of direction, or let’s say it right out: a purpose. All proponents of the wisdom tradition, and indeed almost all religions, uphold this. We can lay out three steps, therefore, to a right understanding of the universe:

1.   The universe could not possibly have come about by chance. As the Quantum Gravity Research Group puts it in their clever film What Is Reality?: “there’s no decent evidence for randomness in the universe. Pure chance … does not appear to be a significant factor in the evolution of life.”59 It has to have had some purpose, therefore, or at least some direction, which we can possibly discern. And the minute we think about it, in fact, that purpose jumps out at us.

2.   The most impressive and significant thing that has been developing throughout the long travail of evolution from pure energy to matter to life is consciousness. Think how much more conscious we are than the inert matter-energy that exploded out of the big bang.

But this step needs a little qualification. The experts on consciousness, namely the sages of the wisdom tradition, have always maintained exactly what scientists like Nobel laureate biologist George Wald now say: “There is no waiting for consciousness to arise. It is there always.” Similarly, Rabbi Michael Lerner, at a conference in the 1990s: ‘Consciousness has been there,” he said, “not from the emergence of brains [as so many think] but from the very, very beginning of everything … There never was a time when the universe wasn’t equally conscious as it was physical. Or more so!” So consciousness itself has not evolved; beings have evolved, who are progressively more able to benefit from the inestimable creative power of consciousness.

The emergence of life—and then of human life—were major leaps forward, but to quote Wald again, “This universe was headed for life from the big bang.” Creatures evolved to enjoy and make ever better use of ambient consciousness, so to speak—the way life forms evolved, about 2.5 billion years ago, to make use of oxygen. If all this be true, then the most significant fact of all is inescapable:

3.   There is no reason to think that this driving force, this grand sweep of evolution, is over; and there is good evidence that it isn’t. A small number of human beings—Jesus, Buddha, and in our own age Gandhi and a few others not so well known—have expanded their consciousness to an extraordinary degree. Few in number, but powerful in impact, they would seem to have completed in themselves the thrust of evolution from apparently inert matter to the pinnacle of consciousness. There are perhaps a few thousands of others—a tiny but significant minority of humanity, some known to history and some not—who have made comparable breakthroughs. They did not have to become something other than human to do this. Indeed, there’s reason to think that this is when they became truly human. Gandhi, for practical purposes probably the most important, is a good example. Their bodies are made of the same human clay as yours and mine, but they have trained their mind to resonate with ever subtler and higher realms of awareness. These “great souls” (mahatmas) show us where we ourselves are headed—what we can become, if indeed we can rescue the planet quickly enough to get on with the journey.

My spiritual teacher, Sri Eknath Easwaran, was, like Gandhi, much devoted to that great spiritual classic, the Bhagavad Gita: “If we take the Gita’s view, that God has become the world and mind and matter belong to the same field, we get a much loftier view of evolution: the eons-long rise of consciousness from pure energy until the simplest of life forms emerges and the struggle for increasing self-awareness begins.”60

That is the struggle going on right now, in all of us. Our natural movement as individuals is to rise through higher and higher stages of awareness, from the animal level on up in somewhat the way we must have done species-wise over the millions of years. Ramdas made the following remark to a Western audience in 1959 (hence the gendered pronouns; “man,” at that time, still meant “human being”): “On the physical plane man is but an animal. On the intellectual plane he is a rational being. On the moral plane he is a power for good. On the spiritual plane he is a radiant being full of divine light, love, and bliss. Humanity’s ascent from one plane to another is its natural movement.61

We are evolving spiritual beings. We consist of much higher faculties than our physical senses. The most important decision made by any human being—and we make it always, moment by moment, for even if we choose not to act, that itself is a choice—is whether we shall cooperate with this natural movement or try to resist it. This holds for us as individuals and in the policies and institutions we create as communities. As Easwaran used to say, we cannot break the laws of nature; we can only break ourselves against them.

THE SECOND HARMONY: “WE ARE ANIMALS”

A step closer to where the wisdom tradition primarily focuses takes us from the universe story to the Earth story. The sages never held, as the old story does, that the earth is an inert object that’s there to be exploited, and that we can exploit it pretty much indefinitely. Earth is more like a living being than an object. It is there not to be exploited but to be cherished. Earth is an exquisite system that can sustain itself indefinitely in a constantly renewable balance—if we live in accordance with its laws and our own legitimate needs. It’s because we’re so unaware of this that we fall prey to the delusion that we have to consume things to be happy.

In my last year of undergraduate school, the registrar informed me (wrongly, it turned out) that I had to take an economics course to graduate. So I took one. After about three weeks I began to feel that either the instructor was crazy or I was. Now, I have my problems, but I didn’t think I was the crazy party in this case. I simply didn’t believe that economies have to constantly expand (the word they used is “grow,” but only living things grow, right?) in order to thrive; but nobody mentioned that there was only the one planet, and it’s finite! I tiptoed out of the class, leaving behind the possibility of a good grade on my record, because they never questioned this basic premise, much less acknowledged how it contradicted basic logic. Happily, the registrar discovered he’d made a mistake, and I got my degree, but the human race went merrily on figuring out how to consume more and more of a finite planet.

Since then any number of studies have shown that even as overconsumption is degrading the life-support system of the planet, it doesn’t even satisfy. In the mystics’ vision there can be no contradiction between personal and planetary needs. As I’ve said, once our needs for food, clothing, shelter, health care, and education are met—which, in a just world, shouldn’t be hard for anyone—income has surprisingly little effect on happiness.62 In fact, more wealth actually starts to compromise happiness A series of studies shows that wealth doesn’t make us happier—but the respect of others does.

The illusion that we have to consume more than we need to be happy is closely followed by another that, if anything, is worse: that we have to dominate others to be secure. Politically, this is absurd, because people don’t like being dominated. They even fight back, and there goes your security. “Conquest breeds hatred,” said the Buddha, “for the conquered live in sorrow.” Spiritually, it’s worse than absurd, because in the end nobody is really other; when you try to dominate others, all you’re doing is alienating yourself. If there is one principle fundamental to the wisdom tradition, it is this oneness of life, of all being.

“We are stardust,” a motto of stage one thinking, has a romantic ring to it—to which, as far as it goes, I have no objection. “We are animals,” a motto in stage two, can help us restore our sense of reverence for the Earth and abandon our arrogance as its masters and exploiters. But both these statements lack the power to get us out of the old materialist story. Our bodies are, in a sense, stardust; our bodies are those of highly advanced animals. And yet, these miraculous bodies of ours, worthy of awe and admiration, can’t hold a candle to the power of the mind and the awesome mystery of consciousness. There’s the real romance, the real source of due humility.

Animals exhibit many behaviors that are also exhibited by nonviolent people—conflict avoidance, reconciliation, even a kind of third-party peacekeeping. Some might wish to argue from this that nonviolence is not a uniquely human capacity. I am not comfortable with that. There is something critical in Gandhi’s feeling that nonviolence is the law of our species in a qualitatively different way. That difference would seem to lie in the human quantum leap in the evolution of choice, and in the fact that while nonviolent behaviors are found, increasingly, in higher animals, it is central to who we are. The new story, to be complete, must celebrate and account for this precious capacity, but the mottos of the first two stages—the universe story and the planet story—fail to bring this out. They have unwittingly carried over the main tenet of the old story: namely, their physicality. They miss the critical centrality of consciousness, where unity is much easier to imagine—and where, in fact, scientists as well as mystics have imagined and experienced it.

Similarly, when Belgian marchers at a recent climate protest bore signs saying “The planet can do without us, but we cannot do without the planet,” they meant well, but again they are missing an important point. Let’s assume that, as a planetary scientist friend of mine assures me, the earth could get along without us; is that the purpose of evolution—for a given planet to “get along”? When you look at evolution over the whole long course of 13.7 billion years, and refuse to believe it just happened by chance, it’s pretty obvious that its purpose is for consciousness to rise to its highest potential, and the extinction of the human experiment on planet Earth would be a terrific setback to that sacred experiment. We need to shed our arrogance, but not our responsibility. We need to get over what activists sometimes call our “human supremacy,” but not by abrogating our unique responsibility for the care of life through our higher intelligence and potential for moral awareness.

After all, there’s not much we can do about the universe (except maybe stop polluting our tiny local area with space junk). There’s everything we can do to stop damaging life on earth, of course, but we need to know who we are and what we really need in order to do that. Welcome to the third harmony.

THE THIRD HARMONY: WE ARE NONVIOLENT

Christof Koch, a distinguished neuroscientist at the Allen Institute and professor of cognitive and behavioral biology at the California Institute of Technology, points out an intriguing parallel: over the past four hundred years, since the discovery of the telescope, each successive generation of astrophysicists has realized that the universe is still bigger than the previous generation thought. So it is with the brain, by far the most complex piece of organized matter in the known universe. Each generation of neuroscientists turns up more complexity, more hidden layers.63 (Writer John Colapinto, in the interview in which psychiatrist and neuroscientist Karl Deisseroth made that observation, notes that Deisseroth also told him he was “no closer to understanding the great mystery of the mind: how a poem or a piece of music can elicit emotions from a mass of neurons and circuits suspended in fat and water.” Old story thinking, again. I posit that it’s really the mind that experiences emotions in response to, say, a poem or piece of music, and the role of the brain in this process is a great mystery.)

We are in some important ways a microcosm of the universe. The newly recovered consensus narrative of science (which I’ll say more about shortly) and traditional wisdom, aka the new story, has put us in a position to sum up not just the story of our physical evolution—astounding as that is—but also the far more significant story of our minds and consciousness, or whatever we mean by spirit. In these terms we are at present somewhere between our animal origins, when our behavior had a kind of automaticity, and the state that has been reached by a few of us down the annals of history who lived by a kind of spontaneous intuition (called prajñā in Sanskrit) whereby they saw all life as one and lived in accordance with that vision.

One fateful day in November 2015, Adel Termos was walking through a crowded Beirut market with his nine-year-old daughter when suddenly a suicide bomber blew himself up. Dozens perished. In the ensuing chaos, Termos spotted the accomplice—a second bomber about to do the same and kill perhaps hundreds more. Instantly he tackled the man to the ground, which detonated the explosive vest. Both men of course died. But as Beiruti physician Elie Fares said, “There are many, many families, hundreds probably, who owe their completeness to his sacrifice.” He continued, “In a way, Adel Termos broke human nature of self-preservation. His heroism transcended his own life to save others. To make that kind of decision in a split second, to decide that you’d rather save hundreds than to go back home to your family, to decide that the collective lives of those around you are more important than your own is something that I think no one will ever understand.”64

No, they never will, until they break free into the new story. It is time we realized how these acts, of an Antoinette Tuff or an Adel Termos, do not break human nature; on the contrary, they display it. If we have an instinct for self-preservation, we also have a corresponding insight for self-sacrifice. The former will always be brought into play by a paradigm of separateness, the latter by awareness of unity. Our goal as a people is to make such sacrifices unnecessary through the reordering of society along the lines of this better awareness of who we are. When we discover our inner resources, it becomes unnecessary to exploit the earth for its resources; when we discover our spiritual unity, that exploitation becomes not just unnecessary but impossible. And, more to the point, it also becomes impossible to injure and exploit others. Indeed, doing what we can to help them—for example, by using nonviolence when we have to resist their injustices—brings us a fulfillment that nothing else can match.

Although the Cloud of Unknowing, a famous fourteenth-century English mystical document, does not mention nonviolence specifically, our unique ability to choose the path of self-sacrifice and nonviolence must have lain behind this outpouring: “Beneath you and external to you lies the entire created universe. Yes, even the sun, the moon, and the stars. They are fixed above you, splendid in the firmament, yet they cannot compare to your exalted dignity as a human being.”65

SUMMING UP

The spiritual literature of the world is so consistent in its teachings as to meet the most stringent demands of any science. It touches on every serious philosophical question and every field of human experience. Nevertheless, for our present purposes we can sum up what the saints and sages are telling us:

[image: Images]   The universe is full of meaning.

[image: Images]   In this universe, beings have arisen that have greater and greater capacities of consciousness. This has gone on at an accelerating rate until our present day.

[image: Images]   There is no reason to think this process is over.

[image: Images]   We human beings, who represent the apex of this process on planet Earth so far, can play an active role in our own evolution and consequently that of our species.

[image: Images]   The discovery of our capacity for nonviolence, connected as it is with higher consciousness, or love, is a key to this development.

Virtually all indigenous cultures have a living sense of our relationship with nature at the heart of their worldview. No small number of them also enjoy nonviolent practices as well. Quite a number of them provide models, for example, not only for reverence for the earth but also for the practices of restorative justice—in fact, much of what we know about RJ comes from them, particularly the Navajo and Maori. Yet anthropologists often find that because of their relative isolation these peoples stop short of extending their sense of belonging, or what Einstein would call their circle of compassion, beyond their own community. Some tribal names turn out to mean “human,” for example, implying that whoever might be outside their tribes might not qualify. In other words, like the Semai of Malaysia or about fifty other groups that have been studied from this point of view, they have developed a nonviolent culture—for the world they know. Our job is to develop it for the world itself.


Chapter Five

In the Mirror of Science

Science is not only compatible with spirituality; it is a profound source of spirituality…. The notion that science and spirituality are somehow mutually exclusive does a disservice to both.

—Carl Sagan

In their excellent survey The New Biology: Discovering the Wisdom of Nature, writers Robert Augros and George Stanciu describe how the logical structure of science is founded on physics and builds up to the life sciences and psychology. We can follow that structure to sketch how the cutting edge that’s often called “new science” echoes and supports the wisdom tradition wherever science as we understand it—the systematic exploration of the outside, or objective world—overlaps with the science of the world within. We have seen how remarkably the wisdom tradition remains consistent in its essential findings across all cultures and all ages. This chapter gives us a glimpse of how that tradition as a whole is also consistent with science. Setting aside those ideologues who reject any science that’s inconvenient for their position, science is still, as futurist Willis Harman called it, the “knowledge validating system” of our civilization. It was by ignoring the scientific consensus formed as early as the 1970’s (or suppressing it, as the extractive industries did) that we landed in the present climate emergency. We don’t want to ignore the science where it supports the climate struggle or the new story.

THE PHYSICAL WORLD

Gandhi’s role as interpreter of the perennial philosophy—our “new” story, in contemporary terms—as a transmitter of its core teachings from a culture where these were still relatively well upheld to a civilization where they had been all but forgotten, rests on two qualifications. For one, he was the activist par excellence. You could say he charted the course for today’s insurrectionary movements, more and more of which are recognizing the strategic advantages of nonviolence. In this, Gandhi stood out among most of his predecessors in India’s spiritual tradition, who rarely entered the word of politics. Secondly, and much more within that tradition, he had an entirely scientific outlook: “The claim that I have made is neither extraordinary nor exclusive. God will rule the lives of all those who will surrender themselves without reservation to him. Here is no question of hallucination [as a friend had suggested]. I have stated a simple scientific law that can be verified by anyone who will undertake the necessary preparations …”66

We would call the event he’s describing here one of his most mystical experiences. He had heard the voice of God telling him to undertake what became known as the epic fast against separate electorates for caste Hindus and “untouchables” in September 1932. Yet he sees it in entirely scientific terms. (Incidentally, it worked.)

The world I was taught to believe in could be said to rest on Newton’s physics, Darwin’s evolution, and Freud’s psychology, which eventually led to the demoralizing theory of innate aggression and what’s been called our culture of narcissism. Why should we care about others if they’re completely separate from us? Why should we care about the planet if it’s an inert object? Why should we care about anything but our own gratification if there’s no particular meaning to life?

Then it all changed.

Max Planck was, like his friend Albert Einstein, a gifted musician. In 1874, in fact, the young Planck had been advised by his physics professor in Munich, Philipp von Jolly, not to waste his time going into physics, since in this field almost everything was already discovered, and all that remained was to fill a few holes. But Planck was okay with filling the holes, so he stuck with physics—and about sixteen years later discovered the newest thing that ever hit Western science: that electromagnetic energy—say, light or gravity or electricity, fundamental units of reality—comes not in a continuous flow, as it appears to do in ordinary observation, but in discrete “packets,” officially termed quanta. It was pure serendipity, as the best science often is. He was simply trying to account for a puzzle in what scientists call black body radiation (a “black body” is a body that absorbs energy completely), and in order to make the equations work, he hit on the idea of introducing a constant: Planck’s constant, h. He thought this constant would be factored out once he solved the equations. Was he ever wrong! What he dreamed up as a mere mathematical tool showed that energy is actually discontinuous or, if you will, “pixelated,” the way the pixels on a computer screen are perceived as continuous but aren’t.

Einstein was already working on his even more famous equation that demonstrated that energy and matter are essentially interchangeable. (Planck’s is E=hv; Einstein’s is, of course, E=mc2.) The earth-shaking implication of these parallel discoveries is that the continuity with which we experience the world is much like the impression created by a series of still photographs that we see as a moving picture. In fact, a famous sage of modern India, Sri Ramana Maharshi, used this very analogy to explain why we see life and experience our thoughts as real, when they are really a series of discrete “instants” that the Indian tradition, Hindu and Buddhist, called channas.

The breathtaking implications are not obvious for the lay person (like myself). Let’s back up a second.

The great physicists of the early nineteenth century, Germans and others, saw themselves not as specialists but as philosophers exploring the very roots of natural science. When Erwin Schrödinger, for example, wrote What Is Life? after fleeing the Nazis in 1944, he claimed that the title was somewhat tongue-in-cheek, but in fact he had strong interests in Eastern religion and for a time was head of the physics department in Allahabad, India. The genius to whom we owe the principle of uncertainty, Werner Heisenberg, wrote Physics and Philosophy: The Revolution in Modern Science in 1958. Ernst Mach, whose exposure of deep flaws in Newtonian mechanics strongly influenced Einstein, was himself influenced by Indian philosophy.67 Whether India had a direct influence on these developments, or it was simply time for the mechanistic Zeitgeist to get out of the way, a fundamental change was happening. Planck’s discovery of the discontinuity of nature, of matter and energy, at the subatomic level liberated us from Newton’s billiard ball model of material reality, with its forces acting on objects with resulting predictable movement and acceleration. It is only the huge number of quantum entities (quons, as Nick Herbert calls them, or qubits, as most physicists today call them) in anything as big as a bacterium that makes the effect of such a force seem totally predictable.

But if random forces are not what makes the world go round, what does? Quantum research showed that we live in what they call a participatory universe, where in any act of observation on the quantum level the observer influences what’s observed. It’s not the case that an objective, material reality really exists “out there” whether we’re observing it or not. In other words, our consciousness of the world has an impact on the world. The mature Planck saw what was really happening: “I regard consciousness as fundamental. I regard matter as derivative from consciousness … Everything that we talk about, everything that we regard as existing, postulates consciousness.”68

THE LIGHT AT THE END OF THE MATERIAL TUNNEL

Don’t be concerned if, like me, you can’t follow the actual science behind these discoveries, not to mention the mathematics (of which I am entirely innocent). Realizing the significance of what is now called the new physics, a number of brilliant physicists—Fritjof Capra, David Bohm, Nick Herbert, Brian Swimme, Henry Stapp, and others—have very clearly spelled out the consequences for laypersons like myself. With their help, we can go through the same shock of finding out that, as Schrödinger says, “We have to surrender the notion of the real external world. Alien as it seems to everyday thinking, [it] is absolutely essential.”69 We journey with them from shock to intrigue, and finally to a picture that’s utterly inspiring.

We are being given back a world in which all reality is interconnected, since consciousness pervades everything (in fact, is everything), and in which, far from being meaningless specks in a vast randomness, we are cocreators of a universe that is as much within as around us. My colleague Henry Stapp succinctly described the interconnectedness, not to say unity, of the quantum universe in a paper he developed at Berkeley back in 1989 (my emphasis): “The actual things from which the universe is built are not persisting entities … but are rather sudden events called quantum jumps … and the quantum jump is intrinsically a shift of the entire universe.”70

In the macroscopic world of what is now called classical science, an electron has to be either a wave or a particle. In the quantum world of the new science, it is something that will appear as a wave or a particle depending on what you’re looking for—that is, depending on the equipment you set up to detect it. In other words, again, your consciousness plays a role in (the appearance of) the reality around us. It is not a physical world, purely and simply, but what Stapp and others call psychophysical:

That senseless mechanical conception of the universe, and of your role within it, is a relic of the classical principles that were found early in the twentieth century to be incompatible with a host of irrefutable experimental findings. To cope with that massive failure of the classical precepts, physicists of the twentieth century replaced that earlier understanding of nature by a profoundly different one called quantum mechanics. The newer theory accounts, with spectacular accuracy, for all well-established empirical data, both new and old, and describes a dynamically integrated psychophysical reality in which a person’s mental intensions are not fixed by the prior physical reality, but can influence that person’s upcoming bodily actions in the mentally intended way…71

Simply put, we have free will.

Thus it was that an entirely new science began to emerge, as scientists—some gingerly, some with a sense of wonder—began one after another to walk through the door thrown open by this revelation of a subatomic world utterly unlike the mechanical, predictable universe of classical science—or of our day-to-day experience. A number of scientists, led by Einstein himself, tried to show that the bizarre quantum nature of reality was not how the world really is; it must be just an artifact of how we describe it at the quantum level. Not the territory, just a convenient map. But these efforts backfired. Through some important experiments—ironically, the most important being the one that Einstein himself designed with colleagues Boris Podolsky and Nathan Rosen—to disprove this pixelated model of reality, they instead proved it. The French physicist Alain Aspect found out a way to conduct their brilliant thought-experiment—namely, by firing a stream of photons (the quantum particles responsible for light) in opposite directions from a single source to a type of crystal where each photon would break in one of two ways. In a classical world there would be no correlation between the sets going one way or the other, since they were travelling apart at the speed of light and no signal could communicate to photon A which way photon A.1 broke. Einstein again: nothing travels faster than the speed of light. But according to a phenomenon called “quantum entanglement,” they should still be in communication: Einstein’s dreaded “spooky actions at a distance.” The correlation that quantum theory predicted is exactly what they found.

This meant that the world we live in is nonlocal, in scientific language—meaning that an event happening anywhere somehow happens everywhere (as Stapp tells us in the preceding quote). Now call to mind King’s famous assertion, in his Letter from Birmingham Jail, that “injustice anywhere damages justice everywhere.”

Nonlocality is the mirror in which scientists see what mystics have been trying to tell us down the corridors of time: that all life is one.

The primacy of consciousness—that consciousness, not matter, is the fundamental nature of reality—is what makes nonlocality, aka the absolute unity of life, possible. Matter won’t do that for you. Consciousness (think capital “C” consciousness) is the all-pervasive, infinitely creative reality, not limited in time or space. It is not to be confused with my consciousness, as in, “I am conscious of the tree outside my window,” which is an infinitesimal splinter of absolute consciousness. And this primacy of Consciousness was a given throughout India’s long spiritual heritage, so much so that it was condensed into a two-word formula in the earliest stratum of Indian tradition: prajñānām brahmaḥ, “Brahman (the Supreme Reality) is consciousness.” We have just heard it echoed by Max Planck in his famous declaration that matter is derivative from consciousness.

It perhaps shouldn’t surprise us any more to find this strikingly similar language in a relatively more recent Indian text, the Yoga Vāsiṣṭha (sometimes called the Vāsiṣṭha Rāmāyana): “Everything here [that is, in the world] is pure consciousness; minus pure consciousness nothing is.”72

This text, the Yoga Vāsiṣṭha, was compiled in the middle ages from much earlier material. It is one of the most scientific in Indian literature (though it’s studded with innumerable mythological and sometimes fantastic stories). It says, for example: “The remark of even a child is to be accepted if it is in accordance with reason; but the remark of even Brahmā himself, the creator of the world, is to be rejected like a piece of straw if it does not accord with reason.”73 In the index of an excellent modern translation, entries for the word “consciousness” fill two columns. I’ve chosen the following specimens practically at random: “The entire universe is but pure consciousness, as it was and as it is. Even when there is a perception of notions and concepts, that consciousness alone exists.” And “the manifestation of ignorance known as ‘the objective universe.’”74

Make no mistake: from our standpoint, there definitely is a world out there, and it is extremely important how we relate to it. But it’s definitely not what it seems. It is not separate from us; it is not a given (as we perceive it) that cannot be altered. It is not primarily or exclusively matter. By some awesome mystery, it is consciousness taking the form of energy to create the appearance of matter.

It is puzzling, but far easier to imagine how consciousness might create inert matter than to imagine the reverse. In the Coptic Gospel of Thomas, which many consider the most important and authentic-sounding of the noncanonical gospels, Jesus says, “If the flesh came into being because of spirit, it is amazing, but if spirit came into being because of the body, it is even more amazing. I am amazed, though, at how such great wealth [i.e. spirit] has settled into such poverty [the body].”75

The best explanation for the merely “amazing” possibility that consciousness (spirit) has become matter (flesh) in both quantum theory and the Vedanta is, it really hasn’t. Instead, what we’re dealing with is appearance. Appearance—specifically, the appearance of change and separateness in the phenomenal world—is not entirely real, but not entirely unreal, either; it is just that, an appearance. In Vedanta this is the famous doctrine of māyā. The world of things and people, of creatures and changes, is real for us, to be sure; it is extremely important that we learn to relate to it correctly. But it does not have an absolute reality; it will, as Jesus says, pass away, just as our bodies will resolve back into their constituent elements at the time of death, and new bodies will be called forth from those elements in a cycle that will endure as long as the propitious environment of the planet can be maintained. We are a critical part of maintaining it so that progress can go on.

It’s a lovely paradox: because the world is more separate than we thought—it’s made up of discontinuous changes in matter/energy—it’s not separate at all.

LIVING PLANET, LIVING NATURE

The concept of a paradigm shift, according to Thomas Kuhn, is that science does not work simply from discovered facts; it works from scientists’ perception of these facts. The “classic,” “Darwinian” theory of evolution was a perfect example. The fact is, Darwin did not simply say that evolution proceeds by random mutation and the survival of the fittest. Instead, it is critical to consider also the Zeitgeist or “sensibility of the age.” This Zeitgeist functioned in the same way that bias functions—it makes people inclined to interpret information selectively and according to a fixed, preexisting worldview. Darwin’s message was filtered through the lens of this bias, and sadly misinterpreted. Darwin had that impression from his early observations (themselves colored by the materialist bent of the times), but he outgrew it. Interesting that we are only now realizing this: Darwin himself did not end up believing that evolution could be fully explained as a mechanical combination of random mutation and survival of the fittest (meaning the most aggressive). As David Loye points out, Origin of Species pertains mainly to prehumans, and there survival of the fittest is featured; however, in The Descent of Man, in which Darwin deals with human evolution, he actually apologizes for the stress on survival theory. “Selfishness” is mentioned only twelve times (in 848 pages), whereas “love” appears ninety-five times, “moral sensitivity” ninety-two, and “mind” ninety.76 “Survival of the fittest”? It is found twice.77

But it was too late. Others were already busy throwing out the baby—the sense of a human universe, alive with feeling and purpose—with the bathwater—that is, with the rigidity and dogma that had taken over the intellectual life of Europe. A strictly mechanistic theory of evolution was too good (and too convenient) to not be right. It seemed to fit perfectly with the mechanical model of Newtonian physics and to justify social Darwinism, a social order based on competition wherein F. Y. Edgeworth could declare, without fear of contradiction, as the first principle of economics that every agent is actuated only by self-interest.

The old story was a solid edifice built on material physics, leading to competition biology and innate aggression as the inescapable mark of the human beast. The new story is just as consistent in going from consciousness-based physics to an image of evolution that is at least as cooperative as it is competitive—in fact, increasingly so—and predicts the possibility of a far different human community.

FROM STICKING POINT TO TIPPING POINT: THE BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES

Frans de Waal is one of the most distinguished scientists of our time. His highly readable books, like Peacemaking Among Primates, Good Natured, and The Age of Empathy: Nature’s Lessons for a Kinder Society are pioneering this shift in the important field of animal behavior. For years he tried to disprove what’s called veneer theory, the Freudian theory that we are essentially cruel and “actuated by self-interest,” with only a thin veneer of civilization between us and our worst behavior. Here is de Waal: “I grew tired of the battle against veneer. But then a curious thing happened: the theory vaporized. Rather than dying from a slow, feverish illness, veneer theory suffered a massive heart attack. I don’t quite understand how and why this happened.”78 As de Waal says in his introduction to Douglas Fry’s War, Peace, and Human Nature, veneer theory is massively contradicted by the evidence from prehistory, paleoanthropology, and his own field.

In speaking with filmmaker Lou Zweier, de Waal noted,

And around the year 2000 all of a sudden we started to see … that people did not accept the notion anymore that we have selfish genes and we are selfishly programmed and all of this. People started to talk about humans as a cooperative species…. We are actually quite cooperative. … Cooperation is actually very widespread in the animal kingdom. There are actually very few animals who have survived without some form of cooperation. And so this whole notion that deep down you’re bad, kind of the original sin idea: that’s sort of out the window now.

Wouldn’t we all like to understand how and why this happened, apparently effortlessly! In any case, this shows that despite the old paradigm’s near-total endorsement by popular culture, education, politicians, and some scientists, its grip may be loosening. This is a tribute to human intelligence—and our will to live!

But it’s clear that veneer theory’s sudden death makes intellectual room for a brilliant reversal that has yet to happen, outside the wisdom tradition: to stand veneer on its head. Violence is a veneer; when people are civil and kind to each other, they’re actually revealing what it means to be human.

A GLANCE AT THE GENETICS

What happened in the field of genetics was, in a way, parallel to the intellectual history of atomic science. Just as atoms, in Newton’s famous picture, were supposed to be solid, massy, hard, impenetrable, moveable particles, genes were supposed to be relatively stable units of information that determined many characteristics of the organism carrying them and even programmed their behavior. Democritus and other Greek philosophers had held that nature must be composed of atoms (a Greek word meaning “indivisible”). Newton said they had to be hard, massy, impenetrable, and changeless particles—and sure enough, this was triumphantly confirmed (or so it seemed) by Einstein’s discovery of the atom and Rutherford and Bohr’s models of it. Then came Planck, a mere decade after Einstein, revealing that the atom isn’t a hard, massy, and so on thing—in fact, it’s not a “thing” at all, properly speaking.

With genes, the rude awakening took a little longer, but it followed the same trajectory from triumphant physicality to—mystery. Gregor Mendel (1822–1884) saw that there had to be “units of inheritance,” leading to the founding of modern genetics and eventually the discovery of actual genes that were assumed to make us what we are. From there it did not take long, again, for geneticist Barbara McClintock (1902–1992) to discover that when you get what she famously called a “feeling for the organism” (corn, in her case) you see that DNA—the long molecules organized into chromosomes, segments of which are recognized as genes—contains what she called transposable elements (TEs) that move about, and do so at least partly in response to stress on the organism. That was half a century ago. While McClintock’s work met with the usual rebuffs that pioneers are heir to, it redounds to the great credit of science that in 1983 she became the first woman to receive an unshared Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine.

Scientists now know that over forty times as much DNA is devoted to the TEs as McClintock was aware of in her day. Her results have been extended by many researchers, including Eshel Ben-Jacob, who describes the genomes of bacterial colonies as group minds that respond intelligently to stress on their colonies.79 In a Washington Post article titled “Breaking the Human Code” (note the misleading “old story” title), of particular interest is this observation by Gene Myers, the computer scientist who actually assembled the genome map (my emphasis): “The system is extremely complex. It’s like it was designed. There’s a huge intelligence there. I don’t see that as being unscientific. Others may, but not me.”80

However we may understand the intelligence Myers refers to, in an important 1988 paper, John Cairns was able to show that a keystone of the Darwinian theory of evolution, random mutation, is quite misleading. Genes don’t just pop off into random mutations; they respond to their environment with, as Cairns calls it, adaptive mutation. In the end, the mechanistic model of evolution simply has not held up. It failed to account for what evolutionists actually observe, such as sudden jumps in evolution, sometimes across species, or the fact that genes, which the media still claim determine not only our physical traits but subtleties of behavior and outlook, determine no such thing. Genes could no more do that than the books on the library stacks can jump off the shelf and tell us what to think. Now that scientists can describe in detail how genes are in fact libraries of information that are read by proteins in a long chain of events, they are beginning to suspect that our belief, how we perceive the world around us, is a critical part of that chain.81 Precisely what the Bhagavad Gita stated, in words that no longer seem fantastical: yach śraddhā, sa eva saḥ (“what your deep belief is, that you are”).

The Nun Study pointed us to that discovery some time ago,82 and doctors know it by experience. When one of the nuns, Sister Mary, was pushing one hundred, she complained to her doctor, “You doctors with your pills are keeping me alive.” But he knew better: “No sister, your attitude is keeping you alive.” Today geneticists have been able to trace the molecular pathway through which belief threads its way through the body to genes, specifically to the telomeres at the ends of chromosomes that determine when and whether it’s time for that chromosome to die. We who work on the new story have long been talking about the fundamental importance of story in how we see the world: now scientists can show how it even molds our physical being.

As mentioned earlier, in the new biology explicated by Augros and Stanciu, the factor of cooperation is at least as important as competition was in the pseudo-Darwinian model. In fact, not only in the animal kingdom but even for plants, cooperation runs through the whole story of evolution, ever gaining on the competition factor as that story unfolds. When futurist and evolutionary biologist Elisabet Sahtouris examined the entire sweep of evolution—from the first entities we regard as living, to nucleated cells, to multicellular organisms, and finally to the complex life forms we’re familiar with today—she discovered a consistent pattern: at each big jump, there was a dramatic shift from competition to cooperation. Otherwise the species would (and some have) exhaust its environment and die off. Sobering! And it also gives pause that until she started asking this question, few had seen this connection, despite the volumes of highly skilled research on evolution. The “survival of the fittest” outlook unconsciously suppressed this kind of discovery, but now it’s making up for the lost time—in many quarters. More and more scientists today are getting comfortable with the term for us coined by Harvard’s Martin Nowak: supercooperators.83 As Berkeley’s Dacher Keltner, director of the campus’s Social Interaction Lab and faculty director of the Greater Good Science Center, has said, we are a profoundly caretaking species, and this might be the defining characteristic of our human evolution.84 He points out that Darwin himself said, in his first book, In Defense of Man, that sympathy is our strongest instinct. We are getting close to Gandhi’s bold declaration that nonviolence is “the law of our species.”

THE HUMAN WORLD

In the New Scientist for January 23, 2016, on page 18, you will find an article on a dig at Nataruk, Kenya, uncovering remains of a hunter-gatherer community that flourished ten thousand years ago, where some kind of mayhem occurred. The headline is really catchy: “WAR? ’Twas ever thus.” But read on. Later, it emerges that the site is the only known evidence of a prehistoric massacre of hunter-gatherer people. In other words, even where science is telling a story of peace, the writer feels he has to present it as a story of war. Paradigms don’t die easily. This one has succeeded in burying the other side of the coin as deep as those dead ancestors. But this won’t go on much longer. Prehistory clearly shows that for 99 percent of human and prehuman history we lived as small band gatherer-hunters (SBGH) (the usual order now, because we’ve learned that gathering was much more important than hunting). Cooperation was common among groups, in which often relatives and even others lived together surprisingly well, solving problems among themselves largely without recourse to authority figures and without a particular propensity for violence.85

It would be most enjoyable to survey, even cursorily, the massive data from a wide variety of fields on human empathy, cooperation, longing for service and meaning, and the like, but this would take us beyond our present scope. Three experiments in neuroscience will at least give a flavor of this new vision (for more, see our www.scienceofnonviolence.org).

First, in 1988 in Parma, Italy, scientists were using the new technology called functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to trace which neurons were activated when a monkey picked up a nut and ate it. During a lull in the experiment, another researcher happened to walk by and, seeing the dish of nuts, helped himself to a few. No surprise there. But a huge surprise followed, for the researchers saw, on the screen that was still turned on, that exactly the same neurons fired in the monkey’s brain when it observed a person eating the nuts as did when the animal actually ate some nuts itself. Thanks to this new highly accurate and noninvasive technique (and unconsciously, perhaps, thanks to the emerging new paradigm), the scientists had stumbled on what are now called mirror neurons: highly specialized motor neurons that precisely reflect the actions—and, it turns out, even the emotions and intentions—of another creature. Marco Iacoboni, a neuroscientist who has worked extensively on mirror neurons, writes, “We have evolved to connect deeply with other human beings. Among other things this means that although we commonly think of pain as a fundamentally private experience, our brain actually treats it as an experience shared with others.”86 This fact has led psychologist Rachel McNair to coin a term for the condition of those who injure others; she called it perpetration-induced traumatic stress (PITS), which today has come to be called “moral injury.” It accounts for the high suicide rates of soldiers and is also documented extensively in executioners, perpetrators of domestic violence, and others.87 Recently it has shown up in drone operators, such that three-quarters of them show signs of PTSD, and so many have walked off the job that the army is hard-pressed to keep the deadly things flying.88 This was supposed to be a form of combat so remote from the actual harm it caused that it would create a PlayStation attitude to killing, in the words of Philip Alston, the former United Nations special rapporteur on extrajudicial executions. The army, in fact, uses video games—the same ones being played by our children!—to “prepare” (that is, desensitize) recruits.89 (Although there is certainly research that fails to find a connection between media and violent acting out.90 My thanks to Nic Albert for directing me to this reference.)

We keep making the same mistake: not realizing that it’s the mind, the imagination that responds to the idea of killing—you don’t have to actually see it with your physical eyes much less carry it out yourself. Our awareness of others cannot be effaced. It is an inbuilt warning against violence, which we may choose not to heed but is nonetheless registering in our nervous system and deeper consciousness. Former Marine Corps Company Commander and now outspoken peace advocate and policy analyst Matthew Hoh has the final word on what really causes veteran suicides, in an important article he published on veteran’s day, 2019. Moral injury goes beyond just damage to the soul or spirit, Hoh says, but leads to “a deconstruction of one’s own self. In my own case it was as if the foundations of my life, my existence, were cut out from underneath me. This is what drove me to suicidality” 91 (emphasis added). You can condition people to deny their humanity, but you cannot condition them to make it go away.

Second, in an intriguing experiment lead by Mexican psychologist Jacobo Grinberg-Zylberbaum, two subjects meditated side by side in the same room for about twenty minutes and then were separated.92 It is known that meditating can cause harmonic activities in subjects’ brains, which is interesting enough. Here, however, they were separated and sometimes put in different buildings. One of the two subjects was shown flashes of light. That subject’s brain activated accordingly—but so did the brain of the meditation partner in the other building! The experimenters then arranged to have one subject in what’s called a Faraday chamber: a lead-lined room from which no electromagnetic radiation can escape. No cell phone reception in that room. And the result? Most of their partners still showed the same response in brain activity, as if they were still in the same room! Grinberg-Zylberbaum and his colleagues consider this a case of transferred potential occurring through quantum entanglement: the phenomenon whereby quantum elements, such as light photons fired off from the same source but in opposite directions, remain mysteriously in contact even though there’s no known way they can communicate. However we explain it, or fail to, it is a glimpse into the essential oneness of the spiritual dimension of our nature.

As a final example, if I sit in front of a computer screen and am shown the face of someone I don’t know who’s of a different race from mine, the limbic system in the midbrain, especially the amygdala in that system, is activated, the psycho-physiological result of which is a fight-or-flight reaction. But two researchers at Princeton, Susan Fiske and Mary Wheeler, had a hunch this was not an inevitable reaction. And sure enough, if the subject was primed to consider a benign question, such as “Does this person like coffee or tea?” the fight-or-flight reaction was often suppressed. Even the aggressive, self-protective responses built into us by evolution can be overridden by our attitude, particularly in this case by humanization. Whether someone drinks coffee or tea is a personal characteristic that lifts one out of racial stereotypes.93

CONCLUSION

We can simplify—but not, I think, misrepresent—the great shift from matter to consciousness and the life science that follows by saying that (1) the material physics of Newton is yielding to the consciousness-based world of Planck, Bohr, and the others; (2) the “survival of the fittest” evolution of pseudo-Darwinism is yielding to the mature Darwin and a host of others; (3) Freud is being decisively replaced by behaviorists like de Waal and the new field of “positive psychology”; and finally, (4) the selfish science of Edgeworth, Hobbes, and company is yielding to the implications for human nature revealed in the life and work of Gandhi and King and their followers.

In the mirror of science, we meet the same selves that we have glimpsed, so far, in the wisdom tradition: we are body, mind, and spirit (or consciousness; primarily that, in fact); we are able to control our own destiny to a significant degree; we have as yet untapped and largely unsuspected inner resources, are deeply interconnected with one another and the web of life, and are not by any means “there yet” in terms of our spiritual, social, or political evolution.

No doubt our descendants centuries hence will look back and see that we too had our limitations and prejudices, but this new picture now emerging has two great advantages over its predecessor: it’s thoroughly consistent with all the great traditions of human wisdom, and it lights a beacon of hope where the former model was leading us to a world of unimaginable disaster. Thank God we caught it in time.

At a 2019 meeting of the World Economic Forum at Davos, Jane Goodall, who has done so much to make us aware of the wonderful life of animals, was asked how it could be that in a world with so much intelligence we still have so much poverty, so much inequality—in a word, such cruelty. She said that the link has been broken between intelligence and wisdom, which she defined, quite correctly, as compassion, kindness, and feelings of that kind. We have all the knowledge we need now to reconnect that link.

The breakthroughs made possible by Planck and Einstein happened in the nick of time. Call it accident or divine grace; they have, in effect, given us back the wisdom tradition just when we needed it most—when without its guidance we seemed to lack the basic wisdom needed to stay alive.


PART IV

A Call to Action


Chapter 6

Finishing the Job

Things of fundamental importance to the people are not secured by reason alone … If you want something really important to be done you must not merely satisfy the reason, you must move the heart also.

—M. K. Gandhi

THE HEALING POWER

The day after the successful conclusion of the Montgomery bus boycott in 1956, people all over the country held their breath, waiting to see how the white citizens of Montgomery would react to desegregation. The first reaction was—nothing. Then some of the KKK and other elements lashed out with some more bombings. Martin Luther King observed: “But the diehards had made their last stand. The disturbances ceased abruptly. Desegregation on the buses proceeded smoothly. In a few weeks transportation was back to normal, and people of both races rode together wherever they pleased. The skies did not fall when integrated buses finally travelled the streets of Montgomery.”94

The same thing happened on a larger, national scale when apartheid yielded to nonviolent resistance in South Africa, though in both cases much more remains to be done. Still, if you want really fundamental changes that can last, that do not merely lead to a backlash, nonviolence is the way to get there. Even as it jostles the prevailing paradigm—which on some level it always does—nonviolence can, as Gandhi said, shake the world gently, and more permanently.

Anger and violence also shake the world, of course, but not gently or permanently. As Hannah Arendt noted some time ago, “the practice of violence, like all action in the world, changes the world; but the most probable change is to a more violent world.”95 Before the systematic, quantitative studies being done today by Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan, Kurt Schock, Stellan Vinthagen, and many others ( Johan Galtung has been making major contributions for some time now), in 1969 the American Friends Service Committee brought out a booklet called Speak Truth to Power (reprinted in 2011). In it they set side by side two major liberation struggles, India and Algeria. Both efforts “worked,” but at what costs—and with what aftermath. India lost perhaps a few thousand lives in a population at the time of three hundred million, in the freedom struggle proper (heavy losses followed after partition, but these were a result more of British interference than of India’s nonviolent struggle); Algeria lost almost 10 percent of its people; close to nine hundred thousand out of eleven million. Algeria and France were deeply estranged by the violent struggle; England and India parted as friends and have remained so. Today India, while still faced with its problems, is far more democratic than Algeria.

These facts speak loudly—to those of us who see the pattern and have a sense for what nonviolence is and what it can do. But facts are not enough.

EPIPHANY IN HEIDELBERG

When I was a student at Heidelberg, I became good friends with some of my fellow students. Knowing I was American—and possibly even that I was Jewish—they inevitably brought up the subject of the war, then only twenty years behind us. They were if anything more anti-Nazi than I was (this was well before the recent rise of neo-fascism in both our countries), but one day one of my friends, Hans Martin, made the comment that the way the German troops kept on fighting even after Stalingrad, when they knew it was hopeless, should be considered a miracle. I was already temperamentally of a nonviolent persuasion, though I knew precious little about the subject at that time, and not constitutionally averse to finding something admirable about the German army, but that claim didn’t sit well with me. Considering his comment brought me to a realization that was to be pivotal in my own study of nonviolence: the German troops might have been very brave, but there was no miracle about it. The men had committed atrocities in the name of an idea—namely, that they were the Herrenvolk, destined to rule the world. The minute that idea was punctured, their justification would vanish and they would have to face what they had done. This is very hard for anyone to take. No one can stand that kind of guilt, no matter how indoctrinated they are, no matter how intensely they’re conditioned. That primal feeling of guilt at hurting and despising your fellow beings runs very deep. They kept on fighting to prop up the illusion in their own minds that they were doing the right thing.

Today, of course, we have a name for what those men were trying to avoid: moral injury. Twenty or more American service men and women are committing suicide every day.96 Many of them cite moral injury, in their own terms, as the source of their depression. The belief system of those German troops, with its extreme, hierarchical model of humanity—which is fundamentally opposed to nature’s actual organizing principle, unity in diversity—may have added to the guilt they were trying to conceal from themselves.

Let’s look closer to home.

On June 1, 2016, Scientific American ran an intriguing blog post, “Has a Bogus Theory of War Kept Obama from Being a Peace President?”97 They got it backward. The perceived need to wage war caused President Obama—and millions of others—to buy into a bogus theory. From the article: “Speaking in Hiroshima on May 27, the President says: ‘Artifacts tell us that violent conflict appeared with the very first man.’ World War II, he adds, ‘grew out of the same base instinct for domination or conquest that had caused conflicts among the simplest tribes.’ When accepting the Nobel Peace Prize in 2009, the President made similar claims. ‘War,’ he said, ‘in one form or another, appeared with the first man.’”

Bogus is almost too weak a word for the claim that the president makes here with all his authority. “For 99 percent of human and prehuman history, as we’ve already seen, we lived as small bands of gatherer-hunters where cooperation was common among groups that … lived together surprisingly well, without a particular propensity for violence.”98 In my introductory peace studies course, I once invited a colleague I’d made friends with from the military affairs program. Not surprisingly, he subscribed to the same bogus theory to support his commitment to militarism, coming no doubt from peer pressure and other sources. I asked him if he knew about Marija Gimbutas’s work on the six thousand war-free years of Old Europe.99 My students were eager to hear how he would deal with that question. No problem: he changed the subject.

Thomas Kuhn, using a quote from Max Planck, wrote that a new scientific truth does not triumph by convincing its opponents and making them see the light, but rather because its opponents eventually die, and a new generation grows up that is familiar with it.100 We cannot wait that long—but fortunately, if the death of veneer theory is any indication, we may not have to. But we do have to figure out why this change isn’t happening fast enough, and these examples show where most of the resistance is coming from.

MOVING THE HEART

After much struggle, sacrifice, and long hours of negotiation, the manager of Harvey’s Department Store in Nashville, Tennessee came in and announced to the activists doing the sit-in that, yes, he was going to desegregate his lunch counters. After a brief huddle, the demonstrators went back to him and said, “No, you can’t do that.” (When I heard this incredible story, I was as surprised as he must have been.) “No,” they explained to him, “if you do that you’ll be ostracized. Your wife won’t be able to stay in her bridge club, you won’t be able to play golf at your club.” But let me tell you the story as Dr. Bernard Lafayette recounted it during an interview with Michael Carrier for Metta’s documentary:

Now here’s this manager of this huge department store, right? And we are students. And we’re telling him that he can’t desegregate his counters. The question is, what we were negotiating for? Okay? … What was our negotiations about?

So we said, “No. What we need you to do, since you’ve decided to desegregate your counters, we need you to go now, back to the Chamber of Commerce, go back to the country club, go back to those same people, okay, who manage the other lunch counters and stuff like that—and persuade them to take the same position you’re taking. We didn’t need one person to desegregate that one lunch counter. We needed them as a group to do that. And he understood what we were saying. And that was one of the things that was an important turning point in terms of the sit-ins.”

And a turning point in the development of nonviolence: when (mostly) black students taught the country that when a nonviolent struggle begins to gain momentum you bargain, with compassion, from a position of strength. With this, even a beggar can prevail over a king, says an ancient Upanishad. But there was more:

So for example, I said to Jim Lawson, “You know, we missed class. We go to jail and all that, let’s just get it all taken care of.” And Jim Lawson said to me one of the most profound lessons in nonviolence. He said, “No, Bernard. We’re only asking for the lunch counters. We are asking for that.”

This is known in nonviolence as “no fresh issue”—in other words, be strategic about your goal, and don’t pile on the demands. When you have a goal, and you seem to be close to achieving it, stick with that initial goal. Otherwise you’re shifting the ground of the interaction from a negotiation to a fight. But then comes the climax. Dr. Lafayette goes on to say, “Look, since we had this boycott going and we had the sit-ins going, why not go ahead and tell them we want all of the restaurants downtown so we wouldn’t have to go through this again.” And Lawson explained,

“No, Bernard, let them do it. Only then will we know that we have succeeded, and we have accomplished our goal.” What was the goal? The goal was not desegregating lunch counters; it was winning the people who had the power to change, winning them over to us. Having them to accept the same concepts and the same changes that we wanted. We made one step. Let them make the next step. It was the most profound lesson I learned. That the goal was not changing the lunch counters or changing segregation. It was changing the hearts of the people who were sustaining and maintaining segregation. That’s when change comes—winning them over. And only love can do that. And that’s the power of nonviolence.

It bears repeating: in a gentle way, as Gandhi said, you can shake the world. It also bears repeating that this “gentle” is not the opposite of firm; it is firm with compassion. Firm in remembering that your opponents are human beings. They consist of body, mind, and spirit, not just their outward behavior—and in the superb timing of a truly nonviolent campaign, all three are honored. Consequently all parties grow spiritually. Professor Sally Goerner pointed out that the coming change, drastic as it must be, must be gentle; we can now add “and only love can do that”—and that’s the power of nonviolence.

WHAT ARE WE WAITING FOR?

“The assimilation of this quantum conception of man into the cultural environment of the 21st century must inevitably produce a shift in values conducive to human survival. The quantum conception gives an enlarged sense of self [from which] must flow lofty values that extend far beyond the confines of narrow personal self interest.”101 Henry Stapp, whom we’ve heard from before, wrote these inspiring words in 1989. We are still waiting for that enlarged sense of self that must flow from the discovery—and we’re running out of time. From 1989 to today might not seem very long in historical time, but we don’t have historical time. As Joanna Macy and Molly Brown point out in Coming Back to Life, the Great Turning—what I call the paradigm shift to a new story—has to happen within a matter of years, and therefore we have to go about it consciously.102

The great challenge facing us is the need to overcome an inertia that’s impervious to logic. The inertia of the old story is so powerful because we were not argued into it in the first place—we just grew up in a world steeped in the old story. Something more than money and power is holding us back; something similar, perhaps, to whatever held those German troops on the Eastern front from surrendering to the inevitable. Even when the motives of money and power are absent (as is the case for scientists who aren’t invested in extractive industry), change can be glacial—even while the real glaciers are melting.

In a critical work that appeared in 1980, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution, Carolyn Merchant showed that the change in consciousness that installed the old story came about not because science seemed to imply it but the other way around: the science was called in to support the change in consciousness. People were convincing themselves to deaden their sensitivity to nature for the benefit of power and money in the same way the German soldiers had convinced themselves—at the command of superiors, in their case—to harden their hearts to the enormous suffering of fellow humans. You cannot dam rivers, dig mines, blow off mountaintops—in short, have an Industrial Revolution—as long as you think of the earth as a living being and the life in all its creatures as sacred and intertwined. You cannot overcome your revulsion against desecrating that life to get things you don’t really need. Native peoples were and often are still very aware of this:

You ask me to plow the ground! Shall I take a knife and tear my mother’s breast? Then when I die she will not take me to her bosom to rest.

You ask me to dig for stone! Shall I dig under her skin for her bones? Then when I die I cannot enter her body to be born again.

You ask me to cut grass and make hay and sell it, and be rich like white men! But how dare I cut off my mother’s hair?103

With the Water Protectors at Standing Rock and elsewhere, this spirit has become a political reality to be reckoned with. Indigenous people around the world are pushing back against the reckless exploitation of the earth, not just to protect their livelihood but also to raise consciousness about our unity with nature. Between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the image of an organic cosmos with a living female earth at its center gave way to a mechanistic world view in which nature was reconstructed as dead and passive, to be dominated and controlled by humans.104 And Merchant emphasizes that this was not a conscious process. It arose from the shared desire—I would call it a kind of mass intoxication—to exploit the glittering prospect of getting untold wealth from nature: wealth, power, and knowledge (the latter often to serve the purposes of wealth and power).

In short, the old story of materialism wasn’t arrived at consciously in the first place and is not being sustained by conscious reasoning now (which, in the event, is rapidly eroding, by both advertising and the general demoralization of the times). Clearly we need a power that goes much deeper than mere appeals to conscious reasoning. And Gandhi tells us clearly what it is: we must also “move the heart.”

Violence does not change hearts and minds; it hardens them. Gandhi, being human, was sometimes frustrated to the breaking point when he felt time was running out to free India from the grip of colonial exploitation. He had no lack of followers urging him to take a shortcut and get it over with. But his response was, “I do not believe in short-violent-cuts to success … for experience convinces me that no permanent good can come out of untruth and violence.”105

Now we have some science to back him up. In the monumental study by Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan, Why Civil Resistance Works—the first of its kind—they compared more than two hundred cases of large-scale insurrectionary movements, going back over the last century, and divided them into those that used armed force and those that did not—a bare-minimum criterion of nonviolence. They found that not only were the nonviolent ones about twice as successful (56 percent versus 23 percent) but they took, on average, only one-third as much time (about three years versus about nine). Moreover, bearing out the rest of Gandhi’s position, nonviolent movements led to greater democratic freedoms down the road even when they “failed”—for example, in an effort to change a regime. Because even while failing in that short-term goal, they put nonviolent “subtle energy” into the social field. Nonviolence supports democracy (for example, by elevating the dignity of the human being), just as violence supports authoritarianism.

To say that nonviolence does what cannot be done by mere appeals to reason—not to mention by violence—is not to say that in satyagraha you aim to circumvent the reasoning faculty. That, of course, is what advertising does, but in the process it tends to make us worse rather than better. Nonviolence, properly understood, will never do that. On the contrary, as Gandhi explained in this insight into the core dynamic of nonviolence, or satyagraha: “What Satyagraha does in such cases is not to suppress reason but to free it from inertia and to establish its sovereignty over prejudice, hatred, and other baser passions. In other words, if one may paradoxically put it, it does not enslave, it compels reason to be free.”106 Or again, “Satyagraha is a method of carrying conviction and of converting by appeal to the sympathetic chord in human beings. It relies upon the ultimate good in every human being.”107

When satyagraha frees our reason and appeals to our sympathetic chord, its effect goes beyond the occasion at hand, where it’s effective often enough; it can remind us that we have those faculties, which are often forgotten in the heat of conflict. By moving the heart, it awakens the heart. It ennobles and awakens. We would be very much mistaken to regard the “gentleness” of nonviolence as passive.

Let’s say, then, that you feel you need to unseat a dictator—or, for that matter, change a paradigm. Broadly speaking, there are three ways you can do this. You can use violence—the same force the oppressors themselves are using. That sometimes works in the sense that it may get you that primary goal. Or you can withdraw your support and otherwise “stop the machine” by 1,001 obstructive tactics, which, as the Chenoweth and Stephan evidence shows, will work better than outright violence. Or finally, you can try as far as possible to resist the regime without hating the people running it. You can hold yourself ready to risk suffering because your ultimate aim is to move the heart of the opponent if humanly possible. Your final aim now is to persuade rather than coerce. While the world has yet to see this happen on a large scale—though the campaigns of Gandhi and King came pretty close—this will be the most effective way in the long term, because you are raising the human image even as you are resisting the oppression that arises from a low one. You succeed in this even if you don’t end up getting rid of the hated regime, as Chenoweth and Stephan showed.

When Jimmy Carter became president, he pointedly invited Rosa Parks to his inauguration, because, as he perceptively said, she had raised the dignity of the South, which made it possible for a southerner like himself to be president. When you seek to persuade the opposition to adopt your viewpoint voluntarily, you are liberating an important part of their mind; at the same time you are inviting them into community, and throughout you are according them the dignity that is their birthright—and yours—as human beings. You are making an important contribution to the shift to the new story, in which the restoration of human dignity and human community are central.

Let me return to the misstep that took us off the path of meaning and dignity: the Industrial Revolution (or perhaps earlier, with the decline of contemplative practices around the fifteenth century)n. Some years ago, archeologists dredged up an ancient shipwreck off the coast of Greece and found a complex navigation device with brass gears and many items that were not supposed to exist at that time. It was called the Antikythera mechanism, and nothing like it would be seen for a thousand years. Why didn’t the Greeks jump on this breakthrough and start the Industrial Revolution in the second century BCE? Because of what Emerson called the “master idea reigning in the minds of many persons”—which was not “thing oriented” in the modern sense—included an organic vision of the earth as a living being that they called Γαĩα (Gaia). (For example, Homeric expressions like ευρέα νωτα θαλάσσης, “the broad back of the sea,” were likely felt to be more than poetic metaphor.) Another example: after the steam engine was invented, the British built 25,000 miles of railway in twenty years, while the Chinese and Persians built a mere 1,500 miles between them. This was not because the Chinese and Persians lacked inventiveness or the use of iron; what they lacked were the myths and social structures of their Western counterparts.108 It’s a clear illustration of the power of story applied to the adoption of the industrial approach.

The relatively recent shift from a living earth image to that of an inert object was driven by the desire to believe the earth was ours to exploit—arising, in turn, from the belief that human satisfaction depends on consuming more and more from the outside world, not on discovering the resources within us. Nonviolence draws on the latter resources. It calls them forth from within us and thereby tends to awaken them in our opponents. As we continue to develop nonviolence, then, we are going back to insights that in some cases have been lost—recently, considering the whole sweep of recorded history—reinterpreting them where needed, and carrying them forward to the future.

WHO ARE WE, FINALLY?

Jamal Sabir of the Kurdish Institute of Elections told Carol Rose of Christian Peacemaker Teams (CPT)—an organization doing protective accompaniment in Iraq—that he intended to use nonviolence in their struggle. Rose, while applauding his decision, warned him that nonviolence can be difficult and slow. Maybe, said Sabir, “but sometimes you are happy in nonviolence because you are not losing your soul (emphasis added).You might lose hope, or get tired, but you are not losing your soul.” In fact, he went on, “in any person there is some humanity. Nonviolence tries to develop that part of a person.”109 This is no armchair theorist speaking, but a man who has known the acrid taste of violence—and the psychological reward of turning our back on it to face our deeper nature. Anyone can practice nonviolence, because it is a human endowment; in fact, it’s the endowment that makes us fully human. When, in my presentation of the third harmony in the preceding chapter, I claimed “we are nonviolent,” I was drawing on a central fact of human nature to which the testimony of many nonviolence practitioners bears witness—and, unfortunately, so does the converse testimony of those who in fact feel that they “lost their soul” by being violent. Gandhi’s experiments—including his inner experiments in the training of his own mind, including meditation—brought him directly to this insight, which he often articulated:

Non-violence is the law of our being, as violence is of the brute.

Non-violence is the law of the human race and is infinitely greater than and superior to brute force,

Not violence, not untruth, but non-violence and truth are the law of our being.

In the end, he was ready to rest his whole life’s work on that discovery: “If love or non-violence be not the law of our being, the whole of my argument falls to pieces.”110

There are two main reasons, then, why nonviolence is central to the new story: it completes the story, and it’s the right tool for the job.

IT COMPLETES THE STORY

After the news of an emerging paradigm broke in the giddying 1960s, people here and there set to work developing just what the new paradigm should be, but since then the process seems to have bogged down. We ran up against the inertia of an unconscious story, which mere logic rarely can reach. At one point, for example, many of the psychologists who did the early research on the link between violent viewing and violent attitudes and behavior were disheartened to find that nobody paid attention. Policymakers made some noises here and there, but even when they did, the programmers (and consumers) ignored them. But part of the reason is our inherent difficulty in looking within, outward oriented as we are. Now we are up against the age-old question: who are we?

In the end, this is a question we must answer for ourselves, and answer it experientially; that is, the answer must be not only formulated but also realized. However, each culture will inevitably have a working definition, a more or less agreed-on formulation as its framework. And for our culture right now, it seems to me the central fact about ourselves that we need to incorporate is this unfolding discovery of our innate capacity for nonviolence. When we find our capacity to offer satyagraha, we are on track to fully realize who we are. Our new story is fleshed out, ready to be told.

My original enthusiasm for the new story, back in the day, was mainly because I felt then, as I feel now, that nonviolence needed a conceptual framework, and the new story offered one. Now I believe as well that the new story needs nonviolence as much as nonviolence needs the new story. When nonviolence and the new story complete themselves, they complete each other. Nonviolence is not only at home in the new story; nonviolence is the new story. And the way to get us there.

IT’S THE RIGHT TOOL FOR THE JOB

In my work I have found myself speaking with or reading about people who have dropped out of extremist cadres, like Arno Michaelis (who authored My Life After Hate and launched the Forgiveness Project). One case that really sticks in my mind concerns Tony, a vehemently antisemitic man who began to have doubts about those feelings and confessed his past to a Jewish person. The latter said, “That’s what you did, but not who you are. I see you.”

One reporter observes, “That simple act of compassion cracked open Tony’s hatred, cementing his new life” and it shows how potent such an act can be when it comes from awareness of anther’s humanity, and awakens it in them. 111 The act was, yes, an act of compassion, but it was also a perfect example of the “two hands of nonviolence,” and it shows why nonviolence is the tool to help us migrate to the new story, by moving (opening) the heart.

The practice of nonviolent action is developing rapidly. New groups of previously disenfranchised people have felt empowered to fight nonviolently for their rights—and by implication for all of ours. Think of Standing Rock in 2016—along with other indigenous communities who are struggling for political independence (East Timor, Western Sahara) or against the destruction of their natural environments being carried on by transnational corporations, often with the connivance of their own governments. New institutions have come into being, like unarmed civilian peacekeeping and restorative justice. A new field of research is coming into its own, with the work of Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan, among others; and perhaps most important of all, people involved in these struggles are starting to learn from one another across movements that have traditionally operated in isolation. The success of the 2000 Otpor (“resistance”) revolution of Serbia, for example, has been analyzed and made available to movements in Egypt and elsewhere through the Center for Applied Nonviolent Actions and Strategies (CANVAS). In addition, you can see growing sophistication among these movements. For example, among the many people galvanized into action by the disastrous national U.S. election of November 2016, voices are being raised that protest is not enough! In fact, No Is Not Enough is the title of a recent book by Naomi Klein. This realization is opening the door to the importance of CP.

Yet all this growth—eminently useful, gratifying, critically important, in itself—is grounded in an alternative, urgent message about human nature of which activists themselves are not always aware. Nonviolence, as Jamal Sabir found and the anecdote of Tony’s conversion indicates, helps you discover something about yourself. It’s a journey of self-discovery. That’s part of its power.

THE POWER OF COHERENCE

Some years ago there was a student strike at Columbia University that lasted about twenty-four hours. For exactly one minute of those twenty-four hours there was some kind of fracas. The television coverage accorded to the event was just one minute. Guess which one? “Nagler’s law” is a term we’ve coined at Metta, tongue in cheek, for the way that even a small amount of violence vitiates the effect of a nonviolent action. The math is illogical, but then so is the phenomenon itself:

V + NV = V

But it’s not just the coverage; our underlying story conditions us to see disruption as the reality of the world. What’s more, when you send a mixed message to an adversary or anyone who disagrees with you, they’re very likely to pick up on only the part they want to hear—in this case, the violent part. All the more reason for nonviolent actors to find ways, as they are doing, to keep disruptive elements out of their protests and to be ready and willing to articulate the deeper implications of nonviolence and its power to persuade. It’s a bit like the principle of the laser: when light rays are collected into a single focus, they have a concentrated power we wouldn’t have guessed from the light we see. Power to torch through a piece of steel, or make possible highly accurate surgery. Similarly, when your actions match your words—and they both match the principle you’re trying to represent—they can have an unsuspected power. When Gandhi addressed the Round Table Conference on India’s independence in London in 1931 (a direct result of the “failed” salt campaign), he spoke for close to two hours without notes, without prompting from man or machine. According to William Shirer, who was present (the British didn’t allow the proceedings to be recorded), it was one of the most brilliant and persuasive speeches he had ever heard. When Gandhi’s secretary, Mahadev Desai, emerged from the meeting, he was mobbed by reporters who wanted to know, among other things, how Gandhi did it. Desai explained: what Gandhi says, what he thinks, and what he does are one and the same.

Teaching nonviolence at Berkeley, my students would often go out to rallies that were called to protest, say, racism. Time and again I would watch them go out to Sproul Plaza only to come back crestfallen about twenty minutes later. “I care so much about the issue,” they’d tell me, “but I just couldn’t take the anger.” Not just the anger itself, but the jarring incoherence of the atmosphere that it created. When people enter a nonviolent action today very angry—and who can blame them?—when they can’t move past raw anger by shifting it off the practitioners of injustice onto the injustice itself, they can end up hating people for hating people, which is as absurd—and counterproductive—as it sounds. What should we do, then? “We did not give rise to outbursts of anger,” King said. “We expressed anger under discipline for maximum effect (emphasis added).”

Learning how to harness anger is one of the most useful life skills we can acquire. When we learn it, once again we’re not only acting more effectively but also growing spiritually. We’re helping others get out of their alienation, and we’re acting in resonance with the vision of human nature we want to promote. In practice, when we feel an urgent need to do something and won’t let ourselves go into action angry, we can build up a habit of shunting our thinking, from harboring nasty thoughts about wrongdoers to What constructive action can I take about this? These days there’s so much to be angry about—very angry—that we have a lot of raw energy to work with!

A “gentle” change, in Professor Sally Goerner’s sense, can still be a drastic change. It can be deep without unduly ruffling the surface, and without creating a vacuum into which, as we’ve often seen in recent uprisings, regressive forces are poised to rush. It aims for cumulative, enduring change by elevating, even slightly, the consciousness of all parties, whatever it may or may not succeed in doing in the immediate situation. This is what is meant by “moving the heart.” Because nonviolence, when well done, can do this; because it is the coherent means for the desired end; because it’s the only way to create deep, enduring change—for all these reasons, it appears to be the only method that can repair the very narrative of our civilization.

SUBTLE ENERGY

One of the most arresting, intuitively profound observations in King’s 1963 Letter from Birmingham Jail is that an injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. Many centuries before him, the Greek historian Thucydides said pretty much the same thing: that those who do not protect justice when they are strong will not have it to protect them when they are weak (my country, please take heed!). Gandhi made frequent references to the way nonviolence (or violence, for that matter) can propagate through the social field. He wrote, for example, before the dangerous effects of radiation were known: “Non-violence is like radium in its action. An infinitesimal quantity of it embedded in a malignant growth, acts continuously, silently and ceaselessly till it has transformed the whole mass of the diseased tissue into a healthy one. Similarly, even a little of true non-violence acts in a silent, subtle, unseen way and leavens the whole society.”112

One way it does this—and I would say it’s a critical way—is by always enhancing the sense of human dignity. We are taught, are we not, that the United States was born when those “embattled farmers” in Lexington and Beacon Hill levelled their muskets at the advancing redcoats. It may surprise you to learn that before the war party had its way there was a flourishing, creative nonviolent uprising against the crown—and it was winning. “In a cause so dignified,” said leading voices in the colonies, violence would spoil everything. Said Samuel Adams: “I beseech you to implore every Friend in Boston by every thing dear and sacred to Men of Sense and Virtue to avoid Blood and Tumult. They will have time enough to dye. Let them give the other Provinces opportunity to think and resolve … Nothing can ruin us but our violence. Reason teaches this.”113

I cite this to show not only how history has distorted our foundational narrative, with dire results, but also how dignity was even then a recognized virtue of nonviolence.

Centuries later, when the Philippine people were looking for a word to describe their nonviolent resistance to the Marcos regime in 1983 through 1986, they came up with a gem: alay dangal, to “offer dignity.” When you offer nonviolence, that is exactly what you do. I wish the term had stuck!

Conversely, violence is resorted to when dignity is or is felt to be offended. Dr. James Gilligan, whom we’ve met before, spent over twenty-five years as a forensic psychiatrist studying serious offenders who had killed, often more than once. In the end, what he found was quite simple: “The emotion of shame is the primary or ultimate cause of all violence.”114 He goes on (emphasis mine; you will see why shortly):

I have yet to see a serious act of violence that was not provoked by the experience of feeling shamed and humiliated, disrespected and ridiculed, and that did not represent the attempt to prevent or undo this loss of face no matter how severe the punishment, even if this includes death. For we misunderstand these men, at our peril, if we do not realize they mean it literally that they would rather kill or mutilate others, be killed or mutilated themselves, than live without pride, dignity, and self-respect…. That hunger strikes in prison go on when inmates feel their pride has been irredeemably wounded, and they see refusing to eat as their only way to assert their dignity and autonomy.115

Violence also is a pervasive form of subtle energy, one that drives some to crime, others to war, with humiliation as a keynote either way.

Lydia Wilson is a research fellow at the Centre for the Resolution of Intractable Conflict at Oxford University and senior research fellow and field director at Artis International, a conflict resolution research consortium. In 2015 she had the rare chance to interview captured ISIS fighters in Kirkuk, Iraq. This is what she found: “They’re drawn to the movement for reasons that have little to do with belief in extremist Islam … rather, ISIS is the first group since the crushed Al Qaeda to offer these humiliated and enraged young men a way to defend their dignity, family, and tribe. This is not radicalization to the ISIS way of life, but the promise of a way out of their insecure and undignified lives; the promise of living in pride as Iraqi Sunni Arabs, which is not just a religious identity but cultural, tribal, and land-based, too.”116

For journalist Tom Friedman, what Lydia Wilson discovered about radicalized youth in the Middle East is a general principle: “If I’ve learned only one thing in covering world affairs, it’s this: the single most underappreciated force in international relations is humiliation.”117

The whole school of satyagraha arose, we remember, when Gandhi was thrown off a train in South Africa and somehow managed to not take the insult personally but to dedicate himself to stopping people from offering such insults partly for their own benefit; he knew that dignity is a “field” in which our consciousness is, as it were, bathed. We can’t poison the water when we’re all in the same tub.

In the repertoire of today’s activists we find a technique called “name and shame.” But if your goal is to elevate human dignity, as it must be, this is tricky. It’s one thing to make a person ashamed of something they’ve done—precisely because they’re capable of better—and another to make them ashamed of who they are. That would take us backward even as we’re trying to go forward.

TOUGH LOVE

Conversely, Gandhi discovered the healing power of recognizing the dignity of oneself and others, of rehumanization. He became convinced that human dignity can never be sacrificed; that conviction was tested under extreme circumstances in 1947, the terrible aftermath of partition. Unable to go everywhere that rioting broke out—he had just pulled off the Miracle of Calcutta, stilling the rage and fear of thousands of rioters in that city—he sent Sucheta Kripalani to a village in Noakhali in East Bengal where Hindus had been massacred. The rioters were so violent that even reporters wouldn’t go there. She set to work immediately and soon had the terrified Hindus segregated in a reasonably safe place and found a way to feed them. She felt very good about how she had handled the drastic situation, and eagerly waited for Bapu to come and see her handiwork. To her surprise, which we can easily imagine:

He said I had done wrong.

I said, how?

He said you are turning them into cowards. They have to stay there, and … change the atmosphere there…. change the hearts of the people.

But that was just the beginning; her account continues:

He said, “no you mustn’t give anybody anything free of cost. You must make them work for what they get.” I was flabbergasted. I said, “how am I to give them work? Everything is disrupted here, and the people are suffering, they are starving” … he told one thing which I even today remember. He said, “Sucheta, they have lost everything, these people. Don’t take away their self-respect … put a stone on your chest. Put a stone on your heart. [If a mother comes to you] don’t give her food. Give her some work … any work, so that she gets her food in return for work.”118

CONCLUSION

Every time a nonviolent success happens, it delivers a little shock of recognition that triggers the memory of a lost reality, a higher dignity. When we talk about a new story, we are talking about a framework that will help us seize on those moments of recognition and build on them. How to do this is elusive and will often meet with irrational resistance, so it’s good to remember what we have in our favor.

We don’t need to take a leap into the unknown to come up with an alternative: the story we need is still there, and it’s now being given back to us by our new science and the growing theory and practice of nonviolence. Not that we should, or even could, go back to the past. We want to go back to where we made a wrong turn (which turns out to be not that far) and pick up the trail of progress that was dropped when our immediate ancestors made their detour into material “development” and a material vision of reality.

A 2016 David Brooks column presented a phrase (which I emphasize here) that expresses this balance of perennial wisdom and fresh interpretation. (I find the expression “a ghost in the machine,” the traditional designation in some Western philosophical traditions for the presence of spirit in reality, singularly unevocative, but it’s a start.) Brooks wrote, “That has to be the opening assertion of a new traditionalism—that we’re not primarily physical creatures. There’s a ghost in the machine. We have souls or consciousness or whatever you want to call it. The first step of a new traditionalism would be to put the spiritual and moral implications [for] everyday life front and center.”119 (Incidentally, Brooks is the first mainstream journalist, to my knowledge, to mention the new story.)

Paradigm shifts are changes in consciousness and can therefore happen quickly and mysteriously, as we saw with the sudden death of veneer theory. The unlamented demise of veneer shows that people are wearying of upholding such dismal views. How long can you go on denying that your way of being is destroying everything you yourself hold dear?

No matter how pervasively human beings get conditioned, they have the capacity to reason, and satyagraha is the tool to unlock it. When this appears to happen suddenly, as we’ve seen frequently when people like Arno Michaelis drop out of extremist cadres, it’s because unconscious forces have been at work, and we can create an atmosphere to enhance them. Charles Koch, the “conservative” billionaire who has supported so much of what I would call pure evil in the world, recently teamed up with his political opposite and colleague in wealth, George Soros, to fight “endless war.”

Maybe the only thing more powerful than an idea whose time has come is the one that keeps coming back.


Chapter Seven

A Call to Action

Nonviolence is the answer to the crucial political and moral questions of our time: the need for man to overcome oppression and violence without resorting to violence and oppression. … man must evolve for all human conflict a method which rejects revenge, aggression, and retaliation. The foundation of such a method is love.

—Martin Luther King, Jr.

What will it take to save the world? Massive protests? Yes; and much more. Protest has its place, but sometimes—much of the time, actually—we want to take, or also take, the measured, apparently slower, more strategic actions aimed at deep change. There’s a certain personal satisfaction in the drama, a surge of hope of immediate satisfaction that hurls us into protests, to be sure, but there’s a deeper satisfaction in seeing a whole system change, which protests by themselves cannot accomplish. So even though we’re facing a future in which the worst of the damage is worse than we can imagine, even though we need lots of direct resistance—the third circle of The Roadmap Model—there are other ingredients to a thorough revolution, other modalities that can enhance protest, obstruction, and the like—or even take their place.

Direct resistance, satyagraha proper, has enjoyed a relatively great deal of attention from scholars and activists (and scholar-activists like Stellan Vinthagen and George Lakey, to name just two), not to mention Gandhi’s vast contribution. In this concluding chapter I simply want to add some tips of my own, from the relatively overlooked constructive areas we’ve already touched on.

THE “OTHER HAND” WRIT LARGE

It was one of my early stirrings of political conscience. There was a Canadian company clubbing baby seals for their fur, and it was more than I could stand. It was more than a lot of folks could stand, and by the time it got my attention they had been vigorously protesting the company for years, with no success. But that year, reasoning that these men doing the clubbing and the company itself needed an income, they did some research and came up with an alternative way the company could make its money. To their pleasant surprise, the company said yes right away. No more clubbing baby seals. The Green New Deal like its predecessor, Van Jones’s Green Jobs campaign—“the work that most needs doing for the people who most need work”—presents a more recent example.

Let’s keep that in mind and ask ourselves three basic questions:

[image: Images]   What do we have going for us?

[image: Images]   What’s still to be done?

[image: Images]   What are some basic guidelines and tips for doing it?

COUNTING OUR BLESSINGS

Today’s movements are getting more sophisticated in the use of humor, forms of organization, and, especially, the need for strategy. Activists are generally aware that one-off protests can be ineffectual, even with huge numbers of participants, like the protest marches that tried without success to stop the war in Iraq, or the worldwide climate actions of September 2019. Think of the UK-based Extinction Rebellion (XR) and the phenomenon of Greta Thunberg, barely sixteen, with Asperger syndrome, standing alongside the head of the European Union as he announces they will designate one trillion euros over the next seven years—one-fourth of the budget—to fight climate change. It’s hard not to feel a twinge of hope. Again, it looks as though courageous activists in Europe are shutting down Germany’s coal industry, and that’s in the face of huge financial and psychological resistance: some Germans feel that coal is part of their national identity.

In this connection, I think of actions like those of my neighbor Albert Straus, introduced in chapter 1. He has designed and installed digesters to turn his cows’ methane into electricity for his trucks and cars. These are the “two hands of nonviolence” writ large: “No, we will not let you keep on mining the dirtiest fossil fuel, but yes, we will show you how to build alternatives, for what we really need.” The two hands are more potent than the sum of each part. What else is working to our advantage?

The late Kenneth Boulding—economist, poet, scientist, and founder of modern peace research—coined a number of terms that have been very helpful in thinking our way to a new worldview. One was the “movement toward peace,” as distinct from the formal “peace movement” with its recognizable organizations and activists. The movement toward peace is the slow shift in human consciousness from endless war toward peace, toward understanding it as an achievable goal. In exactly the same way, we can talk about a movement toward a new story slowly groping its way forward. The two movements, the one toward peace and the one toward a new story, are actually part of the same shift. And that shift is happening: we just need to get with it and make it happen faster.

The new story does not need to be invented out of whole cloth, as we’ve seen; the fundamentals are there for us, readymade in a judicious use of ancient traditions, which for the first time in three hundred years are strongly supported by modern science. Science is also better equipped now to study the indirect impacts of those sorties into the inner world called meditation. And since the ’60s and ’70s, interest in this research grew until recent decades have witnessed a tremendous upsurge in the scientific and professional interest in compassion, as well as spirituality, religion, virtues, and mindfulness/contemplation. Pioneering scientists of what we might call a “new story” persuasion (with a new vision, if you will) have in the course of this upsurge of interest gotten considerably more sophisticated. There was a time they could measure only such physiological parameters as galvanic skin response, heart or breathing rhythms, and brain waves—a bit like holding your ear to the door to try and figure out what’s going on inside a room. If you said you were meditating, they had to take your word for it—or go by your long hair and yellow robes. Now they have more sophisticated measurements, like fMRI, and make a distinction between someone who’s just sitting still for a while and what they call, at Stanford’s Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education, “marathon meditators” who log upward of an hour daily over a long period of time. The latter show so many health impacts throughout the body as to lead us to the conclusion that when the mind becomes healthier, the body as a whole, with its trillions of nicely collaborating cells, also gets healthier (a conclusion cited by speakers for the Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education, Stanford University, at a 2019 leadership conference).

Science, then, is verifying the truths of the wisdom tradition in its way. Social scientists are likewise verifying one critical aspect of that tradition: the efficacy of nonviolence. Chenoweth and Stephan’s Why Civil Resistance Works is a good place to start on this rapidly expanding field. (What these scientists call civil resistance I classify as strategic nonviolence.) We ourselves verify that efficacy all the time, generally without being aware of it. We are a bit “like strangers in an unfamiliar country, walking over hidden treasure” as the Upanishad says.

One day I happened to be sitting behind two teenage girls on a bus crossing the Bay to San Francisco. I was not trying to eavesdrop, but it was hard not to hear snatches of the conversation. They were talking about their boyfriends, and one of them said, “I don’t know why things go better when I’m nice to the creep; they just do.” I suppressed a laugh, but thought to myself, Some day we’ll know why things go better when we’re nice to creeps. And later I came across this straight talk from Swami Vivekananda: “Western civilization has in vain endeavored to find a reason for altruism. Here it is. I am my brother, and his pain is mine. I cannot injure him without injuring myself, or do ill to other beings without bringing that ill upon my own soul.”120 (Vivekananda also said, at the Parliament of Religions in 1893, “Science has proved to me that the idea that I am limited to an illusory body is an illusion.”)

As we know to our cost, neither science by itself nor in combination with our own experiences will convince those unwilling to be convinced—but it’s not by itself. We have a way to bring the wisdom tradition out of cold storage and we have the matchless weapon of nonviolence that heals as it goes, so that we now have the intellectual tools to finish the story and the practical tool to make it happen. Even the most articulate, correct, and lovely story in the world will not be adopted just because it is articulate, correct, and lovely; but by moving the heart we can open it to that persuasion.

In terms of the new story movement, then—riding as it does on the movement toward the new story—it’s no longer completely mysterious how changes of that magnitude happen. We may not know how some outdated theories like veneer suddenly collapse, but we know that although paradigms do not shift all at once, as it seems veneer did, changes do radiate out from certain nodes, from key thought leaders or fashion leaders whom Malcolm Gladwell calls “tipping point people”: people of authority and influence who spark changes that can then propagate quickly through an entire community. And it’s pretty clear that the conditions for such a chain reaction are ripening.

If the sheer magnitude of the coming disaster doesn’t paralyze people like deer caught in the headlights—and we can largely avoid that by building alternatives and not trying to frighten people by harping on disasters, which is known to lead to paralysis and burnout—then the urgency itself can become a great catalyst. We see this in so many natural disasters where people respond with such cooperative humanity. It even seems that evolution itself may have followed that pattern: organisms driving themselves close to extinction by the depletion of the environmental resources on which they depended and thus forced to switch from competition to creative cooperation as a mechanism of sheer survival.

Recently I heard an interesting example of how disasters can lead to progress. I was at a talk by Maki Kawamura of the Tokyo-based Goi Peace Foundation. The 2011 tsunami, she said, inundated one-sixth of the Japanese coastline, leaving more than fifteen thousand people dead and destroying countless homes, not to mention the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant, which is still leaching radiation into earth and water that spreads around the world. Japan had experienced tsunamis before (it’s a Japanese word, after all), but the magnitude of this one had a strange effect on the Japanese people. It shook their confidence in the physical world and encouraged them look instead to “soft” influences like prayer and meditation. To look within. Disasters can galvanize progress—if they don’t kill us first.

Even within some of the negatives of our situation—and they are many—we can find ways to turn some of them to advantage. In this light, let’s turn to what remains to be done.

WHEN WORK IS RESISTANCE

Constructive work is always helpful, but it becomes CP—that is, with revolutionary potential—only when it runs up against the oppositional system, and you can build up to a nonviolent moment or climax where you’re very likely to succeed (even in the short term) thanks to having done your constructive “homework.” Constructive action by its very nature is obstructive to the defective system it’s replacing, and sooner or later opponents will realize that. Let’s say you create a park in a vacant lot to provide some contact with nature and an edible garden for your community (there’s nothing like growing food together to build community). Sooner or later the legal owners who care more for growing their investments than food or community, will call out the police to bulldoze your garden. I’m thinking of a sad case that happened not too long ago in Los Angeles. For that matter, on or around my own campus in Berkeley, two such oases of life were eventually overwhelmed, one for an empty lot (to show who’s boss, I assume) and the other for a football stadium that was supposed to guarantee income for the university (and did nothing of the kind).

Some programs, like Gandhi’s spinning campaign, can go on for a long time before the powers that be realize something they don’t like is going on—maybe when it’s too late. Others, like the salt campaign, are deliberately confrontational, challenging unjust laws. In either case, we should be fully aware that the inevitable pushback is coming and plan to turn it, if possible, to our advantage. If nothing else, when the opposition has to try to stop something perfectly legitimate, like making salt or planning a community action, it shows which side they’re on: the Otpor protesters in Belgrade boldly stated that they had won because “they were on the side of death; we were on the side of life.” That’s a very compelling message! This can create what’s called a dilemma action, whereby the opposing side will lose if it lets you proceed and also lose if it tries to stop you.

TALKING THE FUTURE

We live, all of us, in an atmosphere of old-story thinking. It pervades pop science as it does advertising. Not too long ago the Harvard Men’s Health Watch declared, on page one, “Most of our ability to be happy is based on genes—some people are just naturally happier than others.”121 A well-known HMO has populated the roadsides in my area with billboards urging us to thrive your way. They, too, have bought into the rhetoric of modern advertising that, as Thom Hartmann says, is always trying to tell you you’re the most important person in the world; in other words, to be self-centered, an attitude that’s known to have isolating and therefore negative health impacts. You’d think health professionals would know better—and they will, after the revolution.

Steady, undramatic education, which all of us can do, will gently but persistently correct such old-story rhetoric. Those who use it have not chosen it deliberately; with rare exceptions they simply passively adopt it; that’s how people talk. This work would have a stealth effect, as I call it, of undermining the prevailing paradigm without alarming people. If the courageous people who are tackling animal abuse, coal, inequality, police brutality, and so on—all useful work—would add an educational component like this, we could soon see both short- and long-term results, and that has a special power.

ORGANIZING THE FUTURE

We’ve seen that new and innovative organizational models are being experimented with in what I see as attempts to engage the unity-in-diversity principle embedded in the new story. This experimentation is almost trying a kind of structural biomimicry (the new practice of imitating nature in business and elsewhere), inasmuch as unity in diversity is the way nature is organized. What would be a nonhierarchical principle that could bring the many movements and projects that Paul Hawken has made us aware of into a single focus, and give them an unstoppable power?

To go from many to one in a single go is hard to imagine, but at least two brilliant ideas have come along that suggest a way to bring this unity a step closer to reality.

First, Tom Eddington, a successful consultant, has been passionate about reforestation, knowing that, according to recent studies, trees could solve two-thirds of our need to sequester carbon. Tom has considerable organizing abilities as well as a good heart and good values. His plan: to bring all the groups working on reforestation worldwide to a joint meeting, to work out who should take which part of the work, to avoid duplication, and in general to work on the possibilities of reforestation in a concerted way where each group could concentrate on what it did best. By the time you read this book the first meeting will have happened, near me in Occidental, California’s Arts and Ecology Center.

Second, as of this writing Nonviolent Peaceforce is halfway through a series of global consultations, one on each inhabited continent, to identify best practices in unarmed peacekeeping. NP already has an impressive track record deriving best practices from past experience, thanks to the thorough, systematic work of Christine Schweitzer (said work is available on NP’s website as a free download).

It’s not too difficult to imagine one more step: what if, after pulling a number of “meta-projects” together in this way, we would go one step further and group them, in turn, by their sector-wide identities, so that all groups working against war—be it through antirecruitment education (and obstruction), draft counseling, disarmament, stopping the arms trade, and so on—were to pool information and tactics in a series of online and in-person meetings and look for other ways to collaborate without sacrificing their individual identities. We would be very close to a movement-wide identity, and we could carry it across the finish line with a movement-wide strategic plan, backed by a statement of core values, perhaps a pledge of nonviolence and a manifesto like the Port Huron statement of 1962, whose influence is still felt today.122 Activists were very encouraged to learn of Chenoweth and Stephan’s finding that only 3.5 percent of a given population was needed to create a successful insurrectionary movement with public legitimacy. The number of people involved in progressive work across the spectrum today is larger than that number—about twelve million people, for example, in the United States. If they had a core identity (other than “progressive”) and a common plan of action that each organization or even each participant would support, if not actively contribute to, it’s very hard to imagine how that entity—whatever form it took in practice—would not be powerful enough to achieve its goal.

It is possible to imagine other organizational models. Whatever emerges, however, would be sure to gain coherence and persuasive power with a common understanding of the underlying vision we’ve been discussing throughout this book.

So whatever organizational form emerges, and to whatever degree a sense of unity accompanies it going forward, what are some of the guidelines to follow when the rubber hits the road of nonviolent resistance?

THREE PRINCIPLES OF EFFECTIVE ACTION

First, remember the baby seals! Offer an alternative. It should almost always be possible to find a way that meets your opponent’s real needs, without compromising your own. Let’s not let the heat of conflict or our own outrage make us forget to extend the other, open hand of nonviolence. It can be hard to remember, but the point is not to express your feelings or to show that you’re on the right side of history. We have to renounce that luxury: the point is to get people and things to change.

While nonviolence can perfectly well be offered by those in positions of power, social change movements are, almost by definition, fighting from a lower position on the ladder if not actually as victims of abuse or injustice. Yet taking on the identity of victims—which is what the power holders want us to do—can be a fatal mistake. The antidote is to bargain or protest from a position of strength, and in fact we are in a position of strength when we’re nonviolent. As Ali Abu Awwad testified (in an interview for a forthcoming film)—and I’ve often heard similar sentiments from others—“I was a very weak person when I was using violence.” Therefore, it’s our responsibility as the nonviolent actors to come up with alternatives. It’s the same logic by which we should always try to be proactive: we are orchestrating the conflict or the negotiation. We are, after all, offering an alternative—an alternative state of mind—when we flip the script. In either case, mental or structural, our alternative may well not be accepted; still, we’re in a stronger position for having offered it. We are taking the initiative in showing a way out; in this connection I always think of the great British historian Arnold J. Toynbee’s insightful words, bearing witness once again to the critical tool of offering dignity: “he made it impossible for us to go on ruling India. But he made it possible for us to leave without rancour and without humiliation.”123

Second, we must keep three things always in mind: the humanity of our opponent, the long term, and the big picture.

We keep the long term in view most importantly, as George Lakey has spelled out very well (see How We Win in Appendix B), by having a strategy. As we grow from event to campaign to movement, even very small, doable, nonconfrontational things have the potential to escalate; for example, into satyagraha where CP by itself hasn’t done the job.

The big picture is the new story. We keep the big picture in mind when we envision what activist and author Chris Moore-Backman calls “the society we long to live in.” It’s a vision that has power, and we alone are the ones to hold it. That again is our responsibility and privilege.

We keep this picture in mind when we realize we are trying not just to change the injustice in question but in so doing to change the story that brought it into being. This is why I laid stress earlier on being willing and able to articulate what the really big picture is—namely, the new story—to ourselves, our coworkers, and any opponent willing to listen. A nonviolent interaction is a kind of conversation, not a kind of fight. It’s not really, or ideally, a power struggle so much as a demonstration that another kind of power is possible. This is why Gandhi was careful to avoid introducing a “fresh issue” or of course triumphing when he was “winning.” Because of this conversational character, opponents don’t feel threatened by what we’re going to say, and it often becomes possible to explain to them why we’re doing what we’re doing, in big-picture terms.

When people speak about the end of the fossil fuel era, for example, they usually mean the end of the economy of extraction and exploitation. But we are actually at the end of humanity’s experiment to find fulfillment in the outside world, to prop up the hollow image of the material human, as a body without inner resources. We are at a spiritual, not just an economic and ecological crisis. We should be aware of that and take full advantage of it.

Playing this role in history explains why nonviolent actors so often speak of the personal fulfillment they experience—what Gandhi called “a peace and a meaning of the mysteries of nature that I have no power to describe.”124 In the final analysis, it seems that there is an evolutionary drive in the universe that we can take part in and that in the long run guarantees our success. Teilhard de Chardin has spoken of it very well; he reassures us that evolution has not changed direction; it has always been and always will be “a rise toward consciousness.”125 Theologian Cynthia Bourgeault comments, “Our postmodern temperament has a well-ingrained tendency to regard the world through a filter of distrust, in which we inevitably view evolution as ‘random,’ disconnected, and certainly impersonal. However, Teilhard encourages us to see our planetary home as a coherent and increasingly compassionate whole, steadily plying its way along an irreversible evolutionary trajectory.”126

Third, we need to make full use of the training, strategic intelligence, discipline, and everything else we’ve learned since Gandhi and King. Nourish and add to this tradition by sharing your own experiences and its lessons, in the way UCP organizations are doing for their institution. The movement toward peace is marching on. We are all part of it; as well as looking for ways to collaborate with our contemporaries, we have ways to collaborate with the past and, as poet and essayist Matthew Arnold wistfully put it, to keep up our conversation with the future.

FROM THE WORLD OF NOW TO THE SOCIETY WE LONG TO LIVE IN

Charles Hamilton Houston (1895–1950), whose great work for integration earned him the sobriquet “the man who killed Jim Crow,” is said to have remarked once, when it was pointed out that what he was doing was very dangerous, “I’d rather die on my feet than live on my knees.” Similarly, when opponents of the Green New Deal said it was too expensive, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez pointed out that if we don’t pay to prevent the disasters in store, we’ll pay as much or more to recover from them (insofar as that’s possible).

When we look at the state of the world right now and the coming state of the earth unless we act vigorously to head it off, we’re tempted to ask, does anyone really want this? Do we want to live this way? The veteran war correspondent Sebastian Junger, in his book Tribe: On Homecoming and Belonging, observes that in relieving hardship after hardship, modern society “has perfected the art of making people not feel necessary.”127 In giving people independence from one another, modernity has raised the incidence of mental illness and suicide.

There are signs, in fact, of frustration with the status quo even in places we don’t associate with change. A 2016 USA Today article discussed the sad case of two highly popular pro football players, Ken Stabler and Earl Morrall, who’d been found to suffer from chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE), which severely damaged their brains—the latest in a long line of victims. Football concussions have become a scandal. Since that story broke, the results of another brain autopsy study, performed on 111 ex-footballers, showed that 110 of them had sustained serious damage. But that still hasn’t made the sport any less popular; as the opening lines of the USA Today article complain: “Nothing ever changes. Not a damn thing ever changes.”128

But the reality of this phenomenal world is exactly the reverse: nothing ever stays the same, and the real question is, shall we passively endure changes or do our best to steer them in what we see as the right direction? What we’ve been talking about throughout this book is precisely what seems to me the best—no, the only—real leverage point to do that. Professor Robert Inchausti points out that WWII and its aftermath, especially our glorification of that conflict, “have forced Americans to regard their country more as an economic and military power than as a moral and metaphysical experiment, and this has led to a crisis of personal meaning in the lives of our young that is not sufficiently recognized.”129 In War Is a Force That Gives Us Meaning, Hedges addresses this crisis head on, and writes that the only thing that can overcome war is love. I could not agree more. But he goes on to say, ruefully, that love cannot be organized.130 Here I beg to differ. Is not nonviolence called love in action? It can indeed be organized—even institutionalized. That is why Martin Luther King implied, in his Nobel Prize acceptance speech (the epigraph of this chapter): the truth that nonviolence is love in action can be vigorously creative, especially when understood as both a new vision and a way to get there.

The crisis before us is, as I’ve said, unimaginable, but I think we should name it: the extinction of life on earth, or at least, in the nearer term, the end of civilized life as we know it in a deluge of climate refugees, starvation, and the direct impacts of extreme conditions. It is too late now to completely reverse the disastrous course that fossil fuel executives and U.S. presidents have known about since 1969, but it looks like there’s still time to prevent the worst of the damage it’s causing—with sophisticated, aroused, dogged, and courageous nonviolence.

We need both a much greater public outpouring of demand for action and a plausible strategy, probably in reverse order: it is when people see a glimmer of hope, a path to success they can believe in, that they come to life and take needed action.


Appendix A

Alternative News

The following resources are available for news and opinion directly or indirectly related to nonviolence. Fortunately, this list is growing, and you may find others that suit your needs as time goes on. There are other sources also for generally progressive news and commentary; the emphasis here is on “solutionary” journalism.

The Nonviolence Report (KPCA, Petaluma, California) and Nonviolence Radio (KWMR, Point Reyes Station, California) from the Metta Center for Nonviolence broadcast live on alternate Mondays and alternate Fridays, respectively, featuring approximately thirty minutes of nonviolence-related news and analysis from the Metta viewpoint. Podcasts appear regularly on iTunes and Spotify, and are syndicated via the Pacifica Radio network. https://mettacenter.org/writings-blogs/radio/

Waging Nonviolence: Founded in 2009, Waging Nonviolence is an independent, nonprofit media platform dedicated to providing original reporting and expert analysis of social movements around the world. In addition to producing original content, Waging Nonviolence features a membership-based Community section where peace and justice organizations, along with universities, publish their own stories. wagingnonviolence.org.

Minds of the Movement: This blog by the International Center on Nonviolent Conflict runs stories, interviews, and commentary highlighting the ideas and experiences of people on the front lines of civil resistance. Minds of the Movement keeps readers up to date on the latest developments in civil resistance around the world. The blog is a resource for those who seek to understand the art and science of nonviolent struggle, and it is a forum for nonviolence activists, scholars, students, journalists, and members of the INGO and policy community. www.nonviolent-conflict.org/blog.

Nonviolence News: Each week, Nonviolence News brings readers thirty to fifty stories about nonviolence in action, illuminating the scale and scope of how nonviolence is actively shaping our world. These news stories reflect nonviolent action and nonviolent practices, including constructive programs, alternative institutions, and policies rooted in structural/systemic nonviolence. This weekly list is curated from a diverse array of movement and media sources by the novelist and nonviolence advocate Rivera Sun. Nonviolence News is a sister project to the awareness-raising campaign Nonviolence Now. Subscribe to the free Nonviolence News list at nonviolencenews.org.

Peace News: Peace News presents stories about people taking risks for peace. The stories highlight the opinions of ordinary people who want nonviolent solutions to their political differences. When the stories at Peace News cover war zones, they aim to contribute to building trust and reconciliation, whereas most international news today is driven by sensationalism. www.peacenews.com.

PeaceVoice: PeaceVoice distributes op-eds, articles, and commentary written by professionals from a perspective of conflict resolution, positive peace, and nonviolence. As such, this distribution service acts as a free literary agent to busy peace professionals. PeaceVoice gets these informed voices into mainstream media so more Americans can decide on public policy questions based on full information and many more options. peacevoice.info.

Small Victories: This occasional newsletter can be found at smallvictories@peaceisloud.org.

Solutions Story Tracker: A project of the Solutions Journalism Network, Solutions Story Tracker is a curated database of rigorous reporting on responses to social problems. Every story is tagged, enabling readers to find coverage of effective or promising ideas and approaches—by issue, location, journalist, and success factor (strategic insights that emerge as patterns). The database includes stories about restoring dignity for women giving birth while incarcerated and about cultivating local food economies. Story Tracker houses a broad range of media, from major publishers like National Geographic and the New York Times to local media like the Columbia Missourian. storytracker.solutionsjournalism.org.

Tikkun: Since 1987, Tikkun has been a platform for young writers to emerge as public intellectuals and for established thinkers and academics to posit groundbreaking philosophies and radical ideas. It has also been a stage for novelists and poets to flex their minds, and for spiritual progressives and social change activists to urge self-reflection, inner psychological and spiritual healing, and direct action. tikkun.org.

Transcend Media Service: Since 2008, the Weekly Digest by Transcend Media Service (TMS) has published tens of thousands of analytical briefs and commentaries with the unique perspective of independent contributors from around the world. TMS works to broaden and diversify expert discussion by focusing on hidden aspects of international politics and on unconventional thinking that stimulates transcendent solutions and actions. Johan Galtung, the pioneering scholar of peace studies, writes a monthly editorial. transcend.org.

Democracy Now! This daily independent news hour is hosted by award-winning journalists Amy Goodman and Juan González. Their reporting includes breaking daily news headlines and in-depth interviews with people on the front lines of the world’s most pressing issues. On Democracy Now! you’ll hear a diversity of voices speaking for themselves, providing a unique and sometimes provocative perspective on global events. The daily show is broadcast across the United States and Canada as well as in other countries around the world. democracynow.org.

Global Voices: With a multilingual newsroom team that reports on people whose voices and experiences are rarely seen in mainstream media, Global Voices also provides training and mentorship to local underrepresented communities who want to tell their own stories using participatory media tools. Through its Advox team, Global Voices advocates free speech online, paying special attention to legal, technical, and physical threats to people using the internet to speak out in the public interest. globalvoices.org.

Transformation: Housed at openDemocracy, Transformation tells the stories of people who are combining personal and social change in order to reimagine their societies. Their publishing team believes that love, equality, and social justice are the principles on which new forms of politics, economics, and social activism can be built. Transformation provides a forum to explore how to put these principles into practice. www.opendemocracy.net/en/transformation.

Yes! Through rigorous reporting on the positive ways communities are responding to social problems, with insightful commentary that sparks constructive discourse, Yes! magazine inspires people to build a more just, sustainable, and compassionate world. The magazine’s print and online editions are ad-free, and all the website content is freely accessible. http://yesmagazine.org.

Positive News: This UK-based source is a pioneer of constructive journalism—a new approach in the media, about rigorous and relevant journalism focused on progress, possibility, and solutions. They publish daily online, and Positive News magazine is published quarterly in print. https://www.positive.news/.


Appendix B

General Sources

In this very brief list you will find just a few representative items of the wealth of print and digital resources now available to us when we wish to deepen our understanding of nonviolence. These are representative and recommended places to begin.

COMPENDIA

The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (CWMG): These one hundred volumes comprise all the known speeches, letters, and other writings of Gandhi’s career, including the full text of his major writings such as Hind Swaraj: Or Indian Home Rule and the highly recommended Satyagraha in South Africa. These, as well as many other visual and other Gandhi resources, can be found at www.gandhiserve.org.

The Global Nonviolent Action Database (GNAD): Over one thousand cases, and growing, of nonviolent campaigns from around the world and through history, easily searched or browsed by any of several categories (for example, women’s campaigns). Analyzed according to categories designed by Gene Sharp; world map of the cases. A basic resource, open-sourced.

Digital Library of Nonviolent Resistance: Created by Nonviolence International and the Rutgers University International Institute for Peace, this online collection includes training manuals and related material, such as reports on training workshops, tools, exercises, preparatory material for campaigns, and legal and direct action handouts. The open access Digital Library includes materials from the 1960s onward, used in a wide variety of struggles, from the antinuclear, peace, and U.S. civil rights movements to Occupy Wall Street, the Arab spring, and Black Lives Matter. http://nonviolence.rutgers.edu/s/digital.

BOOKS

Gandhi Searches for Truth: A Practical Biography for Children (Stephanie N. Van Hook; Person Power Press, 2016): Mahatma Gandhi was an ordinary child who sought to do something extraordinary with his life: discover truth. In twelve short stories, this beautifully illustrated book chronicles Gandhi’s inner and outer journey from childhood to the independence of India. For both children and grown-ups, these stories explore how Gandhi discovered the key principles and tools of nonviolence, including concepts like “satyagraha” and “nonviolent noncooperation.” Most importantly, it addresses how we can bring his great message into our own lives and become peacemakers at any age. www.amazon.com/Gandhi-Searches-Truth-Practical-Biography/dp/0997867612.

Gandhi the Man: How One Man Changed Himself and the World (Eknath Easwaran; Nilgiri Press, 2011): Eknath Easwaran grew up in India during Gandhi’s time, and his own spiritual awakening was inspired by meeting Gandhi and by his life and work. Easwaran sets about answering questions such as: How did an ineffective young lawyer go on to lead three hundred million Indians in their nonviolent struggle for independence? What is nonviolence, and how does it work? Gandhi the Man illustrates the pivotal moments that sparked Gandhi’s rise into a great leader. This biography includes a plethora of photos and quotes. www.bmcm.org/store/gandhi-the-man-how-one-man-changed-himself-to-change-the-world.

Gandhi the Organiser: How he shaped a nationwide rebellion: India 1915-1922 (Bob Overy; Irene Publishing, 2019): An excellent in-depth study of this critical phase of the freedom struggle, which saw Gandhi’s rise to prominence as a national leader. Overy, an independent researcher, pilots a judicious course between ‘Gandhi the saint’ and ‘Gandhi the freedom fighter’ to give us a gripping story of his shrewdness and indomitable will, how he pushed on through “failures” with an unstoppable drive that gives credence to his claim that in satyagraha there is no such thing as defeat. Gandhi comes alive in these pages with rare force. The final chapters are a faithful application of what the Mahatma discovered in his long career to the very problems facing activists today, with due attention to constructive program and the difference between strategic and principled nonviolence. This book will be treasured as not only a masterful contribution to the voluminous literature on Gandhi but a highly valuable contribution to the struggle he launched for the benefit of humanity.

The Nonviolence Handbook: A Guide to Practical Action (Nagler; Berrett-Koehler, 2014): This practical handbook is a brief guide to the core principles and strategies at the heart of nonviolent resistance. Michael N. Nagler distills the guiding principles of nonviolence into a short, straightforward, practical handbook that will help anyone in a nonviolent movement work more safely and effectively toward achieving social change. The Nonviolence Handbook is available in Spanish, Arabic, and Chinese through the Metta Center, or (in English) at Berrett-Koehler publishers.

The Climate Resistance Handbook Or, I was part of a climate action. Now what? (Daniel Hunter; Daniel Hunter, 2019): This superb handbook, practical and timely, speaks directly to the many people who have caught fire from the urgency of the climate issue (or any issue, really) but have not had the rare opportunity to learn what to do after a protest march or other one-off event so that it builds up to real change. This free download (search by the title), only 62 pages, will save many people from frustration and burnout—and maybe save the planet along the way. A perfect companion to the more theoretical Nonviolence Handbook.

The Search for a Nonviolent Future: A Promise of Peace for Ourselves, Our Families, and Our World (Michael N. Nagler; New World Library, 2004): Beginning with the achievements of Mahatma Gandhi, and following the legacy of nonviolence through the struggles against Nazism in Europe, racism in America, oppression in China and Latin America, and ethnic conflicts in Africa and Bosnia, Nagler unveils a hidden history. Nonviolence, he proposes, has proven its power against arms and social injustice wherever it has been correctly understood and applied. Nagler’s approach is not only historical but also spiritual. He argues, drawing upon the experience of Gandhi and other activists, that the shift to nonviolence begins within the individual, through the reshaping and revisioning of how one understands the world. http://www.newworldlibrary.com/store/THE-SEARCH-FOR-A-NONVIOLENT-FUTURE-P277.aspx.

Three Faces of Power: A General Theory (Kenneth E. Boulding; Sage Publications, 1990): Broadly defining power as the ability to get what we want, Three Faces of Power identifies three major types of power: threat power, which is particularly important in political life; economic power, which derives from the power to produce and exchange goods and depends on the changing distribution of property ownership; and integrative power, which rests on relationships such as love, legitimacy, respect, affection, community, and identity, and is essentially what we mean by nonviolence. Boulding argues that integrative power is fundamental and yet relatively understudied and underutilized. https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/three-faces-of-power/book2874.

Stride Toward Freedom: The Montgomery Story (Martin Luther King, Jr.; various editions). Stride tells the story of the Montgomery bus boycott from start to finish, as experienced by King himself, including his introduction to Gandhian nonviolence, his rise to leadership of the movement, and its successful conclusion. It might be considered King’s equivalent of Gandhi’s classic Satyagraha in South Africa: together giving a perceptive account of the birth of large-scale satyagraha and its transference onto American soil, offering many insights into nonviolence and human nature.

Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community? (Martin Luther King, Jr.; Beacon Press, 2010): In 1967, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., isolated himself from the demands of the civil rights movement, rented a house in Jamaica with no telephone, and labored over what became his final manuscript. In this prophetic work, which has been unavailable for more than ten years, he lays out his thoughts, plans, and dreams for America’s future, including the need for better jobs, higher wages, decent housing, and quality education. With a universal message of hope that continues to resonate, King demanded an end to global suffering, asserting that humankind—for the first time—has the resources and technology to eradicate poverty. www.beacon.org/Where-Do-We-Go-from-Here-P1376.aspx.

Why Civil Resistance Works: The Strategic Logic of Nonviolent Conflict (Erika Chenoweth and Maria J. Stephan; Columbia University Press, 2012): Why Civil Resistance Works is the first systematic study of the effectiveness of nonviolent movements by trained scholars. It shows that nonviolent resistance has been twice as effective as violent campaigns in about one-third the time, and that it paves smoother roads to establishing peace and democracy. Professor Robert Jervis notes in his review that Why Civil Resistance Works is “the first major scholarly book to make a well-supported argument that, contrary to what many people believe, nonviolent resistance is more effective than armed resistance in overthrowing regimes, an advantage that is maintained even when the target is not democratic.”131 https://cup.columbia.edu/book/why-civil-resistance-works/9780231156820.

Perpetration-Induced Traumatic Stress: The Psychological Consequences of Killing (Psychological Dimensions to War and Peace) (Rachel MacNair; Authors Choice Press, 2005): PITS is a form of PTSD symptoms caused not by traditionally expected roles, such as being a victim or rescuer in trauma, but by being an active participant in causing trauma. Sufferers of PITS may be in the roles of soldiers, executioners, or police officers, where it is socially acceptable or even expected for them to cause trauma, including death. As MacNair shows in this groundbreaking material, compared to the more widely understood PTSD, it appears that those affected by PITS experience different symptom patterns and greater severity. www.amazon.com/Perpetration-Induced-Traumatic-Stress-Psychological-Consequences/dp/0595347649.

How We Win: A Guide to Nonviolent Direct Action Campaigning. (George Lakey, London: Melville House, 2018). Like all of Lakey’s books (also highly recommended), How We Win offers cogent advice, hope, and the benefits of his long experience. This book may be taken as representative of a genre of how-to books now available covering organizing, training, and strategy.

FILM AND VIDEO

Gandhi, produced and directed by Richard Attenborough. This epic, award-winning feature on the life of Gandhi, twenty-five years in the making, is remarkably insightful about nonviolence both in India and globally. This must be seen. Mostly very accurate to the history—brilliant script and main acting. The characterization of Gandhi feels a bit off: Ben Kingsley portrays him as a “good” person, a bit naïve, missing the real Gandhi’s strength (but bringing Gandhi to life is a tall order for any actor). In real life, Gandhi’s last words were “Rama Rama Rama.” This was the mantram he repeated all his adult life, and with it he was putting himself in the hands of God and implicitly blessing even his assassin. Attenborough’s “Oh, God!” misses the point; but this is a quibble in a priceless, inspiring and informative film.

A Force More Powerful, International Center for Nonviolent Conflict (ICNC)—film and book, a good documentary overview of six prominent nonviolent episodes of the twentieth century, starting with India and including the Danish resistance during WWII. A basic resource. Now available, as are all ICNC’s films, as a free download from their site, https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/icncfilms/.

Bringing Down a Dictator (ICNC), a highly informative account of the successful Otpor (“resistance”) student-led uprising that overthrew Slobodan Milošević in Serbia in 2000. This campaign became iconic in the nonviolence field for similar insurrections in Eastern Europe and elsewhere.

A FEW WEBSITES

www.mettacenter.org

www.wagingnonviolence.org

www.nonviolent-conflict.org

www.bmcm.org (for more on passage meditation)

www.gandhiserve.org

www.findhorn.org

www.nonviolence international.net
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The world today has become, for the first time in human history, one interlocking system—our politics, our economics, our health, our cultures, our conflicts—and that system has gone terribly wrong. “Unprecedented” seems too weak a word for the challenge before us. We ourselves are responsible for the destruction that has unmistakably begun—and therefore we ourselves can somehow find the capacity to set it right.

How can such a vast network ever be made to change and go on another path?

In this book we have tried to get down to a deep source, perhaps the very root of the problem: the worldview or “story” that unconsciously, but surely, leads us to see certain possibilities and ignore others. A small group of philosophically minded people have been at work on that story, but their work has been mostly done in isolation even from each other and must now be brought into the public consciousness. Nonviolence—an ancient capability that has been expressed throughout history in many forms but has operated mostly below the surface of consciousness until recently—has begun to look like the key to the great change we must bring about to ensure the survival of life on earth.

For several years now, the Metta Center has been hosting a “Hope Tank;” a regular, informal meeting with a set structure: half an hour’s silent meditation (optional), a potluck, and then an open discussion. Some attendees come with specific issues burning in their minds—How can I help with the immigration issue in my town? What’s the best way to get restorative justice into my kid’s school?—and sometimes not. Many of the best ideas you have been introduced to within this book were born or grew up in these community-building get-togethers. If you are already reading this in the context of a book club, that might be an ideal platform to experiment with your own hope tank.

Questions for Individual Reflection and Group Discussion

1.  If you could change one policy of your political system that could help create a more nonviolent culture in your society, what would it be? Why? How would everyone benefit, directly, indirectly, or both?

2.  Think of a justice-related issue that you care deeply about. How can you work on this issue, keeping in mind that the problem is not the people but injustice itself? Why does this mind-set matter? What is hard about this approach? What does it ask you to work on within yourself?

3.  Have you ever been in a conflict, large or small, where you wanted to take on the suffering involved rather than let someone else bear the burden? If so, what was the situation? Why did you feel this way? If not, why not?

4.  What are some features or findings of the new science, from theoretical physics, psychology, evolutionary biology, or animal behavior? You can use these examples when telling people about the new story.

5.  Think about the historical significance of the reunion of science and the wisdom traditions happening today. What can we learn from cultures that never divorced these fields of inquiry in the first place (e.g., indigenous traditions and ancient India)?

6.  What are small ways we can build stronger relationships in day-to-day life? Why are these small actions invaluable when nonviolent action goes to scale? Reflect on some examples you have experienced or read about.

7.  Nonviolence asks us to be courageous in the face of a threat and not to yield to anything that removes the dignity of ourselves or others. Instead, it encourages us to ask, What are they holding over me? and be willing to renounce that. Reflect on a time when this principle rang true for you or someone you know (or read about). What challenges you? Do you ever use threats to motivate other people? Why?

8.  Gandhi was asked to sign the United Nation’s Declaration of Human Rights; he said to bring him instead a Declaration of Human Responsibilities. How do our responsibilities uplift our rights, and what might be the significance of this dynamic for nonviolence generally? How does framing nonviolence in the realm of responsibility change the way we think about other people?

9.  Nonviolence is more than a one-off commitment for a specific action: it’s a lifelong search for a better world for everyone. If you were asked to take a pledge of nonviolence to remind yourself of your commitment, what would you want it to say? Write one as an individual or with a group and put it in a place where you can be reminded of it.

10.  Why do you think people have felt that a scapegoat system is effective or just? What enables this worldview? What are signs—from science, wisdom, and news reports—that scapegoats, for any issue (whether just or unjust), reinforce an old story paradigm?

11.  What has been your relationship to strong emotions like fear, grief, and anger? What tools have helped you harness these emotions into constructive channels? How might you use their energy for creative, nonviolent actions that increase the dignity of life?

12.  Have you ever experienced an action that has been motivated by scarcity? What was it? How did it affect those involved, including you? If you could reimagine that action from a new story perspective, how might it look?

13.  When approaching a fundamental story about who we are, we will encounter disbelief and even vehement conflict. This is not a failure but a sign that we’ve touched on something powerful. When someone disagrees with you, what is your go-to response? What allows us to confidently disagree while being willing to understand someone else’s perspective?

14.  Nonviolence is much more than a protest. It includes the realms of “person power,” constructive programs, and obstructive programs. A constructive program involves building the kinds of solutions that address problems at their roots; surface solutions are not enough. Rebuilding the human image—how we think about ourselves and our own power—is an urgent constructive program. Reflect on this in light of your own experience with the mass media, personal relationships, and even personal challenges. What’s the urgency for you about uplifting the human image?

15.  Have you ever experienced public humiliation or shaming? What did that feel like, and how did it affect your willingness to become an ally or change your behavior? How might these tactics be counterproductive in a new story kind of nonviolence? Why? Where do you see these tactics currently being used as a form of nonviolent action? How would you make the case for people to transition their choice in a strategic way?

16.  Have you ever been on the receiving end of nonviolence? What was the situation? What happened within you? What was effective or ineffective in your experience as a receiver? How did the situation transform you or others?

17.  Nonviolence is part of our human nature. Reflect on the ways that this notion is challenged or marginalized in our mass media. What are some ways that you can help share the new story?
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“Nonviolence is not the recourse of the weak but actually calls for an uncommon kind of strength; it is not a refraining from something but the engaging of a positive force,” renowned peace activist Michael Nagler writes. Here he offers a step-by-step guide to creatively using nonviolence to confront any problem and to build change movements capable of restructuring the very bedrock of society. Nagler identifies some specific tactical mistakes made by unsuccessful nonviolent actions such as the Tiananmen Square demonstrations and the Occupy protests and includes stories of successful nonviolent resistance from around the world. Nagler advocates nonviolence that is more than a tactic—it is a way of living.
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Berrett-Koehler is an independent publisher dedicated to an ambitious mission: Connecting people and ideas to create a world that works for all.

Our publications span many formats, including print, digital, audio, and video. We also offer online resources, training, and gatherings. And we will continue expanding our products and services to advance our mission.

We believe that the solutions to the world’s problems will come from all of us, working at all levels: in our society, in our organizations, and in our own lives. Our publications and resources offer pathways to creating a more just, equitable, and sustainable society. They help people make their organizations more humane, democratic, diverse, and effective (and we don’t think there’s any contradiction there). And they guide people in creating positive change in their own lives and aligning their personal practices with their aspirations for a better world.

And we strive to practice what we preach through what we call “The BK Way.” At the core of this approach is stewardship, a deep sense of responsibility to administer the company for the benefit of all of our stakeholder groups, including authors, customers, employees, investors, service providers, sales partners, and the communities and environment around us. Everything we do is built around stewardship and our other core values of quality, partnership, inclusion, and sustainability.

This is why Berrett-Koehler is the first book publishing company to be both a B Corporation (a rigorous certification) and a benefit corporation (a for-profit legal status), which together require us to adhere to the highest standards for corporate, social, and environmental performance. And it is why we have instituted many pioneering practices (which you can learn about at www.bkconnection.com), including the Berrett-Koehler Constitution, the Bill of Rights and Responsibilities for BK Authors, and our unique Author Days.

We are grateful to our readers, authors, and other friends who are supporting our mission. We ask you to share with us examples of how BK publications and resources are making a difference in your lives, organizations, and communities at www.bkconnection.com/impact.


Dear reader,

Thank you for picking up this book and welcome to the worldwide BK community! You’re joining a special group of people who have come together to create positive change in their lives, organizations, and communities.

What’s BK all about?

Our mission is to connect people and ideas to create a world that works for all.

Why? Our communities, organizations, and lives get bogged down by old paradigms of self-interest, exclusion, hierarchy, and privilege. But we believe that can change. That’s why we seek the leading experts on these challenges—and share their actionable ideas with you.

A welcome gift

To help you get started, we’d like to offer you a free copy of one of our bestselling ebooks:

www.bkconnection.com/welcome

When you claim your free ebook, you’ll also be subscribed to our blog.

Our freshest insights

Access the best new tools and ideas for leaders at all levels on our blog at ideas.bkconnection.com.

Sincerely,

Your friends at Berrett-Koehler
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