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PREFACE 

During the decade of the nineteen-sixties the social 

science literature has been replete with attempts to explain 

the recent racial and campus violence in the United States. 

1 wish to maintain here that not much of this material has 

proven satisfactory as an analysis of what has been pri

marily political activity. And the type of violence we have 

witnessed over the last ten years has been political activ

ity. 

Our violence has been misunderstood because the 

right wioiiu haVs not bo on cisk&uj only tho Ouoo wo etui 

scientifically study have been raised. I want to change the 

perspective of studying political violence from one of 

psychology or sociology to one of moral indignation. And I 

wish to do this because the recent violence we have witnessed 

in the Republic is not one of domestic quarrels or street 

gangs—that of primary groups, but one of classes—on the 

macro level. If we change our framework for analysis, the 

real question of why are some citizens indignant enough to 

rebel may be asked. Then we can observe that there are 

linkages between legitimacy, public standing of certain 

minorities, and political violence. 

Also, this perspective on violence reconnects polit

ical theory with political behavior. It permits not only an 

ill 



analysis of events, but also a prescription. If there is 

some insight in the argument presented here, it may be 

applicable to one of the perennial challenges to government: 

how to eliminate, or at least reduce, those circumstances 

in which resort to political violence by some would be 

legitimate. I want to argue that such aggravating circum

stances are contemporary political conventions and institu

tions. Proper notice of the phenomenon of violence then 

opens up a new form of analysis and interpretation of polit

ical events. It is evidence that men are resisting; and 

also hoping that political authority will again recognize 

human integrity. 

It is difficult to look back and remember those in 

my student career who impressed, influenced and encouraged 

me. Names and faces of those who, I suppose, recognized an 

incipient interest in public problems and offered their 

insights and direction ashamedly escape me. I am sorry I 

can not individually acknowledge them. 

But perhaps this has happened in part because in my 

concluding graduate student days I have incurred the debt of 

three men whom I could not forget: Professors Currin V. 

Shields, Phillip C. Chapman, and Jeffrie G. Murphy. They 

made such an indelible mark because under their training my 

direction was shifted from a search for the "rigiht" answers 

to one for the questions. They opened up scholarship, and 



V 

invited me in. For their concern, encouragement, and 

patience, I am humbly grateful. I promise a return on their 

investment. 
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ABSTRACT 

The political violence in the United States during 

the nineteen-sixties has reintroduced political theorists to 

what Marx meant by praxis. I have attempted here to con

ceptualize violence, and then evaluate recent American 

political dissent to ascertain whether or not active protest 

in the ghetto and on the campus was a legitimate and defen

sible public stand under the circumstances. 

What emerges from a historical survey of activism 

and dissent during the decade is a fault of the democratic 

proc6o3in most instances the actual violence was & 

restrained reaction to deliberate exclusion from the polity 

of certain minorities whose denial of public recognition 

cost them the standing of citizens. This thesis maintains 

that the violence these minorities engaged in was legiti

mate, and the final most dramatic form of public education. 

Using a theory of Justice, proposed by John Rawls of 

Harvard University, the thesis attempts to set up criteria 

for justifiable political violence, and evaluate the impact 

of these criteria on a viable political society. 

vii 



CHAPTER 1 

THE MEANING OP VIOLENCE 
AND POLITICAL THEORY 

I 

The question of violence in contemporary society is 

a dramatic example of our current political ineptitude* 

Serious disruptions, as evidenced by urban unrest and stu

dent protest, are acknowledged and investigated, yet some

how continue to expand. At this time violence in the city 

and the campus is an imminent possibility. And this con

cession has seemed to generate an acquiescence that demotes 

crucial political dangers to the status of calculable 

political "facts." After all the expert analysis and volu

minous reports, we are dismayed at our apparent helplessness 

at resolving the problems violence manifests. 

This impotence, I believe, is an outcome of faulty 

perspectives. We have in the past and are currently 

approaching such problems as societal violence as techni

cians, only to find that the remedies do not follow from 

uncovering causal patterns. Sociologists and presidential 

"" t 

1. For an assessment of this phenomena as a result 
of the preoccupation in the social sciences with quantifi
cation, see Ellsworth C. Hood, "Violence and the Myth of 
Quantification," International Philosophical Quarterly, 9 
(December, 1969)* 590-600. 

1 



committees have statistically drawn the relationships 

between poverty and alienation: between injustice and 

crime; between hypocritical politics and indignant, and 

often violent reactions. What they have not done is to 

offer practical, political resolutions to the underlying 

reality acts of violence manifest. They have not convinc

ingly revealed the dimensions of an apparently successful 

social weapon. And they have not done so because, as they 

maintain, philosophy is not their field. They have not done 

so, I wish to maintain, because their perspective on 

societal violence obscures the central position of the 

question of justice. Consequently violence is an ambiguous 

term in political discourse that obscures more than clari

fies these issues. 

The reverse side of this coin of faulty perspectives 

on political problems presents the image of young intellec

tuals willing to accept violence as a plausible, albeit 

regrettable, form of human relationship to redress societal 

injustices and to maintain societal morality. And I am not 

here speaking only of so-called student radicals but of a 

great number of students, especially in the faculties of the 

social sciences. What they are advocating and condoning is 

the use of constrained and selective violence (if such 

adjectives can be applied to the term "violence") as a form 



of purification against those who selfishly pollute the body 

politic.^ 

The frightening probability is that both sorts of 

diagnostician, political analyst and radical, will ulti

mately endorse the same conviction; that is, agree on the 

necessity for corrective violence within the polity. The 

first side from desperation at the inability to find 

political solutions; the second, from the self-rigjiteous 

conviction that polluters and defilers of human dignity can 

not be dissuaded from so acting without violence, and may 

even merit such violent rewards. 

Both of these convictions, and the missed reality 

behind violent acts, result from a perspective which does 

not study political problems as problems among men but' as 

social "disorders" which are dysfunctional. Both sides 

perceive violence not as a breakdown in inter-personal com

munication but as the result of group conflict. Both 

analyze politics in general terms. There are the exploiters 

and the exploited, the WASP's and the minorities, the 

2. A recent Gallup Poll (December, 1970) confirms 
the presence of this attitude. In a survey of 1,063 full-
time students on 61 campuses across the nation, l\. in 10 
think a revolution is probable within the next 25 years.vin 
this country; I4J4. percent feel that violence is sometimes, 
ustified to bring about change in American society; and, . 
0 percent feel that the political system does not respond •' 
quickly enough to popular needs. George Gallup, "Nearly 
Half In Colleges Expected Violent Change," The Arizona Daily 
Star, January 21, 1971* Sec. A, p. 5» 



straight folk and street people, the old and the young. 

Such groups without persons, are converted into movements; 

so that we are besieged with criticism and comment about the 

Administration, the Establishment, and University students. 

Such "movements" are elaborately anthropomorphized and 

depicted as the social forces which propel the mechanism of 

politics. When violence then occurs, its investigation 

seductively proceeds on this arid abstract plane. 

These remarks are not meant to deny the important 

position groups occupy in the understanding of societal con

flict; I intend to return to this point later. But they are 

meant to criticize a perceptual myopia. The preoccupation 

with group analysis of political problems has lost for us 

the fundamental element of politics itself: men. 

This loss is the legacy of the category of "politi

cal realism," of the approach to political reality labeled 

"pluralism." The nineteenth-century model of analysis, that 

of a self-regulating society of free competition between 

individuals, long ago lost its descriptive credibility to a 

new model which assumed that the primary political unit was 

not the individual but the group. The self regulation of 

society through economic equilibrium was merely exchanged 

for a concept of self regulation through political 
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equilibrium, effected by competition between diverse inter

est groups.^ 

Through the work of such modem political scientists 

as Arthur F. Bentley, Earl Latham, David Truman, and Robert 

Dahl attempts were made to develop "... directly from 

research or by synthesis from descriptive studies, something 

approaching a general theory of politics in which the group, 

variously conceived, occupies a  central p osition.Prom 

"group theory" to its refined statement in "pluralism," 

certain characteristics of this political "analysis" are 

readily identifiable:^ 

1. The complexity and differentiation in modern 
society occasions an increase in governmental 
activity in society, and in the organized coop
eration among individuals in behalf of their 
interests. 

2. Public policy is the result of fabricated equi
libria between competing group forces seeking 
access to governmental decision-making in order 
to realize their special interests in a given 
policy area. The government official is not 

3. For an analysis of the main currents of thought 
in Pluralism, see Robert Paul Wolff, The Poverty of Liber
alism (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968), pp. 122-13&. Also see 
William E. Connolly's perceptive essay, "The Challenge to 
Pluralist Theory," The Bias of Pluralism (New York: Ather-
ton Press, 1969), pp. 3-34-. 

ij.. David B. Truman, "Political Group Analysis," 
International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (1968), 
12; 21j.2. : 

5. The following works of pluralism are taken from 
Darryl Baskin, "American Pluralism: Theory, Practice, and 
Ideology," The Journal of Politics, 32 (February, 1970), 
71-95# esp. pp. 71-79. 



neutral in this competition, but brings with him 
interests from his membership in an 'official' 
group. The number of groups involved for any-
given period of time in one policy area is not 
static. The various areas of interest continu
ally realign the groups competing, and occasion 
new equilibrium configurations. 

3. The success of particular groups will depend 
upon a number of factors; numbers, intensity, 
technique, status, norms, wealth, time. The 
distribution of these factors is neither equal 
nor cumulative; and influence achieved in one 
policy area does not mean it is valuable in 
another. 

4. Group activity is restrained and held in equi
librium by overlapping group memberships, the 
threat of activating latent and unorganized 
interests, and by the multiplicity of access 
points permitting well-organized minority vetos. 

5. In this analytical model there is no provision 
for the 'common good,' unless it is the neutral 
equilibrium of the pluralistic process itself. 

It is obvious by this enumeration of characteristics 

that pluralism is more than merely a description of how 

society works: it is a normative ideal. Pluralism depicts 

the "right" type of politics—non-ideologicalj open, with 

recognition of the necessity for limited state interference 

to occasionally settle sharp differences between competing 

groups; decentralized; and, of course, democratic. 

The contemporary re-evaluation of pluralism, how

ever, challenges its validity as an empirical or normative 

model. It is revealing that pluralism is instead a model of 

elitist bargaining; it is thus quite irrelevant as an analy

sis of the politics of those minority groups and individuals 
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who are excluded from and victimized by the organized group 

universe; and, seductive in proposing that issues not raised 

in the public realm are not deserving of political atten

tion.^ As a mode of analysis then, it has blinded us. It 

has not only promoted the interests of the powerful, but 

also obscured the manner in which the politically weak have 

been precluded from articulating their concerns. 

Groups with sufficient resources and proximity to 

points of access within the political system are few. The 

analytical model of pluralism obscured this fact and was 

accepted as the normative description on which public policy 

should be formulated. Select-group organizations have, 

therefore, become the efficient agents of political action; 

and have taken priority over less fortunate groups, and over^. 

the private lives of citizens.? The important, thought to 

6. For an excellent criticism emphasizing the con
servative bias of pluralism, see Jack L. Walker, "A Critique 
of the Elitist Theory of Democracy," The American Political 
Science Review, 60 (June, 1966), 285-295. Also, see Peter 
Bachrach and Morton S. Baratz, "Two Faces of Power," The 
American Political Science Review, 56 (December, 196277" 
911-7-952. 

7. This contention presents the median between 
charging the literal omnipotence of elite dominance on the 
one hand, and the decentralized, responsible picture of 
political power presented by pluralism on the other. "In 
the United States there is no ruling group. Nor is there 
any easily discernible ruling institutional order, so meshed 
have the separate sources of elite power become. But there 
is a social structure which is organized to create and pro
tect power centers with only partial accountability." Marc 
Pilisuk and Thomas Hayden, "Is There a Military-Industrial 
Complex which Prevents Peace?: Consensus and Countervailing 
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be individual decisions about pricing, wages, acceptable 

behavior and dress, residential preferences, life styles are 

fabricated by corporate elites. A few select organizations, 

including certain organizations of"the state, can and do 

determine the direction of the Nation and the shape of 

people's lives. Professor Odegard was correct when he 

stated, 

There is little or no room in this theory for the 
individual. Instead of the Rosseauean idea that 
the relation between the state and the individual 
is and ought to be direct and immediate, the 
group theory insists upon the group as a necessary 
and inevitable intermediary. Indeed, according to 
Bentley, the individual stated for himself and 
invested with an extra-social unity of his own is 
a fiction. 

In such an accepted and sanctioned political inter

pretation, the purpose of political society—a balance of 

power or equilibrium between overlapping interest groups, 

all sharing a consensus over the basic values of the 

system—becomes the standard for judging that society. The 

consequent perspective in analyzing, investigating and 

evaluating problems with that society leaves no room to 

assess the way individuals experience political activity. 

The category of "group" has neglected thfi_human phenomena 

Power in Pluralistic systems," in Connolly's, The Bias of 
pluralism, 123-155. Also, see Andrew Hacker, ''Power to Do 
What?" Ibid., pp. 67-80. 

8. Peter H. Odegard, "A Group Basis of Politics: A 
New Name for an Ancient Myth," V/estern Political Quarterly, 
11 (September, 1958), 692. 



that lie at the root of violence within the polity. And the 

serious but latent power conflicts which could not legiti

mately emerge in the public forum are compelled to do so 

through violence. 

This categorization precludes our understanding of 

political violence in at least four ways. First, by 

obscuring the man for the group, the purpose of the political 

system is separated from reality. Political equilibrium 

through competing interest groups is an unreal goal. Social 

disruption permitted and committed by the instigation of 

public policy according to this model can no longer be dis

missed as "deviant," or "dysfunctional." The occurrence of 

violence is too widespread to be passed off by a connotation 

that tells us nothing. The patterns of violence no longer 

appear arbitrary. 

Secondly, if violence is to be defined as an illegal 

use of force (one of several definitions to be considered), 

the act in question depends upon the definition and extent 

of the concept "law." Law pertains to a system of rules 

acceptable, in the main, to the members of a political com

munity. However, both the law and political violence can 

only be understood by realizing the consensual relationships 

between citizens, by uncovering the moral basis of the 

polity. This relationship, however defined in various 

political orders, is the common thread which unites the 
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community. Not to concentrate on these relationships is not 

to deny them in fact. Labeling certain acts illegal and 

therefore violent, runs the risk of being arbitrary, of 

neglecting to inquire whether or not the politically violent 

are within the same moral community which consures them. 

This omission can easily equate violence with criminality, 

to the further detriment of the political system. 

Thirdly, our categorization of politics in terms of 

group action is an incorrect way of "seeing" political 

phenomena. Not only is it empirically incorrect; but it is 

a failure of political imagination. The possibility of a 

more significant political order, of one in which human dig

nity is respected, is literally obscured—kept hidden from 

us. Sheldon Wolin suggests that great political theories 

provide us with a vision that permits us to bridge the gap 

between the actualities of political existence and the 

possibilities we can imagine: 

This more comprehensive vision was provided by 
thinking about the political society in its 
corrected fullness, not as it is but as it might 
be. Precisely because political theory pictured 
society in an exaggerated, 'unreal' way, it was 
a necessary complement to action. Precisely 
because action involved intervention into exist
ing affairs, it sorely needed a perspective of 
tantalizing possibilities.° 

9. Sheldon Wolin, Politics and Vision (Boston: 
Little, Brown, and Co., 1960), pp. 20-21. 



Rather than a vision of "tantalizing possibilities" 

pluralism has provided us with a pipe-dream of complacency. 

It is a theory that froze and ontologized our political per

spective, and thus dictated our political response. In so 

far as it was successful, pluralism became an ideology and 

one reason for the decline of the political. Pluralism 

mistook "analysis" for vision and groups for the stuff of 

politics. 

And finally, the phenomena of social violence are 

fundamentally the results of complicated individual psychic 

processes. If the scientist and sociologist can not handle 

violence on all of these levels, then the philosopher must. 

The comprehension of violence will continue to be a mystery 

until the individual dimension is restored to political 

investigation. For couched in general categories, political 

problems become pseudo-scientific ones and violence becomes 

analogous to the concept of force in physics. It is an 

instrument of political change, which now translated into 

scientific language means a rearrangement in the balance of 

(societal) forces. It does little good to veneer such a 

process with indignant outrage, as all good liberals are 

wont to do, at manifest injustices in society. For such 

charges are leveled at, and in behalf of, groups. And in 

the instances of political violence the use of general con

cepts for mental classification obscures more than clarifies 
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the phenomena. With the best of intentions, political com

mentators of whatever persuasion encourage violence by 

remaining ignorant of the reality behind it. Have we not 

all found ourselves in serious discussions over the advisa

bility of using violence to overcome a mere "power struc

ture"? It would seem we are seeking a humane political 

order without understanding what there would be. 

II 

What then is violencej and this reality, I have 

referred to, behind it? We have all been trained, at least 

by television, to be suspicious of the obvious. Violence, 

then, simply for fun and profit, as recently explained by 

one eminent political scientist,^ needs more verification 

than self-evidence. 

Sociology is the discipline most concerned of late 

in the phenomenon of violence. Sociologists have exhaus

tively investigated the occurrences and recurrences of social 

violence that have characterized the polity during the 

decade of the 1960's and have published equally as exhaus

tively their findings and speculations. It is then quite 

natural that any inquiry should first turn to them. 

10. Edward C. Banfield, "Rioting Mainly for Fun and 
Profit," The Metropolitan Enigma, ed. James Q. Wilson (Cam
bridge; Harvard University Press, 1968), 283-308. 
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For quite a while sociologists have been able to 

discern and predict patterns of violence. Describing 

violence primarily as behavior which inflicts physical 

injury,^ ̂ their investigations have centered upon the struc

tural arrangements among classes or groups within societies 

and the empirical likelihood of these relationships gener-

1 p 
ating group violence. Intent upon constructing a general 

theory of society, or more modestly, a conflict theory of 

society, they have attempted to explain the process of 

societal violence: 

Thus it is the task of sociology to derive con
flicts from specific social structures and not to 
relegate these conflicts to psychological vari
ables ('aggressiveness') or to descriptive-
historical ones (the influx of Negroes into the 
United States) or to chance.'3 

11. "Social violence is assault (physical) upon an 
individual or his property (resulting in physical injury or 
in damage to property) solely or primarily because of his 
membership in a social category." Allen D. Grimsh&w, 
"Interpreting Collective Violence: An Argument for the 
Importance of Social Structure," The Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science, (September, 
1970), 12. The reason given for a definition in these terms 
is the difficulty in measuring the phenomena. 

12. See the volume Patterns of Violence, Marvin E. 
Wolfgang (ed.), The Annals of" the American Academy of 
P o l i t i c a l  a n d  S o c i a l  S c i e n c e ,  3 f c > ^  ( M a r c h ,  1 9 b b ) ,  

13. Ralf Dahrendorf, "Tovrard a Theory of Social 
Conflict," The Journal of Conflict Resolution, 2 (June, 
1958), 172. 



Their efforts have been twofold: to develop a 

theory that will account for serious societal violence and 

not simply dismiss the phenomena as "dysfunctional";^ and 

to accumulate a reliable index of factors indicating the 

probability of certain groups or members within those groups 

committing overt acts of physical violence. Such a theory 

must explain how conflicting groups arise from social struc

tures, what forms their conflict can assume, and how this 

conflict can modify the parent social structure. This pre

occupation, extremely illuminating on an abstract level of 

analysis, again shifts concern away from the person and the 

element that defines the political nature of such apparent 

overt acts of violence. 

What sociologists have done is increase our aware

ness of the conflict potential within any society because of 

structural differentiation. The social fragmentation 

resulting from differentiation within all societies, is an 

explanatory analytical tool whose characteristics can be 

read much as a map. Such characteristics as the conditions 

1i|. Ibid.t p. 178. The lack of any sophisticated 
conflict theory is usually explained by ideological orienta
tions toward social and political analysis. If an equilib
rium model is insisted upon, "deviant" findings will be 
explained away. "In much of systems theory, the relevant 
lack of attention to violence and volatility is quite delib
erate. During the past decade, the pre-eminent task of 
social theory has been the search for sources of order." 
Arnold S. Feldman, "Violence and Volatility: The Likelihood 
of Revolution," Internal War, ed. Harry Eckstein (New York: 
The Free Press of Glencoe, 1961^.), p. 112. 



of organization—communication, recruitment, freedom of 

coalition, material means, ideology; the conditions of 

conflict—social mobility, the effective mechanisms for 

regulating social conflict; and the conditions of change-

intensity of conflict and strength of the dominated groups; 

can be interrelated to permit a sophisticated level of 

prognostication. 

An illustration of this approach is the sociological 

work done on analyzing riots. It is a sociological given 

that there is within societies a dichotomy of social roles, 

called positive and negative dominance roles, that roughly 

corresponds to the social structures of "in" and "out" 

groups.^ Class position, ethnic background, and occupa

tional status are effective indicators of these dual struc

tures. This social fragmentation has clearly placed 

minorities, and especially blacks, in the "out" group 

category. With a lower class position and occupational 

status, and a distinct ethnic origin, such minorities have 

actually been deprived of the rights and benefits of their 

society. While this deprivation is empirically verifiable 

it alone is not sufficient to account for violent outbursts 

15* "The dichotomy of social roles within impera
tively coordinated groups, the division into positive and 
negative dominance roles, is a fact of social structure. If 
and insofar as social conflicts can be referred to this 
factual situation, they are structurally explained." 
Dahrendorf, op. cit., p. 177» See also, Grimshaw, op. cit., 
p. 17. 
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because other low-status groups, namely youth and women, do 

not have correspondingly high indicies of violence. Social 

analysts have thus moved to the notion of relative depriva

tion, or the frustration incurred from the realization of 

the discrepancy between one's lot and that of other persons 

or groups who serve as standards of reference. While youth 

realize their deprivation is temporary and based upon the 

general category of age, and women accept the fact that 

theirs is based on the customary inequality among the sexes 

(or at least they did so until Women's Liberation), blacks 

know their deprivation is arbitrary and counter to the basic 

creed of the society. Among blacks then, this relative 

deprivation accounts more than absolute deprivation for acts 

1 A 
of violence. 

However, these analysts have also drawn our atten

tion to the fact that all those who are relatively deprived 

do not riot; and those who do, do not riot all the time. 

This emphasizes the importance of the societies' mediating 

social constraints—the coercive potential of the authori

ties, the personally absorptive qualities of semi-public 

16. This statement is supported by an analysis 
drawn from a four year study of 11ij. cities: "The funda
mental proposition that strife varies directly in magnitude 
with the intensity of relative deprivation is strongly sup
ported ..." Ted Gurr, "Causal Model of Civil Strife: A 
Comparative Analysis Using New Studies," American Political 
Science Review, 62 (December, 1968), 1123. 



institutions, social mobility, and of course the overriding 

legitimacy of the state. All of these may and frequently do 

intervene before strife can occur, thus postponing inquiry 

into the nature of violence until the acts have occurred. 

Also possible with sociological tools is an explana

tion of why low-status position people engage in violence in 

dealing with their frustrations more often than do other 

groups. It is because socialization processes are class 

patterned. Lower-class child upbringing stresses severity 

and external compliance rather than attitudinal conform

ity. This hinders the formation of a strong super-ego, 

and those socialized into society from lower-class groups 

rely more heavily on external controls of conformity. When 

such controls are removed or break down, the constraints on 

the actualization of frustration also disappear. 

As important as these two concepts are in under

standing violent acts, neither they nor sociology attempt 

to define violence, but use its manifestation as a key to 

the structural causes and effects of acts of physical harm 

to persons and property. There is nothing personal nor 

17. Lewis A. Coser, "Violence and the Social Struc
ture," Violence and War, (ed.) Jules H. Masserman, M.D. (New 
York: Grune and Stratton, 1963), p. 35. Also, for an out
line detailing the formation of violent individuals, see 
Elton B. McNeil, "Violence and Human Development," The 
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science, 3&I- (March, 1966), 151-153. ~~ 
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particularly political in such concepts. They first assume 

violence and then comment. And the indices they represent 

characterize society as a whole rather than the political 

element within it. Such causes of the violence sociologists 

investigate are conceivable in any but the ideal political 

system. Along this same line Professor Coser has remarked, 

The social composition of the participants in revo
lutionary violence is not related to the social and 
political character of the revolution. The barri
cades of the 'bourgeois' revolutions seem to have 
been manned by roughly similar proportions of 
lower-class individuals as those of proletarian 
revolutions.1° 

Professor Cameron, in a very good article on vio

lence, has remarked after reviewing the published material 

on the subject, "It has to be said that, so far as I can 

discover, social science has not told us anything we did not 

already know. This observation needs some clarification: 

Social science has not told us anything that we do not 

know—now. Nor has it told us anything that we should not 

have known ourselves with a little concerned reflection. 

But social science has obviously told us something that we 

did not know then—that discrimination and systematic 

neglect of certain persons because of their race or group 

affiliation would generate serious political disruptions; 

18. Coser, op. cit., p. 36. 

19. J. M. Cameron, "On Violence," The New York 
Review of Books, 15 (July 2, 1970), 29. 



that citizens are not completely malleable. And there were 

some in politics who really did not know this. 

Sociologists, then, need do more than what they set 

to do. And this is to uncover the structural pre-conditions 

of violence. To define what violence is, we have to look 

elsewhere. 

Recently attempted definitions have been supplied 

and made popular by psychology. They have maintained that 

violence is really "natural," a psychological instinct in 

men. Much of the conceptual confusion and normative per

plexity can be directly traced to these popular speculations. 

Again, what psychologists say about violence is not so much 

false as it is misleading. They by no means exhaust the 

concept; or even raise the right questions about political 

violence. 

For the psychologist and those engaged in person

ality studies, aggression connotes a predisposition or 

tendency toward violence. Indeed, often the terns aggres

sion and violence are synonomous.^0 And it connotes a 

tendency that is universally evident in human behavior. 

Thus before they have begun their investigations, they have 

20. "In this paper I use aggression and violence as 
terms so closely related as to be interchangeable. I intend 
it as an invitation to study violence seriously, and not to 
stop short at its milder form, aggression." Bruno Bettel-
heim, "Violence: A Neglected Mode of Behavior," The Annals 
of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 36k 
(March, 196b), £1. 
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muddled things by equating two distinct and different ideas: 

aggression and violence. This confusion is a mark of their 

work. 

Prom psychological studies three competing assump

tions concerning the origin of aggression emerge: that it 

is instinctual, that it is learned, or that it is an innate 

response to frustration. The instinctual school is 

decidedly Freudian, and insists that the continuation of 

societal violence indicates our refusal to accept the fact 

of innate aggression drives. Violence is actualized aggres

sion, and its cessation here depends upon the acceptance of 

surrogates for aggressive behavior. 

We deal here then with a model of personality which 
conceives of the individual as always beset by con
structive and destructive impulses but also in pos
session of a faculty that can find acceptable 
substitute outlets for wishes whose literal fulfill
ment is intolerable.^1 

Those psychologists of this bent seriously believe that 

socialization, learning and reason can only slowly control 

but not replace these basic anti-social instincts. On the 

other hand, forced or self-imposed repression invites 

neurosis. It is necessary to realize and cultivate a middle 

range of activities between all-out violence and mental 

disease—such as draining our aggressive impulses by a 

21. Norman E. Zinberg and Gordon A. Fellman, "Vio
lence: Biological Need and Social Control," Social Forces, 
k$ (June, 1967), 53k. 
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passive identification with another's act; 

Life is dull, by and large; but if our own days 
are unromantic, we can at least read gossip 
columns, glamor magazines, and newspapers for a 
measure of sex and violence. Films and television 
for both young and old permit a safe, passive 
participation in kinds of action beyond our daily 
ken.22 

Although this assumption lacks definite proof, and 

indeed often conflicts with common sense and much evidence 

to the contrary,^ its proponents have attempted to. employ 

it to explain collective as well as individual violence. It 

appears to be the re-emergence of Hobbesian thought on a 

collective scale— 

In an important sense, all individuals, groups, or 
nations desire to 'rule the world,' but are con
strained to collaborate with others on less desir
able terms because of the objective limits of 
their own power. . . .24- Underneath all of the 

22. Ibid., p. 538* Also illuminating on this point 
is a dialogue on the validity of this catharsis theory, see 
Pamela Hansford Johnson, "Peddling the Pornography of Vio
lence," Encounter, 3^- (February, 1970)* 70-76; and John 
Calder, "A Reply to Pamela Hansford Johnson 'The Pornography 
of Violence,'" Encounter, 3h (April, 1970), 85-90. Mr. 
Calder reveals as much about his conception of the nature of 
man as he does about his definition of violence: "Violence 
in a man is not different from the violence that we observe 
in nature. A trapped animal is always the most dangerous, 
and animals become vicious when their food or space require
ments are threatened." Ibid., p. 86. 

23. James C. Davies, "Violence and Aggression: 
Innate or Not?" Western Political Quarterly, 23 (September, 
1970), 611-623. 

2lj.. H. L. Nieburg, "Uses of Violence," Journal of 
Conflict Resolution, 7 (March, 1963)» lj-6. 
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norms of legal and institutional behavior in 
national societies lies the great beast, the 
people's capability for outraged, uncontrolled, 
bitter and bloody violence.^5 

Child and social psychologists, on the other hand, 

have rejected the instinct theory for the assumption that 

aggression is a learned, strategic trait in the pursuit of 

certain goals. Children are violent for attention, adoles

cents for personal identity, adults for recognition, groups 

in competition for scarce resources. This assumption that 

violence is a learned, rational and dispassionate instrument 

for gaining results forms the fundamental theoretical 

assumption for those who consider violence the ultimate 

extension of power; "Violence can be unambiguously defined 

as the most direct and ultimate form of power in the 

physical sense. 

The frustration-aggression approach to the under

standing of aggression is a more developed and empirically 

verifiable theory than either of the other two. The ele

ments of this theory are traceable—relative deprivation 

arouses anger which acts as an aggressive impulse. The 

causative key is the external environment. The violent act 

therefore, is the satisfaction of this impulse. There is 

25. Ibid., p. 50. 

26. H. L. Nieburg, "Violence, Law, and the Informal 
Polity," Journal of Conflict Resolution, 13 (June, 1969), 19lf. 



extensive evidence that this satisfaction may be an end in 

itself. 

These last two psychological approaches to aggres

sion are not mutually exclusive. There is no contradiction 

between aggression as the satisfaction of anger and aggres

sion as a learned instrumental trait. In fact, they may be 

interdependent. Professor Gurr, reviewing the proposed 

causes of civil strife concludes, "The crucial point is that 

rationalization and organization of illicit violence are 

typically subsequent to, and contingent upon, the existence 

of frustration-induced anger."^? 

As elaborate and compelling as these theories may 

be, all three suffer from an incompleteness due to the lack 

of scientific knowledge. To go beyond the empirical evi

dences of aggressive behavior in an attempt to propose an 

abstract concept of human nature is unwarranted. Holding 

that because certain overt actions are due to aggressive

ness, man is "naturally" violent is neither exact nor scien

tific. To universalize from contemporary experience, no 

matter how convincing this experience may be, is not science. 

And science is the category in which such theories purport 

to be. All three theories must be integrated in a more 

27. Ted Gurr, "Psychological Factors in Civil Vio
lence," World Politics, 20 (January, 1968), 250. See this 
article also for an excellent bibliography. 
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sophisticated fashion if the confusion between manifesta

tions of aggressive behavior and its causes is to be lifted. 

This restrictive view of violence, aside from being 

questionable science, indicates no sensitivity to the human 

dimension of violence. Because in such personality studies, 

researches are wont to use the cultural norms of the larger 

community to which they belong, their conclusions betray an 

ideological orientation toward acts of violence which 

present them as evidences of "deviant" behavior. This is 

the mentality which precludes any penetration into the 

phenomenon, and may indeed promote it in the end. It auto

matically precludes investigation into the most interesting 

human questions the phenomenon of violence presents. It may 

be for instance, that violence is a pre-eminently rational 

course of action in certain human situations. 

Poets can carry this naturalism even farther. In 

biological terras violence and life, destruction and creation 

are two sides of the same coin. Instead of personal harm, 

this orientation labels violence as characteristic of growth 

and natural energy. In the hands of some romantic poets, 

violence becomes evidence of spontaneity, of power, fasci

nation and the sign of complete commitment. It is a source 

of creation. Laments the Second Servant in Shakespeare's 

CORIOLANUS, 

Let me have war, say I; it exceeds peace as far 
as day does night; it*s spritely, awaking, audible, 
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and full of vent. Peace is a very apoplexy, 
lethargy; mulled, death, sleepy, insensible ... 

When such sacred yet horrific violence finds its 

institutional form, it runs the risk of becoming self-

fulfilling. Organic metaphors in politics promote their own 

validation. Talk of a "sick society," of violence as the 

proof of health and the mode of purification politically 

activates these views of man. "Hitler could not see why 

cruelty should not be used in politics since it was a 

pO 
phenomenon of nature." ° 

Psychological studies, like those in sociology, can 

only be of partial help in really defining what violence is. 

Like the subject matter of sociology, it can account for 

certain manifestations of violent behavior. Work has been 

done, for example, in explaining the psyches of political 

29 
assassins; 7 and also in illuminating the psychological 

effects on persons of confining social and cultural struc

tures. In this latter inquiry psychology has gone beyond 

sociology in making us aware of the mental interaction 

between men and their structured environment. 

28. Lubomir Gleiman, "A Reflection on Violence in 
a Pluralistic Society," Proceedings of the American Catholic 
Philosophical Association^ "Philosophy in a Pluralistic 
Society," (April, 1963)» 92. " 

29. Such work seems to characterize assassins as 
non-political, "marginal, anomic men from estranged strata 
of society." Sidney J. Slomich and Robert E. Kantor, "Social 
Psychopathology of Political Assassination," Bulletin of the 
Atomic Scientists, 25 (March, 1969), 9-12. 



Both sciences then lay the necessary groundwork for 

a philosophical investigation into violence. They point 

toward the proper object of study, they narrow us in and 

delimit the field for inquiry. The point I wish to make 

here is that such investigations alone are insufficient. 

The nature of violence still eludes us. 

Ill 

Perhaps approaching the manifestations or outbreaks 

of violence would be the better point of departure toward 

this more comprehensive definition of violence. Upon 

observation, certain characteristics of acts of violence are 

evident:^ 1) violence is a short cut in either manifesting 

a preference or in gaining an objective; 2) it is a primi

tive, unwieldly tool; usually incapable of anything but the 

most bombastic encounters; 3) finally, it is primarily the 

weapon of the young, and of the weak. (Some of those 

endorsing violence migfat not so define it; nevertheless let 

us proceed for the moment with these characteristics, and 

see where they lead.) 

As a behavioral short cut, we may consider violence 

as acts of men and governments. Prom both perspectives the 

30. I am indebted for this characterization of 
violence to Bruno Bettelheim, op. cit., p. who after 
introducing it unfortunately does nothing more with it. 
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phenomenon is of course the same, but the emphasis differs 

so as to enhance our understanding. 

What first appear to be individual violent acts 

arise often from rage, (we say "blind" rage,) and are spon

taneous and over in a minute. Hie examples are common: we 

hit our thumb with a hammer, and fling the hammer away with 

a curse; we misspell the same word three times in a row, and 

crumple the letter; or, we are cutoff by a truck, while 

attempting to enter the freeway at great speed, and communi

cate our dismay with gestures and words. Such cases and 

others easily imaginable, are not acts of violence in a 

philosophical sense but psychological reactions. As 3uch 

they are "events," not properly speaking deliberate actions 

at all but physical, amoral occasions. They are momentary, 

arational reactions to the unexpected. They may set the 

stage however, and occasion what could become an act of 

violence—if, for instance, we deliberately pick up speed 

and ram the truck that cut us off—but by themselves they 

are isolated physical or mental eruptions. 

Acts of violence, on the other hand, are calculated 

deliberate acts of personal violation in pursuit of some 

goal. They take on a normative character. (It is here that 

conceptual problems begin. Basically, two objections to 

this preliminary definition can immediately be raised: must 

all violent acts be calculated? What about losses of 
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temper; if some form of destructive action results from a 

loss of temper, would we not call it violent, and resulting 

from violence? Probably yes. But we would not be entirely 

clear in such a situation exactly what we meant by the word 

violent. We can imagine cases of destructive results stem

ming from inadvertent actions: the brushing an ash tray 

from the top of a desk as I scurry for my notes before the 

lecture bell rings. Was this violence or breakage? And we 

can also imagine fits of temper having no destructive 

results at allj just plain fuming. The point, I think, is 

that violence, to be a useful concept, must be as precisely 

defined as possible. There will, of course, be borderline 

cases remaining, including perhaps certain actions stemming 

from temper; but I think we could understand more about 

violence if we treated them as borderline cases, and 

attempted a more restricted definition. Secondly, must all 

violent acts be goal oriented? What about wanton violence? 

First, I doubt whether psychologically the idea of aimless 

violence would be substantiated. But more importantly, it 

seems to me that violence as a human activity aims at some

thing. Whatever that something is, the action itself demon

strates a human process. Presumably vandalism pursues gen

eral goals: the alleviation of frustration, boredom, 

revenge; or perhaps it intends to coimnunicate what is 

bothering the vandal. It is in this sense then that I have 
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defined violence as "calculated deliberate acts of personal 

violation in pursuit of some goal.") 

While it is admittedly difficult to go from mani

festations of violence in special circumstances to a gen

eralized definition, we can distinguish the ingredients of 

violence. And the first ingredient is the recognition of 

the necessity of justification. Events such as a "violent" 

storm, can frighten and annoy but they cannot enrage us; 

they can not appear unjust. Acts of violence, however, do 

enrage us; they do go against the sense of Justice. They 

belong to the category of actions that can be morally 

judged; and are prima facie immoral. They demand justifi

cation or face condemnation. 

A major point to consider is that acts of violence 

almost always receive this justification, either legiti

mately or through rationalization; and if they do not, they 

are labeled immoral, and perhaps, irrational. The arguments 

presented in defense of violence then become paramount. 

They take on an importance equal to that of violence itself. 

And as Hannah Arendt observes all of these justifications of 

acts of violence involve a temporal dimension. 

Violence can be justifiable, but it will never be 
legitimate. Its justification loses its plausi
bility the farther away its intended and recedes 
into the future. No one will question the use of 
violence in self-defense because the danger is 
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not only clear but present, and the end to justify 
the means is immediate.31 

This qualification has also been a mark of official 

violence, as in Justice Holmes' formulation of "clear and 

present danger." And the reverse, official denunciation of 

threatening political violence, serves as a moral and legal 

deterrent against all attacks on the established political 

order. To survive, a political order must maintain and 

cultivate an atmosphere of non-violence. The retention of 

power occasionally means the subduing of enemies from with

out or within the political society. With its monopoly on 

capital punishment for crime, and the increasing paucity of 

alternatives to serious political suppression, the question 

of justifying official violence is also becoming crucial. 

Insofar as the question of violence is a serious 

political concern within the society, and in light of the 

demand for a justification of any acts of violence, official 

use of violence is a weakness, a sign of the failure of the 

political system. Its manifestation is a political short 

cut in the sense that politics is circumvented in favor of 

silencing real or imagined opposition. It is a subtle para

dox that official prohibition of violence often leads 

directly to its use. And the power of authority is replaced 

by the terror of violence. This indicates that while 

31. Hannah Arendt, "Reflections on Violence," Jour
nal of International Affairs, 23, Number I (1969), 19. 
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violence may be unofficial, it can be carried out by-

officials if they conclude that their legal power is insuf

ficient for their goals. This is the weakness of seeing 

violence as unauthorized force—we are lead to conclude that 

authorized force could never degenerate into violence. Vio

lence on the other hand, has nothing to do with the concepts 

of authority or legality. It may be that violence is 

authorized in an official program—the extermination of Jews 

in Nazi Germany—and so legal. If this example is not an 

act of violence, what could be? What violence is related to 

is the concept of power. If political power is recognized 

as derived from the will of the people, violence is the act 

of enforcing conformity without consent. I think that Miss 

Arendt is most correct when she observes that in such con

stitutional polities power is related to numbers, and vio

lence simply to implements and techniques of coercion. But 

she is clearly incorrect to stop the line of distinction 

here. She states, 

A legally unrestricted majority rule, that is a 
democracy without a constitution, can be very for
midable in the suppression of the rights of minori
ties and very effective in the suffocation of dis
sent without any use of violence.32 

Certainly in such situations, even if we interpret "the 

rights of minorities" to be legal rights, we want to say 

that violence has been done to those suffocated minorities; 

32. Ibid., p. 15 
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that this was an action or series of actions that transcend 

legal connotations. Violence seems to be a more inclusive 

concept yet. 

This insistence upon justification indicates that 

violence is more comprehensive than physical harm. The 

doing of violence is more directly related to the notion of 

violation. It is here that the definition of violence 

becomes untangled from the concepts of force, coercion and 

power. While often confused, and used synonymously with 

these three terms, violence uniquely conveys a contradic

tion, a denial of the accepted claim of something having 

value, dignity and integrity. It is a contemptuous trans

gression of this claim. We may violate, in this manner, 

laws, customs, traditions, good manners, the spirit of an 

agreement the intentions of a confidant, language, the 

truth, a trust, common sense, other persons and ourselves. 

Newton Garver has written, 

What is fundamental about violence is that a person 
is violated. And if one immediately senses the 
truth of that statement, it must be because a per
son has certain rights which are undeniably, indis-
solubly, connected with his being a person. One of 
these is a right to his body, to determine what his 
body does and what is done to his body—inalienable 
because without his body he would cease to be a 
person. Apart from a body, what is essential to 
one's being a person is dignity. The dignity of a 
person does not consist in his remaining dignified, 
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but rather in his ability to make his own deci
sions. 33 

I have quoted Mr. Garver at length to emphasize some 

points assumed in his definition. First, the transgression 

of personal dignity need not only occur through actual 

denial, intention is quite sufficient. We can recognize 

this not only in the overt assassination plot that fails but 

also in the discriminatory social structures from which, 

nevertheless, many escape. In both there is manipulation of 

the situation intended to force an undesired reaction from 

the victim that deprives him of dignity. 

Intention alone, however, is not sufficient to con

stitute violence. The assassination plot that is planned 

and rehearsed in secret, but either never really intended or 

put off for whatever reason, can not be called an act of 

violence. For one thing there was no act. For another, the 

act, to be violent, must in itself be capable of depriving 

someone of dignity. In this later case, the plot merely 

remained a plot—a plan about violence. It was not an 

example of violence itself, nor could it be.3^-

33. Newton Garver, "What Violence Is," Violence in 
America, ed. Thomas Rose (New York: Random Housed Vintage 
Books, 1970), p. 6. 

3^. This point is insightfully raised by Ronald B. 
Miller in perhaps the most precise (but at times, I believe, 
incorrect) definitional essay on the topic: "Violence, 
Force, and Coercion," Violence, ed. Jerome A. Shaffer (New 
York: David McKay, 1971 )$ PP. 15-16. 



Secondly, such transgression of personal dignity 

need not only occur through an act, but also by a refusal to 

act. The permitting and condoning of violence participates 

in violence--because omitting to affirm personal dignity 

makes us an unwitting partner to the perpetuation of its 

denial. This existential situation of affirming or denying 

personal dignity is impossible to escape. In society, this 

is especially noticeable in our relations with those socio

logically defined "out groups" such as criminals, minorities 

and foreigners. When violence is a culturally ambivalent 

concept, both fascinating and repelling, abhorred yet 

socially permitted, a commission is laid upon others— 

police, strike breakers, the Army, vigilantes—to deal with 

such socially undesirables on our behalf.^ Such legitimized 

delegation of responsibility generalizes culpability. It 

may not author the subsequent act of violence but it cer

tainly abets it. 

Nor does an action or non-action exhaust the possi

bilities of violence. By the calculated use of the threat 

of violence a state of violence maybe instigated. Here 

35. For an explanation of how good people could 
have permitted Nazi terror to continue, see Everett C. 
Hughes, "Good People and Dirty Work," Social Problems, 10, 
No. 1 (Summer, 1962), 3-11. "I venture to suggest that the 
higher and more expert functionaires who act in our behalf 
represent something of a distillation of what we may con
sider our public wishes, while some of the others show a 
sort of concentrate of those impulses of which we are or 
wish to be less aware." Ibid., p. 8. 
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overt action is unnecessary; the conscience of the victim is 

subtly and systematically disintegrated. By the climate of 

fear made possible by technological sophistication, com

pliance, dehuraanization and a loss of personal autonomy may 

give witness to a degree of violence beyond our present 

imagination. Thi3 all pervasive denial of human dignity is 

of course the definition of totalitarianism. Here personal 

harm need only be mental or psychological with an occasional 

overt act to keep the oppressor or regime's credibility 

functioning. With this dimension, violence amplifies its 

definition to "the cause of the difference between the 

potential and the actual,between what could be elicited 

from human capabilities and what is permitted. 

Thirdly, the transgression of dignity depends upon 

the definition of the term. Violence as a normative concept 

must interact with what man is thought to be. To speak of 

social or political violence involves us in the social and 

political definition of man. The consensus of a homogeneous 

society may permit certain actions within their polities. 

But if there is no consensus on the worth of the human per

son or if the society is pluralist and has no active reali

zation of the importance of this issue, then the social and 

political manipulation of men may not even be understood as 

36. Johan Galtung, "Violence, peace, and Peace 
Research," Journal of peace Research, No. 3 (1969), 168. 
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violence. There may be, of course, unjustified yet official 

violence in homogeneous societies, but in pluralist ones the 

danger is that the same kinds of actions may be regarded as 

normal. At least some in Nazi Germany knew that Jews were 

being destroyed; it was the plan. How many in our own 

society can perceive genocide, or even systematic dehumani-

zation? Prom the pluralist assumption of equal opportunity, 

acts of violence appear as the defiant refusal to obey the 

rules. And because these rules in "open" societies are 

primarily described as procedural, they are above scrutiny. 

When acts of violence are perceived, then, unfortunately for 

critical analysis of what is happening, they speak for them

selves. 

Also, political acts which we personally recognize 

as violence implicate us in their perpetuation. No society 

acts in total conflict with the norms of those who comprise 

it. A political act of violence is at least interlocked 

with the dominant values of the citizens so long as they are 

free to act as men. 

Now let me summarize what I have said characterizes 

violence phenomenologically considered as a behavioral 

short cut: violence appears to be a voluntary, deliberate 

act or non-actj that, in itself, is part of an attempt to .. 

attain some desired goal or to avoid some undesired end; 

which proceeds by a transgression of human dignity; and so, 
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cries out for justification. Violence, then, can describe 

only the actions of men. All other uses of the term, such 

as "violent" storms, are metaphorical. Moreover, violence 

can only be done to other men, not to things. It does not 

make sense to charge that a man did violence to his tele

vision because the set would not turn on. The man damaged 

his set, or broke his set, or even ruined his set, but he 

did not do violence to his television even if the blow was 

deliberate because the set is incapable of being unjustly 

devaluated. A television's value is placed upon it by men 

contingent upon the set's performance; and presumably may be 

removed by men when the purpose for their evaluation is no 

longer served. But in the notion of violence, value is not 

related to purpose but to the person recognized as a man. 

The second general characteristic of acts of vio

lence is their primitive nature. When violence occurs there 

is a certain amount of vehemence. This notion of excess is 

evident in the metaphors of violent storms, violent argu

ments, violent headaches, or violent accidents. The accept

able boundaries of such phenomena have been over-extended 

with resulting distortion. 

As a primitive implement, human violence is unsuit

able in attaining the more subtle goals of human or societal 

desire. The connotation here is of a clumsy and wasteful 
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action;-^1 the last and regrettable resort. Violence has a 

penchant for becoming uncontrollable and wreaking havoc; 

even for unexpectedly turning on its wielder. It has a 

propensity for destruction, which often includes that of its 

intended goal. Therefore as means of violence become more 

sophisticated and refined, they also become more dangerous 

and arbitrary, and more important to the future than their 

intended goals. 

In this sense also, violence is a manifestation of 

immaturity, as evidenced by its position in primitive socie

ties, primitive cultures, and primitive mentalities. It is 

the first sign of a societal differentiation between out

siders and the group. Primitive identity groups do not 

fight with each other at random however, they reserve vio

lence for reprisals against outsiders perceived however, as 

threats. The answer to assault, injury, insult among 

primitive tribes is expected to be violent retaliation.3® 

37* "Energy becomes violence when it defeats or 
frustrates purpose instead of executing or realizing it. 
When the dynamite charge blows up human beings instead of 
rocks, when its outcome is waste instead of production, 
destruction instead of construction, we call it not energy 
or power but violence." John Dewey, "Force, Violence and 
Law," Intelligence In the Modern World: John Dewey's 
Philosophy, ed. Joseph Ratner (New York: The Modern 
Library, 1939), pp. ̂ 88-ij.89. 

38. See, David H. Marlowe, "Commitment, Contract, 
Group Boundaries and Conflict,11 Violence and War, ed. Jules 
H. Masserman, M. D. (New York: Grune and Stratton, 1963), 
PP. 1*3-55. 



However, such transactions are rigorously controlled within 

bounded groups, and exhibit as much the primitive impulse to 

protect as well as to destroy. This delineation of an 

identity group, extended beyond the small face-to-face 

group, demanding protection is an achievement only possible 

to man. It is an achievement expressing both reason and 

fear. 

What is peculiar about these acts of violence, even 

among non-primitives although violence among primitive 

peoples more dramatically makes the point, is that they are 

not a form of comruunication among equals. Intended victims 

of violence are always dehumanized, either by assumption or 

through elaborate rituals and language intended to convince 

the actor that the object of his passion is less than a man. 

This capability characterizes human violence as distinct 

from that of the beast. The beast uses force on specific 

objects for immediate results—food, survival. Human vio

lence, on the other hand, transcends the biological to ful

fill cultural needs. Professor Zinn has observed, 

Man will do violence not only against a specific 
something which gets in the way of one of his 
needs; he will do violence against a symbol which 
stands for, or which he believes stands for, that 
which prevents him from satisfying his needs.39 

39. Howard Zinn, "The Force of Nonviolence," Vio
lence in America, ed. Thomas Rose (New York: Random House, 
Vintage Books, 1970), p. 15» 



i+0 

The primitive nature of violence then usually 

includes and necessitates a deception. The doing of vio

lence entails the substitution of a caricature symbol for a 

normal descriptive symbol—gook for Asian, pig for police

man, nigger, Hun, commie, the enemy etc.,--and the dehumani-

zation of the victim. Among primitives the differences in 

dialects, the problems of communication and superstitious 

fear facilitate such deception. Among more developed socie

ties such self-deception takes more effort and entails the 

use of cultural myths and biases. 

Among more developed societies, the "refinement" of 

the symbols that prepare men for violence also permits men 

to compound their fears and hatreds, and greatly expand the 

field of their violence. Stereotyping, as a technique of 

vilification, increases enormously the potential and the 

capability for fear to merge into violence. War, race dis

crimination, religious discrimination, the branding of 

certain men as "criminals"—all of these class actions 

involve the systematic and thorough depersonalization of 

scores of human beings completely anomymous to the actors. 

They exhibit the supreme sophistication of a primitive 

necessity. They also manage to trigger the most dangerous 

of primitive impulses, that of group protectiveness, against 

perceived threats to group identity. And as we can observe, 

because of the basic reciprocity of human relationships, the 
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use of this type of violence elicits retaliation and counter 

violence. 

Finally, noticeable in manifestations of violence is 

its appeal to the young. Without much speculation the vio

lent is the most direct course of action. In a society used 

to some measure of violence there seems nothing peculiar in 

perpetuating and, at times, extending such behavior. 

Acceptable violence dulls the perception of its nature; thus 

crime rates, methods of education and warfare, advertising, 

and the resorting to the "only language some people under

stand, " perpetuate an atmosphere of violence that initiate 

the young into its expectation and prudential use. Pro

fessor Cameron observes, "In all periods what is taken to be 

unalterable, a part of the natural order, is not singled out 

as violence."^ Only exaggeration is decried. 

Such attitudes develop from the persuasiveness of 

arguments for limited violence, until the conviction is held 

that violence alone is most successful.^ But this conclu

sion with a little more thought must be fallacious. This 

ij.0. J. M. Cameron, op. cit., p. 

I4.I. The literature on or stressing the positive 
functional value of violence is large, see Lev/is A Coser, 
The Functions of Social Conflict (Glencoe: The Free Press, 
1956). Also, H. L. Nieburg, "The Threat of Violence and 
Social Change," The American Political Science Review, 56 
(December, 1962), 565-573. "The threat of violence, and the 
occasional outbreak of real violence—which gives the threat 
credibility—are essential elements in peaceful social 
change not only in international, but also in national com
munities." Ibid., p. 865. 



f 

kz 

type of success can only lead to destruction; for if we are 

correct in associating violence with personal harm, it takes 

the opposite, the genius of creation, of politics, to build 

and succeed. We have no historical evidence to suppose that 

destruction alone without the considerations of power, 

representation and organization can build a human order. As 

a rule, compounding personal harm is ruinous. 

The phenomenon of violence then is multi-dimensional. 

Attempting to establish a succinctly definable concept 

misses the mark. At the core of violence is personal vio

lation; but the enumeration of possible instances of vio

lence prove it to be peripherally an indeterminate concept 

as well. It may depend, more intelligently, upon the per

spective and subjective state of the actor. I mean here 

that while "violence" done from all appearances remains 

violence as I have sketched it under the consideration of a 

behavioral short cut, these second two characteristics imply 

that what is objectively violence may be seen as something 

completely different and necessary by the actor. Something 

indeed so different and S£ necessary as to alter the nature 

of the act. The doer may have considerations that pale the 

idea of justifying his actions; they may already be so self-

evidently justified that the term violence obscures what in 

fact he does. Prom its primitive marks, we can see violence 

as a human response to real or imagined threats. If they 



are real or seriously imagined to be real, they may no 

longer be acts of violence but acts of self-defense. To 

persist in calling them justified acts of violence misses 

the point. The notion of justification seems to be reserved 

for cases in which we need convincing. But in, for 

instance, a mugging or an armed assault, we do not need con

vincing that the act of repelling such an attacker needs 

justification. (Although it may need it in a court of law). 

It ij3 self-defense, not justified violence. 

My point is that in such cases, more important than 

the concise definition of violence is the recognition of the 

insights the consideration of its dimensions opens up to us. 

To repeat, non-philosophical investigations into violence 

fail to follow up on this perspective. A scientific expla

nation, pre-dictive or retro-dictive, records the results of 

a much deeper human process. 

IV 

Under this general phenomenon of violence simpli-

citer falls a separate classification that we are suddenly 

and dramatically made aware of today, political violence. 

If we do not make the distinction between violence and self-

defense, we will be unable to distinguish between violence 

and disobedience to the law. Indeed to some they are the 
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same.^ Then we will be unable to identify political vio

lence. For political violence today in our polity is pre

cisely overt and forceful disobedience of the law in self-

defense; either individual or a collective self-defense, by 

either citizens or the officials of the state. And because 

it has the qualities characterizing violent acts, it may 

need justification. It also may not. The self-preservation 

of the human person, and of the political community in which 

he resides are the issues. Manifestations of political 

violence present us with a record of conflict when these two 

goals collide. Understanding political violence as this 

type of conflict reveals that political responses to ille

gality and disorder may be above all precarious. They may 

precipitate revolutions. 

One important analytical insight sees the acts and 

talk of political violence as desperate display. Robert 

Brustein, in a recent essay in The New Republic,^ char

acterizes contemporary political violence in the United 

States as the maximum political action possible in a 

k-2. "In the social context violence may be defined 
roughly as the illegal employment of methods of physical 
coercion for personal or group ends." Sidney Hook, "Vio
lence," Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (1935)* 1f>J 26I4.. 

ij-3. Robert Brustein, "Revolution As Theatre," The 
New Republic. 162 (March 1ij., 1970), 13-17* Professor Bru
stein subsequently elaborated his ideas in, Revolution As 
Theatre: Notes on the New Radical Style (New York: 
Liveright, 1971). 
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culturally open yet politically closed society. He defines 

it as theatre; and concludes that by-and-large, political 

violence now symbolizes political impotence and the lack of 

any revolutionary program. It is the performance of mili

tants, black radicals, rock musicians and cocktail-party 

revolutionaries doing their stylized revolution for the hell 

of it,—and for attention. I want to add it is also the 

performance of the government, impotent and lacking any 

innovative program, substituting violence and oppression for 

legitimate power, attempting to build its support on fear. 

What is important, and what I think is completely 

misunderstood, is that this actual or threatened violence is 

a symbolic act. The current state of political organization 

actually obscures what is being done by both revolutionaries 

and the government. And their actions become increasingly 

grotesque as they are culturally assimulated or disgustedly 

ignored. Brustein rightly concludes, "Clearly, we are suf

fering from a serious dissociation between our language and 

its implications: it is as if nobody hears what he is say

ing any more. 

The paradoxical result by the "revolutionary" is a 

replica of the society he wishes to purge. He may become 

destructive in his frustration. The paradoxical result in 

government (as I have said) is that official rejection of 

Ibid., p. 16. 
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violence may lead to its employment. This symbolic presen

tation has not been studied by political scientists because 

they have identified only protestors as the violent; and 

have either accepted these at their word or, more frequently, 

dismissed their utterances as fantasy: violence is simply 

the talk of young toughs; the spontaneous release of pent-up 

emotion; or perhaps, the most dramatic element in crime. In 

any case political solutions become standard: prosecute 

such acts and talk of violence as criminal; or, equalize and 

distribute political outputs throughout the society. 

The first reveals a reflexive impulse motivated by 

fear. "Deviant" action, illegal action, even bizarre action 

is automatically labeled violence when it is perceived to 

conflict or to present a serious challenge to an established 

pattern of preferences and values. 

The second proposes that only the scientifically 

revealed and technologically possible manipulation of the 

environment will dissipate anger, and relative deprivation 

will disappear. This perspective wants to tamper with 

structures—but with the explicit intention of 

re-structuring the polity to make it more in keeping with 

current sociological facts. This well-intentioned response 

is more insidious and dangerous for the political society 

because it institutionally restricts future expressions of 

unknown political needs to structures and laws which reflect 



the problems and consciousness of the past. These institu

tions may (although always in the past tense) provide for 

one vision of the desired human community, but they imme

diately impede further spontaneous searching. They and not 

citizens control the immediate political future, and thus 

guarantee a recurrence of the same ossification and obstruc

tionism that characterizes the present. Today, official 

reaction seems to have switched from the first solution to 

the proposal of the second out of expediency, from perse

cution to alteration—and inexorably to violence. 

One of the most important political problems 

societal violence throws up to us then is that of our com

mitment to structure. The point for a humanized politics is 

not to exhaust ourselves in conflict over altering struc

tures, the eighteen year old vote for example, but to 

seriously review the position structures hold in our 

political thinking. 

Without commenting more on the validity or partial 

validity of either of these suggestions (I have already 

remarked that the second suggestion is not necessarily dif

ferent in consequence than the first), I wish to point out 

that the perspective that poses these two solutions to us is 

one that has not considered political symbolism at all. It 

i3 one that has attempted to objectify and factualize the 

state of political society first, without its human members, 



and then unfortunately to propose solutions which include 

citizens as the stuff of social aggregates. This ignorance 

of symbolism has begged the question of political violence. 

Considering political violence as symbolic behavior 

we can understand it as a form of social communication as 

well as goal-oriented activity. And it is this suscepti

bility to dual purposes that begins to distinguish political 

violence from that activity of violence characterized as a 

behavioral short cut. 

Another important analytical insight into violence 

is that often its manifestations have the appearance of 

normal behavior. Acts of violence need not be "natural" to 

be self-convincing. Once provoked, however done, the vio

lent may legitimize their behavior in good faith. They may 

no longer perceive their action as violent. They may indeed 

be fun or even compulsive. What they have done is passed 

through an experience—often unsystematic and unintelligible 

to themselves. Such violence only appears senseless if we 

objectify it. We have come to realize that human behavior 

changes its social meaning depending upon the setting, 

audience and intended effect, even though its form may 

remain the same.^ In times of natural disasters and 

heightened emotional periods, as carnivals and physical 

See the work of Erving Goffman, especially 
Encounters (Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1961). 
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conflict, social encounters are experienced as transitory, 

without the constraint of ordinary values; in other words, 

unique. Comradeship is instantaneous and identity-groups 

are reformed. It is this process which may enable a crowd 

to become a mob, and acts of play to suddenly take on 

political dimensions and consequences. 

Our own political violence fits this pattern, 

whether it be the premeditated violence of the real revolu

tionary or the spontaneous kind of minority riots. The 

spontaneity and duration of this violence depend upon how 

crucial to the actor is the message communicated. The actor 

does not perceive his situation first, and then fit himself 

into it. Reality and self are dependently conceptualized— 

in reference to each other.^ Thus, the student can act 

violently intermittently, as a cause arises, and return 

during the week to his studies. It is doubtful that he can 

sustain for any period of time, or even repeat, serious 

outbursts of violence. For him violence communicates moral-

outrage at events which only indirectly affect his life. 

One observer of violent student protests has placed their 

life expectancy at two weeks, after which they simply 

ij.6. For an excellent discussion of the consequences 
of objectifying the self and reality see, Ulrich Sonnemann, 
"The Human Sciences and Spontaneity; Outline of a Revolu
tion," The American Journal of Psychoanalysis, 28, No. 2 
(1958),' ! 
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fade away. 

As fatigue, boredom, and the call of private 
values and life situations reassert themselves, 
soaking up the vast reservoir of free-floating 
fantasy which has been directed into the street 
performance. m-7 

Serious revolutionaries are another matter, whether 

they be ideologists or critically deprived minorities. In 

their case, violent acts are a communicated reaction to the 

imposed structure of their lives. There is no distinction 

for them between reality and their perceived position in the 

polity; between the world as factual, open-ended and a 

challenge, and their condition. Both reality and self con

verge because of inhuman occurrences which confine and 

delimit vision. The world remains personal, a preoccupation 

and a stone wall. It is to be "fougjat" against, personal 

survival, if there is to be any survival of the human person 

in such cases, demands it. When violence ceases the person 

is gone. But violence for the actor is not violence; it is 
I 

moral and necessary behavior. And it may, and I want to 

argue that presently it does, take the form of social pro

test we have come to call political violence: the riots in 

ghettos, and the disruptions on college campuses. 

14-7- H. L. Nieburg, "Agonistics—Rituals of Con
flict, 11 The Annals of the American Academy of Political and 
Social Science, 391 (September, 197^)> 65. 
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One of the most important points I wish to make by 

the preceding comments is that social-political violence can 

not be properly understood by characterizing it as a loss of 

reason, as a temporary conquest by the beast in man over his 

"humanity." It is less a temporary victory of the irra

tional than it is a sign of the difficulty of acting today 

in a human way. Unfortunately, it is also a real challenge 

to our civility. But civility, social reliability that per

mits interaction, is not justice. And the politically vio

lent have made their choice, and so have dramatically 

pointed out the distinction between these two concepts. We 

can behave and we can react, we even can culturally enrich 

our society, but the violent insist that we can not politi

cally act. In other words, we can not act meaningfully as 

men in a public setting. This inability to act politically 

means an inability to assert the self as a man and as a 

citizen socially in a way significant to human growth. When 

the political mechanisms of a society closes off alterna

tives for the development of human potential the citizen's 

world may become as introverted as the deprived; and his 

belief in the significance of his citizenship dwindles. 

Both the citizen and the poor are acted upon by social 
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e v e n t s . A n d  t h e  t y p i c a l  r e s p o n s e ,  v e r y  r a t i o n a l  i n d e e d  t o  

the user, is violence--often spontaneous, but always the 

desperate action of a man. The significance of the switch 

from seeing violence as evidence of beastiality to under

standing it as evidence of determined personality is that we 

can realize the seeds of violence are not within men but 

fall upon them.^ Citizens are squeezed into isolation and 

loneliness, which renders them capable of anything. We come 

to realize that anything is possible. 

Now we can understand the ramifications of this com

plex phenomenon of political violence. It is not mere 

hooliganism, wanton behavior or malicious action. These 

latter are only factual conduct, whose motivations indicate 

they were undertaken for "fun and profit." Political vio

lence is different. It is a completed process, a manifesta

tion of the humanity of man refusing to be thwarted by the 

present political organization. It is a sign that reveals— 

both to the violent and victims, and to the spectators— 

hidden realities of human nature and potential, and new 

possibilities for public life. These things are beyond the 

capability of beasts; and a new word should be found to 

I4.8. For a presentation of violence as the expected 
result of passion in the philosophical sense see, J. Glen 
Gray, "Understanding Violence philosophically," On Under
standing Violence Philosophically and Other Essays (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1970), pp. 1-33. 

J+9. Ibid., p. 17. 



define beastial social behavior if it conflicts with our 

understanding this point. Political violence then, is a 

form of questioning. And it is a permanent feature of human 

relationships. 

• . . violence is not so much a central feature of 
our time, or of all human history—a perpetual 
accompaniment of life in all societies from the 
family to the State, although it is all these 
things—as, rather, one aspect of the problem/ 
(though there may be an absurdity in speaking of 
•problem1 here) of what it is to be human, of 
how, given the steady pattern of human needSj, we 
are to create, maintain, or extend civility. 

The issue then is not one of eliminating political 

violence, but of evaluating it, and perhaps containing it. 

And, of course, this means first understanding it. 

This is why I would argue that political solutions 

for violent manifestations cannot merely be the equalization 

of economic and political resources or attitudinal house-

cleaning within the polity, rather they must grapple with 

what it means to be a human person in society, and not only 

a citizen or the member of a special group. So violence, as 

a possible vindication of persons as well as violation of 

persons, compels us to define "person." 

At least politically what it means to be a person in 

society is the capacity of each citizen to recognize and be 

recognized by others. This recognition is an actual and 

on-going dependence upon other citizens. It is the 

50. J. M. Cameron, op. cit., p. 25. 



antithesis of isolation and loneliness, and the continual 

activity of claiming to be a person. To understand 

political violence as display is to perceive it as the mani

festation of a man's desire to appear in public and announce 

himself, to develop his personality from public interaction. 

Professor Van de Vate has observed, 

In order to be accredited by others as a person, a 
person must show behaviorally that he depends for 
his existence on their approval of him, on their 
ability to accredit him by interplaying with him. 
Therefore, his own role must be played in such a 
manner as to indicate that he can modify it or 
adjust it, recast himself, as it were, so as to 
interplay relevantly with them.51 

Thus political violence indicates the violent's 

inability to modify or adjust his role. He has only one— 

that of a victim himself—a confining role which he can no 

longer accept. There is no open horizon tq,^adjust to. The 

world and others are disturbances, obstacles. The imposed 

situation reduces the awareness of the necessity of inter

action, and even its possibility. The violent are all alone 

committing desperate acts of self affirmation. In this 

sense, political violence is a common, participatory 

activity. It may need no justification. Nor is it uni

directional: to be the cause of such violence is to also 

share in it. This is the action that compels our judgement. 

5>1. Dwight Van de Vate Jr., "Violence and Persons," 
The Philosophy Forum, 7 (March, 1969), 25. 
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For the theorist, political violence is a 

beginning--an experienced reaction to political organization 

whose dimensions lays bare a whole series of human problems 

crucial to the perpetuation of the polity. But first he 

must draw that distinction between violence as the intended 

violation of another; and political violence. Today we are 

witnessing the latter in this country—the desperate affir

mation of personal value. 



CHAPTER 2 

VIOLENCE AND POLITICS IN THE GHETTO 

Even now, under the weight of all the recent social 

science research, the phenomenon of urban violence is not 

adequately understood nor is its relation to our political 

system appreciated. Many seem to contend that while the 

potential for serious urban disruptions still exists in the 

cities, the crisis of urban rioting is passed. We have 

finally been made aware of the problems of ghettos, and of 

their effects on ghetto residents; and we are doing some

thing (admittedly not enough) about it. There is no further 

practical purpose, therefore, to be served by rioting. 

Usually along with this thinking goes the reluctant conces

sion that violence was probably the only tactic dramatic 

enough to make the rest of us aware of how bad things really 

were there. After all, violence is the mark and code of the 

ghetto; and it is perfectly understandable that it would be 

employed on a grander scale than the usual petty crime in 

order to make the point about persistent neglect. I think 

this line of thinking indeed satisfies much of our anxiety 

over why such violence occurred, and enables us to get on 

with correcting the situation. 

56 
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Yet "getting on with it" is slow. Political solu

tions are often slow. It is not necessarily a question of 

priorities (no one really thinks we can neglect the ghettos 

any longer, at least not the black ghettos), but one of 

understanding the dynamics of our political system. There 

are still attitudes to be changed in the suburbs, coalitions 

to be built, new taxation schemes to be thought out and sold 

to the voters. The preliminaries are endless. And the 

problem of opening up the democratic process to minority 

citizens still awaits resolution. 

This conception of the problem of urban rioting and 

of its solution in practice reveals that urban violence is 

considered to be only one of those multitudinous political 

questions that can be met on an ad hoc basis. What is 

needed, many contend, is either more money for "the poor," 

or (regrettably at times) more police to quiet and isolate 

them. This is a callous, arrogant and paternalistic approach 

and the premises it is based on are wrong. And by pursuing 

it in the manner of traditional American politics, we run 

the risk that weaknesses and deficiencies in the polity long 

veiled by political stability, will erupt in sufficient 

strength to perilously confront the system they helped to 

create. The problem evidenced by riots is not confined to 

the ghetto; it is a systemic problem. Unless this is 

realized, those advocating politics as usual (but with more 
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concern this time) will continually be chagrined by the 

hatred and unresponsiveness on the part of the poor. And 

they will misunderstand concepts such as colonialism and 

institutional racism the poor propose as explanations of why 

urban violence is a viable option in the future. 

This chapter deals with this deficiency in under

standing. It proposes to look at urban violence from the 

perspective of those involved, consider white proposals, and 

finally offer an explanatory hypothesis. It is a different 

approach and probably an academically suspect one. That 

idea will be considered too. But it is an approach necessi

tated by the nature of the problem. We have had sufficient 

Kerner Reports and liberal "diagnostic sociology." The 

problem remains one of transmitting these always known 

"findings" into a political system. This may be a more 

ambitious project than merely attempting to include the poor 

in our present political process. 

The development of our liberal democratic system has 

stressed the articulation and handling of issues in economic 

and class categories. In all elaborations of social con

tract theory, political power presupposed a non-political, 

self-sufficient base; that is, an assumed economic equality 

among participants. Current commentators, like William 

Pfaff, are beginning to relate these ideological foundations 

of our own system to the rationale given for domestic unrest 
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and urban violence. Pfaff contends that the traditional 

political categories of liberal democracy have so warped our 

collective mentality that we are unable to meet new politi

cal challenges. He writes that the new issues 

. . . are issues of identity and social community, 
recalling past conservative criticism of industrial 
and urban society. ... These new anxieties 
express an ambivalence about Technology—the source 
of egalitarian influence—and a reaction (often 
blind but increasingly influential) against the 
centralization of authority in modern society, the 
anonymity of power, and—perhaps most of all— 
power's seeming escape from reasonable control. 
For a great many individuals there is a sense of 
individual powerlessness in the midst of seemingly 
limitless material and organizational power. 

This insight can shift our inquiry from economic 

categories and proposals to political ones. I propose that 

such a shift is necessary in understanding urban violence. 

I 

One of the most unwelcome realizations for the con

cerned middle-class American is that so-called "militant" 

blacks define the Negroes1 existence in the United States as 

colonial. Stokely Carmichael recently challenged a basic 

liberal presupposition by beginning his address to an inter

national conference on the "new politics" with the introduc

tion, 

. • . I'm a political activist and I don't deal 
with the individual. I think it's a cop out when 

1. William Pfaff, "The Decline of Liberal Poli
tics, " Commentary, J+8 (October, 1969); i+6. 
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people talk about the individual. What we are 
talking about around the U.S. today, and I believe 
around the Third World, is the system of inter
national white supremacy coupled with interna
tional capitalism.^ 

Carmichael, dramatically (or over-draxnatically if 

you like) emphasizes perceived features of the Black situa

tion that are unfelt by those white professionals who 

analyze the violent manifestations of these convictions. 

Carmichael is talking about a system squeezing blacks out of 

meaningful participation; about institutional racism-^ 

assuring white supremacy while individual whites protest 

that they really do not feel that way. Let me list a few 

more quotations from this address so that his meaning is 

without doubt: 

No white liberal can give me anything. The only 
thing a white liberal can do for me is to help 
civilize other whites, because they need to be 
civilized. 4-

When they talk about integration, they talk 
about accepting black people—isn't that 

2. Stokely Carmichael, "Black Power," The Dialec
tics of Liberation, ed. David Cooper (Middlesex, England: 
C. Nicholls & Company, Pelican Books, 1968), p. 150. 

3. The term, institutional racism, refers to actual 
discrimination because of color of skin or status, when such 
discrimination results from "... fairly stable social 
arrangements and practices through which collective actions 
are taken." See, Louis L. Knowles and Kenneth Prewitt 
(eds.), Institutional Racism in America (Englewood Cliffs: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., Spectrum Books, 1969), especially 
Chapters 5> 6, and 8. 

Ij.. Carmichael, op. cit.t p. 159. 
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ridiculous? I have to talk about whether or not I 
want to accept them, and they're never willing to 
talk about that, because they know they'll come up 
losing.5 

This colonial talk is quite different from the 

quasi-religious, non-violent character of the Negro Civil-

Rights movement during the early nineteen-sixties. Pri

marily it is desperation talk; desperation at the inability 

of the black citizen to use the political process for his 

social and economic advancement. Anti-black colonialism is 

defined in terms of forced and complete institutional and 

social subjection and separation from American life. What

ever the term Black Power may mean, the underlying convic

tion in all definitions is that blacks are tolerated and 

patronized, irrelevant, the subjects of procedural and 

cultural genocide. Urban violence or black violence then is 

a priori of course; but more—it is desperate, a desperation 

seeking to stay alive and black. Violence focuses attention 

upon the powerless, but also it is a demand for power. 

It is difficult for white, middle-class Americans, 

sympathetic with the desires of equal opportunity for all 

citizens, to take seriously such accusations. They appear 

theatrical, and simply inane. But it is possible to under

stand such a position taken as the rational response to the 

perceived lack of progress in black protest movements during 

5. Ibid., p. 162. 
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the decade. Such colonial talk, and the violent manifesta

tions in urban ghettos, challenge the white contention that 

the racial problems in America are being solved. 

The Negro Civil-Rights movement epitomized by the 

non-violent character of Martin Luther King has been dead 

since 1961}.. This is not rhetoric but fact. The early move

ment operated on the premise that overt racial discrimina

tion was a Southern problem, a localized pathology infesting 

the vitality of the larger political unit. The tactics 

employed with such an orientation were those characterizing 

a crusade. It was a moral and legal struggle, with expected 

support from the federal government and the courts, for 

black liberation against the obviously immoral and illegal 

social systems of the isolated South. The movement was pre

occupied with "civil rights," with the nullification of 

customary racism and Jim Crow restrictions. It was largely 

middle-class, interracial and committed to passive resist

ance. It attempted to redeem the traditional American 

values; and it seemed to gain successes. 

Most successful were those cases pursued in federal 

court by the NAACP beginning in the late nineteen-forties. 

Slowly racial restrictions came to federal attention and 

litigation. The most dramatic were the landmark decisions 

in Shelly v. Kraemer, ruling that legal enforcement of pri

vate restrictive covenants, based on race was in violation 
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of the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment; 

and in those cases culminating in Brown v. Board of Educa

tion, ruling that so-called "separate but equal" facilities 

in public schools deprive minority children of equal educa

tional opportunities. But these decisions in the South 

changed the imposed patterns of black living little or not 

at all. Segregation remained the rule in schools, trans

portation facilities, and restaurants; the political system 

quickly recovered from the Supreme Court's decision against 

the white primary in 191+^4- to total and efficient reliance 

upon literacy tests, the poll tax and open intimidation. 

This racial disfranchisement persisted in spite of the fact 

that the NAACP and others had raised the number of registered 

Negroes in Southern states from 250,000 to almost a million 

and a quarter.^ Legalism was proving to be insufficient, 

but it had changed black attitudes and raised hope. The 

NAACP was effectively working itself out of a leadership 

position: 

Ironically, the NAACP's very successes in the 
legislatures and the courts, more than any other 
single factor, led to this revolution in expecta
tions and the resultant dissatisfaction with the 
limitations of the NAACP's program.' 

6. August Meier and Elliott Rudwick (eds.), Black 
Protest in the Sixties (Chicago: The New York Times Company, 
Quadrangle Books, 1970), p. 7. 

7. Ibid., p. 8. 



The first challenge to legalism as strategy was the 

Montgomery bus boycott resulting when Mrs. Rosa Parks 

refused to surrender her bus seat to a white man in 1955* 

Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. organized the bus boycott 

around direct-action, assimulationist tactics. This move 

brought the black protest movement out of the courts and 

into the streets—into those institutions and circumstances 

in which segregation and racial restrictions remained the 

Civil Rights struggle began a non-violent confrontation 

stage that nevertheless 

. . .  r e m a i n e d  d e e p l y  l i n k e d  t o  t h e  A m e r i c a n  p o l i t 
ical process and represented an innate faith in the 
protective power of the federal government and in 
the moral capacity of White Americans, both 
Northern and Southern." 

Direct-action, college sit-ins and forced desegre

gation techniques questioned the power leadership of the 

black community and ended the NAACP hegemony in the move

ment. Direct-action was a door opened that could not be 

closed; a way of manipulating the whole process of social 

change in racial matters that increasingly radicalized tac

tics and goals. Direct-action was also the catalyst for 

violence; the Freedom Riders in the Spring of 1961, had 

their bus burned, were beaten in Alabama and imprisoned in 

Mississippi. Prom this reception, however emerged the order 

8. Jerome H. Skolnick, The Politics of Protest 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1969), p. 131. 
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from the Interstate Commerce Commission desegregating those 

facilities used in interstate transportation. 

While this confrontation did seem to work, toward 

the end of 1961 the youth involved in such techniques began 

to question the religious pacifism of Dr. King. His faith 

in the political process, the .American people, and espe

cially in the federal government was becoming suspect. 

The second phase of direct-action occurred in the 

spring and summer of 1963. "Freedom Now" became an activist 

slogan that demanded complete desegregation in public accom

modations and public and private recreational facilities. 

Unlike the protests of 1960-1961, these demonstrations 

recruited masses of people not only college youths, and pre

sented local authorities with mass marches where permissions 

for demonstrations had been refused. Such tactics in city 

after city were met by the most violent and brutish police 

retaliation: water cannons, police dogs, and electric 

cattle prods. Birmingham was a badge of shame, and proof of 

Southern racial hatreds. — 

Such suffering was again apparently rewarded in the 

national support given to the 1963 March on Washington. 

This evidence of national concern and the amazement over the 

lengths Negroes were willing to go in their observance of 

non-violent direct action moved the government to pass the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964. There was no doubt that this was 
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Impressive legislation. It prohibited discrimination in 

public accommodations, modestly guaranteed the Southern 

Negroes' right to vote, instituted a fair employment prac

tices agency with powers of enforcement, and permitted the 

president to withhold federal funds from state and local 

agencies that continued to discriminate against citizens 

because of their color. Attempting to implement its pro

visions concerning public accommodations in other than the 

principle cities in the South, and its provisions concerning 

voting rights throughout the South proved that favorable 

federal laws were insufficient without federal enforcement. 

While the Civil Rights Act was impressive legisla

tion, it was gradually recognized to be a practical failure 

in the South and irrelevant to begin with in the North. It 

was systematically subverted in the South by those institu

tions expected to enforce the law. These are the facts pro

ponents of the colonial analogy point to in explaining their 

perceptions. As Stokely Carmichael builds his case for the 

colonial status of blacks, he cites the impressive example 

of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party. 

One of the first blows to the early protest movement 

was the inability of the sit-ins during 1960-1961 to deseg

regate public accommodations in the Deep South, states like 

Mississippi and Alabama. Beginning in 1961, tinder the 

leadership of Robert Moses, a former member of the Student 
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Non-violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), a coalition of 

civil rights groups know as the Council of Federated Organi

zations (COPO) began voter registration projects in Missis

sippi. Moses' idea was that demonstrations without the 

follow-up power of the black vote would be futile. The work 

was predominately unsuccessful; few blacks were registered. 

The total black registration in 19614- was 6.7 percent of 

those eligible.^ 

COPO and SNCC blamed this disfranchisement and black 

political exclusion on the openly racist Mississippi Demo

cratic Party. Late in 1963 black activism attempted to 

create parallel political structures to by-pass this 

obstacle; but after the 1961j. Civil Rights Act, the decision 

was made to cultivate grass-roots political power and form a 

distinct political party in the state of Mississippi. 

Toward the end of April, 1961}. it was formally created and 

called the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP). The 

strategy was to expose nationally the racist and discrimina

tory rules of the official party, and thereby gain recogni

tion from the national Democratic Party at the National 

Convention in August as the official Democratic Party in 

Mississippi. 

9. Stokely Carraichael and Charles V. Hamilton, 
Black Power (New York: Random House, Vintage Books, 1967), 
p. 88. 
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Organizing such a venture called for coalition poli

tics with white liberals and other state Democratic delega

tions outside the South. Before the Convention nine state 

delegations had passed resolutions supporting the MFDP; 

personal endorsements were solicited, a documented brief 

exposing the official Mississippi Party was presented to the 

Credentials Committee. Carmichael describes the Conven

tion's reaction: 

The national party's answer to the MFDP was, of 
course, 'No.1 Intense pressure had been brought 
to bear on the delegates from the White House 
itself, and under it the 'coalition' dissolved. 
Most of the MPDP's allies meekly dropped away and 
joined those who sought to bring the MFDP dele
gates to their knees. Several delegates told SNCC 
workers that they could not afford to buck the 
Johnson-Humphrey team.'O 

Instead, the national party offered to seat two of 

the MFDP's delegates as delegates-at-large to join with the 

Mississippi Democratic Party in compromise. Moreover, these 

two delegates were not to be seated as representatives of 

the official party (the racist one they had come to replace) 

but as a "symbolic" act. After rejecting this "compromise," 

the adamancy of the black delegation prompted the national 

party to set up a committee to investigate and end discrim

ination in the Mississippi Democratic Conventions. Three 

years later this committee concluded that the question should 

10. Ibid., p. 91 
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be reserved to the Credentials Committee at the next 

national convention. 

The ostensible reasons for continuing to seat the 

state party (ostensible to the black delegates that is) were 

legalistic; the MFDP delegates were chosen illegally, in 

illegal conventions under state law, and were deficient in 

the number of votes received. Whether correct or not the 

charges were received as camouflage; and the black dele

gates' persistence was interpreted as naivete concerning the 

realities of power politics. Whatever the intent of the 

national party this "political realism" was construed as 

another legitimate move to keep blacks in the South disfran

chised and politically impotent. The action was another 

block building the perception of colonial status in the 

minds of blacks. 

Law is the agent of those in political power; it 
is the product of those powerful enough to define 
right and wrong and to have that definition legiti
mized by 'law.1 This is not to say that 'might 
makes right,' but it is to say that Might makes 
Law. The MFDP was operating from a base of power-
lessness; thus they could be declared 'illegal.'1' 

Two points were made very clear to Carmichael and to those 

activists in the Southern black movement: the morality and 

justice of their claim, even when the ground had been pre

pared for four years in presenting such facts as the racism 

of the state party before the national political leaders, is 

11. Ibid., p. 95 



not enough to bring about redress; and, white liberal 

allies, in times of crisis, are unrealiable. Both facts 

made deep impressions. 

Another jolt indicating that racism was not merely a 

Southern malady was the resistance civil rights legislation 

met in the North. The move from the rural counties of the 

South to the dire economic and social problems of blacks in 

Northern ghettos explains more about the transformation from 

a civil rights to a power orientation in the protest move

ment. 

Dr. King's program had been based on religious 

pacifism, trust, and the assimulation theory. All three 

ideas were severely tried in the North principally because 

the civil rights movement in the South was built on an 

indigenous Negro sub-culture all but eradicated in the 

North. After emancipation Southern Negroes had begun to 

develop separate institutions of their own that made possi

ble a social cohesiveness and self-discipline. Negro life 

in the South was characterized by paternally headed, stable 

families; strict sexual standards; and close identification 

with the black churches. The endurance and patience sanc

tioned by religious resignation that so marked the early 

civil rights movement (and that was criticized by Northern 

black college youth participating in the sit-ins of 1960-

1961) became individual opportunism and cynicism in the 



Northern ghettos. In the face of Northern resistance to 

civil rights legislation the moral crusade approach of the 

movement was criticized and abandoned by those who wanted 

immediate solutions. In the South, the Negro had a sub

culture which could support and organize him. In the North, 

the ghetto dweller had only his black skin to identify him 

as a member of suppressed class. The disorientation, 

despair, cynicism, hatred, lack of self-respect indicated 

more than the absence of the same sub-culture as Negroes had 

in the South, it indicated the poverty of any black culture 

in the North at all. Christopher Lasch concludes that the 

shift to black nationalism in the North after 196ij. was 

occasioned by the need for a "radical cultural therapy for 

the Ghetto." 

The civil rights movement does not address itself 
to the question of how Negroes are to acquire a 
culture, or to the consequences of their failure 
to do so. It addresses itself to legal inequali
ties. Insofar as it implies a cultural program of 
any kind, the civil rights strategy proposes to 
integrate Negroes into the culture that already 
surrounds them. 12 

This poverty of culture gave the civil rights move

ment little to work with. The movement had survived 

Southern terrorism, the killings of Medgar Evans, the three 

civil rights workers in Neshoba County, Mississippi, the 

children in the bombed black church in Birmingham, in part 

12. Christopher Lasch, The Agony of the American 
Left (New York: Random House, Vintage Books, 1969), p. 126. 



because it had anticipated such violent responses. What it 

had not expected was the cooling of federal support, first 

in the South, and then in the North; the subtle racism of 

Northern institutions, labor unions, public schools, housing 

developments; and the different Negro base of support 

encountered in the North. The walls of this subtle dis

crimination did not come tumbling down to the trumpeting of 

outraged demonstrators. Unemployment, poverty, rat-invested 

ghetto dwellings were immune to moral pressure. The 

religious pacifism did not work, trust was seemingly mis

placed, and the assimulationist idea was repudiated by the 

dominant white race. What apparently did work was con

frontation: economic, through boycotts and sit-ins; politi

cal through the inconvenience of mass arrests, and through 

precipitating white hoodlum and police reactions. 

In the North, direct-action in these new and unex

pected circumstances, became increasingly more radical and 

separatist. Black activists felt that equality had to be 

won primarily through the development of distinctive black 

institutions. This revival of black nationalism gave 

impetus and direction to its cause by calling the dominant 

white social and political institutions "colonial." 

It is worth noting that such a charge primarily 

means that the dominant social and political structure is 

not going to voluntarily, from moral suasion, surrender its 
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power. What is surprising is that initially Negro activists 

thought that it would. They were dismayed when white 

liberals refused to practice what they had preached in the 

South when desegregation concerned their own neighborhoods 

and schools. The crucial discouragement came from the 

inability to convince government and previous supporters of 

the need for immediate equality of opportunity and immediate 

resolution of the problem and effects of racial discrimina

tion. 

Carmichael and Hamilton, in advocating black power, 

merely react to the non-implementation of a theory of social 

science which was historically inaccurate to begin with. 

The civil rights movement had assumed that assimulation into 

the dominant social system in the United States was pos

sible; and moreover, possible by demonstrating the gulf 

between the racist reality and the equalitarian ideal. Yet 

there is little historical evidence to suggest that minori

ties, especially non-white minorities, ever broke out of 

poverty by way of assimulation into the institutions of the 

dominant culture. They have forcefully taken over institu

tions that were hurriedly abandoned by the dominant culture. 

But by doing so they found that the prestige of these insti

tutions was greatly reduced. They became disreputable, 

marginal and merely tolerated by the social establishment. 

Some minorities have thus succeeded in such "marginal" 
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institutions, operated by themselves a3 parallel compensa

tion for being kept out from others sanctioned by the domi

nant culture. And they did so jiot as individuals but as 

groups: the Irish, in "saloon-keeping and machine politics 

represented a form of collective self-help in the Irish 

ghetto . . .the Jews who " . , „ escaped extreme pov

erty through the labor movement or through marginal business 

or professions serving a largely Jewish clientele."^ 

The charge of colonialism results from the disillu

sionment of Negroes who had accepted the integrationist 

assumption that pernicious myth of American pluralistic 

politics. They, just as the social scientists committed to 

this ideal, failed to distinguish between a cultural system 

and a social system. Acculturation is a permitted phenome

non to minorities; meaningful inclusion in the dominant 

political system, the system of structural relations between 

individuals and institutions, often is not. They may dress 

and behave like whites, but not act politically like them. 

"Indeed, it is the absence of wide-scale assimulation that 

allows us to talk about such communities or identifiable 

ethnic entities."^ 

13. Ibid., p. 138. 

14. Ibid., p. 139. 

15. Michael Parenti, "Assimulation and Counter-
Assimulation: From Civil Rights to Black Radicalism,11 Power 
and Community: Dissenting Essays in Political Science, ed. 
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The greater neglect and resistance to black demands 

in the North naturally promoted a greater out-group aware

ness which used "Black Power" and "colonialism" as identi

fying slogans and rallying cries in a concerted attempt to 

organize the ghetto. Carmichael and Hamilton begin their 

book with this idea, 

This book is about why, where and in what manner 
black people in America must get themselves 
together. It is about black people taking care of 
business—the business of and for black people. 
The stakes are really very simple: if we fail to 
do this, we face continued subjection to a whole 
society that has no intention of giving up will
ingly or easily its position of priority and 
authority. If we succeed, we will exercise con
trol over our lives, politically, economically 
and physically. We will also contribute to the 
development of a viable larger society; in terms 
of ultimate social benefit, there is nothing unir, 
lateral about the movement to free black people. 

"Colonialism" then is a moral charge referring to 

institutional racism, economic exploitation, exclusion from 

political decision-making, the lack of indigenous institu

tions within the ghetto and the resulting psychic damage and 

self-doubt. The result is correctly perceived to be that 

the black Northern ghetto dweller is a "marginal man," with

out a black culture and without full permission to enter 

white society. Black activists then who speak of a colonial 

relationship between the races in the United States have 

Philip Green and Sanford Levinson (New York: Random House* 
Vintage.Books, 1970, p. 175. 

16. Carmichael and Hamilton, op. cit., p. vii. 
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repudiated integration as a goal and first condition for 

racial betterment in favor of separatism. They have 

realized that, 

American history seems to show that a group cannot 
achieve 'integration1—that is, equality—without 
first developing institutions which express and 
create a sense of its own distinctiveness.'7 

And nothing is more noticeable in the black communities than 

the absence of their own institutions. Those which are 

"integrated" in the ghetto, are institutions—political, 

welfare, educational and illegal organizations—which are 

dominated by whites, and perpetuate black impotence. 

This introduction into the North thus transformed 

black activism from a civil rights movement to a protest 

movement and finally to a social movement. The problems 

faced now were far greater than the legalistic ones barring 

opportunity in the South. They were the social and systemic 

ones that bar equality to a class because of its race. It 

was the middle-class Negroes, those propelled into scientific 

and technical professions because of the shortage of skilled 

manpower during the 19^0's and 50's, that launched the 

civil-rights movement.1® Such a rising Negro bourgeoisie 

was not found in the Ghetto. These boiirgeois types escaped 

17* Lasch, op. cit., p. 127. 

18. Prances Pox Piven and Richard A. Cloward, "What 
Chance for Black Power?" The New Republic, 158 (March 30, 
1968), 20. 



77 

and now wanted legal protection in line with their changed 

economic and social status. 

In the North, blacks such as Bayard Rustin came to 

realize that middle-class aspirations were not identical to 

those in the ghetto, 

On the other hand, without making light of the 
human sacrifices involved in the direct-action 
tactics (sit-ins, freedom rides, and the rest) 
that were so instrumental to this achievement, 
we must recognize that in desegregating public 
accommodations, we affected institutions which 
are relatively peripheral both to the American 
socio-economic order and to the fundamental con
ditions of life of the Negro people.^9 

In the North it also became apparent that black gains were 

not tied to persuasively changing a man's conscience about 

racism but to actively challenging those institutions of 

white society which are "the ultimate molders of collective 

sentiments. "^0 After the 196if Harlem riot, blacks repudi

ated "integration," shouted for Malcom X, and began to 

question their social reality and its connection with the 

capitalist institutions of the dominant society. Vietnam, 

and the country's moral commitment to Southeast Asia was 

bewildering to a people who wondered why the same moral con

cern could not be positively extended toward the black man 

at home; why the have have-not division in the world 

19. Bayard Rustin, "Prom Protest to Politics: The 
Future of the Civil Rights Movement," Commentary, 39 
(February, 1965), 25. 

20. Ibid., p. 28. 
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coincided with the color of mens1 skins; and why the exten

sion of American "aid" seemingly perpetuated dependence and 

the status quo around the world. In 1966, Carmichael was 

electrifying crowds with the slogan, "Black Power!" 

The only way we gonna stop them white men from 
whuppin1 us is to take over. We been saying free
dom for six years and we ain't got no thin". What 
we gonna start saying now is black power. . . . 
Ain't nothin' wrong with anything all black 'cause 
I'm all black and I'm all good. Now don't you be 
afraid.21 

"Black Power," "colonialism" then, were expressions 

of a mood of frustration and disorientation. The popularity 

of the slogans and charges since 1966, represent both a 

sense of power, ironically enough derived through the early 

non-radical efforts of the NAACP, and an escape into the 

rhetoric of power in the face of the immense social and 

economic problems facing the black in the Northern ghetto. 

By "colonial," black activists meant racist and immoral. 

They perceived their social status as a function of their 

2? class, and their revolution as a legitimate attempt to 

21. Meier and Rudwick, op. cit., p. 19. 

22. "Social stratification among ethnic groups, 
then, is at least partly a function of class stratification; 
ethnic cohesiveness is not merely the result of personal 
preference, but also the outcome of sharing more or less 
similar, and somewhat limited and particularized, accesses 
to the social structure. Minority cohesion is a phenomenon 
highly influenced by material and class considerations, and 
what we so often describe as "ethnic pluralism" might better 
be seen as inequalities in "the class structure." Parenti, 
op. cit., p. 176. 
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recivilize the country.^ By relating their position to 

colonialism, black activists were able to include two new 

ideas into the movement: the politicization of conflict 

("we see independent politics as a crucial vehicle in our 

liberation"),^ and the reconsideration of violence ("Black 

people should and must fight back").^ 

What has been interpreted and accepted by Black 

activists during the past decade is the ubiquity of racial 

prejudice. What began as a committedly militant but non

violent protest in an isolated section of the country 

quickly spread to other, more ostensibly liberal states with 

approximately the same results. Everywhere there has been 

political maneuvering, of varying degrees of course, to 

stall the Black movement. And where this maneuvering has 

not been illegal, it has been legitimized by the political 

process. Through it all, Black activists are frustrated by 

the inability to locate responsibility for this procedural 

foot-dragging. In a polity in which very few are publicly 

biased any longer, they find that blacks, comprising almost 

13 percent of the population, received approximately only 

6.6 percent of the personal income in the United States, and 

own about 2 percent of American businesses. Twenty percent 

23. Carmichael and Hamilton, op. cit., p. lj.1. 

2k* Ibid., p. 178 .  

25. Ibid., p. 152. 



fall below the poverty line; and blacks account for nearly 

18 percent of total unemployment in the country.^ These 

facts are accepted with good reason as evidence of the per

sistence of institutional racism. 

This perception of events concerning racial matters 

during the last decade is most responsible for converting a 

systemic, militant but non-violent confrontation into an 

encounter, marked by violent talk, with the American way of 

politics. What was, in Irving Howe's optimistic estimation, 

a revolution comparable with the movement of industrial 

unionism,^ is seen as being strangled by "politics as 

usual." And the spirit of renewal, of Martin Luther King 

and the early activists, is gone; it has in part been 

replaced by the hateful proclamations and antagonistic 

stances of groups like the Black panthers. 

The suspicion that blacks were intended to be 

second-class citizens has been confirmed by the direct 

retaliatory violence in all the forms the so-called "white 

backlash" took, and the routine manner in which so important 

a moral issue as racism has been handled. This realization 

predisposes the activist to violence. 

26. Robert A. Diamond (ed.), Civil Rights Progress 
Report 1970 (Washington, D. C.: Congressional Quarterly, 
1971), p. 48. 

27. Irving Howe, "The Negro Revolution," Dissent, 
10 (Summer, 1963), 205-211J.. 
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An Interview study, made immediately after the Watts 

riot, substantiates this relationship between subjective 

evaluations of prejudice and the consideration of vio

lence.^® Structural isolation in the ghetto, the feeling of 

powerlessness, and the conviction that personal treatment is 

solely determined by race, were very strongly related to the 

willingness of blacks in all classes to use violence to 

secure their rights. Very few of these individuals in the 

sample (16 out of 312 participants) had actually engaged in 

the riot. There is a lesson in this. 

In light of this perception, responses to the charge 

of colonialism have entirely missed the point black acti

vists are making. The replies have ranged from indignation 

(pointing out that Black pressure groups and national elites 

have "won" more social legislation for the Negro than for 

any other minority group in hi story)2^ to scholarly refuta

tions that the Black phenomenon can accurately be termed 

colonialism. Professor Pogelson, a former consultant to the 

President's Commission on Law Enforcement and the Admin

istration of Justice, argues that the "Negro problem" differs 

28. H. Edward Ransford, "Isolation, Powerlessness, 
and Violence: A Study of Attitudes and Participation in the 
Watts Riot," American Journal of Sociology, 73 (March, 
1968), 

29. Robert H. Binstock, "The Ghettos, the New Left, 
and Some Dangerous Fallacies," Politics and the Ghettos, ed. 
Roland L. Warren (New York: Atherton Press, 1969), p. 192. 
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from the colonial situation because Black riots were more 

restrained than colonial uprisings; because blacks have 

access to the middle class and its benefits; and because the 

ghetto is not literally a colony.Professor Christopher 

Lasch points out that the colonial argument is a non 

sequitur from the evidence propounded for the urgent neces

sity for constructing parallel institutions dominated by 
•31 

black Americans. However, this is a matter of perception, 

accumulated through personal experience, not academic defi

nition; and some blacks are telling us they are colonized. 

Implied in all such critiques is that references to 

colonialism and institutional racism are impractical. Even 

critics who justifiably question the traditional proposals 

for promoting the establishment of a Black middle class,^ 

have reflexively shrunk from meeting the ideological impli

cations of Black Power. The term has been met with the 

30. In all fairness Pogelson does not say that the 
Black situation is less serious than the colonial, but that 
it is different. Robert M. Pogelson, "Violence as Protest," 
Urban Riots, ed. Robert H. Connery (New York: Random House, 
Vintage Books, 1969), pp. 

31. Lasch, op. cit.t p. 1^2. 

32. "In the process of distributing more rewards, 
however, we run the risk of creating an enlarged Negro 
middle class which will join with the bulk of the nation in 
being unconcerned with the problems of poverty--econoraic and 
moral, white and black." Prank J. Marchiarola, "The Social 
Impact of the Urban Riots," Urban Riots, ed. Robert H. 
Connery (New York: Random House," Vintage Books, 1969),. 
p. Iljij.. He is, of course, on this point, sadly correct. 



pragmatic suspicions that it is concerned with principles 

not tactics, and that it is evidence of that type of desper

ation that easily succumbs to fadism.^ It may be (I think 

that the temptation is there; the Black Panther movement for 

example has apparently dissolved), but assertions of Black 

Power include the conviction that the system which imposed 

colonialism is of itself unable to alter this situation: 

"No white liberal can give me anything." 

II 

So far we have only considered the most radical 

statements of the problem; there always arises the question, 

what do "ordinary Negroes" think? First, the question con

ceals a misconception. There are no "ordinary Negroes," 

just as there are no "ordinary" whites. And secondly, the 

more inflammatory formulations by activists of their situa

tion may really only verbalize what is implicit in most 

black thinking. 

Various studies in the 1960's have indicated serious 

psychological alienation of blacks from the political 

process. The National Opinion Research Center (NORC) found 

33. "Black power may languish into tomorrow's 
world, while the problems remain unheeded." Martin Rein, 
"Social Stability and Black Ghettos," Politics and the 
Ghetto3t ed. Roland L. Warren (New York! Atherton Press, 
1969), p. 55. What is implied here is that practical solu
tions of Black poverty and alienation must be worked out by 
traditional politics greatly influenced by professionals. 
Such sincere appraisals assume it is a Black problem. 
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In a 1960 survey^ that while J+9 percent of Negroes felt 

that government officials would give equal treatment to 

blacks and to whites, only 30 percent felt that these same 

officials would initially listen to them and take their 

views seriously. Their white counterparts responded with 90 

percent certainty of equal treatment, and percent of fair 

hearing. When the same questions were asked concerning 

police officials, Negro confidence dipped even lower.35 

Commenting on their relationship with local government, only 

one-half of the sample thought that local governments are 

usually helpful (against 72 percent for whites), and 86 per

cent confessed never even trying to influence a local policy 

decision. Such findings can only lead us to conclude that 

the political socialization of the black "... must sub

stantially be seen as a response to the animosities and 

prejudices they experience because of their ethnic distinc

tiveness." And because the process can not be divorced from 

those who work it, their alienation results from the preju

dices deep within the political system itself. 

3tj.. This survey has been reprinted in part in 
Dewaine Marvick's, "The Political Socialization of the 
American Negro," American Ethnic Politics, ed. Lawrence H. 
Fuchs (New York: Harper" & How, Harper Torch Books, 1968), 
pp. 2l|8-273» especially pp. 257» 260. 

35- Ibid., p. 253* Also, for some indication of 
Black attitudes toward the police see Robert M. Fogelson, 
"Prom Resentment to Confrontation: The Police, the Negroes, 
and the Outbreak of the Nineteen-Sixties Riots," Political 
Science Quarterly, 83 (June, 1968), 217—2I4.7. 



Similar surveys were run in Newsweek (August 22, 

1966), and in Time magazine (April 6, 1970). A comparison 

of the surveys is difficult because the categories used are 

not Identical. However, while blacks in 1966 felt there had 

been improvement in their living conditions, with the excep

tion of the availability of housing; 3lj- percent agreed that 

urban violence had been helpful; only 15 percent would join 

in future riots; and 57 percent of the Northern ghetto 

blacks (compared to 28 percent nationwide) felt left out of 

the federal civil rights program. At this time the sense of 

alienation did not entail a rejection of coalition politics 

with whites, nor sustain the notion of forming a segregated 

Black political force. 

The Time survey found the Black movement fraction-

ized, but the idea of separate Black politics gaining 

strength. Pour plus, out of five persons interviewed, 

thought whites considered them inferior; 63 percent felt 

whites regretted abolishing slavery; and 77 percent per

ceived whites giving them a break only when they were forced 

to do so. Time concludes, 

The problem, according to blacks, is not that they 
cannot get along with whites, or that integration 
cannot be made to work on a day-in, day-out basis. 
Rather, most blacks are saying that the problem is 
with white society in general, the segregated, 
discriminatory structure that seems unwilling to 
bend or change to accommodate black equality.36 

36. "Behavior," Time, 95 (April 6, 1970), p. 65 



The repeated implication is that this perception of 

deliberate exclusion from White society, and the resulting 

alienation, increases commitment to the radical pole not 

from conversion to ideology but from despairing of working 

together with whites and "their" politics.37 Countering 

Black Power talk with academic or emotional responses to its 

illogical and suspect content misses the mark, and most 

probably enhances black commitment to it as the only feasi

ble solution. 

Another obvious example of the white communities1 

inability to perceive its own racism is the explanatory 

McCone Commission Report on the Watts riot. In its legal

istic concentration the Commission was insensitive to the 

sociological implications of the riot. In typical pragnatic 

fashion the Commission had a 100 day time schedule, gave no 

consideration to the impact of Los Angeles life and politics 

on Black life styles, nor even presented a Negro outlook on 

the occurrence. While the Commission found no conspiracy 

nor established a theory it hinted at an explanation 

37. The only significant deviation from black rank-
and-file attitudes comes from Black leadership. These per
sons are continually more conciliatory in their political 
convictions. For possible explanations: Jeffrey K. Hadden, 
Louis H. Masotti and Victor Thiessen, "The Making of the 
Negro Mayors 1967," Trans-action, £ (January-February, 1968), 
21-30. And, Richard Young, "The Impact of Protest Leader
ship on Negro Politicians in San Francisco," Western Politi
cal Quarterly, 22 (March, 1969), 9i+—111. Both articles 
indicate the leaders are caught up in the political game. 
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compatible with Police Chief Parker's description of the 

rioters as "monkeys in a zoo"--hooliganism.^® The Commis

sion saw the riot as a desperate act, which in part it was, 

but it did not attempt an examination of the causes. It was 

satisfied to again list the traditional litany of unemploy

ment, poor education, rapid migration into the area, and the 

encouragement of Black leadership. The fact that it was 

shown that the riot was without leadership,^ and that 

migration patterns have little relevance to urban violence,^® 

was unnoticed. The middle-class, white prejudice was amply 

demonstrated by the Commission's vindication of the Los 

Angeles Police Department; and conversely, by their dis

missing black perception of police brutality as consequences 

38. For a detailed statistical refutation of the 
hooligan theory as explaining the Watts affair see, Anthony 
Oberschall, "The Los Angeles Riot of August 1965»" Social 
Problems, 15 (Winter, 1968), 322-lj.1. A significant factor 
brought out by Oberschall is that black expectations of 
definite improvements to accrue as a result of the 1961^ 
Civil Rights Act were not met by this legislation. He con
cludes that of collective significance for this riot, and 
others in the 1960's, is that civil rights gains have bene
fitted the middle-class blacks and those in the South, while 
lower-class urban ghetto dwellers have been missed. 

39. Webster Argow, "Formula For Explosion," 
Frontier, 16 (October, 1965), 1lj.. 

ij-0. "... riot cities do not differ from non-riot 
cities of the same size and region in their rates of popu
lation increase, and therefore . . . increases in population 
fail to explain the occurrence of outbreaks in one city 
rather than other." Stanley Lieberson and Arnold R. Silver
man, "The Precipitants and Underlying Conditions of Race 
Riots," American Sociological Review, 30 (December. 1965). 
891̂ . : 
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of misinterpretation or plain paranoia. Its insistence upon 

instilling the achievement motivation by education and 

employment again missed the opportunity to investigate why 

programs to prime these motivations have not worked before. 

A Berkeley sociologist concluded that the evidence supports 

the thesis that the riot was a determined manifestation of 

community identity against a dominating and oppressive 

society, and that individuals saw their participation as 

long-delayed affirmative manifestations of their manhood; in 

other words, that it was a small-scale colonial uprising.^ 

A more insightful approach than merely reviewing 

what laws had been broken or what social problems were most 

evident, would have been to listen to what the participants 

had to say: 

That same white man that comes out here to help, 
why he might have voted for Proposition 1ij., and 
he ain't going to help the Negro to move in beside 
him. 

We need representatives to meet with the 
people and ask them what they want to do. 

When they build up their stores that was 
burned, we're going to tear them down again. They 
don't accept us. 

I been in Local 300 for fifteen months. But 
I've only worked one week this year. I pay six-
fifty a month union dues, work or not. They give 
jobs first to whites, then the Mexicans, then us. 

I don't know how they expect us to live. 

1|.1. Robert Blauner, "Whitewash Over Watts," Trans
action, 3 (March-April, 1966), 3-9, 
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I was not sniping to get even and destroy the 
white man. Burn them down. But don't loot. The 
only thing they respect is violence.^ 

Throughout these statements and others the recurrent 

emphasis upon "they," upon the belief that remedies lie out

side their own control, is matched only by their recognition 

of violence as a tactic for merely "getting even." Nowhere 

was there manifested a faith that the political system would 

articulate their grievances, nor the conviction that they 

were capable of using the process to their own advantage. 

Perhaps the difference in the commitment to Black Power 

between radicals and rank-and-file blacks is in being intel

lectually convinced that as a strategy it will be success

ful, and actually implementing it as a sporatic release of 

tension.^-3 local ghetto dweller understands the term as 

match power. In Watts he was caught between suspiciously 

viewing the outstretched white helping-hand as demanding 

further dependency, and the feeling of isolation from the 

centers of power able to correct his grievances. The riot 

itself, as more than once commented upon, was a carnival, 

promoting a novel and belated community identity. In the 

ij.2. Louise Meriwether, "What the People of Watts 
Say," frontier, 16 (October, 196£), 7-9. 

I4.3• For a similar conclusion concerning the per
ceived definitions of Black Power see, Joyce Ladner, "What 
•Black Power1 Means to Negroes in Mississippi," Trans
action, 5 (November, 1967), 7-15. 
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proliferation of community groups since the riot, the people 

of Watts are indicating this lesson of unity was not lost to 

them. 

Rather than simply blaming riots on minority poverty 

or adolescent fun, more serious attempts should be encour

aged to investigate that Black credibility gap. The super

ficial explanations of urban violence simply do not tell us 

enough. Blacks are not the first in America to be poor or 

to have mischievous children. But they are the first to be 

enslaved; and, the first to be repeatedly and systematically 

barred admittance to the most important traditional manner 

in American life used to assert group and personal identity, 

that is, the political process. Black groups are fraction-

ized over the meanings of Black power and culture (and not 

surprisingly, so are white groups.) But blacks are more 

deeply united, and recognizing it more so every day through 

white intransigence, by their numerical inability to influ

ence the political process, pfaff has written, "Individual 

identity is tied to political identity as in no other coun

try. . . . To be an American is, primarily, to acknowledge a 

political commitment, not a national or cultural identifi

cation."^ And he is decisively correct. Watts erupted 

primarily not because it was poor, but because in the 

"reform" city government of Los Angeles almost 20 percent of 

Ijl}.. Pfaff, op. cit., p. f>1. 
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the population could count on one city councilman out of 

fifteen. Riots, not hopliganism, have direct and constant 

relationships with the exclusive functioning of racist 

operated governmental institutions.^ If Blacks are not to 

be content with the negative politics of "sub-communities, 

they literally have no alternative way of staying black and 

political than political violence. 

Finally, "winning" the right to vote as a result of 

the Civil Rights Acts of 1957 and 1960 only demonstrated 

more clearly that current institutional procedures insure 

that politics will not be divorced from the consciousness of 

the Nation. And that consciousness is prejudiced. Being 

able to vote does not alter the relationship between low 

social and economic status and low registration and voter 

turn-out; between the challenge of a new ethnic minority and 

the self-protective conservatism of established middle-class 

groups; between past history and white backlash. 

It is only now that this set of facts is dawning on 

the Black community. The Black fight is not against sepa

rate discrepancies within the American creed, but against 

For a detailed 50 year study confirming this 
statement see, Lieberson and Silverman, "The Precipitants 
and Underlying Conditions of Race Riots," op. cit. 

ij.6. Floyd Hunter, Community Power structure 
(New York; Doubleday, Anchor Books, 19t>3J, Chapter 5. 
Also, see Ernest A. T. Barth and Baha Abu-Laban, "Power 
Structure and the Negro Sub-Community," American Sociologi
cal Review, 2L\. (February, 1959), 69-76. 



92 

exclusion from the whole thing. There is no single "Negro 

Problem"; and white liberal focusing on voting rights, 

housing, or discrimination in public accommodations is a 

natural escapist tactic, concentrating on facets rather than 

the single cause of Black alienation. Watts was a repudia

tion of the American political game: 

Their ground-water level of political concern is 
low and thus does not support a strong government 
mindedness. When the self-discipline built of a 
faith in the machinery of government is missing, 
the concept is a platitude; the law, a phantom; 
and enforcement, a personal attack.47 

There are good reasons to suppose that urban vio

lence is not necessarily linked to poverty, promiscuity, or 

being criminally bent but to "relative deprivation." James 

A. Geschwender has documented that blacks are shifting from 

the lowest status occupations into middle-class status 

occupations more rapidly and in larger numbers than whites, 

yet shifting into the highest status occupations less 

rapidly than whites. While non-white median income has 

shown a relatively steady increase since 1939, the differ

ence between white and non-white median incomes is steadily 

increasing. He concludes that blacks are becoming increas

ingly status inconsistent as their education increases and 

the normally related occupational betterment and increased 

li-7* Argow, op. cit., p. 1ij.. 
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Income is denied them.'*® This is evidence of institutional 

racism. 

These considerations do not only apply to Watts: 

sociological interpretations of the urban riots during the 

mid nineteen-sixties generally support the same conclusions. 

In all of them, certain descriptive features reappear suf

ficiently to prevent us from discounting the "official" 

theories that black urban violence results from criminal 

activity or subversive conspiratorial movements. (Ironi

cally, a case can be made that urban violence far from being 

revolutionary, even demonstrates confidence that the regime 

will resolve the issues violence is revealing.) Studying 

the 1967 Detroit riot, John R. Forward and Jay R. Williams 

conclude, 

Although the young black militants in this study 
advocate the use of violence in the form of riot
ing, there was little evidence that they are 
either revolutionary or that they reject the 
values and institutions of the dominant society. 
The occupational and educational expectations of 
militants were no different from those of non 
militants; they plan to continue to participate 
in the present educational and occupational struc
ture. Also, there were no differences between 
militants and non-militants in their generalized 
beliefs in the Protestant Work Ethic—still a 
major value system in the dominant society. More 
to the point, militants showed a much higher need 

I4.8. James A. Geschwender, "Social Structure and the 
Negro Revolt: An Examination of Some Hypotheses," Social 
Forces, 24-3 (December, 1961{.), 2l|.8-56. 
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for achievement and much lower scores for aliena
tion and fear of success than non-militants.^° 

The general theory of "blocked opportunity" is verified by 

these findings: the violent in urban riots are exhibiting 

misplaced motivational characteristics which would propel 

them up into socially successful occupations if such oppor

tunities were possible to them. Militants are better edu

cated than non militants, more integrated into their ghetto 

community and have resided there longer amid the distinctive 

social problems of the ghettorized cities outside of the 

South. 

There also is evidence that, before 1968 at least, 

rioting was a class expression,-^ in which the most "vio

lent" behavior was manifested in looting and destruction of 

property. In the instances where arson did occur, it was 

selective and applied against those stores who charged 

excessive prices for inferior merchandise. 

After the various triggering incidents had occurred, 

blacks came into the streets and found the sense of cultural 

identity and cohesion that had eluded them in the ghetto all 

U-9. John R. Forward and Jay R. Williams, "Internal-
External Control and Black Militancy," Journal of Social 
Issues, 26 (Winter, 1970), 88. 

$0. "Combined into a single index, these findings 
show that fully one-third of the blacks (rioting) are unem
ployed, underemployed, underpaid, or otherwise "sub-
employed"." Robert M. Pogelson, "Violence and Grievances: 
Reflections on the 1960s Riots," Journal of Social Issues, 
26 (Winter, 1970), 11+7-
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along. They realized that discrimination was a common 

thing; personal in impact yet social in origin. And their 

frustration was compounded by their inability to locate 

responsibility for their plight. Violence was the reaction; 

but selective, restrained, and retaliatory violence. The 

strategy was to frighten, intimidate, publicize the griev

ances of the ghettos. The "hot summers," "cultural street-

life, " and mob psychology can not completely explain the 

personality of those who rioted, or the selectivity of their 

violence: 

It dawned on me at the light of the hysteria, as I 
was passing a certain store, that I have been pay
ing on my present television set for more than five 
years; and that store owed me five televisions; so 
I got three and I still believe they owe me two.51 

People are trying to get what they can get. 
They have been denied these things and where the 
first brick was thrown, that's all it took. Let's 
get it while we can get it. They were trying to 
get all they could get. They got diamonds here, 
they got money-here, they got clothes here and TV's 
and what not. What could they do with it when they 
bring (sic) it out except sell it to each other? 
That's all. They're just getting something they 
haven't got. I mean, I bought me some clothes from 
somebody. I have (sic) exchanged whiskey and dif
ferent things for different things. You know, 
something I wanted that I didn't have. This was a 
good way to get it. I really enjoyed myself.52 
(Emphasis is in the original.) 

51. Quoted in Pogelson, "Violence and Grievances," 
op. cit., p. 151. 

52. Quoted in Tom Parmenter's, "Breakdown in Law 
and Order," Police Encounters, ed. Michael Lipsky (n.p.: 
Aldine Publishing Company, Trans-action Books, 1970), pp. 
1*2-U3. 
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This comaraderie and sense of accomplishment was not from a 

passion for crime or violence--in the three worst riots, 

nine whites were killed, and of these only two or three were 

deliberately murdered-^--.Qr from the elation at finally 

implementing a subversive ideology, but "rather from a 

singularly successful attempt at communication." 

111 

If even a part of this line of argument is consis

tent and correct, then proposed liberal solutions are inane. 

Basically these solutions fall into two categories: 

increased welfare benefits, and coalition politics. I will 

not attempt to review these proposals here but merely indi

cate the procedural problems involved. 

The major problem of the welfare solution is that it 

is a business founded upon liberal definitions of social 

deviancy. The problems shared by the poor, especially the 

minority poor, are defined as their problems of adjustment. 

Looting by black kids calls for therapeutic, if not criminal, 

considerations because most white kids do not do it. The 

shortsightedness (and definite bias) of this model is 

53. "Of the one hundred persons killed in the three 
worst riots—namely, the Los Angeles (1965), Newark (1967), 
and Detroit (1967) riots—only four were policemen (and only 
five were firemen or national guardsmen). Of the nine vic
tims only two or three were deliberately murdered by the 
rioters." Fogelson, "Prom Resentment to Confrontation," 
op. cit., p. 2I4.6, footnote 
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two-foldi 1) With it we have no way of investigating 

whether social control leads to deviance. And 2), arbi

trarily defining deviant behavior as a social problem 

implies something publically and professionally should be 

done about it.^ This last consideration effectively 

removes the "deviant" from any participation in the admin

istration of "his" problem. Therefore, any "help" extended 

to the "deviant" is automatically perceived as paternalistic, 

and reinforces his psychological alienation from the process 

which defines such deviancy in the first place. His therapy 

means conformity. Dr. Price Cobbs, coauthor of Black Rage, 

asks, "How can you tell a black patient to adjust to this 

society? We don't. For the black patient to become 

healthy, he must engage himself in changing a society that 

needs changing." What often appears as social deviancy to 

the white professional are more often than not, distinct 

black patterns of behavior necessary for personal recogni

tion. Another Black psychiatrist continues, "What's labeled 

as pathology is very often psychic health in blacks. You 

can say: 'How else would you expect them to act?'"^ 

51}-. Irving Louis Harowitz and Martin Liebowitz, 
"Social Deviance and Political Marginality," Social Prob
lems, 15 (Winter, 1968), 289-96. 

55* Both quotations are from the "Behavior" section 
of Time, 95 (April 6, 1970), 61|. 
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Of course, the tragic irony involved in labeling 

these feelings pathological is that many Negroes believe it 

themselves: believe they somehow deserve the designation 

"boy" or "girl" when they are mature adults; that their 

normal self assertion in business or education or residence 

should be blocked because of the color of their skin. They 

come to believe at an early age (12 or 1lj. years) that they 

are worthless, and that to survive in a white society they 

had better demonstrate the validity of this fact in the con

duct of their lives. The rigidity of ghetto boundaries 

impress upon them that "first, foremost, and forever" they 

are black. The facilities that bring men together—the 

churches, gyms, stores, schools—are segregated for no other 

purpose. 

Human beings continually subjected to the personal 

effects of racism are damaged persons. It is beyond doubt 

that segregation has deleterious consequences, perhaps unap

preciated even by the victim until the moment when his 

"aggression-rage" erupts in psychological release and 

physical destruction. 

No wonder I encounter anger, frustration, and vio
lence in ghetto children. Everywhere things go 
wrong: the lights don't work; the stairs are 
treacherous; rats constantly appear, and they are 
not timid; uniformed men patrol the streets, cer
tain that trouble will appear; teachers work in 
schools they are ashamed to call their own, at 
work they judge hopeless, under a bureaucratic 
system that stifles them, that is, if they are 
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still alive; Jobs are few, and 'welfare1 is the 
essence of the economy. 

That medical question: "How also would you expect 

them to act?," is out of order, or rhetorical to the uni

verse of professional welfare. Welfare attempts, not so 

successfully today apparently, to depoliticize "deviants" by 

increasing the dole, or by social castigation and intimida

tion. 

The deviancy aspect of welfare in part explains its 

own politics. As it becomes more of a professional and 

expert question, the poor get lost in considerations of tac

tics. In the history of social reform the programs have 

continually conflicted with the self interest of those 

associations living off the problem. More than one critic 

has seen the modern welfare state as a contrived perpetuation 

of an alienated under class in order to insure an area to be 

expert in.jf such speculation is overly cynical, there 

speculation is overly cynical, there is amply evidence to 

conclude that national welfare associations positively react 

more to federal challenges to their bailiwicks than they do 

to the proposed subjects of their concern. In his article 

f?6. Robert Coles, M. D., "Violence in Ghetto Chil
dren," Violence in America, ed. Thomas Rose (New York: 
Random House, Vintage Books, 1969), p. 301. 

57 • Alan S. Wade, "On Humanizing the Bureaucracies," 
Politics and the Ghettos, ed. Roland L. Warren (New York: 
Atherton Press, 1969), pp. 165-169. 
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in Politics and the Ghettos, Professor Schottland observes, 

In terms of national associations and federal 
agencies, therefore, the politics of welfare may
be viewed on the basis of the relationships 
between the few who control federal agencies and 
the few who occupy the leadership role3 in 
national voluntary associations.5" 

If this is correct, then this whole welfare opera

tion translates itself into a prejudiced and prejudicial 

political system reinforcing arbitrarily defined patterns of 

social deviancy. The poor exist only as the necessary grist 

for the mill: they are perpetuated in a state of supervised 

dependency. 

Welfare as a solution is macceptable. But to break 

out of this bureaucratic process it is necessary to extend a 

political dimension to social deviancy. However, in such 

efforts "political" again has been defined in terms that 

effectively exclude the non-white poor. 

The Economic Opportunity Act of 1961|, attempted to 

remold the politics of welfare with the provision tinder 

Title II providing for "community-action agency(s)." Its 

history, though certainly more hopeful than previous 

attempts, also gives further indication of the minorities' 

inability to determine the process that legislates for them. 

State and local governments involved in the programs the Act 

58. Charles I. Schottland, "Federal Agencies, 
National Associations, and the Politics of Welfare," Poli
tics and the Ghettos, ed. Roland L. Warren (New York: 
Atherton Press, 1969), p. 
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proposed objected to the novel provision that the poor, in 

order to participate, did not have to be represented by con

ventional organizations. The "maximum feasible participa

tion" clause galled these governments to the extent that:-^ 

1) In the original 1961+. Bill, gubernatorial veto could halt 

federal funds to implement the program in their respective 

States. This was especially significant in the South; and 

Governor George C. Wallace, for one, used it pre judiciously. 

With the amended 1965 version of the Act, with a somewhat 

diluted veto provision, Governor Ronald Reagan exercised his 

privilege ten times during his first year in office. 2) In 

1965, natural friction with local mayors succeeded in termi

nating political-action-training programs. By 1966, city or 

county elected officials could veto any or all local com

munity proposals. 3) Under local governmental pressure, the 

federal government restricted the poor's participation on 

community boards planning their own programs to only one-

third of the boards membership. Through Congressional 

action, the Green Amendment in 1967, the entire Community 

Action Program must be designated by State and local gov

ernments. l|.) And finally, by the 1967 amendments Congress 

designated exactly the eight national, non-political 

59. The following information comes from, Roger H. 
Davidson, "The War on Poverty: Experiment in Federalism," 
The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science^ 3^5 (September, 1969), 1-13. 
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programs that qualified for assistance and their procedures. 

By then it had become traditional welfare politics. The 

opportunity given for organization among the poor by the 

Act, and for self-recognition of their political power was 

invaluable,but inadvertent. It was only intended to be 

welfare politics slightly redefined.^1 For the Nation as a 

whole federal grants over the first four years averaged 97 

dollars for each poor person. And the question asked by 

the political pros "evaluating" the program voiced typical 

colonial concern: "If this power is placed in the hands of 

the poor are they qualified to use it?" Even in its 

enlightened form, welfare is bound to be seen a3 a paternal

istic resource. 

60. "Over a thousand communities have been organ
ized, including urban, rural, Indian-Reservation, and 
migrant labor areas. This accomplishment might be compared 
with the years that it took to organize about ij.50 
welfare-planning councils," Stanford Kravitz and Feme K. 
Kolodner, "Community Action: Where Has It Been? Where Will 
It Go?," The Annals of the American Academy of Political and 
Social Science, (September, 1969), 35* 

61. For an explanation of Congressional ignorance 
and lack of interest over the practical meaning of "maximum 
feasible participation," see Lillian B. Rubin, "Maximum 
Feasible Participation: The Origins, Implications, and 
Present Status," The Annals of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science^ 3^5 (September, 1969/, T^-29. 

62. Sar A. Levitan, "The Community Action Program: 
A Strategy to Fight Poverty," The Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science, 305 (September, 
1969), 71. 
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The second suggestion, coalition politics, confuses 

remedial tactics possible within the system with the neces

sary strategies minorities must find to positively enter the 

political process. At the crux of the advocacy of coalition 

politics is the supposition that minorities can ally them

selves with interested W.A.S.P. groups. Blacks complain 

they are still looking for such groups. And when they find 

them, naturally their cooperation extends to coinciding 

issues. 

Today few powerful groups have common issues with 

the black poor. An enlightening example of this is the 

deterioration of the once very firm alliance between indi

vidual Jews, Jewish groups, and black ghetto poor. The 

recent education conflict in New York City between profes

sional union control, dominated by Jewish teachers, and com

munity control emphasizes the point. Blacks now see Jews as 

professional members of the oppressive middle class; and 

Jews view this new minority as the proximate threat to its 

group achievements. Nathan Glazer maintains that the most 

serious point of conflict concerns the rationale for civil 

rights organizations.^ The Pluralistic myth has been that 

access to full public acceptance in America has been through 

education. Blacks respond that advancement really came 

63. Nathan Glazer, "Negroes and Jews I The New 
Challenge to Pluralism," Commentary, 6 (December, 19610, 
29-31+. 



through politics. While Jews have relied less on politics 

than on individual drive, money, and ethnic support, they 

are an established part of this middle class that having 

made it, want to redefine the previously accepted modes of 

access. Blacks rightly perceive this as an concerted imped

iment to their advancement. James Q. Wilson concludes that 

the problem with coalition politics is that where there are 

sufficient numbers of blacks to be taken seriously, they are 

too numerous to make practical solutions possible.^ 

This conclusion and others we can infer from the 

increasing breakdown in coalition tactics once blacks begin 

to speak of preferential treatment. It is further substan

tiated by what members of these established groups consider 

American pluralism to mean. In a recent study in a Michigan 

community, "pluralism" as a real description of political 

power availability was endorsed by upper and middle class 

persons while more frequently the poor and blacks perceived 

elitist models as explaining how the system actually works.^ 

The study's attempt to relate status levels and perception 

of the political process confirmed that not only did 

6I4.. James Q. Wilson, "The Negro in Politics," 
American Ethnic Politics, ed. Lawrence H. Fuchs (New York: 
iiarper & Kow, Harper Torch Books, 1968), pi 21j.2. 

65>. William H. Form and Joan Eytina, "Ideological 
Beliefs on the Distribution of Power in the United States," 
American Sociological Review, 3I4. (February, 1969), 19-31. 
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identification with the system increase with income and 

status, but that, 

. . .  t h e  i d e a l  o f  p l u r a l i s m  r e c e i v e d  l e a s t  s u p p o r t  
from the most economically advantaged. In response 
to the question asking which group ought to be most 
powerful, the rich educated whites, less than any 
other category, spontaneously responded that 'all 
interest groups should be equal.1 In fact, 30 per
cent felt that 'the rich-big businessmen' ougftt to 
have most power."" 

Only the poor and non-whites gave substantial normative sup

port to the way the system is supposed to work. 

This conceptualization of the political system and 

of those groups who operate it preclude the possibility of 

serious black consideration of coalition politics. As a 

tactic, it simply does not apply to them. Whether in fact 

isolated instances of coalition strategies with sympathetic 

groups are possible does not alter the fact that politicized 

blacks, and other minorities, have no reason to suppose that 

power will accrue to them as a result of attempting to "work 

together." 

Such common sense and "practical" solutions as coal

ition politics refuse to admit that the impediments to full 

equality for the poor lie in the values in men's minds. The 

fundamental basis for group conflict persists independently 

of examples of inter-personal relationships between members 

of different groups: the rules of inter-personal and 

66. Ibid., p. 29. 
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inter-group relations are not the same.^? The early black 

movement's mistake was to assume that white society had a 

conscience that could be played upon and re-activated for 

the sake of justice. "Society" as such has nothing of the 

kind; and this mistakened assumption insured a convenient 

escape for individuals to absolve themselves of discrimina

tion and guilt, while the system continued its racist 

business as usual. It is the psychological perception of 

threat, built on the prejudices of generations, that 

directly bears on the inter-group conflict "politics as 

usual" ignores.^1® 

IV 

I have presented in this chapter the notion that 

what permits the operation of our political system is the 

citizen's identification with it. The black is perceiving 

that pluralism as a definition of American politics is not 

operative, especially not operative for him. The group 

theory of politics pertains exclusively to those established 

groups to whom the game of politics is not critical. This 

is not a new criticism, nevertheless, it is pertinent here— 

extremely pertinent. 

67. Jessie Bernard, "The Conceptualization of 
Intergroup Relations With Special Reference to Conflict," 
Social Forces, 29 (1951), 2l\.3-51. 

68. Ibid., p. 214-8. 
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Extremely pertinent because the dire challenge to 

the polity, and its possible dissolution by black urban 

riots may not result from violence simpliciter at all. 

Certainly it may not be perceived by those participating in 

urban riots as violence. There is evidence that their 

participation results from severe and induced psychological 

pressure; that it was deliberately restrained; and, that it 

was not done to serve any criminal or political purpose. 

They were "enjoying themselves," acting out for once the 

good life denied them because of the color of their skin. 

They were re-acting, in self defense. In other words they 

were not subjectively violent—they were forced into a form 

of behavior called political violence. 

Urban riots cannot generally be dismissed as nothing 

but so many violent acts. There was, of course, destruction 

and damage: rioting, arson, looting and assaults (some of 

which fall within our definition of violence). There were 

serious infractions of the law. But can we not argue that 

such behavior was promoted by the dominant social and 

political system until, a point was reached where men and 

citizens would not permit themselves to be both humiliated 

in their private and ignored in their public lives? When 

analyzed, the black riots appear as a bid for power. But 

not just for the power to have a say in public affairs, but 

to secure the power to survive. And not just to survive in 
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public affairs, but to survive period—to survive in private 

life through public recognition. In other words, not only-

do ghetto conditions desensitize children to violence—the 

destruction around them and that done to them—but also 

these conditions promote what would be considered violence 

in any other situation but that of the minority ghettos. It 

is not violence simpliciter here because conditions preclude 

the conceptualization of violence in all but the most extra

ordinary examples. They were not inflicting pain but 

redressing grievances. 

Using then our definition of violence, we can at 

least question several conditions necessary for a violent 

act: were urban riots indeed "voluntary, (and) deliberate"; 

were they planned "attempt(s) to gain some desired goal"; 

and were they acknowledged "transgression(s) of human dig

nity"? No. They were none of these things. They were the 

half-conscious destructive actions of men against their 

oppressors. The colonial analogy explains more than the 

label urban "violence." 

And can we not argue that such destructive actions 

were themselves symbolic; that is, not against men or fellow 

citizens, but against colonial masters (the police) and 

against the policies which perpetuated black subservience 

(the government)? Then such actions were accidently 
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destructive and primarily attempts at communication. Are 

they not saying. "We are persons too?" 

In this sense, there is no simple equation between 

what happened in urban riots and violence. What happened I 

am contending, was militant self-defense, traditionally per

ceived as a noble enterprise. And it usually took the form 

of social communication against the structural evidences of 

discrimination and racism—private property. Finally, vio

lence as the Kerner Report indicates, was first perpetrated 

by the police and National Guard. 

In the years since riots many deeply concerned 

blacks have retreated into themselves. The legacy of the 

Civil Rights movement today in the ghetto is either cultural 

nationalism or the Black Panthers, or both. Both phenomena 

are attempts at making the best of it; are attempts at 

re-defining the relationships possible between blacks and 

the dominant American society. They are desperate attempts 

at holding on to and nourishing what is left of black iden

tity in the United States. And they are doomed—it is a 

matter of time until they waste away on their own; or, more 

abominably, are coopted into the pop craze of the dominant 

culture. (We already have afro wigs, and the chic fashion 

is cartridge belts for cinctures). 

The Panthers especially feel this crisis. They can 

dismiss the gains of the movement and Dr. King because they 
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care about the issue of black manhood. And to be a man in 

America; or, more correctly, to be a black man in America, 

is to be feared. The defiance, the ammunition in the trunk, 

the brandishing of guns, expresses what Jervis Anderson 

calls "existential revolutionary theater."^9 it is a show, 

the most desperate and pathetic show in Our Town. Irra

tionality and violent talk have become the substitutes for 

victory; or rather, victory is now display, shock, and 

martyrdom. Certainly "violence" is an inappropriate term to 

describe this behavior too. 

Let me summarize these points. I have attempted to 

show that violence doesn't fit social science classifica

tions of it because violence means something more than we 

can understand by its immediate manifestations. In this 

instance, what happened in the Ghettos means something not 

included in the definition of violence. Violence is defined 

by the normative rules which organize the community. 

Rioters are clearly outside this moral community; and the 

case has been made, they were put outside. Unfortunately 

for the polity, then, these rules do not apply to them. 

Legal rules, on the other hand certainly do apply, but 

political violence surpasses and is a more extensive concept 

than legality. 

69. Jervis Anderson, "The Agonies of Black Mili
tancy, " Dissent, 18 (February, 1971)» 23-29. 
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I also want to go one step further and argue that 

the lesson of urban "violence" is that the ideal of plural

ism never worked or even existed.?® The militant black is 

concluding that after years of logical arguments and 

restrained protest that it is neither arguments nor protests 

that compel attention in a system in which the process of 

politics is only instrumental to private gain. It is 

destruction, or the threat of it. It is neither morals nor 

"working together" that will fully incorporate the minori

ties, the poor and the black, into national life—it is 

apparent violence. The resisted and threatening alternative 

to this is radical structural and procedural change in our 

way of doing politics, changing the rules that the ideology 

of pluralism imposed. 

Pfaff's criticism points up that the system promotes 

alienation because some do not have or do not want the 

weapons to engage in our political conflict. His insight is 

a basic one. But we can not be permitted to too quickly 

dissolve the game, and thus make this decision too for the 

70. Nathan Glazer argues that black demands con
found those who have made it because they are really demands 
for access into an American community that never did exist, 
except in ideology. And that Jews (for one) perceive this 
as a challenge to their cultural and ethnic community. 
"Negroes and Jews," op. cit., esp. p. 32. See also, James 
R. Dumpson, "Fantasy and Reality in the Ghetto Problem," 
Politics and the Ghettos, ed. Roland H. Warren (New York: 
Atherton Press, 1969), p. 78. 
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non-white poor. They must be equipped to engage in the game 

first, and this means an opening of the political system, to 

decide themselves if the conflict is worth the price. They 

have to get into the game and be convinced they can battle 

it out there, and not in the street. This argument need not 

have anything to do with morality (and may be a little 

late), but is a first step toward keeping the country from 

blowing apart. Probably under the influence of Marx we see 

the modern state, and thus politics, as an imposition. 

Today we must see it as a relationship between equals. 

By studying political violence in the ghettos, social 

scientists have confirmed the idea that the main thing that 

happened in the riots was violence. This is an incorrect 

conclusion. What happened was precisely political violence; 

which in these cases meant physical and often destructive 

refusals to be intentionally denied the status of citizen

ship any longer. By so concentrating on the occurrences, 

and so labeling them, analysts have not realized the actual 

violence in these situations. They have managed to recon

struct from "the facts" an erroneous interpretation of what 

is happening in our political treatment of the non-white 

poor. 

A more realistic picture of events would present 

these poor as having had violence done to them. And vio

lence that is legitimized and sanctioned by the normal 



operation of our political process. This is of course a 

difficult charge to accept especially for professed demo

crats to accept. How can it be substantiated? Consider the 

following: 

Violence, as has been remarked, can be expressed by 

the intention of the doer. The manipulation of events or 

political procedures in order to squeeze certain people out 

of decision-making, or to deter them from lawful opportuni

ties in which they could exercise their human faculties, is 

violence. It is a denial of dignity. What happened to the 

proponents of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party in 

1961}., was legal violence; what is happening to ghetto resi

dents by the permitted perpetuation of isolated ghetto 

structures, is violence. This is the point of radical 

activists that is not answered by referral to the successes 

the Civil Rights movement has achieved. 

Violence also need not be overt, but may be emphat

ically done by a refusal to act, by omission. Treating 

moral questions, fundamental to the human dignity of citi

zens, as routine political matters is perverse, and legal 

violence. The caution, the political realism, the patience 

urged upon the non-white poor masks the perpetuation of vio

lence "politics as usual" is forced to condone. Also our 

traditional politics veils a threat if these persons become 

uncautious, unrealistic, and impatient—that of overt 
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legalized force. The threat itself, when it continues an 

inhuman condition, is violence. 

Finally, this concealed violence, perpetrated upon 

those incapable of engaging in the American political proc

ess, is camouflaged by the ruse of "qualification." Those 

not using the political process in an attempt to solve their 

own problems are considered "disadvantaged." 'There is a lot 

of mileage in that word; but by it we have come to mean that 

those unable or unwilling to engage in politics are thereby 

incompetent to do so. They must be ministered to, benignly 

of course, in an attempt to raise their level of competence. 

What is this but a legitimation of a relationship between 

unequals: those with education, status, money, and almost 

always, white skins; and those without one or all of these 

"qualifications"? This is a theft of dignity. It is also a 

screen which permits the continuation of other violent acts 

of paternalistic manipulation—all of those services which 

come tinder the heading of social welfare. 

This is the violence neglected by objective investi

gations into urban riots. 



CHAPTER 3 

VIOLENCE IN STUDENT POLITICS 

Realizing what political violence means is a requi

site to understanding the second most dramatic example of 

contemporary public violence in America, that of student 

demonstrations or what is confusingly called "campus 

unrest." This phenomenon, however, is much more complex 

than that of urban riots. For here there is a wide diver

sity of participants, primarily but not only students, and a 

wide diversity of actions. Some actions are obviously 

extremist and undisputably violent. While others can only 

be defined as vandalism. Finally, analysis is difficult 

because there is that diversity of critical interpretation 

that, failing to distinguish between particular participants 

and actions, often conveys more information about the poli

tics of the critics than they do about the events. 

I have made a case for a specific class of violence, 

political violence, in the analysis of the situation of the 

urban ghettos. Given the right type of societal and struc

tural pressure, and political neglect, we can imagine, 

expect and even predict the symbolic violent behavior of 

black and other minority citizens. 

115 
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Student unrest, on the other hand, does not seem to 

correspond to this paradigm. Part of our perplexity at this 

kind of behavior is its novelty, it comes as a surprise. 

The explicit purpose of politics is to exclude violence from 

public affairs. So we had thought of the political system 

as a spectrum with violence only as a fringe phenomenon. 

Middle-class adults, university protestors and even, on 

occasion, the street people, have shown that moderate and 

socialized citizens can be just as violent as fanatics and 

marginal citizens. There is a lesson in this. 

In this chapter I wish to show two things; one, 

that some protestors are indeed like the disadvantaged 

minorities, and what they do is political violence; and 

secondly, others are not similar to the poor at all and that 

violence simpliciter is the correct description of their 

actions. The danger has been that in critically reviewing 

student unrest, both types of actions have been lumped 

together. Unless this distinction is made, the meaning of 

political radicalism is obscured and the polity is severely 

threatened by official inability to distinguish one type of 

violence from the other. 

I 

The history of student unrest is inseparable from 

the civil-rights movement. The moral rejuvenation, the 

techniques of organization, and the elation over the partial 



successes of demonstration politics stem from the college 

student participation in the early civil-rights protests in 

.the South and in the anti-HUAC demonstrations in Northern 

California. But it was not only the elimination of dis

crimination and poverty, and the threat to civil liberties 

that re-awakened radical politics, it was primarily the 

spirit and sudden realization of the significance of poli

tics as a vehicle of public and moral communication. Poli

tics as a way of life (although that phrase is rather 

strong) is as important an explanation for radical politics 

as is moral commitment. This fact accounts for the diffi

culty in distinguishing between the objects and the tactics 

of the participants. 

Early radical politics was issue-orientated and 

A 

legal, and characterized by non-violence.1 Groups of stu

dents protested oligarchic student governments, racism, the 

death penalty, and American foreign policy. The demonstra

tions, if at this time they can even be called that, were 

specific moral stands, taken at only a few of the more 

urbane campuses of the country. Only gradually did the 

general and societal, as opposed to specific and university-

oriented implications of their ideas occur to them. Even 

then the organization and thrust of what was emerging as a 

1. Jerome H. Skolnick, The Politics of Protest 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1969), pp. ti7-105. 
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student movement was pursuing societal reform through the 

intended regeneration of the Democratic Party. The students 

for a Democratic Society typified the intention and direc

t i o n  o f  t h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  p o l i t i c a l  a c t i o n .  T h e y  " . . .  

envisioned an invigoration of the democratic process in 

A m e r i c a . "  W h i c h  w o u l d  o c c u r  . . .  

if universities could become centers of controversy 
and arenas for active discussion of alternatives to 
present policies; if the civil rights and anti-war 
movements could succeed in activating large numbers 
of people at the grassroots level; and if estab
lished reform groups, such as the labor movement, 
liberal organizations, and religious bodies, would 
join forces with the civil rights, peace, and stu
dent movements to offer new alternatives to the 
electorate at the local and national levels.2 

Direct action outside the normal channels of student govern

ment and recognized politics was the exception to the rule 

of non-violence and optimism regarding the expected respon

siveness of the political system. The realization of the 

extent of poverty in America with the publication of Michael 

Harrington's, The Other America; the assassination of Presi

dent Kennedy; the (what seemed at the time) incredible 

spectacle of Senator Goldwater as a presidential candidate; 

and the gradual awareness that they were not being heard 

challenged and weakened this optimism, until the confronta

tion at Berkeley began to solidify and radicalize the various 

student groups. 

2. Ibid., p. 89. 
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What happened at Berkeley in the late summer and 

fall of 196ij., has been described and elaborated upon numer

ous times, and there is no need to present these events 

again. What was most important in these events was that the 

character of student activism was fundamentally altered. In 

the course of one semester's time, the dual issues involved— 

the arbitrary reinforcement of a lapsed prohibition against 

students soliciting memberships for political groups on 

campus, and the later university refusal to permit political 

organizing on campus-led to the creation of what the Presi

dent's Commission on Campus Unrest called "an authentic 

political invention—a new and complex mixture of issues, 

tactics, emotions, and setting—that became the prototype 

for student protest throughout the decade."3 Traditional 

defiance of university authority was joined with social 

idealism and was promoted by official indecision and vacil

lation. The result was a new means or style of political 

communication and political education. It has all the ear

marks of an apprenticeship—issues and tactics interre-

latedly unfolded as the participants themselves found the 

engagement absorbing. The student organizers literally 

chanced upon the feasibility of radicalizing numbers of pre

viously uncommitted students in direct-action on very short 

3. The President's Commission on Campus Unrest, The 
Report of the President's Commission on Campus Unrest (New 
York: Arno Press, 1970), p. 22. 
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notice; of employing non-violent, direct-action techniques 

to rally numbers of students behind them in regard to campus 

and larger social issues; and, of involving large numbers of 

students in political questions without the inconvenience of 

leaving the campus. Through the experience was discovered 

the possibility, the politically meaningful possibility, of 

non-voting, non-consulted students participating in political 

decision-making. The significance of this discovery is of 

central importance in understanding the solidification of 

the student movement. 

Actual damage done by the students during the semes

ter was slight. As the President's Commission states, 

The activists introduced into campus protest new 
tactics that disrupted the university and denied 
others their civil liberties. These tactics 
included blocking of university officials carrying 
out their duties, harrassing of university offi
cials, and sit-ins in university buildings.4 

Professors Wolin and Schaar, writing from Berkeley at the 

time, comment, . 

There were no riots. Save for the incident of the 
'captured' police car. (On October 1, the police 
had attempted to arrest a non-student for tres
passing, and the students had retaliated by prevent
ing the police car and its occupants from moving for 
32 hours.) The mass rallies, the sit-ins, and the 
student strike were all conducted with admirable 
dignity and calm. There were a few scattered epi
sodes of excessive behavior by individuals under 

1|. Ibid., p. 25 
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extreme stress. There were many intemperate words. 
Many university rules and a few state laws were 
broken.5 

From all accounts, some students engaged in serious and mis

chievous acts of vandalism. Unfortunately, the scenario was 

televised, with the effect that the carnival atmosphere was 

perceived as an affront to public decorum; and, simultane

ously, as inspiration to those similarly minded on other 

campuses. The public also perceived the possibility of 

further disruption, and it was scandalized at the contumely, 

and at the thought of financially supporting it. 

After Berkeley, the themes of growing student con

cern were joined; and the precedent for organized student 

dissent about the War, gradualism in racial matters, and 

official unresponsiveness to student proposals, was estab

lished. In campus after campus, as the Berkeley "invention" 

was imitated, enforced discipline by the university and 

civil authorities was perceived as evidence of complicity 

and involvement in the Establishment—an all encompassing, 

corrupt political system. Official force, and increasingly 

the often brutal extent to which this force was employed, 

begot yet another issue—repression. Students felt intimi

dated and even persecuted for their moral beliefs and citi

zen rights. Often the demands for amnesty for student 

5. Sheldon S. Wolin and John H. Schaar, The Berke-
ley Rebellion and Beyond (New York: The New York Review, 
iw», P. £i. — 
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rebels were made before the formal issues were defined and 

presented. In their indignation, they understood the moral 

and political repression as a challenge to their integrity, 

and to the courage of their convictions. 

The basic issues at Berkeley in 1964, had been civil 

libertarian, and the purpose had been to "open" and humanize 

the campus. In the following four years the mood dramati

cally changed. 

In 1964 the campus had a wealth of idealism and 
hope; the FSM had been good-natured, ironical, and 
humorous. In the months before the present crisis 
(1966-67), the campus was tired, humorless, and 
disillusioned. During and after the crisis it was, 
above all, fearful. Not only had internal battles 
taken their toll, but the outside world had become 
more menacing.6 

The fear, mistrust and frustration were fully evi

denced in the Columbia revolt during the Spring of 1968. 

Unlike Berkeley four years earlier, Columbia was not merely 

the scene of student concern over university and wider 

social issues, it was a political instrument in the proposal 

to make a revolution. It was not a spontaneous, indignant 

reaction to arbitrary university policy, but a deliberately 

planned disruption, i ading SDS participants explain, 

Months before, at an SDS conference in Maryland, 
the decision had been reached to take physical 
control of a major American university this 
spring. Columbia was chosen because of its lib
eral reputation, its situation in New York and 
the fact that it was an Ivy League school. SDS 

6. Ibid., pp. 46-47. 
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felt that It was important at this time to disrupt 
a private, prestige, tactically vulnerable univer
sity. ' 

Nor was the intent the official recognition of student civil 

liberties in an open campus: 

But the three issues (the University's relations 
with Morningside Park over the proposed gymnasium, 
the faculty's disenchantment over the leadership 
of the University, and Columbia's affiliation with 
the Institute for Defense Analyses) were pretexts. 
The point of the game was power. And in the 
broadest sense, to the most radical members of the 
SDS Steering Committee. Columbia itself was not 
the issue. It was revolution, and if it could be 
shown that a great university could literally be 
taken over in a matter of days by a well organized 
group of students then no university was secure. 
Everywhere the purpose was to destroy institutions 
of the American Establishment, in the hope that,, 
out of the chaos a better America would emerge." 

Here also, unlike Berkeley, theatre was abandoned 

for calculated and violent tactics: public and personal 

property was vindictively destroyed; buildings were "lib

erated" and classes disrupted; a Dean was temporarily 

imprisoned in his office; the University was threatened 

destruction by fire; all semblance of community was 

destroyed as faculty and students polarized and turned 

against one another; open police rioting was provoked; arid 

ultimately, the University was shut down. The mood, as 

7. Dotson Rader and Craig Anderson, "Rebellion at 
Columbia," The New Republic, 158 (May 11, 1968), 9. 

8. Ibid., p. 10. 
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Wolin and Schaar comment, had indeed changed: 

One of the members of the defense committee in Math 
Hall, when approached by moderate students in 
opposition to his instruction to the commune that 
it use clubs and gasoline against the police, 
retorted, 'You fucking liberals don't understand 
what the scene's about. It's about power and dis
ruption. The more blood the better. 

At Columbia, destruction was in the hundreds of 

thousands of dollars, and students had forcibly resisted 

police arrest. The police, on their part, had responded 

with excessive brutality. Most participants apparently 

committed overt acts of violence. 

In spite of this indisputable evidence of violence, 

the Columbia rebellion had much in common with it3 Berkeley 

precedent. The majority of students participating intended 

symbolic and political violence, with the possible exception 

of the black students whose radicalism escalated as they 

gained sole possession of Hamilton Hall. They intended to 

fully employ the rhetoric and gestures of violence, and to 

do malicious mischief. But they had not intended to rifle 

files, pilfer offices, or destroy private papers and property. 

Their actions were to be symbolic. What happened was that 

the Berkeley lesson had been learned too well: the SDS 

Steering Committee knew of the possibility of mobilizing and 

radicalizing vast numbers of moderate students in situations 

that initially provided indignation, and pursued it. And, 

9. Ibid. 
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of course, television again recorded the scene. It recorded 

the exploitation of the weekend rebel; and conveyed the 

impression that students as a group were staging a revolu

tion. 

However, this victory in tactics has been a short 

ranged one, for the moral absolutism and advocacy of vio

lence by the coterie of professionals at Columbia has not 

characterized the actions of protest since that occurrence. 

At Columbia the majority of students, and radical non-

students as well, were manipulated; the majorities' attempt 

at communication was thwarted. The coterie's "non-

negotiable" revolutionary stance was easily identifiable: 

The student leaders of the demonstrations were 
never willing to engage in genuine discussion of 
their original 'demands' and were even less will
ing to modify those demands or to seek for a com
promise solution. The leader of SDS publicly dis
missed, with contempt, the last in a series of 
mediation proposals set forth by the ad hoc 
Faculty Group ... the leaders of the demonstra
tions presented to the University ... only a 
choice between two almost impossible alternatives: 
complete capitulation not only to their specific 
demands, including amnesty, but also to their con
tinuing claims to 'power,' or calling in the police 
in order to respond with force to force.10 

Since Columbia, and especially since the violence at the 

National Democratic Party Convention in Chicago in 1968, 

there has occurred in demonstration politics a "paradox of 

10. Herbert A. Deane, (Appendix I) "Reflections on 
Student Radicalism," Up Against the Ivy Wall: A History of 
the Columbia Crisis, Jerry L. Avorn (New York: Atheneum, 
1969), pp. 2titJ-2ti9. 
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tactics,11 in which the incidence of terror and extremist 

violence against the "system" is rising while the majority 

of protestors are either quiet, or reaffirming their commit

ment to non-violent, issue-oriented protest.^ The media 

coverage of extremists' actions, especially bombings, 

obscures this trend. And as a result of television, many 

Americans tend to see all protestors as dangerous and all 

protest as suspect. 

There are several indicators to support this claim 

of general disenchantment with violent techniques. In the 

most recent Gallup Poll on the subject (February 7> 1971), 

extremist groups had almost as little appeal among students 

as among adults. Less than 5 percent of students and adults 

gave strong support for right-wing militant organizations 

(the John Birch Society and the Ku Klux KLan), and less than 

20 percent for far-left organizations (the SDS, Black Pan

thers and Weathermen).^ There is even evidence that as 

Organizations, these groups, especially on the left, are 

falling apart.^ For whatever reason alienation, lack of 

11. The President's Commission on Campus Unrest, 
op. cit., pp. I4.I -/j.9. 

12. George Gallup, "Militants Losing Student 
Appeal," The Arizona Daily Star, February 7, 1971» Sec. B, 
p. 24. See also, The Gallup Opinion Index, Report Number 
68, February, 1971 • 

13. Earl Caldwell, "Black Panthers Party Membership 
Drops Severely," The Arizona Daily Star, March 28, 1971» 
Sec. A, p. 12. "White Panthers Soon to Become Rainbow 
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leadership, repression, frustration, sense of futility— 

campuses in the seventies have been noticeably quiescent. 

The FBI reported 130 student demonstrations between 
the opening of schools and Nov. 19, (1970). In 
1969, according to the American Council on Educa
tion, the October and November anti-war moratoriums 
alone generated more than 10 times that many. The 
spring invasion of Cambodia touched off protest 
actions at more than 500 schools.'4 

What has happened is that protest politics has 

reverted to the pre-Columbia pattern. A case in point is 

the most recent Washington demonstration during the first 

week in May, 1971. Planned but certainly disorganized, non

violent, disruptive tactics were intended to re-establish 

symbolic interruption of "business as usual" in the Capitol. 

Caught in an early dawn, surprise revocation of a peaceful 

assembly permit, the protestors attempted by trash cans, 

garbage and abandoned cars, to stall traffic into the city. 

There were isolated instances of vandalism—puncturing 

tires, ripping up mailboxes, and returning bottles and rocks 

for tear gas administered by police—but on the whole the 

groups were non-violent and offered no resistance to arrest. 

People," The Arizona Daily Star, April 30, 1971, Sec. A, 
p. ij.. "The Divided Panthers, " Time, 97 (February 22, 1971), 
23. And, "Destroying the Panther Myth," Time, 97 (March 22, 
1971), 19-20. 

114-. Richard Blystone, "Why Are Campuses So Quiet?" 
The Arizona Daily Star, March 7, 1971* Sec. E, p. 5. See 
also, "The Cooling of America," Time, 97 (February 22, 
1971), 10-19; and William Delaney^ ^FBI's Annual Report: 
Protest Violence Declines," The Arizona Daily Star, July 
16, 1971* Sec. B, p. k' 
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"The protestors generally went to jail without resistance, 

singing to guitars and flutes and holding up two fingers in 

the peace sign."1^ Calls to revolutionary, violent stances 

by certain underground leaflets were apparently completely 

ignored. 

What has not happened since Columbia is the recogni

tion by civil authorities that there is a fundamental dis

tinction between extremism and protest. Police handling of 

the incident contributed to or aggravated the disturbance 

(and most of the property destruction) by the surprise revo

cation of the permit, by random tear gassing, and by random 

and even illegal arresting. Dr. John P. Spiegel, Director 

of the Lemberg Center for the Study of Violence at Brandies 

University, equated official reaction to the demonstration 

with the provocative actions of parents of delinquent chil

dren: "It is certainly possible . . • that the intensity of 

the protest could have been diminished . . . that it would 

not have escalated."^ 

1f?. "2,200 Protestors Seized in Capital," The 
Arizona Daily Star, May 5» 1971* Sec. A, p. 1. 

16. "Police Actions Scored by Violence Expert," 
Arizona Daily Star, May ij., 1971* Sec. A, p. 13. The point 
of official Incompetency in these matters has also been made 
by the president of the American Psychological Association, 
Dr. George Albee. See, "Psychologist Blames Nixon's Admin
istration for Underlying Causes of Conflicts," The Arizona 
Daily Star, June 18, 1970, Sec. C, p. 15* 
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By the end of 1968, the New Left was merely a 

description of ideological leanings and presuppositions. In 

1969# the SDS itself split over the question of violent tac

tics. The issue of violence then, has seemingly been 

answered negatively for all but a few. But the spectacular 

violent actions of this small minority are doubly perplexing. 

On the one hand it is difficult to see that there are any 

constructive courses that could be pursued which would meet 

their complaints; and, on the other, student moderates, 

while not participating are neither repudiating such 

actions. The President's Commission on Campus Unrest 

relates that in a September 1970 survey of white middle-

class, graduating seniors, conducted by the University of 

California, 11 . . . 80 percent believed confrontations, 

ranging from non-violent mass demonstrations to violent 

acts, are necessary to achieve social change."^ In Decem

ber 1970, percent of college students polled thought 

violence was "sometimes justified to bring about change in 

American society . . 

The word "confrontations" here means basically two 

types of activity: individual or small-group acts of ter

ror; and spectacular acts of civil disobedience. 

17. The President's Commission on Campus Unrest, 
op. cit., p. ij-9. 

18. The Gallup Opinion Index, Report Number 68, 
February, 1971* P. *1-1. 
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Acts of terror, that is intended violence princi

pally to induce fear, are escalating. Individuals com

pletely disillusioned with the American political process, 

and with sufficient despair to engage in making bombs number 

approximately 1,000.^ Precise figures are difficult to 

attain because before July 1970, no records were kept on 

number of bombs set, or the percentage attributable to 

radical extremists. 

But from July 1970, to the end of March 1971» there 

were reported 812^® bombing incidents (including the death 

of a researcher and 6 million dollars worth of damage in the 

August 1970 explosion at the University of Wisconsin's Array 

Mathematics Research Center). Finally, the Assistant Secre

tary of the Treasury has divulged that between January 1, 

1969* and April 15» 1970, lj.1,000 bombings, attempted bomb

ings, and threats of bombings were recorded in the nation; 

with 8,200 attributable to radical extremists.^ The dead 

and wounded in such attacks number about 100. Hopelessness, 

despair, isolation, and ridicule have led this minority to 

an extremism reminiscent, in Dr. Spiegel's words, to a "feud 

19. "Bombings Punctuate Demands of Radicals," The 
Arizona Daily Star, April 12, 1970, Sec. A, p. 12. 

20. Marquis Childs, "Bombing Incidents Grow," The 
Arizona Daily Star, March 27, 1971* Editorial page. 

21. The President's Commission on Campus Unrest, 
op. cit., p. 38. 
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pattern" like that engaging the Hatfields and the McCoys in 

the Kentucky Hills. There seems to be little that is 

"political" about this violence; indeed, it is a spiteful 

repudiation of politics. 

A second pattern of "demonstrations" is that of pro

fessedly non-violent, but spectacular acts of civil disobe

dience. These include notable cases in which, as the 

government has claimed, the line between legitimate draft 

counseling and illegal draft advocacy has been crossed by 

well known national figures like Dr. Benjamin Spock and the 

Rev. William S. Coffinj the destruction of draft files; and 

the stealing and publicizing of intelligence dossiers. 

These radicals' repudiation of terror demonstrates, appar

ently at least, respect for the notions of politics and 

political processes. 

The evolution then of demonstration politics after 

1967* presents a complex and fragmented movement; disagree

ing, fundamentally, over the desirability of violence in 

political protest. There are no indications that critical 

attitudes about the war, poverty in America and government 

recalcitrance have changed. Nor that the perceptions of the 

majority of protestors concerning the American political 

process are greatly at variance with those of extremists— 

79 percent of students do not believe the political system 
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responds quickly enough to meet legitimate needs.^ Con

ceivably the potential and perhaps even the proclivity for 

violence is still with them. Disregarding the tactics, con

cerned students are exhibiting a willingness to philosophi

cally justify violence in hypothetical situations. What has 

happened apparently is that the most frustrated and des

perate of the radicals have become surrogates for the rest. 

The possibility of violence then still looms, but it will 

not again be precipitated by the manipulations of revolu

tionaries or even the police. 

II 

This cursory history of the movement is merely 

intended to make and distinguish the following points. 

First, radical politics has basically four strands: the 

committed but moderate majority of students and activists 

who have proven they can be mobilized in a brief span of 

time; the small coterie of real revolutionaries and self-

styled revolutionaries, (often it is difficult to tell them 

apart); the minute fraction of alienated nihilists; and, the 

likewise small number of spectacular civil disobedients. 

Secondly, although pursued with varying intensities, 

their objectives through the use of demonstration politics 

are approximately the same. All four divisions of activists 

22. The Gallup Opinion Index, Report Number 68, 
February, 1971* P* ^2. 
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are aiming at power--the possibility of influencing and 

entering into official decision-making; the vindication of 

their rights—-both human and political, in a diversified 

series of "test cases" to reaffirm their public standing as 

persons and citizens; and, individual exuberance. In addi

tion, overriding these explicit objectives is the unarticu-

lated goal of personal and often, but not always, political 

self-projection. The comparison of this type of protest 

politics with a cult, a religion, an escape, a game, has 

often been made. And I think to a very large extent the 

analogies hold true. The disavowal, on the one hand, of 

history and theory, and on the other, the reluctance to pro

vide radical alternatives to our present way of doing poli

tics, indicates that the phenomenon is more a product of 

alienation and moral outrage at the discrepancy between 

democracy as a moral ideal and the undemocratic and immoral 

practices visible in the American political process than it 

is a traditional political problem. Michael Harrington has 

perceived this constituent in the self-righteous attitudes 

of protestors, 

. . .  t h e r e  i s  a  m y s t i c a l  e l e m e n t  i n  t h i s  c o m m i t 
ment which has nothing to do with politics. By 
going into the slum; by sharing the life of those 
who are so impoverished that they are uncorrupted, 
values are affirmed. It is honest and moral and 
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antl-hypocritical to be on the margin of societyp, 
whether the community organization works or not. * 

While this observation was made in 1966, it remains insight

fully correct. Let me, however, to bring it up-to-date, 

make certain substantiating comments. 

The evidence that primarily demonstration politics 

concerns more of a willingness to put one's self on the line 

rather than theorize can be gathered from these considera

tions: 

1. While the changes in the types and locations of 

demonstrations make it difficult to generalize on the char

acter of protestors, quantitative and non-quantitative 

studies of activists have delivered remarkably similar find-
pjt 

ings. ̂  Contrary to the charges leveled by unsympathetic 

critics,^ the majority are upper middle-class, not engaging 

in the reputed parental authority revolt, markedly liberal 

in their political persuasions, without formal (or any) 

religious ties, and often much above average in intelligence 

and scholastic ability. There are no immediate indications 

23. Michael Harrington, "The Mystical Militants," 
Thoughts of the Young Radicals: A Collection of Essays from 
The New Republic (Mew Jersey: Harrison-Blaine of New 
Jersey, 19^>ti )> 67-68. 

21̂ .. See the fine collection of descriptive essays 
in, Julian Poster and Durward Long (eds.), Protest! Student 
Activism in America (New York: William Morrow & Company, 
1$70), esp. pp. 27-S&; 89-101; 123-157. 

25. Seymour L. Halleck, "Hypotheses of Student 
Ifcirest," Protest! (eds.) Poster and Long, op. cit., pp. 
10^-122, esp. pp. 107-111. 
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in this literature that these biographies disclose malad

justed, inconsiderate, or criminally disposed individuals. 

Quite the contrary. They connote privileged, well-balanced, 

sophistocated and alert persons, prone to and able to engage 

in humanistic concerns. 

The ideal goals of demonstration politics take on 

another dimension if we shift our attention from the tactics 

sometimes employed to the expressed concerns of their pro

test. In almost all cases, except in those dominated by 

extremism, protests have had a moral tone. Rather than per

mitting our focus to be determined by professional critics 

who seem to exclusively review the demonstrators' political 

sophistication, the possibility of implementing their 

p/i 
demands, or the intellectual content of their programs, 

their style of public action presents the determinant and 

unique ingredients of their contribution. It is religious 

and ritualized. These two qualities give the movement its 

commitment and its character; and it is the expression of 

this ritualism that makes student protest susceptible to the 

types of analysis appropriate to such behavior—game, ̂7 and 

26. For a good evaluation of professional criticism 
of student radicalism, see Irving Louis Harowitz, "Young 
Radicals and Professional Critics, Commonweal, 89 (January 
31, 1969), 552-556. 

27. "If forced to describe student rebellion in a 
phrase, we would best refer to it as a 'comedy of the 
absurd'. Indeed, our effort in part is to translate this 
literary allusion into a sociologically intelligible 
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social exchange theory.2® The hackneyed and reiterated 

causes of radical politics make sense only insofar as they 

are expressions of personal commitment. The movement, in 

the words of the President's Commission, 

. . . rejects what it sees to be the operational 
ideals of American society: materialism, competi
tion, rationalism, technology consumerism, and 
militarism. This emerging culture is the deeper 
cause of student protest against war, racial _ 
injustice, and the abuses of the multiversity. ' 

A most important point is that this "culture" itself is a 

stance; and one that is as interested in political programs 

as it is in morality and priorities. Its style has become 

politics; it is style become politics. 

2. While the most dramatic examples of this type of 

personal self-affirmation have been directed against the war 

in Viet Nam and racial conditions in America, and so have 

taken on a pre-eminently political character, these demon

strations have only been occasional, with often long lapses 

account . . . the task of a Sociology of the Absurd is to 
show how social actors construct social meaning in the 
course of action, and through this action transcend absurd
ity. This task seems to require a game-like model." Marvin 
B. Scott and Stanford M. Lyman, The Revolt of the Students 
(Columbus: Charles E. Merrill Publishing Company, 1970), 
p. 2. 

28. Daniel Kornstein and Peter Weissenberg, "Social 
Exchange Theory and the University," Protest I Student 
Activism in America, op. cit., pp. ljJ4.7-4.56. 

29. The President's Commission on Campus Unrest, 
op. cit., p. 52. 
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between them. The more frequent but less spectacular occa

sions have been local and over issues more tangential to the 

participants. Studies undertaken during the 1966-67, and 

1967-68, school years show that by far the most frequent 

student participation in university protest involved admin

istrative policies of the school; and only at a few institu

tions was racial discrimination and the war protested by a 

fraction of the student body.^O And also, that, 

Of the 535 colleges and universities reporting pro
test, 3$> stated that it was violent, 9% that it was 
obstructive, 33$ that it was physical but not 
obstructive, while the remaining $$% of institutions 
encountered diplomatic protest only. It is apparent 
that the scenes of battle so eagerly recorded by the 
television cameras are not 'typical' of student pro
tests, or of American campuses in 1967-68.31 

In this study also students protested most fre

quently about academic and institutional problems, but when 

they did demonstrate about national political affairs, the 

incidence of violence soared. 

Finally in regard to this point of personal commit

ment, Mr. Harrington mentioned in the passage quoted the 

preference given to community organizing. This activity of 

total involvement interestingly enough was the first to be 

30. Alexander Astin, "Determinants of Student 
Activism," protestl (eds.) Poster and Long, op. cit., 
pp. 89-101, esp. pp. 93-94* 

31. Durward Long and Julian Poster, "Levels of Pro
test, " Protestl (eds.) Poster and Long, op. cit., pp. 81-88. 
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taken on by organized radical groups. Even early Black Pan

ther and SDS concerns centered about building and refurbish

ing institutions of "participatory democracy.11 And more 

interestingly still, it is to these concerns that these 

groups, in cyclic fashion, are returning.-^ 

3. The incidents of apparent violence then in these 

situations must be distinguished from perennial acts of van

dalism, malicious mischief and obstruction on the one hand; 

and from violence simpliciter on the other. (I am excluding 

here overt and visible acts of terror, like bombings). What 

so dramatically characterizes demonstration politics on and 

off the campus is not violence but political violence. But 

the interesting and unique aspect of the "Berkeley inven

tion" is how such a phase occurred. For what has happened 

in paradigm cases of violent demonstrations is that the 

public communication demanded by moral commitment has become 

a political education and a political issue through the 

force and intransigence of civil, and especially, national 

officials. 

Why what begins like a morality play can end up a 

riot can only convincingly be explained again with the game 

theory model. When frustration and despair, in both the 

civil rights and student movements, become common among the 

32. "White Panthers Soon to Become Rainbow People," 
op. cit. 
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participants as a result of their perceived failure to 

change policy by moral suasion, continued moral stands took 

on the style of classic confrontations. Both sides, blacks 

and students, versus authorities, accepted their participa

tion in a zero sum game of power. Professors V7olin and 

Schaar describe this occurrence during the 1966-67 incident 

at Berkeley, 

There was, then, a fatal logic in this politics of 
confrontation, in this academic re-enactment of game 
theory. Once the premises were set, a showdown was 
inevitable; the more rationally each side acted out 
the shared premises, the more profoundly irrational 
would the. final outcome be.33 

The "showdown was inevitable" in the sense that each side 

was engaged in a spiraling dynamic in which the confronta

tion could only end in some kind of violence if the protago

nists were to be faithful to their principles. The game 

looked like this: initial student outrage at spectacular 

instances of cognitive and moral dissonance; symbolic, public 

demonstration of this outrage; indignance, misunderstanding 

of motives, refusal to listen, and then various forms of 

repression on the part of civil authorities; and finally, 

the showdown. When official and university authority per

ceived student unrest as a problem, rooted in their selfish 

demands, their perception was "inseparable from the alloca

tion of blame." Alternately, students perceived the 

33. Wolin and Schaar, The Berkeley Rebellion and 
Beyond, op. cit., p. 52. 
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enforcement of discipline and repression as an affront to 

their moral integrity and a denial of their political 

rights. 

Thus in most of the incidents in which violence did 

occur (a minority of the total protest incidents) violence 

came upon and surprised the radicals. They had not, as had 

their adversaries, planned for it. This was politics acci-

dently discovered or encountered in a fundamentally moral 

exercise. White radicals, unlike their black counterparts, 

were not initially reacting to the imposed structure of 

their lives. They were occasionally mobilizing to express 

moral disapproval and disgust at certain public policy 

objectives. The official repressive reactions began to 

indicate to them that there may be a connection between the 

object of their protest and what in general their repressors 

represented. At this point, indictment of the "system" was 

a foregone conclusion. And it is only at this point that 

the undemocratic nature of protest can be understood. 

Demonstrators' apparent disregard for majority opinion and 

civil liberties of those who disagree with their position 

stems from a perceived illogical demand: 

He cannot have much regard for these things if he 
believes that American liberal democracy, with the 
consent and approval of the vast majority of its 
citizens, is pursuing values and policies that he 
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sees as fundamentally immoral and apocalyptically 
destructive. 3m-

I do not wish to press the religious analogy of 

radical commitment too far. The point is not that radicals 

are not engaged in political protest, they are. Rather the 

nature of this protest is something more than strictly 

political: radicals have been forced (literally) into 

political questions. When students neglect their studies in 

favor of mobilizations, professors put their positions on 

the line in order to march and give speeches, and clergymen 

incur the possibility of suspension (at least), to engage in 

matters of state; and when all of these face criminal 

charges; they are doing more than engaging in a political 

dispute. Public, moral display has become politics; and 

remains so both for moral and political reasons. Those in 

the "youth culture" have generated a political issue—the 

right to forge new political expressions. This is why for 

the most extreme among them resolution of issues is not the 

goal. Their violence is retaliatory; and with this inten

tion it is not political but exclusive and psychoneurotic. 

The others, however, were engaged in a power relationship, 

in the pursuit of political change. 

3k- The President's Commission on Campus Unrest, 
op. cit., p. 65. 
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III 

This analysis still does not satisfactorily explain 

activists' penchant for violence if the occasion arises. 

They seem to have so much to loose. The volume of criticism 

repeatedly belabors this point: their actions hamper what

ever effectiveness they might have. Apparently, the charge 

is one of imputing to activists irrationality. 

The most widely proclaimed exponent of radical 

youth, Kenneth Keniston, presents the explanation that for 

this generation "the issue of violence is central" because 

of its maturation in the shadow of lethal possibilities of 

advanced technology.-^ Prom pesticides to nuclear war, 

youth and young adults have been sensitized to the myriad 

examples of psychological and historical violence that punc

ture contemporary life. Keniston concludes that "... the 

issue of violence is to this generation what the issue of 

sex was to the Victorian world."36 (Emphasis is in the 

original). The analogy holds true, he claims, especially in 

the modes of suppression and displacement: "inner and outer 

violence is replacing sex as a prime object of fear, terror, 

35>. Kenneth Keniston, Young Radicals: Notes on 
Committed Youth (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 19fc>8) ,  
pp. 2Aj.7-256. 

36. Ibid., p. 2I4.8• 
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projection, displacement, repression, suppression, acting 

out, and efforts at control."^7 

This mental pressure is producing visible insta

bility: heightened individualism and "autonomic activity to 

the point of psychosomatic illness"; depression; incivility; 

increased need of surrogates and external objects of vio

lence, like television and pornography, to be vicariously 

associated with.^® In other words, Keniston predicts that 

the "showdown" (to use Wolin and Schaar's term again) is 

present and realizable at any moment. And moral indignation 

fused with this propensity is quite literally a powder keg. 

Iftifortunately Keniston wrote his observations before 

the most violent demonstrations of 1968. And he has been 

severely criticized for his conclusion that young radicals 

were able to control and modulate their violent urgings.39 

Up to a point they were. But we may advantageously use his 

analysis to explain how an incident could be perceived as 

sufficiently provocative to surpass this point of control. 

37. Ibid.» pp. 252-253. 

38. Ibid., p. 253. 

39. Joseph Adeflson, "Inventing the Young," Commen
tary, 51 (May, 1971)# ^3-1+8. The onus of Adelson's criti-
cisra is that Keniston is not only insensitive to the vio
lence within the student Movement, but unconscious of the 
probable violent consequences of its moralism: "In accept
ing this grammar of motives, Keniston has accepted the 
strategy of externalization by which the Movement and the 
counter-culture explains, justifies, and forgives its most 
dubious beliefs and deeds," p. l\.6. 
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Dr. Alvin F. Pousaaint observed this detonative process 

among early black civil-rights workers in the South, 

In this South I observed many civil-rights workers 
struggling with suppressed rage toward whites until 
it culminated in the angry, assertive cry of 'Black 
Power!1 I remember treating Negro workers after 
they have been beaten viciously by white toughs or 
policemen while conducting civil-rights demonstra
tions. I would frequently comment, 'You must feel 
pretty angry getting beaten up like that by those 
bigots.1 Often I received a reply such as; 'No, 
I don't hate those white men, I love them because 
they must really be suffering with all that hatred 
in their souls. Dr. King says the only way we can 
win our freedom is through love. Anger and hatred 
have never solved anything.' 

I used to sit there and wonder, 'Now, what do 
they really do with their rage?' 

Well, after a period of time it became appar
ent that they were directing it mostly at each 
other and the white civil-rights workers . . . 
while they were talking about being nonviolent and 
'loving' the sheriff that just hit them over the 
head, they rampaged around the project houses beat
ing up each other. 

As the months progressed and Negro workers became 
more conscious of their anger, it was more system
atically directed toward white Southern racists, the 
lax Federal Government, token integration and finally 
the hypocrisy of many white liberals and white civil-
rights workers. This rage was at a fever pitch for 
many months before it became crystallized in the 
'Black Power' slogan. The workers who shouted it the 
loudest were those with the oldest battle scars from 
the terror, demoralization and direct confrontation 
with Southern white racism. Furthermore, some of the 
most bellicose chanters of the slogan had been, just 
a few years before, exemplars of nonviolent, loving 
passive resistance in their struggle against white 
supremacy. These workers appeared to be seeking a 
sense of inner psychological emancipation from racism 
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through self-assertion and release of aggressive, 
angry feelings. 

Moral outrage from the conviction that conditions 

could be changed in the university and in American domestic 

and foreign policy, and would not be can promote, if the 

intensity of commitment is deep enough, demonstrations of 

violence. The critics miss the point when they charge this 

is irrational behavior; it can be psychological self-

defense. It may indeed appear irrational if it assumes the 

form of spontaneous eruptions against something so nebulous 

as "the system", but the majority of radicals make more pre

cise indictments. Their protest is over the lack of power, 

their exclusion from the making of decisions which affect 

their survival: whether it be their physical survival 

characterized by the draft issue, or their survival as moral 

beings characterized by their refusal to support any longer 

(even by their silence) the American involvement in the War. 

Riotous demonstrations attest to and symbolize integrity. I 

think Hannah Arendt meant this when she wrote of students, 

Since men live in a world of appearances and, in 
their dealings with it, depend upon manifestation, 
hypocrisy's conceits—as distinguished from tempo
rary ruses, followed by disclosure in due time— 

lj.0. Alvin P. Poussaint, "A Negro Psychiatrist 
Explains the Negro Psyche," Black Protest in the Sixties, 
ed. August Meir and Elliott Rudwick (Chicago: 'i'he New York 
Times Company, Quadrangle Books, 1970), pp. 136-137* 
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cannot be met with what is recognized as reasonable 
behavior. 4-1 

These radicals pvirsued power and because of their integrity 

and repression they encountered, it could only end in vio

lence. Their determination to act, their discovery of 

"public happiness, has ended in despair and a resolution 

to at least maintain their innocence. The instigation of 

violence is now in the hands of the authorities. And the 

committed have managed unintentionally to reintroduce 

morality into American politics, into the institution whose 

guiding ideology, pluralism, had previously precluded it. 

This kind of action is political because it is pro

moted by our way of doing politics, not because it articu

lated a traditionally defined "political problem." The 

dependence and obedience demanded by structures that frus

trate every human impulse cannot be restrained forever. 

Radical violence, then, is ironically political—the public 

result of politically induced atomization and individuali

zation. It is accidentally political by proposing human 

problems insoluble to "bureaucratic espistomology." Activ

ists have "trouble" in communicating their demands because 

1|.1. Hannah Arendt, "Reflections on Violence," 
Journal of International Affairs, 23, Number I (1969), 25. 

1|.2• For a discussion of this aspect of student 
activism, see Hannah Arendt, "Thoughts on Politics and Revo
lution," The New York Review of Books, 16 (April 22, 1971). 
8. 
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there is no shared xmderstanding on the nature and defini

tion of public discourse. The issues presented by radicals 

defy the pragmatic "problem-solving" approach of the univer

sity and the American political process. 

They are rebelling against bureaucracy, against the 

form of government in which everyone is deprived of freedom. 

They are, perhaps mindlessly at times, maintaining their 

humanity against the rule of no-one, of a tyranny without a 

tyrant. There may be humor in this oppression, but the 

absurd kind that exacerbates. On the same day Mark Rudd 

received his suspension for the spectacular and integral 

part he played in the Columbia riot, he incongruously 

received from the University the following letter:^ 

Dear Mark: 

Although the events of the past few weeks make last 
semester seem a particularly long distance away, I 
still wish to congratulate you on your fine scho
lastic record for the fall term. It is particularly 
important at this time for us all to take cognizance 
of the primary function of this college. I hope you 
take appropriate pride in your academic accomplish
ment. 

Very truly yours, 
Henry S. Coleman 
Acting Dean 

prom infuriation, the "Hew Left" has gained an 

appreciation for public things. In so doing they have repu

diated, often at severe cost to themselves, the 

1|3. Jerry L. Avorn, Up Against the Ivy Wall: A 
History of the Columbia Crisis (New York: Atheneum, 19t>9). 
p. 27ti. : 
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representative (unrepresentative they would maintain) nature 

of our politics. And because of this repudiation, they have 

challenged the legitimacy of our traditional political 

institutions; and opened up this questioning of authority 

for many others. 

IV 

The traditional politics of bargaining and compro

mise, the hypocritical and manipulative politics that imple

ments the goals of "life, liberty, and the pursuit of happi

ness" primarily through Darwinian competition for material 

gain, was so narrow, selfish and uncreative as to promote 

the conception that early idealistic questions of the young 

were threats and violations. Demonstration politics turned 

radical, turned political when it discovered that innovation, 

especially moral innovation, would not be permitted in the 

American political process without a fight. 

And in turning political, it turned violent. Not 

the violence of terror, for only a fraction engage in this, 

but the overt, spontaneous violence of commitment—of 

putting their bodies on the line. 

There is then a similarity in purpose and style 

between the ghetto poor demanding their personality and 

white radicals demanding the space to exercise theirs. Both 

are assuming the consequences. 



CHAPTER ij. 

A DEFENSE OP VIOLENT DISSENT 

Violence, individual and political, is not only 

harmful to the person but is potentially destructive of the 

state as well. It is both violation of those immediately 

involved and of the moral basis of the community and thus 

threatening to the necessary stability of any polity. It 

ushers in an inherently unstable condition that, if per

mitted to persist, is incompatible with politics, polities 

and practical solutions to group problems. 

When violence becomes widespread, the legitimacy of 

the official government has become problematic. During the 

1960's, the legitimacy^ of the "System" was severely chal

lenged. Political violence indicated that the actors 

involved no longer thought they had an obligation to obey 

the law. Radicals indicated that governmental institutions 

were unfair, and without the moral claim or right to obedi

ence. We have yet to realize fully the seriousness of this 

defiance. 

1. The question of legitimacy and the reasons for 
its apparent breakdown are insightfully presented in John H. 
Schaar's article, "Legitimacy in the Modern State," Power 
and Community: Dissenting Essays in Political Science, ed. 
Philip Green and Sanford Levinson (New York: Random House, 
Vintage Books, 1970), pp. 276-327. 
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What we have realized is that the decade has further 

diminished the consensual basis of our political community; 

if, indeed, that basis has ever been more than tenuously 

narrow to begin with. In response to glaring inequities 

officially sanctioned within the polity (from discrimination 

based upon race, sex, and age, to officials overtly lying to 

their constituents), groups have set themselves at variance 

with official direction and with each other. And these 

groups remain in imminent source of conflict. 

Differentiation (1) increases the number of social 
systems that constitute a society; (2) increases 
the salience of the particular system to which a 
norm belongs, which increases the salience of sub
system goals and values; (3) increases the discon
tinuity between subsystems as the normative content 
of each is purified and decontaminated.2 

When a substantial number of social groups feel com

pelled to disobey the law on the basis of sincerely and 

deeply held moral convictions, political authority devolves 

from the older polity to various consensus groups within it. 

Each becomes its own authority and locus of obligation. 

Michael Walzer has thrown much light upon the defi

nition and significance of such groups he calls "secondary 

associations with claims to primacy.These are consensus 

2. Arnold S. Peldman, "Violence and Volatility: 
The Likelihood of Revolution," Internal War, ed. Harry 
Eckstein (New York: The Free Press of Glencoe, I96I4.), 
pp. 120-121. 

3. Michael Walzer, "The Obligation to Disobey,11 
Obligations: Essays on Disobedience, War, and Citizenship 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1970), p. 11. 
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groups in a pluralistic polity whose disobedience usually is 

only "intermittent and limited" to occasionally questioning 

the inclusiveness of state sovereignty. Walzer, correctly I 

think, considers such associations as in fact operationali-

zing the concept of consent: "Only if the possible legiti

macy of counter-groups with limited claims is recognized and 

admitted can the state be regarded as a group of consenting 

citizens."^" But if such an expected condition expands, and 

some commentators are fearful in their predictions that it 

will,-* we stand to experience something like that nemesis of 

politics--what those in the seventeenth century referred to 

as a state of nature—with what was once "the government" 

relying only on violence—and not on a monopoly of violence 

at that. 

The problem presented then is whether these perpe

trators of political violence can be morally or legally 

justified in their actions. They apparently are running the 

risk of dissolving the polity; an action, I take it, that 

would require justification. But they are doing so, as they 

claim, from allegiance to moral norms; that is, what from 

all accounts appears to be the principle of justice. The 

question then becomes whether we can objectify (to some 

!{.. Ibid.» p. 19. 

5. See Samuel Lubell, The Hidden Crisis in American 
Politics (New York: W. W. Norton, 1971). 
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extent) the principle of justice in order to enable us to 

morally and legally evaluate the actions of political radi

cals. If they are aliens, strangers in their own country, 

they are not members of the dominant political community 

(presuming there still is a dominant political community); 

they have been, I have argued, expelled. And they have been 

driven out by official refusal to conform to the norms and 

procedures of a democratic state. But can we establish this 

as fact, or must it remain the subjective claims of certain 

individuals? If it can be established as fact, can the 

dominant political community then punish these radicals as 

"criminals"? What would it punish them for? For being just 

and human and democrats, or for simply refusing to obey the 

law? And if it can be established as fact, what are the 

consequences for our present political society? Must we 

revert to that frightful state of nature? 

These issues, I maintain, are not as complex as they 

first appear. It is simply that few have bothered to sort 

them out; they have instead commented upon the validity of 

one or another of them exclusively to the point that the 

claims involved seem incompatible. Most often they are not 

so. 

I wish to present in this chapter the rational limi

tations upon the moral claims raised by radical politics 
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during the last decade. I will leave to the next chapter 

comments upon legal claims and punishment. 

I 

Professor Schaar has correctly observed, 

. , , that legitimate authority is declining in 
the modern states; that, in a real sense, 'law 
and order' is^ the basic political question of 
our day.6 

It is so because the institutions of decision-making have 

been exposed. They have been unmasked by the demands of 

protestors and through the consequences of these demands 

inflicted upon them, as having "at their centers, not a 

vital principle of authority, but something approaching a 

hollow space, a moral vacuum.Schaar concludes that the 

community may be held together in prosperous times by 

socialization, habit and sentiment; with reassurance and 

propaganda from rulers playing no small part in perpetuating 

a stable, procedurally neutral polity. The theory which 

established the authority of such a polity however, can not 

maintain it indefinitely. Pluralism, the theory which had 

legitimized the operation of our own polity, has been shown 

to be a rationalization for the maximization of certain 

interests (the stability of the state at all costs being one 

of them) and not the guide to the "open society" it was 

6. Schaar, op. cit., p. 278. 

7. Ibid., p. 280. 
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purported to be. Radical politics has demythologized the 

unifying principle of our political community. That has 

been its purposes 

To tear the mask of hypocrisy from the face of the 
enemy, to unmask his devious machinations and 
manipulations that permit him to rule without using 
violent means, that is, to provoke action even at 
the risk of annihilation so that the truth may come 
out—these are still among the strongest motives inft 
todays violence on the campuses and in the streets.0 

This demythologizing has not only damaged our origi

nal theory of political legitimacy; it has also, as the 

1960's went on, effectively discredited it. Or at least it 

has tended to establish the practice of reviewing all laws 

"in the light of conscience," and thereby introduced selec

tive allegiance to the legal system. 

But the passionate and subjective appeal to con

science must of necessity be the weakest public justification 

for disobeying a law. On the one hand, an individual is not 

normally in a position to ascertain the facts nor to devote 

the requisite time necessary to engage in public decision

making. We have only to consider (and admit) the complexi

ties of national and international issues. What facts are 

relevant in private interpretations of the extension or 

termination of the Draft, of the Gulf of Tonkin incident, or 

the state of welfare reform? Even if such facts were 

8. Hannah Arendt, "Reflections on Violence,11 

Journal of International Affairs, 23, Number I (1969), 25. 
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available, or were not withheld for whatever reason from the 

citizenry, how could an individual certify that his inter

pretation was free from his most private and particular 

commitments? 

On the other hand, radicals' recourse to conscience 

is too personal to provide the foundation and the justifica

tion for the disobedience they recommend to others. In his 

civil disobedience, Martin Luther King resorted to the cri

terion of a Higher Law in the Scholastic tradition. But, as 

critics are quick to notice, this can amount to a private 

vision, a personal revelation. To insist upon its validity 

in the face of the conflicting claims of others and the law, 

is to terminate dialogue and admit the impossibility of 

political solutions. 

This appears as an insoluble predicament. Where can 

we go for resolution? Certainly not to the law, for this 

would beg the question and invoke the law in its own 

defense. The question we are posing concerns the moral 

authority of the law itself. Nor can we go to the absolute 

authority of conscience, for this would both terminate the 

discussion and eliminate politics, and permit individual 

actions we know to be wrong. To allow everyone the supre

macy of his conscience over law is to permit more than 

anarchy. It is to tolerate actions from ignorance, frailty 

and bad faith. Certainly we would not want to establish a 
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principle that guaranteed Hobbes1 state of nature; that 

encouraged religious fanatics, racial bigots, and criminals 

to freely act on their own judgment. Yet this is precisely 

the-type of behavior logically permitted by resorting to 

conscience as the final, supreme authority. 

Nor does it help to stipulate that action may only 

proceed on a right or moral conscience. The fact that we 

know fanatics, bigots and criminals to be wrong does not 

establish that they know it; nor does it even establish that 

our convictions are true. Professor Jeffrie Murphy points 

out, 

If the principle is that we may evade laws only 
when our moral beliefs are correct (as presumably 
/Lester7 Maddox's are not), must we not still 
make provision for the enormous possibilities for 
mistake and self deception? Even when we believe 
we are right, in other words, should we always be 
confident that we know we are right and act 
accordingly? ° 

We all know error and self-deception are immanent possibili

ties regardless of the sincerity of our moral and convic

tions. It would seem, then, that something more than the 

anarchical principle of the supremacy of the individual 

conscience is needed. If radicals are to repudiate the 

legitimacy of an on-going political community, on what other 

principle may they rely? 

9. Jeffrie E. Murphy, "Violence and the Rule of 
Law," Ethics. 80 (July, 1970), 320. 
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What we are looking for is a principle that will 

demonstrate to what extent law imposes an obligation. We 

all know there is something wrong with public violence, and 

presumably conscientious radicals do also or else their 

violence would be more indiscriminate, but what is it? Or, 

to put it another way, does the law rest on anything other 

than a legal obligation? Is it binding for any other reason 

than that it says it is? 

The answer must be yes. Principally through the 

work of John Rawls, the point has been made that contract 

theory underlying liberal political communities (like our 

own) entails a moral commitment to the legal system insofar 

as the law, as a social decision procedure, supports a 

political community in which benefits accrue to all par

ticipants because of their continued reciprocal sacrifices. 

The participants bind each other in fairness to make pos

sible a practical social decision procedure. In Rawl's 

scheme, the moral obligation to obey the law results from 

the duty of fair play: 

If one thinks of the constitution as a fundamental 
part of the scheme of social cooperation, then one 
can say that if the constitution is just, and if 
one has accepted the benefits of its working and 
intends to continue doing so, and if the rule 
enacted is within certain limits, then one has an 
obligation, based on the principle of fair play, 
to obey it when it comes one's turn.10 

10. John Rawls, "Legal Obligation and the Duty of 
Pair Play," Law and Philosophy, ed. Sidney Hook (New York: 
New York University Press, p. 9. 
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What is crucial here is that there is an intermedi

ate step between reliance upon conscience and reliance upon 

the law. Justice, to Rawls, is a principle defined accord

ing to the following two concepts: 1) "each person engaged 

in an institution or effected by it has an equal right to 

the most extensive liberty compatible with a like liberty 

for all"; and 2) "inequalities as defined by the institu

tional structure or fostered by it are arbitrary unless it 

is reasonable to expect that they will work out to every

one's advantage and provided that the positions and offices 

to which they attach or from which they may be gained are 

open to all."^ If we accept, as social contract theory 

does, the assumption that the primary function of government 

is to peaceably resolve public conflicts between persons; 

and if we insist that a second function is to guarantee the 

maximization of personal liberty in a community, the "rule 

of law" conjoins the two. 

This external principle appears satisfactory also in 

that it in no way supercedes conscience. Rawls is extremely 

careful to insist that the "rule of law" places only a prima 

facie obligation of obedience. It respects both the moral 

autonomy of the individual and the necessity of political 

unity. But it does provide a check against the demands of 

11. John Rawls, "Distributive Justice," Philosophy, 
Politics and Society, eds. Peter Laslett and W. G. Runciman 
(New York: Barnes and Noble, 1967), pp. 58-82. • 



1£9 

conscience or particular laws as supreme determinators of 

action. In such a scheme we may be called upon to obey 

unjust laws; or at least, those laws which appear at first 

glance to be discriminatory. If conscience is still to be 

the final authority, the responsibility for overriding this 

external moral principle lies in each case with him who dis

obeys the law. 

We can see then that the radical needs more than his 

personal conviction that a law is unjust to justify his 

action. It may indeed be. In an on-going political com

munity we would expect that often it would be. But the 

radical's obligation is not to any law, but to the legal 

institution; which is to say, to the convention of social 

decision making agreed upon by all members of his political 

community. 

II 

The problem, of course, lies in the implementation 

of this principle which supplies an additional reason for 

legal obedience. In any actual polity there are three types 

of legal pronouncements* the Constitution, the basic legal 

norm; particular laws supposedly consistent with this norm; 

and those ordinances derived from tradition or custom. To 

justify an act of disobedience then, a radical would have to 

demonstrate either that: 1) the Constitution was basically 

unjust and corrupted, and therefore could not serve as the 
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"rule of law" in Rawls1 sense, in which case the recourse 

would be revolution; or that, 2) particular laws or customs 

with the force of law were unjust and placed disproportion

ate sacrifices upon citizens in lieu of the reciprocity the 

principle of justice demands. Or a final appeal for dis

obedience could rest upon the evidence that the government 

has reneged on its obligation of reciprocity toward the 

citizens. If its deviations from lawful procedure or from 

the spirit of the Constitution are deceitful and unfair, 

Murphy concludes, 

When it can be demonstrated (and the burden of 
proof is on the citizen) that the government 
has violated its obligations of reciprocity by 
ignoring its own legal duties and limitations, 
then the government has no right to call upon 
the citizen to satisfy his own end of the social 
bargain. 

The recourse in these latter instances would be civil dis-

obedience. 

However, even this is not enough. The injustice of 

the law, even the disproportionate injustice of the law, 

must be joined, for justifiable disobedience, with exclusion 

from the community of benefits the law supports. This is 

not only to check against a deceived conscience; but also to 

restrain formally acceptable "unjust" laws relating to 

certain citizens, suddenly being the cause of political 

12. Jeffrie G. Murphy, "The Vietnam War and the 
Right of Resistance," Civil Disobedience and Violence (Bel
mont, California: Wadsworth, 1971)# P* 60. 
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disruption because of novel and contemporary ideological 

persuasions, We can conceive of those suffering inequali

ties pertaining to them because of the special benefits they 

deliver. If the rest of the community also sanctions and 

relies upon these inequalities, those involved in reaping 

the benefits because of their self-imposed restrictions can 

not, in justice, demand their immediate release from their 

condition. Nor can they justify disobedience to law because 

their condition no longer suits them. The paradigm of this 

type of situation would be voluntary service in the armed 

forces. Here a man voluntarily curtails his freedom and his 

legal rights in return for other benefits he considers more 

advantageous. 

The point I wish to make is that reciprocity applies 

to more than equal treatment. In a differentiated political 

community it applies also to public trust and predictability. 

Those who have entered into social bargains, like military 

service, have contributed to the form of the community which 

in turn influences others in the rational conduct of their 

lives. Such public trust can not be immediately or unilat

erally terminated. 

It would seem then, that a serviceman is prima facie 

unjustified in desertion, no matter what moral principle he 

may invoke. A student is prima facie unjustified in jeop

ardizing the functioning of a university, no matter what 
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principle is involved. The point is not only that there are 

other ways, although perhaps less dramatic, of making their 

protest, but that justice is not served by what amounts to 

letting other members of the community down. (A clear 

exception to this formulation of justice would occur if the 

polity were not a moral community but a band of brigands. 

But then, of course, Rawls1 first principle of justice would 

not apply. In fact, in such an organization considerations 

of liberty would be inappropriate and non-existent. If we 

could speak of a bond between members at all, it would be 

one of utilitarian co-existence.) 

There is, of course, only a prima facie obligation 

here also, but one of a stronger sort than Rawls is appar

ently willing to allow. Here personal moral autonomy is not 

impinged as long as there are other forms of protest avail

able and the special condition entered into is voluntary and 

not necessarily permanent. The officer can resign; the 

soldier can refuse his orders; the student can boycott 

classes or leave school. If these alternatives seem harsh, 

it is because more is at stake than the actor's welfare. 

Even in these special relationships, however, prima 

facie obligations can be overridden. But what is involved 

in these special cases is the additional obligation that the 

justification proposed demonstrate the action to be in the 

polity's immediate, significant interests and not threatening 
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to its foundations in trust. We must recognize the claims 

of conscience and those of the artificial political com

munity. 

The radical then, to justify his disobedient protest 

would have to demonstrate the injustice of the law, or the 

lack of reciprocity on the part of the government, and the 

injustice of his position vis-a-vis the rest of the com

munity. 

This case has been drawn very carefully. It does 

not include those who have been involuntarily excluded from 

the community, no matter how many communal advantages they 

may apparently be enjoying. Discriminated minorities are 

enjoying the benefits, say, of the pure food and drug laws, 

but this certainly does not mean they are citizens in fact, 

or that they participate in the reciprocity of communal 

life. In such cases of involuntary exclusion, no social 

bargaining has occurred and the obligation to obey the law 

is as Rawls draws it. 

Nor could thi3 case justify those offenses which 

constitute the core of the criminal law. For these offenses 

are prohibited not only because of the contrary expectations 

of the community, but primarily because they are wrong in 

themselves (mala in se). Usually, however, civil disobedi

ence is directed against civil law. Nevertheless, unfortu

nately, such illegality usually carries with it criminal 

penalties. 



16i|. 

Ill 

How does this analysis fit with the cases of urban 

and student disruption? Are there overriding moral consid

erations that justify their protest? 

In the case of the non-white poor, the conclusion 

seems obvious. These people, I have argued, have been sys

tematically and persistently excluded from the benefits of 

our political community. And what benefits they have 

derived have been either in spite of the intentions of the 

majority, or those devolving to them only by reason of their 

physical presence within the polity. 

Their legal disobedience and protest then, turns on 

more than their conscious awareness of their involuntary 

exclusion. It also involves the fact of discrimination, and 

the "prudential" rather than deliberate resolution of this 

situation. Disregarding for the moment the form their pro

test took, it seems absurd to say these people had a moral 

obligation to participate in the continuation of their sub

servience. 

The case of political radicals, however, seems much 

more difficult. Here the participants in political disrup

tion are not those excluded from the community; but, indeed, 

those most favored by society—the privileged beneficiaries 

of communal benefits. This of course is the most striking 

"hypocrisy" conservative critics point out. 
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However if we examine what radicals are protesting, 

we can make a case that the nature of their protest is not 

so very different from that of the non-white poor. In 

descending order—the demonstrations against the universi

ties, the draft, the continuation of the War, and the slow

ness of political resolutions of the problems of discrimi

nation and poverty, are protests against their involuntary 

exclusion from decision-making on matters that directly 

affect them as moral agents. 

The case for political radicals has been more 

obscure, I think, than that for the discriminated against 

because the exclusion of radicals is not as personal nor as 

total as that of the non-white poor. The exclusion of 

blacks or Indians, for example, involves the public denial 

of their personality. This is an additional reason why 

their prima facie obligation to obey the law can be over

ridden. It does not interfere with the moral case for white 

radicals' disobedience. In their case, the exclusion is 

functional and specific. But it also involves the question 

of their moral autonomy. We might expect a more analytic 

and precise justification for their actions, but we can not 

reject any justification out of hand because non-ethnic 

radicals enjoy most benefits of their society. 

Also, while the protest of the poor, at least ini

tially, was directed against seemingly unjust or 
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unconstitutional laws; that of white radicals was not. Yet 

both were protesting laws that stabilized injustices. The 

civil-rights protest aimed at laws directly unjust, those 

statutes fundamentally incongruous with the Constitution. 

Later protest of the poor was a result of the failure of 

executive response and rectification when such laws had been 

judicially overturned. 

Radicals, on the other hand, aimed their protest at 

the conditions of injustice permitted and abetted by appar

ently systematic policies. Certainly the regulations of the 

universities were not legally discriminating, yet they in 

fact excluded minorities and hindered the acquisition of a 

good liberal-arts undergraduate education. The draft law, 

while explicitly occupationally discriminatory was, in 

fact, implicitly racially discriminatory as well; thus 

placing serious obstacles against the non-white poor and the 

inarticulate. The War effort laid proportionate sacrifices 

on all citizens, yet was conducted in secrecy and deception. 

Here both the dubious legality and the probable consequences 

of the laws were challenged. Radicals rightly concluded 

that in such cases (corresponding to Rawls' second principle 

of justice,) it was not "reasonable to expect that they (the 

actual inequities permitted by the laws) will work out to 

everyone1 s advantage ...11 They were in fact not working 

out to everyone's advantage, but to that of only a few. The 
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situation was one of hypocritical democracy: the officially 

manufactured illusion that policy was made representatively 

for the good of the whole community. When this facade was 

probed and penetrated, radical protest came upon a reason to 

override the obligation to obey the law—their contractual 

obligations to each other as citizens in a democratic state. 

I have purposely omitted here consideration of the 

radical claim of the immorality of the Vietnam War. And I 

have done so not because I disavow that claim, but because 

its consideration is unnecessary in evaluating their moral 

obligation toward legal obedience. All too often such con

siderations become entangled in conscientious and religious 

commitments, and are extremely difficult, if indeed pos

sible, to settle in the public realm. 

However, this subjective claim need not have been 

invoked. I have argued here that the facts of the inequi

ties in our political system during the 1960's stand alone 

as justifying legal disobedience. 

IV 

There remains one final consideration. Justifying 

the possibility of moral resistance does not necessarily 

include justifying the form such dissent takes. Radical 

resistance must also consider moral claims of a non-

obligational kind. If we can establish that disobedience 

was morally all right, that the prima facie obligation broke 
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down on particular occasions, we must still evaluate the 

actors1 rationalizations for their form of political dis

obedience. Here there is much confusion also. 

Concerning urban riots, the case again, I believe, 

is unmistakably obvious. But this clarity results mainly 

from the type of disorder riots manifested. The violence in 

the ghettos was spontaneous, induced, and restrained. Pri

marily a reaction, a human stand demanded by the psycho

logical pressure building up among persons denied public 

recognition. It was specific and temporary, with few 

physical assaults and even fewer casualities. Nevertheless, 

there was damage to persons, and considerable destruction to 

property. But it was truly a "last resort." 

Radical violence, on the other hand, presents an 

array of goals, participants, means, and justifications. 

Classifying radical groups is hazardous and not very helpful 

in delineating their intentions and claims. And really we 

do not know how far any one of them is willing to go. 

Michael Walzer has recently remarked that much of our prob

lem in this regard results from a laissez-faire atmosphere 

that has settled over radical thinking in the last years of 

the decade. There seems to be no grounds for prediction. 

Walzer writes, 

I don't mean only (though this is important enough) 
there is no mass party from which we can expel 
idiots, adventurers, and plain criminals. There is 
also no common forum within which strategic options 



169 

can be debated, no 'public opinion1 that can exer
cise any restraint over individual enthusiasts, no 
stable body of leaders who can be held responsible 
for whatever happens.13 

This fractional!zation of what was once the New Left 

makes imperative the promotion of moral rules governing the 

exercise of disobedience in community—for our own good I 

Because if Walzer is even only partially correct, the vindi

cation of conscience and personal judgment involves the 

entire polity in the most definitive way. Allowing for dis

obedience of law is incomplete without establishing the form 

and limitations such disobedience can justly take. Let me 

try to construct such norms, and lay them against these two 

examples of political violence. 

Violence as a moral evil has repeatedly been justi

fied by reliance upon the appropriate modifications of the 

just war theory.1^- But in such formulations, the basic 

13. Michael Walzer, "Violence: The Police, The 
Militants, and the Rest of Us," Dissent, 28 (April, 1971)» 
121*.. 

1lj.. For recent reformulations of this theory in 
regards to internal political violence, see Peter L. Berger 
and Richard J. Neuhaus, Movement and Revolution (Garden 
City, New York: Doubleday & Company, 1970), esp. pp. 163-
233* Robert J. McNamara, S.J., "The Ethics of Violent Dis
sent, " Urban Riots: Violence and Social Change, ed. Robert 
H. Connery (New York: Random House, Vintage Books, 1969), 
pp. 145-150. Bernard Gert, "Justifying Violence," The 
Journal of Philosophy, 66 (October 2, 1969), 616-62ti. 
Donald A. Wells, "is 'Just Violence' Like 'Just War'?" Social 
Theory and Practice, 1 (Spring, 1970), 26-38. Robert Audi, 
^'On the Meaning and Justification of Violence, " Violence, 
ed. Jerome A. Shaffer (New York: David McKay, 1971), 
pp. ^7-99. . 
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goals seem to be in continual conflict. On the one hand, 

just war theory's insistence upon the means-ends proportion 

appears to rely upon the fiction of impartial judges. His

torically, in the realization of the impractical!ty of this 

criterion, the theory has provided the rationale for the 

state to take precedence over, and sacrifice citizens to, 

its interpretation of communal well being. And, on the 

other hand, the admonition that justified violence be 

rational; that is, be capable of being publically advocated 

in situations which clearly overrode moral restraint, seemed 

to be as applicable against government as against anyone 

else. It again placed final decisions about the morality of 

violence in the hands of those prejudicially pleading their 

case. It was not only, then, that the just war theory was 

as valid as the proponent was strong (or clever), but pri

marily it was unconvincing. Violence was treated as only a 

social tool whose justification depended upon the possibly 

biased calculation of future consequences. As a tactic 

then, violence was considered too volatile to be permitted 

to devolve to individual criteria, and it was assumed by the 

state. 

In such original formulations the missing element 

which would have supplied the necessary clarity to the 

theory in order to make it acceptable was the definition and 

extent of the word "rational." To justify is to rationalize, 
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to show the rationality of.^ To justify an action is not 

only to establish the correct proportions between means and 

ends (as far as that is possible), nor is it only to con

vincingly establish the claim that a particular evil dis-

proportionally places suffering on those who have no other 

foreseeable means of redress. To stop justification here is 

to attempt to calculate the future on prejudicial grounds. 

We may be permitted to do this sort of reckoning in situa

tions which do not involve the gravity of violence; but 

certainly we would not wish to establish a justification for 

the violation of persons and the jeopardy of the polity on 

what amounts to personal judgment. 

Rather, further elaboration on what it means to make 

a "rational" claim might be of some corrective assistance. 

Here again Rawls' work is valuable: a rational claim is one 

put forward by a rational man. Rational men for Rawls are 

described thus: 

. . . they know their own interests more or less 
accurately; they are capable of tracing out the 
likely consequences of adopting one practice 
rather than another; they are capable of adhering 
to a course of action once they have decided upon 
it; they can resist present temptations and the 
enticements of immediate gain; and the bare 
knowledge or perception of the differences between 
their condition and that of others is not, within 
certain limits and in itself, a source of great 
sati sfaction.^ ° 

15. Gert, op. cit. 

16. John Rawls, "Justice As Fairness," The Philo
sophical Review, 67 (April, 1958)* 170. 
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A rational claim then is one which can and would be promoted 

by rational men because of its fairness—because it could be 

demonstrated to comply with the two principles of justice 

and promote each man's individual standing. 

In addition then, to the original canons of a modi

fied just war theory, a justification for violent disobedi

ence would have to demonstrate that the violence involved: 

1) could not be an end in itself, for that would precipitate 

a state of nature; 2) could not be a mean for personal self 

affirmation solely, for that also could initiate a war of 

all against all and deny the practicability of politics; and 

3) and finally, must bear some evident relation to the 

injustice, primarily in order to convince others of the 

validity of the claim. Violence, then, is either a politi

cal instrument of beneficial social change, or it is unjust

ified and criminal. The violent takes upon himself the 

responsibility of convincing all of us that his actions 

contribute to our own just advantage, or just disadvantage. 

These stipulations are meant to be in addition to 

the traditional formulations of just war theory, not in any 

way as a substitute for them. Calculation, and the concerns 

of proportionality are certainly necessary and valid as far 

as we are able to make them. But alone they stand incom

plete. Professor Gert sums up this point quite succinctly: 

"It is not the motive that determines the morality of the 
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action; it is whether one would publically advocate that 

sort of violation."1? 

In this amended version of "just violence," the 

actor is not only pursuing his personal goal—he is also 

engaged in public education. He may be involved in bringing 

citizens to the realization of the actual condition of their 

polity. This is not a duty, just war theory tells us, he 

can assume lightly. It must be the "last resort." And it 

is a political function that must be explained and defended 

publically. 

Would rational men justify the violent political 

acts performed sporadically in ghettos? To ask this ques

tion is really to ask: would they agree upon a selfish 

principle of fairness; one whose rejection would set the 

precedent that particular interests not reciprocity ground 

the polity? How could they dissent? For to reject this is 

to agree to instability in a community; and to establish at 

the outset the expectation that the ultimate rationale for 

the communal bond between citizens will be inequality and 

force. 

If it is correct that urban riots were cries for 

help, communications of injustice, then enlightened egoism 

runs through all of these considerations. The non-white 

poor were justified in their actions because they were 

17. Gert, op. cit., p. 62ij.. 
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unfairly excluded from their political community. Rational 

men would do the same because similarly they could also be 

excluded, on ethnic, religious, educational, ideological or 

whatever other grounds a particular political majority might 

enjoin. 

Restrained violence was also the non-white poors' 

last resort. Years of negotiations had not altered the 

basic fact of prejudice that impeded implementation of the 

various civil-rights legislation. Their brand of civil dis

obedience was the only possible public education program 

left to them. 

What of the arson, the destruction of property? 

Would rational men justify the means riots took? Here the 

arguments for civil disobedience usually bog down, and pub

lic patience runs out. But if we confuse violence with 

destruction of property we place ourselves in the uncom

fortable situation of approving of the merchant who feels 

justified in shooting a looter, or the policeman who clubs 

those obstructing traffic. Here again just war theory 

explains the situation: destruction or theft of property 

would be justified by all if 1) the looters are actually 

victims of injustice; 2) if their action has reasonable 

expectations of success, that is of dramatizing and improv

ing their situation; 3) if it is the only remedy; J4.) if the 

benefit of the action outweighs the destructive means 
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employed; and £) if all possible precautions are taken to 

protect the innocent. 

To insist that all property destruction is against 

the rules of politics is to believe that property is really 

an extention of the individual personality. But this 

Lockean notion is surely incorrect for all personal property 

is acquired through communal effort; and blindly adhered to, 

the notion of property being personal extention conveys the 

idea that politics is not participated in but imposed from 

without. Those who would shoot looters have no sense of the 

political consequences of fairness. They believe, as did 

Locke, that politics is not an actual participatory effort, 

but an established structure in which citizens fit their 

appropriate slots in order to promote a competitive market 

1 ft 
society. ° A looter is simply in the wrong slot, and there

fore possesses no rights. He not only can be shot, he 

should be shot lest others follow his example. 

18. The threads woven through Liberal theory have 
been shown to have originated in the need to justify an 
emergent market society. The democratic element in liber
alism was a later addition and a compromise adjunct. "The 
pre-democratic liberal theory was based on a concept of man 
as essentially a consumer of utilities, an infinite defier. 
This concept, clearly dominant in Benthamism, where it is 
displayed to perfection in James Mill's essay on Government, 
goes back through the classical economists, at least as far 
as Locke." C. B. Macpherson, "Democratic Theory: Ontology 
and Technology," Political Theory & Social Change, ed. David 
Spitz (New York: Atherton press, 19fc>7)» p. 20,5. 



176 

Advocates of this position miss the point that the 

rationalization which permits them to talk about "slots" 

misunderstands the politically viable and morally justifi

able ways of communicating involuntary exclusion from the 

community. They accept the facts (in this example, looting), 

on their face value, and do not address themselves to the 

instability such facts represent. They, therefore, work 

against themselves. 

Moreover, this myopia, and the indignation it engen

ders, contains another philosophical error that greatly con

tributes to the confusion. The problem of property destruc

tion is compounded by the mistaken belief that property is 

actually part of the owner; so that almost always violence 

is defined as a violation of persons and their belongings. 

Such commentators confuse personal expression with personal 

extention. This is a subtle but politically expensive 

error: 

Life belongs in an undistributed fashion to the 
person who is living it. It is radically personal. 
But property is part of a milieu in which life is 
lived; its primary function is to facilitate the 
living of a meaningful life. No possessor of 
property may therefore use it to demean the lives 
of others. In short, property, or economic power, 
must be collectively held in some fashion; life is 
individually held.19 

I am saying there are limits upon justifiable polit

ical violence rational men would accept. For the most part 

19.  McNamara, op. cit., p. II4.7-
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urban rioters did not go beyond these limitations. If we 

can understand property as of another order than life, we 

can appreciate its rank as means to the protection of life 

and human rights. Then, of course, it can fall into a just-

war justification of political violence. 

Political violence then to be justified must be con

tained within the boundaries of rationality and good faith. 

The non-white poor have exhibited these qualities, what of 

the violence of student radicals? 

Two of the four types of current radicalism can be 

summarily dismissed. Extremists and revolutionaries simply 

do not conform to the canons of rationality or good faith; 

and mainly because they do not attempt public explanation or 

public justification for their actions. Repudiating poli

tics for clandestine involvements, they have effectively 

repudiated the other members of the political community. 

Their conscientious actions, in secret, substitute fear for 

communication, terror for political violence. They are out 

for absolute disruption or control. Those engineering the 

Columbia rebellion of 1968 were not solely interested in 

change or in compromise, but in the imposition of their 

vision on a major American university and, indirectly, in 

11 . . . (the destruction of) institutions of the American 

Establishment, in the hope that out of the chaos a better 
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America would emerge."20 The hesitancy to forthrightly con

demn such actions stems from the blurred distinction between 

the act itself, and the persons and their motivations behind 

it. But it is most evident that their apparent affinity for 

violence gives them away. At best, they are dangerous oppor

tunists; at worst, criminals. In either case, rational men 

could not endorse their means without establishing the 

unmitigated supremacy of private judgment in public affairs. 

Their perceptions of the condition of the polity alone are 

correct. Their reactions are not. Erik Erikson has 

reminded us that personality development can fuse valuable 

insights with regression to pre-moral, amoral, or anti-moral 

stages of human development. We simply do not know enough 

about the psychological pressures involved in growing up 

today. 

• . . youthful behavior, where it arouses ambiva
lent fascination, always appears to be both pro
phetic—that is, inspired by the vigor of a new 
age—and retrogressive insofar as it seems to 
insist on outworn simplicities and to display 
astonishing regressions.21 

We may not wish to judge their motives, but we certainly 

would want to prevent them from acting them out. 

20. Dotson Rader and Craig Anderson, "Rebellion at 
Columbia," The New Republic, 158 (May 11, 1968), 9. 

21. Erik H. Erikson, "Reflections on the Dissent of 
Contemporary Youth," Daedalus, 99 (Winter, 1970), 1j?5. 
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The committed but moderate majority of students and 

activists present a more acceptable model of violent pro

test. Their case, as I have argued before, is analogous to 

that of the non-white poor. Their characteristics have been 

public demonstrations, to change policy by convincing others, 

for the benefit of the whole community. And their violence 

has been a restrained, final resort; more often than not, 

provoked by police intransigence. 

In the most recent example of this kind of protest, 

the Washington demonstrations during the first two weeks in 

May, 1971# Noam Chomsky has made a convincing case that the 

disturbances were a direct result of the government's 

attempts to both continue an irrational war strategy and 

close off the option of non-violent civil disobedience.22 

Those opposed to the government's intentions and tactics had 

no alternative but political violence or complicity. 

Posing the question what would we expect from morally 

committed activists in such situations is not unlike the 

question what would we expect from dehumanized minorities. 

For that, in effect, was what activists in Washington in 

May, 1971 were. They were citizens denied the public recog

nition just politics permits. And they had reason to believe 

that continued public agitation and pressure would influence 

22. Noam Chomsky, "Mayday: The Case for Civil Dis
obedience," The New York Review of Books, 16 (June 17, 



180 

Congress and the rest of the nation, impeding the free rein 

the Administration sought at all costs. Their political 

violence, then, what there was of it, was a justifiable 

reaction to unfair official repression. .And again the pro

pensity for civil instability increased, 

Suppose that the President continues to pursue the 
course of military victory in Indo China and that 
Congress fails to act. Then those who wish to end 
the war can submit and accept defeat, or continue 
to expose themselves to police terror in acts of 
passive civil disobedience, or raise the level of 
confrontation,23 

In these situations political violence is the last resort a 

rational man would endorse. Not to do so would be to accept 

expulsion from the political community. And no rational man 

would commit political suicide. 

The final and most interesting justifications of 

radical activism concerns dramatic acts of civil disobedi

ence. The 1960's had many such acts, one of the most 

spectacular was the napalming of selective service records 

by Catholic clergymen. In May, 1968 nine Catholic priests 

and laymen removed 378 draft files, classified I-A, to an 

adjoining parking lot, and from a recipe found in a U. S. 

army handbook, destroyed them in a similar manner as they 

alleged Asian civilians were being destroyed by American 

forces in South East Asia. 

23. Ibid., p. 28 
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This action by the Catonsville Nine was intended by 

its participants to be a special form of civil disobedience. 

And I consider it here not because it was a violent act, but 

because the rationalizations offered by the organizers, the 

Revs. Philip and Daniel Berrigan, seem to lend themselves to 

other types of dissent not immediately envisioned by them. 

The precedent is dangerous; as a sympathizer and fellow 

Catholic dissenter observes, 

Whether so intended or not, the draft board raids 
contributed, on the one hand, to the new mood of 
radical dissent that takes it for granted that 
one is free to disregard and disobey any law with 
which he does not agree—and, on the other, to 
the conviction held by Mr. Nixon's 'silent major
ity' that dissent as such is an invitation to 
anarchy, ̂4-

What Gordon Zahn means by this statement is that 

while the Berrigans are avowed pacifists, their method of 

dissent is a moral stand of intrinsic value—in its own 

right. It is intended to both set an example for others so 

that they might act and not "forget about" the tragedies of 

the world, and to preserve the moral integrity of the 

actors. In Daniel Berrigan's words, "The problem, as we 

would see it, is a spiritual one." ̂  

21\.. Gordon C. Zahn, "The Berrigans—a Catholic 
Pacifists's View," Dissent, 18 (June, 1971), 202-203. 

25. Daniel Berrigan, S.J., "Looking at Catonsville," 
Worldview, 13 (May, 1970), 7. 
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The difficulty here is that with their extremely 

pessimistic view of society,^6 their actions primarily 

represent an apolitical, self-justifying stance. The Berri-

gans indeed hope for a political realignment and an end to 

the War, but one gets the feeling that the act stands alone 

as proof to themselves of their Christian integrity. It is 

then not intended as a foundation for political change. 

Daniel Berrigan explains, 

What is most important to Phil and me, I believe, 
is the historical truth manifested in the actual
ity of Jesus, and the community which we believe 
is in continuity with His spirit and His pres
ence—a presence which makes certain rigorous and 
specific demands on man at any period of time.^7 

With the Berrigans, this type of dissent is bounded 

by non-violence and their acceptance to be subjected to 

legal sanctions. But in the hands of others such limita

tions may not be recognized. For what is championed is the 

supremacy of conscience; and the supremacy of conscience in 

an Augustinian conception of politics. God alone is their 
pD 

judge. ° For others less scrupulous, this line of thought 

26. "Each of us is even now undergoing a personal 
trauma, a kind of prelude to rebirth. It consists in the 
dawning realization that practically nothing of tradition
ally civilized structures is functioning for human welfare," 
Ibid., p. 8. 

2?. Daniel Berrigan, S.J., and Robert Coles, 
"Dialogue Underground: Inside and Outside the Church," The 
New York Review of Books, 16 (April 8, 1971)* 1^. 

28. Daniel Berrigan, S.J., and Robert Coles, "A 
Dialogue Underground," The New York Review of Books, 16 
(March 11, 1971), 21. 
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may endanger the polity for the best of motives first, and 

leave judgment until the damage is done. 

Ultimately, of course, their decision is theirs— 

their moral autonomy must be preserved. However, if they 

are willing to repudiate the judgment of the community and 

act in existential self-affirmation, they can not expect the 

community, in its turn, to necessarily understand or justify 

them. Certainly there is no justification of political 

violence in this rationalization, as the Berrigans them

selves admit. But they must also realize that their example 

is perilous. They are responsible for the precedent they 

set. To make all law operationally subordinate to moral 

principles is to undermine a democratic community. No 

rational man would consent to that. 
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CHAPTER 5 

POLITICAL VIOLENCE AND PUNISHMENT 

Having made the case that some forms of illegal dis

sent and violence are morally justified, and even necessary 

to call the community back to its basal political purposes, 

I suppose I have left myself open to the desperate denunci

ations of those who see in civil disobedience the beginning 

of the end of our capability to govern ourselves by law. 

These people would claim, presuming the present' "law and 

order" fixation in the Republic is sincere, that "selective 

disobedience" does irreparable damage to the integrity of 

the legal system; that is, to the institution of law itself. 

I take it this is the most generous and the most serious 

reading we can give to the government's reaction to minority 

and student protest. "If each citizen can determine for 

himself or his group the legitimacy of laws," they would 

charge, "then none of us are safe; and the very nature of 

government, to restrain and protect its citizens, is denied. 

For is not law itself the substitution for violence, the 

vehicle for bringing persons together and making a political 

community possible?" 

This is indeed a serious charge, although also a 

confused one. It is serious because it reflects a political 

184 
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fact that is neglected all too often by those insisting upon 

their "rights" to protest, namely that the polity comprises 

more than dissenters. There are citizens who sincerely can 

not understand what is happening when laws are flouted and 

property destroyed. If protestors say, in effect, "so what, 

we are pursuing a vindication of our rights," they do even 

more than arrogantly diminish public trust, they run the 

risk of destroying the community in which talk of rights 

makes any sense. Being theoretically precise and philo

sophically correct does not serve, by itself, to operation-

alize moral rights in a state of nature. And that, I take 

it, is what politics is all about—to keep us out of a state 

of nature. Protestors, then, have to understand more than 

the protective function of the state; they have to go beyond 

Locke to the perceptions of Hobbes. 

But the charge against dissent is also confused. In 

their inability to understand the motivations of protestors, 

"law and order" critics of students have failed to dis

tinguish between discriminate and indiscriminate disobedi

ence, moral and criminal motivations. And I think pro

testors' reliance upon conscience—the "Here I stand, I can 

do no other" justification—is a main contributor to this 

confusion. 

In this chapter I hope to alleviate some of this 

confusion by inquiring into what is meant by a legal or a 
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moral obligation. Protestors and critics seem to be using 

the same word in conflicting senses. If we can satisfac

torily resolve this dispute, we can address more insight

fully the question of punishment for illegal political dis

sent. 

I 

Toward the end of the decade radical dissent moved 

from legality to illegality in two important senses: first, 

it began to illegally protest valid laws instead of concen

trating on unconstitutional provisions; and secondly, it 

began to demonstrate a disdain for governmental authority in 

general. And it is primarily public perception of this 

scornful attitude toward the necessity of law on the part of 

radicals that accounts for the fear that civil-disobedience 

and especially political violence presents an imminent 

threat to constitutional order, and perhaps even constitu

tionalism itself. When critics decry the radical's civil-

disobedience, they are visualizing the collapse of the 

institution of government. Such a reaction could be 

expected, for traditionally constitutionalism has been pri

marily bound up with the procedures and processes of govern

ing. Political commentators have exhaustively spoken of 

laws; we, after all, distinguish ourselves as being subject 

to a government of laws and not of men. Whatever the phrase 

is perceived to mean, historically the emphasis has been on 
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institutions. 

Constitutionalism seeks to transform a given 
political environment in the direction of valued 
ends by means of institutions designed, more or 
less rationally, for that purpose.' 

In this sense then, a refusal to obey a law is a 

challenge to the integrity of law; and a manifestation of 

contempt for the necessity of the institution. Such radi

cals then are perceived to be literally outlaws, those who 

threaten the foundations of the polity and communal exist

ence. Much of the official, illegal treatment afforded dis

senters in demonstrations, and more of the virulence 

exhibited by the general public, reflect the perception that 

radicals who "selectively disobey" the law are aliens, the 

enemy. I venture to suggest that the revulsion resulting 

from watching (or reading of) official reaction to radical 

demonstrations rests upon the visible brutality of the 

police as they go about "securing order, 11 rather than upon 

any conception of injustice done by them. This is, after 

all, what the talk of prudence, patience, and the impending 

conservative backlash is meant to convey. "If these pro

testors can not learn politics (which means if they can not 

follow the available institutional means of grievance 

articulation), they will learn what real repression is." 

1. Wilson Carey McWilliams, "Civil Disobedience and 
Contemporary Constitutionalism," Comparative Politics, I 
(January, 1969), 212. 
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Professor Sidney Hook puts this impression of the general 

public into academic form, 

Further, what is morally and politically permis
sible to a democrat struggling for freedom under 
despotic political conditions is not permissible 
to him once the mechanisms of democratic consent 
have been established.^ 

Hook is maintaining that once a democratic institu

tion of law has been devised, it nearly justifies itself. 

While he does not advocate legalism, his provisions for 

civil disobedience are too stringent.3 For all practical 

purposes he is arguing that a democratic institution of law 

(like our own) imposes an obligation upon citizens because 

of the democratic procedures within that institution. 

There are two answers to this position Professor 

Hook defends. One concerns the empirical fact that in the 

authentic cases of political violence protestors have shown 

that these democratic procedures were closed to them. This, 

I take it, is the most weighty consideration in the radi

cals' defense of their action—they were forced into illegal 

and violent political activity. 

However, Hook's position also implies there is some

thing about the democratic institution of law itself that is 

2. Sidney Hook, "The Ideology of Violence," 
Encounter, 31\. (April, 1970), 31. 

3. Sidney Hook, "Social Protest and Civil Dis
obedience, " £i]£y;__Dis£bedder^^ ec*« Jeffrie E. 
Murphy (Belmont, California: Wadsworth, F971), pp. 53-63. 
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« 

obligates dissenters just as it does criminals, they are 

claiming the institution imposes a moral obligation upon all 

by the fact of its being a viable legal system. This is 

misleading at best. For we all recognize instances when 

other moral obligations come in conflict with obedience to 

law. Rawls has called the obligation to obey the law prima 

facie. But with Rawls' analysis all we know is that 

obedience is contingent upon a just institution. The main 

emphasis is again on procedures.^- The confusion is over the 

role social institutions play in morality. 

Institutions are systems of rules that constitute 

practices. So any institutionalized practice then, like 

baseball or marriage oz^promising, has internally consistent 

norms which define it as a practice. It is the same with 

the institution of law. Positivists have helped define law 

to obviate this feature: 

A social system S is a legal system if (a) S is a 
coercive system of social control and (b) S pro
vides, through a hierarchy of normative rules, for 
a distinction between valid coercion and invalid 
coercion (violence).5 

ij.. Bernard Harrison deals with this point in Rawls 
in his article, "Violence and the Rule of Law," Violence, 
ed. Jerome A. Shaffer (New York: David McKay, 1971)» PP. 
139-176. 

5. Jeffrie G. Murphy, "Allegiance and Lawful Gov
ernment," Ethics, 79 (October, 1968), 56. 



I 

190 

Thus the law and baseball or promising are alike in 

that they are all artificial conventions established for 

certain purposes, and identifiable by constitutive rules. 

They also establish rights and obligations, but not, in 

themselves, of a moral kind. The game of baseball entails 

a right to bat, and the obligation to surrender this right 

after the third strike. These are the rights and obliga

tions that follow from playing the game. But these are not 

moral rights and obligations; they are formal ones, descrip

tive and intelligible apart from considerations of morality. 

It is logically the same with the rules comprising the legal 

system. These rules in themselves describe the system. 

They are what Professor Milo calls "institutional facts."^ 

And in themselves they do not prescribe behavior. Whether 

or not such descriptive principles are to count as pre

scriptive ones depends upon outside reasons and the purposes 

of these institutions in the first place. 

Theoretically, this is where we can pick up Rawls' 

analysis. We have a moral obligation to obey the law if it 

embodies the principles of justice, not simply because it 

functions as a viable social decision procedure. The pur

poses and not the procedures determine our moral obligations 

6. Ronald D. Milo, "Morality and Convention" 
(unpublished paper delivered to the Philosophy Department, 
The University of Arizona, June, 1971)* p. 8. 
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here. Whether the legal system is justified morally and 

obligates morally depends upon its purposes and practices: 

does it guarantee and promote justice? If not, Rawls shows, 

there is no moral obligation to obey. There may be other 

obligations to consider—the descriptive one inherent in the 

institution of law, and other moral ones like the impact of 

disobedience upon public trust and order in the polity—but 

not a moral obligation to obey the law as such. What the 

legal institution, and other types of conventional practices, 

do is "serve as vehicles through which morality may be 

realized and thus acquire a specific content. 

Thus, when critics of radical students say the law 

obligates protestors and criminals alike, they are making a 

misleading claim. That is, they are referring to the 

descriptive aspect of the legal system. But this leaves 

unanswered the moral question: i_s the system just? Ought 

they to obey it? A criminal is one who makes no pretext of 

acting from moral considerations which override his prima 

facie obligation to the law. The law then, obligates him 

in both the prescriptive and descriptive senses. The dis

senter, on the other hand, at least presents a case for 

justifying his illegal action. His publically communicated 

moral considerations are capable of being judged by other 

citizens. 

7. Ibid., p. If 
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If we are permitted to make this formal-moral obli

gation distinction, it is evident that a dissenter can dis

obey a particular law without challenging the integrity of 

the legal system. He can, in other words, "selectively 

disobey." Further, his motivations, which he presents in 

his public case, distinguish him from the criminal. He can 

not be regarded as engaging in simple criminal behavior. 

Nor is there any logical difficulty in permitting his 

illegal activity and restraining that of the criminal. "It 

is surely not inconsistent to assert both that indiscrimi

nate disobedience is indefensible and that discriminate dis-

ft 
obedience is morally right and proper conduct." In fact, 

he may be engaged in activity to bolster the integrity of 

the institution of law. Certainly in the drawing of public 

attention to injustice officially done or permitted to 

others, the persuasion civil disobedience intends to com

municate, demonstrates more concern for the honor of 

legality than does the virulence of radical critics who 

insist upon perceiving protestors as criminals. Their 

utilitarian fear of the gradual erosion of the rule of law 

by "selective disobedience" then is without foundation; 

unless of course, their persistence converts radicals into 

revolutionaries. In which case, these critics would be 

8. Richard A. Wasserstrom, "The Obligation to Obey 
the Law," Civil Disobedience; Theory and Practice, ed. 
Hugo Adam Bedan (New York: Pegasus, 1969), p. 2£8. 
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unhappy to learn, they created a group of people who believe 

they have no moral obligation to obey the law at all. 

With the introduction of moral considerations into 

political discourse radicals have dissolved our historical 

identification of constitutionalism with mere procedures. 

They emphasize the fact that the purposes of law are more 

extensive that the definite procedures employed to opera-

tionalize them. Not only are radicals protesting unconsti

tutional laws, they are directing their criticism against 

some formally valid laws as much as against the causes of 

moral outrage—American poverty, foreign policy and 

materialism—that radicalized them in the first place. It 

is precisely certain procedures of our constitutional system 

(like the Supreme Court's refusal to engage in "political 

questions," thus permitting the president to conduct foreign 

policy as he sees fit), I think they would claim, that per

mit moral evils like the War to persist. 

In this case, it would be very difficult to describe 

illegal radical behavior as merely criminal. It would only 

be criminal if there were alternative modes of action 

radicals discounted for selfish motives. But the justi

fiable actions of radical dissenters are justified in part 

because there were no other alternatives which afforded any 

hope for their political communication. The strongest 
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ascription we can lay against them is "law breaker" not 

"outlaw." 

Moreover, it is a fact long discussed by political 

scientists that laws themselves are very imperfect mani

festations of the purposes of the legal institution. There 

are practical limitations on lawmaking and enforcement that 

often eclipse justice for efficiency. Professor Murphy has 

characterized law as "an institution in a hurry.By this 

he means that legal disputes must be settled in a manageable 

amount of time. But the dynamics of discretion and effi

ciency, so long studied and commented on by political 

scientists, and the increasing interdependency between the 

legal and the political systems, combined, can make no 

.justifiable case for sacrificing justice for politics; not, 

that is, if the purpose of politics and law is to "protect 

10 
human life and basic human rights." If men have dignity, 

and come together to express this dignity, then utilitarian 

considerations alone can not abridge it for projected per-

1 i 
ceptions of the "common good." 

9. Murphy, "Allegiance and Lawful Government," 
op. cit., p. 62. 

10. Christian Bay, "Civil Disobedience: Prerequi
site for Democracy in Mass Society," Political Theory & 
Social Change, ed. David Spitz (New York: Atherton Press, 
1967), p. 165. 

11. See Ronald Dworkin, "Taking Rights Seriously," 
The New York Review of Books, 15> (December 17, 1970), 23-31 • 
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Yet this type of procedural ossification, the 

insistence upon utilitarian order over the moral rights 

guaranteed in the constitution, even the selective suspen

sion of legal guarantees of political communication that are 

only indirectly concerned with basic human rights—all of 

these deprivations have been exposed by radical protest. 

Citizens on the campuses and in the streets have done the 

work of professional political analysts. They have revealed 

for all of us to finally understand, 

Democratic governments, like all others, seek to 
isolate and emasculate radical dissenters. If 
the domestic methods of democratic governments 
have been less extreme and less brutal than those 
of most dictator regimes, this probably reflects 
the usual stability of established democratic 
regimes, more so than any real appreciation of 
the value of dissent and dialogue about political 
fundamentals.12 

Under such "new" conditions, exhortations to proceed 

according to the norms of constitutionalism are a ruse. 

There have been no alternatives for moral integrity but 

civil disobedience, and occasional political violence. 

Refusing to discriminate and persisting to treat all dis

senters as criminal, ascribes to justified radicals the 

rejection of the integrity of the legal system. I have 

shown this need not be true; and most probably for the 

majority of moderate students, is not true. They are still 

what Michael Parenti calls "transitional 

12. Bay, op. cit., p. 171 -
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revolutionar (ies)." •* By which he means they are essen

tially reformist, but argue for procedural change that 

threatens to alter the political system in America as we 

have recently come to know it. To react to them as crim

inals, to close off their avenues of communication, may be 

to push them into the category of "real revolutionaries." 

Then the heralds of law and order will have precipitated 

their worst supposition. The first signs of scorn and 

indifference toward authority in general are already evi

dent. 

Today formal and logical procedures can no longer 

contain politics. Radicals are evidence of this. The 18th 

century liberal democratic paradigm of government no longer 

serves. McWilliams is correct when he notes, 

The floodwaters of change have caused politics to 
spill out of the institutional channels designed 
by men in the past. Older political science could 
be institutional because it assumed that institu
tions described political reality. Recent analysis 
stressing 'process' has presumed that institutions 
are, for the most part, reflections of forces located 
somewhere else.^M-

It has taken citizens on the campuses and in the streets to 

remind academics that this knowledge in the hands of any one 

besides "thinkers" has practical results. And the conse

quences this time, contrary to the common rhetoric, may not 

13. Michael Parenti, "The Possibilities for Polit
ical Change," Politics and Society, I (November, 1970), 87. 

1ij.. McWilliams, op. cit.t p. 21i|.. 
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be fascism or a take over by the right, but anarchy. Our 

radicals know that terror works. Our recent history veri

fies this. Moreover, some still give evidence they are 

prepared to use it. Those who counsel gradualism because of 

the fear of fascism, again misread the dimensions of our 

contemporary problem. Their models of political organiza

tion and behavior are of the 1930's, and were passe by the 

late 1950's. if legitimate political protest confuses 

government and elicits irrational responses which only 

aggrevate the situation, how much more could illegitimate 

disruption plunge the government into chaotic behavior and 

reprisals. Repression and flagrant violation of human 

rights succeeds, as Hannah Arendt has reminded us,^ when 

the citizenry is unsure of its public position and passively 

cooperates with its own debasement. Activists who fly to 

Hanoi to arrange prisoner releases on their own, who burn 

government documents, release secrets to the press, and 

attempt to "shut down" the capitol for a day, are neither 

unsure nor afraid. 

II 

This question of the integrity of the legal insti

tution presents also a contrary consideration: if the non

radical majority of citizens identified justified illegal 

15* Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem (New York: 
Viking Press, 1963). 
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dissent, would they be forced to prosecute it, however 

reluctantly, to themselves maintain the integrity of law? 

This type of question will surely arise over cases involving 

the Berrigans and Daniel Ellsberg. In these two examples 

the distinction between outlaw and lav/breaker is as evident 

as can be imagined. For here are men who dramatically dis

obeyed the law, in public, for conscientious and moral pur

poses. And the majority of citizens now recognize their 

protest as such. 

Certainly we can not look to the law or procedural 

justice for guidance in this matter. For these are the 

rules whose infraction determines the punishment we wish to 

avoid. The Berrigans and Ellsberg are criminals only in a 

formal sense; and the intent of the laws they have broken 

does not include the type of motivation their disobedience 

was predicated upon. They are not foreign agents, disloyal 

to the United States; nor are they in the business of crime 

for personal gain. I have argued their loyalty to the legal 

institution need not necessarily be questioned; perhaps 

their loyalty is even beyond those who invariably argue for 

"law and order." Yet they have "broken" the law. 

The most decisive insight into the right conclusions 

in these cases results again from making the distinction 

between descriptive and prescriptive legal obligations. 

With this distinction in mind, we can see that when a judge 
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pronounces sentence upon, or considers pronouncing sentence 

upon a lawbreaker, he is actually acting in a formal 

capacity. He is not so much describing guilt as ascribing 

16 
it. In other words, the judge is declaring that the per

formance of the accused opens him to the sanction the law 

provides. He is not describing him necessarily as a guilty 

man; rather, noting that formally he is in error. Nor is he 

determining that sentence should follow, only that the 

accused is logically entitled to it. Whether or not he in 

fact receives it is another matter, and one that is very 

infrequently determined by the letter of the law. 

Legal decisions are not mathematical deductions. 

Political scientists in the judicial process have studied 

for a long time the types of influences (inputs) which work 

on judicial considerations (conversion) in order to derive 

conclusions (outputs). They have gone so far as to describe 

this process of law as judicial policy making. The first 

unavoidable conclusion is that the law does not stand on its 

own. 

Law is just a part of the society's system of 
social control. It is part of the culture, habits, 
and attitudes of a people. It is organized into 
special institutions, but these are not independent 
of the influence of other social organizations. 

16. Murphy, "Allegiance and Lawful Government," 
op. cit., p. 59. 
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Law does not exist independent of economic, family, 
political, or other concerns.'' 

It is rather part of a "coherent ideal of lawfulness.11 It 

is only one-half of the composition of a polity's social 

decision procedure. The institution must be complimented by 

references to the purposes of the institution, to the 

reasons for the rule of law. "We decide cases," Graham 

Hughes rightly concludes, "under rules but in the light of 

1A 
principles." The principles which determine the purposes 

of politics are the moral principles of justice and respect 

for persons. To decide cases according to these principles 

then, would not jeopardize the integrity of the legal sys

tem, it would reaffirm it. It would reorient the polity 

toward its avowed goals. 

It seems to follow then that we need not punish 

those who break laws in pursuit of these principles. They, 

in fact, in their disobedience do the work of the courts; 

they are reviewing and declaring divergences from principle 

in policy and "practical politics." If these divergences 

in day-to-day politics are inevitable, either the courts or 

justified dissenters are our last resort against order and 

17. Jay A. Sigler, An Introduction to the Legal 
System (Horaewood, Illinois: The Dorsey Press, 1968), p. 19. 

18. Graham Hughes, "Finding Fault and Fixing Blame: 
Rules, Principles and Legal Decisions,11 The Antioch Review, 
30 (Summer, 1970), 225. 
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stability rather than justice and respect. And to dissent

ers, during the course of the 1960's, we now realize that 

we owe the exposure of the myths that democracy has been 

achieved, and that thus all laws must be obeyed. Can they, 

in justice, be prosecuted for that? Would we want them to 

be? 

As this argument has been drawn, I am not proposing 

mitigation of pvinishraent because of the absence of a crime, 

and criminal intent on the part of the accused. I am argu

ing for a plea, in a category of excuses which includes 

insanity or duress, which could suspend punishment for just

ified conscientious disobedience to laws with political 

connotations. As always, of course, the responsibility falls 

to the potential lawbreaker to present his case. But we 

cannot, out of hand, brand him as an outlaw; not with what 

we know about dissent today. We may want to consider miti

gation of punishment if their justifications can not meet 

the test of rational, public scrutiny. If they, in some 

way, deceived themselves. But if rational men agree on both 

the content and method of their actions, there is no reason 

to prosecute; they should be excused. If the government 

refuses, it seems to me radicals' charged of politically 

expedient injustices are reinforced. 

We should excuse rather than mitigate punishment 

simply because the integrity of the legal system has not 
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been challenged. Rather, certain specific laws and policies 

have been shown to be anti-constitutional, against the prin

ciples of a just state. 

Such a plea admittedly raises enormous practical 

difficulties for the legal process. How, for instance, 

would a court know a dissenter was sincere? And, more 

importantly, how would it know he was justified in his 

refusal to comply with the law? But, I would claim, they 

are resolvable difficulties; resolvable as humanly possible 

if the norms in such investigations were justice and pro

tection of the innocent, and not merely legal conformity. 

This opinion is by no means universally shared. But, at 

least there is a presumption, probably growing as more 

attention is given to the question, that justified illegal 

dissent may not be clearly unconstitutional either. Rawls 

himself believes that a defense of justified conscientious 

noncompliance is unrealistic and unstable.ne maintains 

that the prerequisite "great honesty" and confidence among 

citizens is lacking in on-going states. 

But surely this position concedes too much too 

quickly, especially if conscientious dissent raises ques

tions of the actual legality of the law3 and policies pro

tested. Ronald Dworkin has reminded us several times that 

19. .John Rawls, "The Justification of Civil Dis
obedience," Civil Disobedience: Theory and Practice, ed. 
Hugo Adam Bedan (New York: Pegasus, 1969), p. 247. 
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the constitution fuses legal and moral issues; that the Bill 

of Rights, and the due process and equal protection clauses 

of the fifth and fourteenth amendments,.give to aur basic 

law a moral and substantive dimension. This characteristic, 

he rightly claims, throws the question of constitutionality 

into doubt when significant moral claims are made in the 

face of contravening laws. 

In the United States, at least, almost any law 
which a significant number of people would be 
tempted to disobey on moral grounds would be 
doubtful--if not clearly invalid--on constitu
tional grounds as well. 0 

If this is so, the determination of the constitu

tionality of these laws rests in large measure on public and 

rational argumentation. The kind illegal dissenters are 

bound to provide. Mitigation of punishment in such circum

stances would indicate leniency because of conscientious but 

mistaken judgments; but we wish to do more than respect 

consciences. We wish to return to the purposes of the law. 

And to do this the polity must find a way to guarantee the 

legal right of exposing unjust practical discrepancies in an 

on-going state. I would contend that an excusable plea of 

justified conscientious disobedience is one such way. So it 

becomes not a matter of presuming the prerequisite honesty 

20. Ronald Dworkin, "On Not Prosecuting Civil Dis
obedience," Trials of the Resistance, ed. Noam Chomsky 
(New York: The New York Review, Vintage Books, 1970), 
p. 53. 
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and confidence among citizens necessary to argue such a plea 

is lacking, but of seeing to it such a climate exists. It 

is simply unfair to punish for disobeying a doubtful law; 

and more than unfair when the justification presented goes a 

long way toward exposing the law's unconstitutionality. 

One apparently considerable difficulty with this 

type of plea centers about the government's reaction to per

sons who act in a civilly disobedient manner and expect to 

be excused. Can we then expect the government to believe 

them; and to alter official policy to accommodate what their 

protest has revealed? In a democratic state, why not? 

Presumably in cases of justifiable civil disobedi

ence, and especially in cases of justifiable violent civil 

disobedience, the discrepancies between constitutional and 

just provisions, and actual laws are substantial; but 

usually either unintentional or deceptively kept secret from 

the majority of citizens. In the first instance, the gov

ernment has a realistic obligation to correct the abuse of 

particular laws to keep dissent from spreading. It may well 

be that the significance of the discrepancies only gradually 

emerge, and because the interests of stability and justice 

coincide in these cases, it is reasonable to expect the 

government to act as dissenters indicate it should. 

In the second instance, the moral claims of dis

senters are most probably legal also, or the government 
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would not have resorted to deceit and Machiavellianism. In 

such cases, the legal process would not be primarily answer

ing questions of moral justification then, but those of con

stitutionality. If the question is can we expect the 

government to back down when radicals begin to hinder its 

secret policy, the answer must be, "of course." To expect 

the government to persist in unjust and unconstitutional 

policies in the face of radical exposure is to both renege 

on the moral principles citizens in a democratic polity 

demand of each other by the nature of the contract that 

binds them together; and, to insure the permissive climate 

that encourages the government to act as it alone sees fit. 

If citizens cease expecting the government to change immoral 

and anti-constitutional policies when they are brought to 

its attention and to the attention of the polity at large, 

and cease acting on this expectation (I suggest entering a 

plea of justified non-compliance: one dramatic way of act

ing on the expectation that the government will alter its 

unjust course), then the government would have no reason to 

suppose that citizens were sufficiently outraged short of 

political violence. Certainly it is reasonable to expect 

the government, when faced with these two alternatives, to 

concede to justified political and legal change. The per-

suance of national policy is no substitute for justice or 
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the constitution. Nor can government be permitted to become 

the enemy in a democratic state. 

Ill 

Rawls, however, correctly sees that arguments pre

sented for justified conscientious disobedience demand pub

lic trust. They re-emphasize the importance of a polity 

being a community of men who have a common working agreement 

on what constitutes justice. Radical dissenters have 

exposed the fact that this working agreement is lacking, and 

have attempted to substitute individual conscience and moral 

feeling. I have argued that this is insufficient, and that 

the concepts of justice and rational argumentation must 

accompany and instruct conscience if the polity is to be 

preserved. This entails, primarily, a prudential curtail

ment of the right to political violence. A polity in which 

the plea of justified conscientious disobedience would work 

and would benefit the community, would be one in which 

political violence would be voluntarily restricted to 

instances of the most serious, conventionally irremedial 

cases of injustice and degregation of human dignity. Such 

cases have been recognized during the 1960's in the public 

standing of the non-white poor, and the conduct of the Viet

namese war. These presented the paradigm conflicts that 

gave little reason to believe would be resolved by "politics 

as usual." But these paradigm cases are rare. 
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Much Is obscured I think, in arguing in principle 

for the justification of political violence. It is a 

thought provoking consideration. But in the application of 

the principle to particular circumstances there remains the 

haunting conviction that something is still wrong. But 

what? Is it not that violence is uncivil—that it gets out 

of control; turns men against each other, and against the 

requisites of public life? Every truth justifying political 

violence can be matched by one expressing its dangers. 

For a judge or a jury^l to honor the plea of justi

fied conscientious disobedience the climate of public trust 

and respect for the community is paramount. And this fact, 

not the impossibility of justifying political violence, 

dictates that the vast majority of moral conflicts in the 

public realm be presented in a non-violent way. Prudential 

21. Robert T. Hall has recently reminded us that 
the jury has the power to suspend law and acquit justified 
civil disobedients, "On this interpretation of the common 
law tradition and the constitution, the decision of a jury, 
whatever it is, in the federal system and in most states 
cannot be legally questioned by the judge, by any government 
official or agency, or by any private individual. The jury 
has the power, it might be said, to consider whatever it 
finds relevant and to return whatever decision is agreed 
upon," "Legal Toleration of Civil Disobedience," Ethics, 81 
(January, 1971)» 136. Thus, the citizens are able, in a 
polity worth saving by justified civil disobedience, to 
literally take the government in their own hands if it 
refuses to recognize legitimate dissent. Considering that 
one important function of dissent is to educate the citi
zenry, it is reasonable to expect that if tactfully done, 
the citizens will reciprocate by legally excusing their 
teachers. 
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discrimination between issues which merit moral stands and 

those which should be suffered is a necessity. 

Non-violence thus becomes more than a tactic, more 

than a method to more adequately convince government and the 

public of radical sincerity. It is the requirement for 

political life. Political violence is justifiable, but 

imprudent, uncivil, and fractional. The political condition 

that permits Lt, also spawns it. It is, as its conceptuali

zation reveals, "a primitive unwieldly tool; usually incapa

ble of anything but the most bombastic encounters." And its 

wake, even in justifiable instances, encourages the fear 

that is antithetical to political community. This condition 

infects us now. 

Contemporary extremists have capitalized on the his

torical fact that terror confuses and divides a polity. We 

can expect this of them. I would suppose that even a 

champion of "law and order" would be willing to differen

tiate an extremist from a justified radical. But he would 

most probably maintain it was a matter of degree. It is a 

matter of quality. Political discourse in the 1970's must 

convince those outraged with public policy that this quali

tative difference is proven by relentless, committed but 

non-violent communication. 

This, of course, can not be an absolute norm in 

public life. Political violence remains an option, a 
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necessary one especially in situations where corporate 

institutions give evidence of neglecting the purposes they 

were created to serve. But because its effects may be as 

deleterious as violence simpliciter, because it may be mis

understood by the political community at large, it requires 

special justification. I do not intend to imply that, as 

the early civil-rights movement in the South intimated, non

violence becomes an end in itself. The end is the realiza

tion of moral integrity in a political community. But does 

this goal now require more political violence, or will it 

suffice to rely upon the building up of what I have called 

public trust? We do not know. Radicals may point to the 

qualitative changes introduced in the Republic because of 

justifiable political violence during the last decade and 

ask if it is not advisable to continue in the same vain. 

What can we say, but that with this argument there is still 

the haunting conviction that something is wrong. Could it 

be that rights are only meaningful to the possessor in a 

community, so that we have no choice but to save ours. 

IV 

There are limits to the stress men can endure. The 

poor and disenfranchised have testified that human nature is 

not as malleable as men from the sixteenth century onward 

had thought. They have demonstrated that there is a point 

beyond which men will not be pushed without a fight, 
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citizens will not be deprived of the political space neces

sary to define them as persons to themselves and to others. 

So they have justifiably resorted to political violence as a 

last resort to hold on to their personality. And, for now 

at least, it has worked. We are considering again the pur

poses of politics. 

But it has also raised some questions of its own. 

The most important of which, I think, is the nature of the 

polity. Is ij; as malleable or artificial as men from the 

sixteenth century onward have taught? I suspect not; for if 

the polity is a community of men, we may expect it to need 

limitations on stress also. It must have its own point 

beyond which it ceases to be. I do not think all radicals 

understand this. But if they did, they would be more will

ing to reassess the advisability of proposing more and more 

political violence to correct every injustice, no matter 

what the cost. Fbr political violence is only justified 

when it promotes the common legitimate interest, the just 

well-being of the entire community. Rational men would 

cease to agree with its exercise when it turns into venge

ance or a moral crusade. They would not sanction the dis

solution of what makes a civil life possible; they would not 

condone being thrown into a state of nature. 

Nor, to recognize human rights, need they. Our 

basic law is not a perversion or a monstrosity. It is not 
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the constitution that has been assailed in the streets and 

on the campuses; but the policies and procedures that have 

been pursued under it. It stands above this history of the 

prostitution of the Republic by special interests, to point 

the way toward the freedom and justice our contemporary 

radicals demand. It provides the opportunity to build up a 

political community. 

This work of community building is beyond that of 

communicating. It is a creative task that political vio

lence can not perform, but from which it is never absent. 
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