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PROLOGUE

Alarm 

This book begins with an alarm: We live in a time of 
unprecedented peril, on the brink of our ruin as a civilization 
and perhaps as a species. Climate change is only the most 
prominent of a growing array of threats to our collective 
survival, part of a convergent trend that makes ecological and 
social collapse increasingly likely over time. If we should fail 
to avert this outcome, our generation will have played a 
leading role in the greatest tragedy ever to befall humankind. 
Like the tragedies of literature, a deep flaw lies near the heart 
of our prospective doom. An attribute that once seemed a 
source of strength would now emerge as the cause of our 
demise. That flaw is the subject of this book. 

But our ruin is far from certain. A sustainable way of life, 
one that is not only lasting but also deeply ethical and joyful, 
remains possible. A tragic flaw only becomes fatal when its 
ruinous aspect remains too long concealed behind its heroic 
glow. Once we can see the flaw plainly and clarify its tragic 
implications, we open the possibility of acting differently in 
the world to different results. This book purports to look our 
tragic flaw full in the face—literally, to confront it—not only so 
that we may understand what has driven us to this perilous 
point, but how to avert its worst consequences while there is 
still time. 

This book proposes that our tragic flaw is violence—not 
only violent acts in themselves, but the logic that motivates 
and justifies those acts. This logic entails certain structural 
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properties that, especially over the long term, have truly 
catastrophic effects. The logic of violence is cyclical—one act 
of violence tends to provoke another; as the well-worn phrase 
has it, violence begets violence. Moreover, the logic of 
violence is escalatory—the cycle of violence tends toward 
greater brutality and injury over time. But worst of all, and 
most important for the argument of this book, the logic of 
violence is ultimately self-destructive. I argue that, so long as the 
logic of violence predominates in a given society, that society 
will move relentlessly toward its own self-destruction and, in 
the fullness of time, achieve it.  

This lends deeper meaning to the injunction, “he who 
lives by the sword dies by the sword.”1 No longer do we 
understand merely that I am more likely to die a violent death 
if I am out in the streets skewering my neighbors left and 
right. The deeper meaning suggests that anyone who depends on 
violence to survive will surely one day commit suicide. It is not my 
enemy’s sword that will kill me, but my own—he who lives 
by the sword dies by his own sword. This understanding 
captures the defining dynamic of tragic flaws mentioned 
earlier: the means by which I have secured my success 
becomes the very cause of my downfall. Humankind’s 
relationship to violence follows this trajectory over the 
broadest sweep of history.  

This book further proposes that violence, as embedded as 
it may be in our genes and culture, admits of transformation. 
And not only this, our moment in history may offer the most 
auspicious conditions ever to occur under which our tragic 
flaw might be so transformed. In short, we live in a moment 
of unprecedented endangerment and possibility. To realize 
this possibility, however, will require profound change at 
both the global and personal scales. This book argues that 
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these changes, while extremely challenging, lie within reach, 
and it sketches out some key features of the process of 
transformation. I will consider this book successful to the 
extent that I persuade you to take seriously two basic 
assertions: 1) violence is always prohibitively expensive; and 
2) each of us alone and all of us collectively are capable not 
only of surviving but thriving without violence. The first 
assertion runs against the grain of mainstream thought, and 
much else, in our culture. As long as we continue to condone 
the use of violence we have no hope of averting our own self-
destruction. We must confront the seductions of violence, see 
the implications of its logic, and reject it once and for all. Our 
future depends on it. 

The first assertion is meaningless, however, if the second 
is not also accepted to some degree. We must be convinced 
that a life without violence is possible before we can seriously 
contemplate breaking our commitment to it. To be sure, 
designing and maintaining a world without violence would 
represent a daunting if monumental achievement, perhaps the 
greatest feat in the whole history of humankind. On the other 
hand, I’d like to suggest that only the tiniest gap separates us 
from a bright and peaceful future. If every one of us were to 
go to bed tonight mindful of what really matters in life and 
full of resolve to put that knowledge into practice tomorrow, 
I think we would wake up to a peaceful world, simply because 
we would all make our best effort to be peaceful. We are 
violent because we expect others to be. And they are violent 
because they expect us to be. All we really have to do is to 
start trusting one another and being trustworthy. 

Naturally, we will not all rise tomorrow morning with a 
common understanding and a shared resolve. The matter of 
becoming trusting and trustworthy is riddled with traps and 
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trials. No, the passage to a better world will not come so 
easily. This book aims to explore the complexities of trust, as 
well as many other facets of the path of nonviolence, in a 
rigorous but positive way. My grit and confidence that 
humankind can master this challenge is founded in my daily 
experience as a psychotherapist working with distressed 
couples embarked upon a similar journey. I have discovered 
over and over again the power of our yearning for peace, our 
resilience in the face of disappointment, and our capacity to 
rebuild where trust had been shattered. 

In my analysis of violence and its remedies throughout 
this book, I do not limit myself to “the art of the possible,” as 
the classic description of politics goes. Instead, I am 
interested in what lies at the root of our situation, whether it 
seems politically expedient to deal with it or not. In this 
sense, I take a radical approach to the problem: the purer and 
deeper, the better. Further, I take a holistic view. I examine our 
current dilemma and its solution at various levels at once, 
from the global scale all the way down to the inner turmoil 
that seethes within our individual hearts and minds. I take a 
dynamical systems perspective, where all these levels are seen 
to interact with one another in multiple overlapping feedback 
loops. Accordingly, both our analysis and our solutions must 
involve the whole system, from the top down to the bottom 
up and the inside out. 

This book is ultimately about what lies within us all. You 
are undoubtedly shaped by the experience of living in an 
endangered world, as I am; and your very presence, in turn, 
shapes that world. This endows you both with a terrifying 
burden and an awesome opportunity. The modern crisis calls 
us all to grow into our situation, to meet it with nothing less 
than the whole of ourselves. As daunting as that may seem, in 
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the end the promise of this book is that you are enough. Indeed, 
the root cause of our current woes lies in a distrust of our 
own claim on existence that has accrued across the past ten 
millennia or so, as I explain later on.  

My journey toward this book began at a young age, when 
I first noticed that I was especially sensitive to cruelty and 
always bewildered by it. I saw the meanness of some boys to 
others as early as kindergarten, and watched with increasing 
dismay as this treatment continued throughout the years that 
followed. I witnessed my own parents attack one another 
emotionally, and felt torn apart when they would each try to 
recruit my allegiance against the other. Nor was I exempt 
from my own impulses toward violence. To my deep shame, 
I sometimes gave vent to a streak of resentment toward my 
younger brother, who suffers from severe autism. None of 
these cases were violent in the usual sense; rarely did I see 
even so much as a schoolyard brawl. I was lucky. But the 
stomach-clenching, fearsome energy of violence would 
sometimes impress itself upon me nevertheless, and I was 
duly horrified. 

Only in the past decade or so has it become clear to me 
how I have, from the beginning, devoted my adulthood to 
the problem of violence and the promise of peace. Early on 
this impulse led me to study political science as an 
undergraduate at Yale; and it led me to abandon that in order 
to immerse myself in the relatively idyllic world of classical 
music for about 15 years. In both fields I was seeking to grasp 
the basic outline of the human condition—macrocosmically 
in the intercourse of nations and microcosmically in the 
subtlest possible nuances of feeling, respectively. In both 
domains, I was driven by a strong sense of idealism. My 
interest in politics centered on how we could organize a 
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society that everyone would agree was fair. As for music, I 
wanted to understand, revel in, and become intimate with the 
human urge to beauty, our stunning capacity to convert the 
whole range of human experience into art. Long before I had 
the words for this, I had intuited that making art was the 
diametric opposite of making violence. Where violence 
hardens the heart, art melts it. 

One fine day I stumbled across an out-of-print edition of 
the Tao Te Ching in a dusty old bookshop and thrilled to its 
intimations of something greater and deeper than we 
normally know. This led to a formal study of Zen that has 
persisted these past 20-plus years. Somewhere along the line, 
I picked up Gandhi and was lit aflame with his moral purity, 
forthrightness, and courage. Later I read Martin Luther King, 
Adrienne Rich, Noam Chomsky, bell hooks, Thomas Merton, 
Voltairine de Cleyre, Gary Snyder, Maya Angelou, Malcolm 
X, Barbara Kingsolver, Wendell Berry, Carl Rogers. All of 
these passionate voices proclaimed, in their various ways, 
what it means to be human; what it means to be oppressed 
and to oppress; what kind of thing liberation might be. 

On that day in 2001 when the Twin Towers fell, the heat 
of the world’s violence, always hot, totally engulfed me. After 
a pregnant pause of some weeks, during which I dared to 
hope that the United States would respond nonviolently, the 
decision to wage a fullscale war on Afghanistan left me in 
despair. Not long after, I made plans to leave my job at a 
sustainability think tank in Seattle, sell most of my belongings, 
and take up residence in a Zen monastery near Providence, 
Rhode Island. There I spent seven months training to 
become a monk with every intention of permanently ‘leaving 
the world,’ a world I felt I could no longer tolerate. 
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While at the monastery I had the opportunity to sit for 
seven weeks in an intensive retreat. We meditated more than 
ten hours a day, ate our meals according to strict and ancient 
rules, and maintained silence. Though I had previously sat 
many shorter retreats, this was a daunting undertaking. It 
proved to be one of the most rewarding experiences of my 
life. After several weeks of silence throughout a hot, sultry 
summer peppered with violent thunderstorms, I was struck 
all at once by a different sort of lightning. I am not speaking 
of enlightenment, alas, but still a deep truth about life that lies 
at the heart of this book.  

During the retreat I had been struggling with some 
‘teaching words,’ as they are called in this lineage of Zen—
pithy phrases that aim straight for the center of a teaching. In 
this case, the words were: “Don’t make anything!” One day, 
all at once, I clearly understood really for the first time that 
our situation, whatever it may be, is already enough. It is 
already complete. There is no need to add anything to it. And 
when we do add something to it, we invariably bring suffering 
into the world. Immediately I intuited that this had something 
to do with my lifelong puzzle, my personal koan, if you like. I 
knew this had something to do with violence. 

I left the monastery a few months later, and probably 
rather too soon, for a number of reasons. I was struck by 
how sad many of its inhabitants seemed and I, too, was 
desperately lonely. I also left, as I can now see, because this 
book was awakened in me, and it didn’t seem possible for me 
to write such a book as a monk, at least the kind of monk I 
felt I was expected to become there. After all, I felt compelled 
to make something—this book—even if its deep message was 
to be, ‘don’t make anything.’ Moreover, despite my revulsion 
after 9/11, I discovered that I needed to be more in the world, 
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to be a part of the messiness of a broken, beautiful, 
maddening world, right in the thick of it. And so, I resolved 
to become a secular monk—leaving that term tantalizingly 
undefined. 

As the book was germinating, I took up residence in a 
politically radical, income-sharing house back in Seattle, got 
involved in the communities movement, rejoined the team at 
Sightline Institute, the organization I had left the year before, 
and eventually found my life partner (and her three precious 
children) with whom I have practiced the art of deep intimacy 
ever since. After completing an earlier version of this book, I 
finally succumbed to something that had been obvious since 
childhood to astute observers, but not to me—psychotherapy 
is my natural habitat. So, I went back to school, added a 
masters degree on top of two graduate degrees in music, and 
opened a private psychotherapy practice. Although I rarely 
use the words with my clients, I have the privilege to work 
with them regularly on the challenges of nonviolence and the 
seductions of violence. I find myself in the trenches of daily 
life with ordinary people (actually, each one is extraordinary) 
as they struggle with their own fears, doubts, grief, and rage. 
Each one of my clients is making art of their lives and, as they 
struggle to change and adapt, they are making revolution, 
too—for to look into ourselves and our circumstances deeply 
and unflinchingly, with honesty and compassion, is truly 
revolutionary. It reconfigures the psyche and it changes the 
world. 

You will find that this book is mostly silent on topics like 
race and gender. When I wrote the earlier version of this text, 
this silence felt less problematic to me than it does now. In 
the contexts of Black Lives Matter, the #MeToo movement, 
and the emergence of trans and other issues of sexual and 
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gender identity, and at a time of open cultural warfare, led 
from the right by the White House itself, it may seem 
perverse not to bring these critical issues into a text on 
violence, peace, and nonviolence. And yet, after much 
reflection, I have elected to remain mostly silent on these 
questions, and this for two reasons. 

To begin, I am a person of enormous privilege. The 
whole endeavor of this book is reasonably suspect on that 
basis alone. How can a white, middle aged, over-educated, 
heterosexual cis-male possibly hold forth on such issues as 
violence and nonviolence, so relevant and intensely felt as 
they are by the oppressed? What can he possibly say that 
would not be an apologetics for his own privilege? Even if he 
intends to speak without bias, a fool’s errand in the best of 
circumstances, he will be affected by his own privilege and 
self-interest in myriad, and mostly unconscious, ways. This is 
undoubtedly true. So why write this book at all? Because it is 
in me; because this is what I was made to do.2 You don’t have 
to read it, and you certainly don’t have to agree with it. I 
wrote the book not because I think I have a corner on the 
truth, or because I think anyone else needs to agree with me, 
and certainly not because I want to tell anyone, least of all the 
oppressed, what to think or do. This book is sheer self-
expression—an act of joy (if sometimes in a dark kind of 
way). To the extent that it has any fire in it, and any truth to 
it, it is because it comes from my own experiences of 
violence, where I felt the horror and terror of oppression first 
hand. I do not claim this makes me an expert on anyone 
else’s oppression; it certainly doesn’t. But this book is my 
expression of what limited bit I think I can think. 

This brings me to the first reason I do not say much 
about race, gender, and other vectors of oppression in this 
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book. These are topics I cannot possibly know very much 
about. So my omission does not, I hope, constitute a failure 
to recognize these oppressions, a kind of silence of complicity, 
but is motivated instead by my profound respect for those 
who suffer from them. My hope is that those who know 
certain forms of oppression first hand will interrogate this 
text from their particular life experience, perhaps connect 
with what seems meaningful to them in it, and improve the 
text with their engagement. Secondly, I am trying to talk 
about oppression in a more general way. I believe most 
violence is oppressive and all oppression is violent. I believe 
that all the specific strands of oppression—racism, sexism, 
heterosexism, ableism, and so on—weave together to form 
the hangman’s rope of violence. I aim to describe the rope 
and not so much the strands of which it is comprised. This 
has given me enough to do. It is already a very long book. 

Good News, Bad News 

Revolutions that change the world, as we all know, are dicey 
affairs. You are likely to end up with your head on a pike or 
toiling away in a gulag somewhere if you choose the wrong 
side of history. Given such risks, you may be forgiven for 
asking whether the world really needs changing. As I evaluate 
this question, I see some very good news and some very bad 
news. The revolution I am talking about is mostly joyful. It 
helps us to come more fully into ourselves, to feel more at 
home in the larger world, and feel more secure in our 
intimate relationships. This revolution brings out the best in 
us and cultivates the best in others. It is a revolution less bent 
on the outcome and more intent on the process, so that every 
moment can be understood as liberating and life-affirming. 
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The struggle is not of one against another, or the oppressed 
against the oppressor, but the struggle for each of us to 
resolve inwardly and outwardly our own conflicting impulses 
in order to co-create with all a world in which all might 
thrive. That’s the good news.  

The bad news is that our backs are up against the wall. 
We may have only a short window of time to achieve a 
substantially more peaceful and just world. I believe any clear-
eyed assessment of our current situation forces us to the 
conclusion that nothing less than revolutionary social change 
is necessary if the human race is to survive with any dignity, 
or survive at all. In case you need convincing, I briefly sketch 
out my own analysis of the present crisis here. But allow me 
first to say a few words about predicting the future and 
sounding the alarms of imminent catastrophe. 

No one knows what will happen next, much less what 
will happen a century from now. I don’t know; you don’t 
know; scientists in their ivory towers don’t know; and those 
who reassure us that all is well don’t know. Even if we 
assume that ecological and social collapse is to occur at some 
time in the future, no one knows how far into the future, 
exactly how it will all come to pass, how quickly 
circumstances will devolve, or to what grim end. Given all 
this uncertainty, when should one take the plunge and pull at 
the cords of alarm? More likely than not, some will go too 
soon and look foolish, and others will go too late and look 
doomed, like sheep already headlong in the slaughterhouse.  

Thus, if there is good evidence to suspect that we may be 
headed for catastrophe, even if that evidence is far from 
conclusive, and even if we cannot predict how soon it might 
become critical, it seems prudent to take the threat seriously. 
The existence of massive stockpiles of nuclear weapons 
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throughout the Cold War was an arresting fact, and the pace 
and potential risks of climate change offer scant comfort 
today. When we are looking at scenarios as dire as nuclear 
winter or historically unprecedented shifts in global climate, 
perhaps we can be forgiven if we err on the side of caution. I, 
for one, would rather look foolish than extinct. Especially 
given the stakes, it would be absurd and morally irresponsible 
to ignore credible evidence of imminent peril in favor of 
complacency or profit in the short term.  

Furthermore, the important question is not whether 
catastrophe is imminent but whether we are moving toward it 
or away from it. If we are moving toward it, then it is only a 
matter of time before it occurs. To allow such a condition to 
persist simply defers the problem to our children or 
grandchildren. I assume no one feels good about assigning 
chaos and violent death to our own descendants just to avoid 
making difficult choices now. Thus, to justify radical social 
change I don’t need to prove that our current way of life will 
soon devolve into chaos, but only that it contains ingredients 
that trend strongly in the direction of ecological and social 
collapse. Our responsibility, if we find such trends, is to work 
to reverse them or, at least, slow them way, way down. 

Of course, we do find such trends.3 This is the bad news. 
The trends to which I refer are global in nature. They are 
processes that have the capacity to reach most of the surface 
area of the planet, affect nearly all humans, and a great many 
other species of life besides. Any one of these processes 
alone, but especially some combination of them together, 
have the potential to induce the collapse of human 
civilization as we know it, or even precipitate the extinction 
of the human race. More remotely, but still within the realm 
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of possibility, these dangers could culminate in global 
ecocide—the termination of all life on Earth. 

Let us examine this collection of threats through an 
ecological lens. Our planet has a finite capacity to support 
human life, the logic goes, because of limited resources such 
as clean air, freshwater, arable land, micronutrients in the soil, 
and so on. Human bodies require energy to function, for 
instance, and we extract this energy from the environment, 
which has limited means to produce it in forms we can 
absorb (such as amino acids). If we collectively require more 
resources to survive than the planet can provide, we 
ultimately do not survive. This way of thinking invokes the 
notion of carrying capacity, a useful measure of environmental 
health and risk.4 All of the threats that we can see converging 
toward catastrophe can be formulated in relation to this 
concept of carrying capacity. 

The Earth’s carrying capacity is vulnerable in two ways. 
First, because it is finite, any given carrying capacity can 
always be exceeded, which would eventually result in a cascade 
of collapsing infrastructure and plummeting population. 
Second, damage directly to the system can reduce its carrying 
capacity, which in turn exacerbates the system’s vulnerability 
to being exceeded. Indeed, if either of these two pathways 
toward collapse is triggered, each can quickly reinforce the 
other in a fierce positive feedback loop. Overshoot of 
carrying capacity damages the infrastructure of the system, 
which enables it to carry less capacity, which intensifies the 
problem of overshoot, and so on. This phenomenon, the 
syndrome of ecosystem collapse, has been studied intensively 
in biology and legions of local examples have been 
documented.5 There is no structural reason why the same 
principles would not apply just as well at the global level. 
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At present, the most likely pathway to global ecosystem 
collapse and a sharp or total loss of human life begins with 
the convergence of accelerating population growth, lifestyles 
that require historically unprecedented levels of resources and 
energy, and rapid climate change. A large global population 
plus patterns of excessive consumption demands more of the 
planet’s carrying capacity than ever before, running the risk 
that we will exceed it.6 At the same time, the many forms of 
ecological degradation that modern life has caused, most 
prominently climate change, threaten to reduce that capacity 
significantly by damaging the systems that support life. 

These converging trends are on a collision course, as if we 
were playing a giant game of chicken with the biosphere. If 
we don’t pull out in time, both sides lose. Very likely, the 
social consequences of ecosystem failure will involve a 
massive climate refugee crisis, both from encroaching seas 
and failed food security systems, exacerbated by crop failures 
and dwindling freshwater supplies.7 Because the impacts of 
climate are projected to affect the poor disproportionately, 
social unrest is likely, with the probable result that violent 
strife will erupt and civil society will break down. As remote 
as this scenario may seem, history shows many examples of 
societies falling apart in exactly this way—and the decline is 
often unexpected, precipitous, and extremely violent.8 Again, 
there is no structural reason why this same dynamic would 
not unfold at a global scale. 

Other pathways to collapse are possible. Not long ago, we 
all assumed nuclear winter offered the most likely doomsday 
scenario. With the fall of the Soviet Union and the end of the 
Cold War, many analysts stopped worrying about this 
possibility. That may be unwise, for a number of reasons. 
Many of the warheads that once threatened the planet still 
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exist.9 A recent report has uncovered 13 cases since 1945 of 
“near misses,” during which nuclear weapons came perilously 
close to deployment, including four (31%) since the end of 
the Cold War.10 Though the number of warheads has come 
down since the height of the arms race, some scientists 
believe that even a relatively small number—less than 100—
could cause a devastating global nuclear winter.11 Nuclear 
technology is no longer the secret province of a small number 
of highly advanced nations, but rather is becoming 
increasingly diffuse.12 And lastly, the currents of history are 
always shifting. At present, the United States holds the 
enviable—and unsustainable—position of lone superpower. 
But this will change, and no one can predict just how. It is 
not only possible but likely that a future configuration of 
political power will emerge in which the prospect of a nuclear 
arms race will once again arise, replete with its perverse 
mathematics of mutually assured destruction and multiples of 
overkill.13 

If nuclear weapons are used, and especially if the number 
deployed approaches a certain threshold, the carrying capacity 
of the planet may be seriously or fatally depleted. Under a 
nuclear winter scenario, those of us not killed by the blasts or 
radiation would die slowly of starvation because of 
compromised agricultural production, or from disease as a 
result of other ecological impacts. Conversely, the global 
climate change pathway could trigger the use of nuclear 
weapons. States might take up arms to secure dwindling 
natural resources, and nuclear states might find it more 
palatable to use their arsenals to maintain their primacy in a 
context of global economic free-fall. In a scenario of failed 
states and violent social collapse, previously secured nuclear 
arsenals could come into the possession of rogue military 
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units or terrorist groups. The use of nuclear weapons would 
only hasten the collapse of the global ecosystem and 
exacerbate chaotic social conditions. 

The number of pathways to ecological and social collapse 
have proliferated since the beginning of the Industrial 
Revolution, and probably at an accelerating rate. Since the 
development of nuclear weapons in the 1930s, we have added 
global climate change from the burning of fossil fuels, now 
reaching crisis proportions less than a century later. Over the 
same period, the world population has nearly quadrupled, and 
is set to peak at ten billion by 2050,14 putting an enormous 
strain on the planet’s steadily diminishing carrying capacity. 
At the same time, the momentum of technological innovation 
has spawned a large variety of entirely novel potential sources 
of disaster, either through error or malice. 

Technological innovation often gets lifted up as the 
panacea that will get us through. But the record of technology 
is not altogether comforting. Most of our current troubles 
can be linked to technological innovation, either in the form 
of outrightly lethal machines like atom bombs and fighter 
jets, or because technology has built vast systems that carry 
unexpectedly high ecological costs, like the burning of fossil 
fuels, massive deforestation, or industrial monocropping. 
Technological solutions often carry unintended and 
counterproductive consequences, so that we end up building 
fixes of fixes of fixes, working our way ever deeper into the 
hole of ecological degradation. Finally, the social-political 
system that produces technology is such that innovation 
tends to accrue disproportionately to those in power. As a 
result, technology more often than not secures the future of 
the wealthy as its first priority, often—indeed, systematically—
at the expense of the poor. Moreover, many technologies, 
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even if initially developed for peaceful purposes, carry the 
potential to be weaponized. As a result, we are at risk of lethal 
forms of genetic engineering and other biotechnologies, 
nanotechnology, and novel chemical compounds. For all 
these reasons, I submit that we should regard technology 
embedded in a violent system as more the problem than the 
solution, even if it is part of both. 

Taking all of these concerns together, we can discern 
three dimensions of threat that converge and amplify the risk 
of ecological and social collapse over time. First, for any 
given threat, such as climate change, the probability that it 
will play a role in triggering collapse increases with each 
passing year because it continues to intensify over time. All of 
the threats enumerated above share this characteristic. 
Second, more and more potential pathways to collapse 
become available over time, and these various pathways 
sometimes reinforce one another. This magnifies the 
probability of disaster from any one of these sources of risk. 
Third, the historical trajectory of technological innovation 
moves predictably toward more potency, lower cost, and 
greater access over time. Accordingly, the threats to our 
survival are each becoming more lethal and more broadly 
available with each passing decade. These three intertwined 
trends all move convergently in the direction of increasing 
risk over time, eventually tipping the rising probability of 
catastrophe into exponential territory. Once that happens, 
our window to avert the worst possible outcomes will have 
closed, and in short order a relentless and merciless descent 
into extinction will be fully upon us.  

If my doomsday scenario is mistaken, then of course we 
have nothing to fear. But how much are you willing to bet on 
that? Are you willing to risk that your children or 
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grandchildren might find themselves living in a world of 
barbaric violence, disease, and impoverishment? The stakes 
are high, the future uncertain, and the probability of a bleak 
unraveling of our current way of life is growing. I submit that 
it becomes increasingly evident with each passing year that a 
radical response may be the only response commensurate to 
the mounting challenge of our times. It is from here that this 
book departs. 

Nonviolence 

This book proposes a psychological understanding of our 
imperilment. I am interested in how the mind develops in an 
endangered world, what it is like to experience such a world, 
and how we therefore act on it, extending to increasingly 
elaborate social forms, right up to international organizations. 
But I am also committed to our embeddedness in a found 
world—a world we did not make but into which we have 
been thrown. What kind of universe is this? How did we 
come to enter into it? What is given and immutable and what 
is malleable and co-created by us? 

This book frames the modern crisis as a function of 
violence, and its resolution as a function of nonviolence. I 
choose this frame because, as we will see, it focuses our 
attention sharply on what goes on at the root of our situation. 
This frame also allows us to tap into the rich legacy of 
spiritual, philosophical, and political work that has been done 
in the name of nonviolence by such figures as Gandhi, Martin 
Luther King, and the Dalai Lama. At the same time, I take an 
unusually broad view of what constitutes violence. I approach 
it as a kind of logic, a psychological sequence of steps—a 
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process—that results in behaviors and events that we would all 
immediately recognize as violent. 

I define violence and develop its underlying logic in the 
next chapter. For now, perhaps it is enough to say that I am 
interested in the whole pattern of thoughts, feelings, words, 
and actions that lead with a certain logical inexorability 
toward physical harm. This logic flows from our very genes, 
develops deep within the human psyche at a very early age, 
and expresses itself throughout our lives in various ways, 
many of which we may not consciously recognize as violence. 
The logic of violence does not end there. It goes on to 
permeate our social, political, and economic forms as well. 
Thus, a line runs from the deepest recesses of our minds, 
through our social forms, to the broadest expanses of history. 
So long as we continue to follow this violent line, we are 
bound to commit, eventually, the ultimate atrocity: ecocide. 

The logic of violence implicates us all. Perhaps the most 
challenging feature of my approach is that we cannot push 
the problem of violence onto our enemies or relegate it to a 
category of social deviancy. To be sure, violence at the 
extremes has its own properties and issues, but the vast 
majority of violence does not occur at the extremes, but 
closer to the peak of the bell curve—right where you and I 
live and work. Moreover, once we fully grasp the nature of 
violence as a logic embedded in the human condition, it 
becomes clear that the extreme cases are often simply the 
same logic taken to a further point. We begin to see that there 
is no structural reason why we, too, could not be driven to 
such a point given sufficiently dire conditions.15 

Nonviolence, as I employ the term, offers a quite specific 
and peculiar response to the problem of violence. Taken 
literally, the word can be understood to mean ‘where there 
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would otherwise be violence, there is no violence.’ This 
understanding suggests the erasure of violence, an act of 
subtraction. This may be expressed mathematically: 

V + (-V) à E 

This equation reads, “violence (V) plus nonviolence (-V) 
yields our existential situation (E),” or more loosely, “after 
subtracting violence what remains is our existential situation 
as it actually is.” Violence is additional to our true existential 
situation, and nonviolence subtracts it. The promise of this 
book is that we can enact this subtraction, and the urgency of 
this book is that we must. Nonviolence promotes a moment 
of genuine encounter with what is. This is very Zen, of course. 
Don’t make anything. The world is already complete. You are 
already enough. Anything additional creates unnecessary 
suffering, and so the equation of nonviolence aims to return 
us to the ground of being. This equation expresses the 
foundational idea of this book and is elaborated, in one way 
or another, throughout all the pages that follow.  



	

 
 
 
 
 
PART ONE: VIOLENCE 

There is no problem that violence solves.  
Violence is the problem. 

  





	

CHAPTER 1 

Problem 

We have reached this dire point in human history, a point at 
which our own self-destruction seems imminent if dramatic 
change does not soon intervene, because of a tragic flaw in 
our nature. Our tragic flaw is violence, and particularly a 
feature embedded in the structure of violence that I call the 
logic of violence. This chapter explores that logic in some detail, 
with the aim to persuade you that violence does indeed 
possess something like the logic I describe, and that this logic 
has a strong tendency toward self-destruction. Once that has 
been established, we can proceed to explore in subsequent 
chapters the existential, psychological, evolutionary-historical, 
and political implications of the logic of violence. 

But first, what exactly do we mean by the word violence? 
When one asteroid crashes into another, although we might 
describe the collision as violent, this is not the kind of 
violence we’re to deal with here. When a lion chases down a 
gazelle and devours her, even given the struggle, the gore, and 
the terror written on the smaller animal’s face, this too misses 
the meaning of violence I intend. An event may be explosive 
or an act aggressive, but it does not become violent until it 
makes sense to think of it as an intentional act. In other words, 
violence is here defined as a moral category. The asteroid 
simply follows its momentum along a trajectory; if it happens 
to run into another asteroid, it’s not as if the asteroid could 
have done anything about it beforehand. Lions predate on 
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smaller game. That’s how they live. Even if a lion could 
reflect on the suffering of the gazelle, it’s not as if the lion 
could elect to forego its prey and expect to survive. 

Somewhere along the evolutionary trajectory of Homo 
sapiens an astonishing event occurred. At least as long as 
45,000 years ago, or even earlier, we humans became capable 
of knowing when we are choosing to cause suffering when 
we could have chosen otherwise. Not too much later, it could 
have become an expectation to desist from causing avoidable 
harm, to which we held ourselves and others. In this way, 
humankind stumbled headlong and irreversibly into the moral 
realm.16 Only then were we capable of violence in the moral 
sense, the sense used in this book. Only then were we capable 
of inflicting suffering knowingly and willingly—that is, 
despite being capable of choosing not to. 

We see a similar developmental trajectory in children. 
Early on they may hit or pinch without any awareness that 
they are causing another to suffer. But at some point a child 
can begin to comprehend that when he hits another child, the 
other experiences the same kind of pain he would. 
Thenceforth, when the child hits his playmate he is, on some 
level, capable of knowing that he is inflicting suffering. From 
there, it is but a short developmental step for him to know 
that he is choosing to inflict it. Parents generally intuit that this 
is something we need to teach our children. We actively make 
the child aware that he is responsible for the harm he causes 
and is expected not to inflict it. This is a cultural intervention, 
wherein we induct the child into social life. If the child 
chooses to inflict suffering anyway, we can begin to say that 
he intends harm, or is at least indifferent to it. This is what we 
mean by violence. 
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The World Health Organization (WHO) defines violence 
as, “the intentional use of physical force or power, threatened 
or actual, against oneself, another person, or against a group 
or community, that either results in or has a high likelihood 
of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, 
maldevelopment or deprivation.” 17  This definition aptly 
captures the importance of the intentional use of physical force 
or power to inflict harm, acknowledging violence as a moral 
act. It also takes a broad view of harm, recognizing that even 
just the threat of violence is harmful, and that harm can occur 
in the body or psyche, by virtue of abuse or neglect, and in 
the present or future. As comprehensive as this definition is, I 
wish to extend it one step further. The WHO definition 
leaves out of account whether the harm caused is or is not 
justified or legitimate in the context in which it is deployed. 
For example, violence in self-defense or in pursuit of some 
meritorious cause, as in “just war,” still meets this definition 
of violence. 

Since I want to make a moral argument about violence, 
we need to distinguish between harm that is not justified or 
legitimate and harm that can be morally justified. I reserve 
violence for the former case. So, by that understanding, 
violence is never justifiable; that is what makes it violence. I 
reserve mere aggression for harm that is justifiable, or does not 
fall into a moral category, such as lions devouring gazelles. All 
infliction of harm is aggressive, but only some aggression is 
violent; or, in other words, violence is here understood as 
unjustifiable aggression. 

Let us consider the following definition: Violence occurs 
when one being or group inflicts unnecessary suffering on another, when 
that entity is capable of knowing both that it is inflicting suffering and 
that the suffering is unnecessary. In this formulation, being capable 
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of knowing that one inflicts suffering upon another captures 
the principle of “intention” in the WHO definition. The 
concept of suffering is here intended to stand for the list of 
harms offered by the WHO definition, and quite a lot more. 
What is new is the principle that the suffering inflicted is 
unnecessary.18 

This definition forces us to make two moral judgments 
about every act. In the first place, we judge the likelihood that 
our act will cause suffering immediately or into the future, 
directly or indirectly. Second, we judge whether any such 
suffering is actually necessary. And further, if we are to take 
these standards seriously, we need to make these judgments 
both in prospect and retrospect. We have an obligation to 
guide our actions with reference both to past experience and 
likely future outcomes. 

Of course, slippery slopes abound. Pretexts and 
rationalizations for the infliction of suffering are common 
and cheap. Human history is littered with them, including the 
ubiquitous rationales of self-defense and national security. To 
be meaningful, then, the moral judgment that an act is or is 
not violent requires a rigorous standard around what constitutes 
suffering and what constitutes necessary suffering. Any time 
suffering is inflicted by one being (or group) on another, the 
burden of proof falls on the actor to demonstrate that the 
suffering is truly necessary.  

The judgment of what is necessary requires, furthermore, 
that we take a wide view of the circumstances. If we were to 
focus too narrowly on the decisive moment when physical 
force is used, almost always deep into a series of events, the 
use of aggression might seem more reasonable than it would 
if the whole sequence were taken into account. Consider the 
famous instance of George Zimmerman’s fatal shooting of 
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Trayvon Martin in 2012. Zimmerman’s case, based on 
Florida’s generous right of self-defense, relied entirely on how 
reasonable it was for Zimmerman to believe his life was in 
danger at the moment he pulled the trigger, killing the 
unarmed black youth. Even if Zimmerman’s defense were 
perfectly genuine (which seems unlikely), it does not satisfy 
the standard of proof I am proposing. Zimmerman would 
need to show not only that he felt his life was in grave danger 
at the moment he fired his weapon, but also that he had no 
other alternatives at any point in the development of the 
incident but to follow the course that resulted in his lethal act. 

Violence, as we will explore in Chapter 2, is a dynamical 
process, an unfoldment, a way of being, replete with its own 
gravitational forces. Zimmerman, in all likelihood, entered 
that process well before the fatal shot was fired, choosing to 
follow its seductions and momentum through a series of 
choice-points that might otherwise have led to a range of 
non-injurious outcomes. We must ask: Could the actor have 
known that this path was likely to lead to the infliction of 
suffering? Were other paths available to him? Almost without 
doubt, the answer would have to be yes, there were. 

Though we may regard George Zimmermann, not to 
mention the whole lot of vicious brutes who have committed 
all manner of heinous crimes, with revulsion, we too easily 
forget that each one of us is capable of violence in some 
measure.19 We usually regard the perpetrators of violent acts 
as evil, fanatical, or mentally ill. We distance ourselves not 
only from their acts but from their humanity. When we look 
more closely at perpetrators of violence, however, we begin 
to see that they are not, most of them, so very different from 
us.20 We can begin to appreciate their rage, disappointments, 
and yearning, even their tenderness, and see how very similar 
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all that is to our own. In this likeness we all have to one 
another, we can begin to recognize some common patterns, 
ones we all share, that can be discerned in the background of 
all violent acts. 

I submit that these patterns emerge from an underlying 
logic presumably universal to all humankind. This logic is 
specific, can be stated explicitly, and carries implications that 
largely explain the crisis in which we now find ourselves. It 
boils down to a series of five simple propositions. (See Table 
1.) 

At first, this series of propositions may seem self-evident 
and even benign, especially in the context of modern 
platitudes ritually offered in defense of capitalism. It will be 
my task over the next several chapters to make the case that 
from this apparently unobjectionable rationale and its 
underlying emotional implications the whole catastrophe of 
murders, wars, dictatorship, oppression, and ecocide all 
inexorably flow. When we fully grasp how this could be so, 
we have begun to understand the problem of violence in 
earnest. 

Table 1: The Logic of Violence in Five 
Propositions 

 
1. My survival depends on meeting certain basic needs, 

and 
2. Those needs depend on limited resources, and 
3. Other beings partake of the same resources, therefore 
4. I am in competition with others for those resources, 

and therefore 
5. My survival depends on prevailing over the 

competition 
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The Logic of “Violence Begets Violence” 

Martin Luther King once wrote, “hate begets hate; violence 
begets violence; toughness begets a greater toughness.”21 And 
thus the phrase “violence begets violence” resoundingly 
entered the culture, even if few have paused long over what it 
really means. King had detected a feature of violence, 
something about how it operates in the real world, and 
asserted it directly. This leaves us with the question of why 
violence should be like this. Specifically, we would want to 
know how a set of propositions as seemingly innocent as 
those just given could produce violence at all, much less a 
violence that can only propagate itself until it destroys us all.  

To begin to see how this might be so, let us reach much 
farther back in time, to the 17th Century, when the 
philosopher Thomas Hobbes (famous for the phrase, “the 
life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short”) gave an 
account of violence still cited with admiration today. Though 
I wish to bring out additional features of the logic of violence, 
Hobbes aptly names three of the most important: 
 

So that in the nature of man, we find three 
principal causes of quarrel. First, competition; 
secondly, diffidence; 22  thirdly, glory. The first 
maketh men invade for gain; the second, for 
safety; and the third, for reputation. The first use 
violence, to make themselves masters of other 
men’s persons, wives, children, and cattle; the 
second, to defend them; the third, for trifles, as a 
word, a smile, a different opinion, and any other 
sign of undervalue, either direct in their persons 
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or by reflection in their kindred, their friends, 
their nation, their profession, or their name.23 

 
Hobbes’ first cause, “competition...for gain,” aligns exactly 
with the fifth proposition in the logic of violence I am 
proposing: “My survival depends on prevailing over the 
competition.” Ethologists have found that normal 
intraspecies aggression in the animal kingdom, including 
humans, typically begins with a sense of scarcity of needed 
resources for which there is competition.24 Hobbes offers a 
short list of such resources, “other men’s persons, wives, 
children, and cattle.” But we can imagine a much more varied 
list running from celebrity status or precious jewels to mating 
opportunities and true love. 

The logic of violence implies a certain hierarchy of 
valuation across the range of resources. Because violence is 
costly—I could lose my life, suffer injury, or inspire future 
retaliation—my willingness to use it will depend on how dear 
I believe the resource to be. When my own survival hangs in 
the balance, when the resource in question means the 
difference between life and death, the logic of violence 
compels me to gain that resource by any means necessary. At 
other times, I may be willing to risk less and, consequently, 
use less violence. We may even sometimes leave aside the 
stick altogether and opt for the carrot. Nevertheless, the logic 
of violence still operates: I only limit myself to the carrot so 
long as it works; when it doesn’t, I likely revert to the stick. 

While competition for gain represents the basic 
framework of all violence, it immediately involves us in a 
certain kind of complexity. If I am willing to plunder your 
resources for my own gain, then it follows that you might be 
willing to plunder mine. This brings us right to the second of 
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Hobbes’ categories of quarrel, “diffidence...for safety”—or, 
to put it most plainly, defense. To safeguard my “persons, 
wives, children, and cattle,” the logic of violence demands 
that I vigorously defend them from attack. Indeed, the logic 
of violence automatically assigns enemy status to anyone who 
may be seen even as a potential competitor. In an unvarnished 
context, the logic of violence would keep us vigilant for 
attack from any quarter at any time. But we do sometimes 
varnish this uncomfortable situation with the veneer of 
feigned goodwill and social conventions of courtesy. Though 
these social practices probably do mitigate the expression of 
violence to a significant extent, they nevertheless occur within 
a continuous framework of threat. These conventions, in 
short, create the kind of peace that is not really peace at all 
but merely the temporary suspension of violence.  

The requirements of defense, moreover, immediately 
introduce a fierce feedback loop into our violence, known as the 
Hobbesian Trap. If I can expect my neighbor to attack me, 
might it not prove advantageous for me to attack first? As 
they say, the best defense is a good offense. In this way the 
logic of violence gives us reason to attack even when we do 
not need something our neighbor has, but solely to dissuade 
our neighbor from attacking us for something that our 
neighbor might think she needs. And now we are fully in the 
clutches of the Hobbesian Trap, for if we can imagine 
preemptively attacking our neighbor we can presume that our 
neighbor can imagine preemptively attacking us. This further 
adds pressure on us to prepare for our neighbor’s preemptive 
attack, or to pre-preemptively attack our neighbor. Thus, not 
only does attack beget counter-attack, but the mere prospect 
of attack begets the prospect of preemptive attack, and so on, 
in a deadly spiral that makes violence more and more likely as 
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it goes. The Hobbesian Trap represents the cycle of violence 
in one of its more insidious forms, brought to its most 
diabolical in the Cold War with its multiples of overkill and 
policies of Mutually Assured Destruction. 

The tendency of violence to feed back on itself brings an 
additional complication, the pressure to escalate. If someone 
hits me hard on the arm I am inclined at least to hit him back 
in the same way, following the maxim of “an eye for an eye, a 
tooth for a tooth.”25 In accounting terms, I am repaying a 
debt incurred by the original act of violence. But I am highly 
tempted to pay it back with interest. Not only might I feel 
that a punch to the arm deserves the same in return, but I 
might also feel that he ought to pay a penalty for his 
unprovoked attack. So I hit him a little harder than he hit me; 
or instead of hitting him back on the arm I aim for his jaw. 
Of course, my adversary is likely to think that my added 
interest (or any retaliation at all) was entirely uncalled for, and 
thus deserving of the same back—plus interest. And so on. In 
this way, the quantity of harm rises until someone recalculates 
the value of the confrontation and backs down.  

This, in turn, creates an incentive to charge a very high 
interest rate right from the start—that is, to retaliate right 
away much more aggressively than might seem fair. I do this 
in hopes that my adversary will back off immediately, before 
we have traded too many costly rounds of a more gradual 
escalation. Here we find ourselves again in the clutches of the 
Hobbesian Trap, in which we both anticipate not only that 
our potential adversary will attack us first, but might attempt 
an already-totally-escalated knock-out blow—which gives us 
incentive to preempt this by doing it first to the other guy. 

The dynamic just described introduces an inflationary 
pressure on our violence over time. Because I want to make 
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violence prohibitively expensive for any potential rival, I am 
tempted to start the cycle of violence at a higher intensity 
than I think she is willing to tolerate; but then, so is she. And 
around we go again. Violence is inflationary in another sense, 
too. As the level of violence escalates and intensifies, the 
culture becomes more and more desensitized to it and less 
horrified by it. We can see an example of this in the period 
since the Columbine school shooting in 1999, an event that 
jolted us to our roots at the time, but which has become so 
commonplace in the years since that we collectively shrug and 
move on, feeling powerless. After that it took the slaughter of 
very young children at Sandy Hook to arouse similar disgust. 
And so on again. 

Hobbes’ third category of violence—“for reputation...for 
trifles”—alludes to the inflationary effect of its logic. When I 
present myself as recklessly willing to use maximal violence 
for minimal reasons, “a word, a smile, a different opinion, 
and any other sign of undervalue,” what today we might call 
disrespect, I am resorting to the ultimate extreme of 
preemption. My goal is expressly to dissuade anyone in the 
future from contemplating aggression toward me. By wildly 
discounting the costs of violence, thereby seeming to value 
my own life and anyone else’s so cheaply that you cannot 
expect me to make rational choices in a contest. This is an 
extremely risky approach, but apparently it works well 
enough; evolution has favored this strategy in many species. 

The logic of violence as I have presented it here clarifies 
the logical relation between what we normally think of as 
violence and what has become known as structural violence. 
This term refers to the suffering caused to many people, and 
other beings, as a direct result of how a society is structured. 
We often hear the term in the context of economic inequality, 
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where gross disparities of wealth are seen as systematically 
reinforced, as in “the rich get richer and the poor, poorer.” 
This principle extends to the whole range of oppressions that 
have gotten encoded in the dominant culture, whether based 
on gender, race, and so on. The systematic degradation of the 
natural environment—monocropping, deforestation, burning 
fossil fuels, and the like—also represents an example of 
structural violence. Ecological degradation harms those 
(human and wildlife) with the misfortune of finding 
themselves in the direct path of destruction; it impoverishes 
the human experience of nature; and it passes more extreme 
suffering along to future generations of humans (and other 
beings) who will live in an increasingly diminished world and 
may, in the event, meet horrible deaths in a nightmare 
scenario of ecological and social collapse. 

Structural violence meets the proposed definition of 
violence.26 It represents one being or group inflicting unnecessary 
suffering on another, even if that infliction occurs indirectly, or 
diffusely over space or across time. Because suffering is 
inflicted, and because that suffering may be judged 
unnecessary, we are morally bound to ask whether those 
inflicting it are capable of knowing both that they are inflicting 
suffering and that the suffering is unnecessary. Indeed, today 
there can be little doubt that those imposing, or benefiting 
from, structural violence are fully capable of knowing about it, 
even if they often act as if they don’t know. Once the critique 
emerged that identified and described structural violence, and 
clear causal lines could be drawn between economic practices 
or other systemic phenomena and unnecessary suffering, the 
society and all its members became capable of knowing. At 
that moment, the moral burden of proof fell on them (us) to 
show either that no suffering is occurring or that it is strictly 
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necessary; or, better, simply to desist from those practices 
that inflict such suffering. It follows, therefore, that whole 
societies can be morally obligated to correct any known or 
knowable structural violence, including every individual 
member of that society, but particularly those who benefit 
most from that violence or who have more power to impose 
it or not impose it.  

The five propositions of the logic of violence apply quite 
elegantly to structural violence. Following the dictate that 
“my survival depends on prevailing over the competition,” 
we all strive to maximize every advantage, including forming 
cliques and covenants that work to our benefit. Over time, 
certain fruitful pathways of advantage become established 
and then, in due course, codified in a system of values, 
customs, and laws. Eventually, this produces whole societies 
characterized by powerful interests continually reinforcing 
their advantage at the expense of the less-powerful. This 
expense can be measured in suffering. In this way, the 
structure of violence impresses its own image on the structure 
of society. What was originally a struggle between two 
individual competitors over one resource or another becomes 
a vast mechanism in which all (or nearly all) resources are 
systematically appropriated by a minority at the cost of 
suffering by the majority.27 

The Logic of Self-Destruction 

Even if violence tends to beget more violence, somehow we 
as a species have managed to survive millennia of this vicious 
cycle of begetting. And if violence has a structural tendency 
to escalate, somehow we have managed to survive two world 
wars without a third and 70 years with nuclear weapons but 



38     Our Tragic Flaw 

	

no nuclear winter—so far. Indeed, as Steven Pinker is wont 
to point out, in many respects we have seen a diminishment 
of violence over time, especially in recent centuries and 
decades.28 Given these facts, clearly we cannot argue that the 
logic of violence leads straightforwardly to inevitable self-
destruction. I want to make a probabilistic argument, 
however, that violence relentlessly tends toward self-
destruction and in the fullness of time is bound to achieve it, 
absent some intervening force. But we cannot always discern 
this tendency. To glimpse it, we need to attain the right 
perspective, a vantage point from which the larger picture can 
come into view. 

On the local scale, when someone strikes me I am likely 
to strike back. This may peter out quickly or it may go on for 
a while and probably escalate. Rarely, however, will this 
continue until someone dies. At some point one person or 
both will withdraw, judging the contest too costly. If we 
graphed such local-scale events, we would see a waxing and 
waning of violence with infrequent peaks of fatal violence 
and a strong tendency for the violence eventually to exhaust 
itself and return to zero.29 

But if we pull back to gain a somewhat larger view, where 
the local-scale eruptions of violence fade into the background 
noise, and take the measure of violence across larger swaths 
of time, say in century-long chunks, a different pattern would 
emerge. At this level some centuries, such as the twentieth, 
prove much bloodier than others. To understand this, we 
need deeper explanations than the local-scale waxing and 
waning of squabbles. Larger historical forces may be at work, 
such as the power of states to suppress violence in its people. 
Over time, this suppression may result in an accumulation of 
ill will that festers and seethes and eventually bursts 
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dangerously into the world. By mechanisms of this kind, rates 
of violence could appear low for long stretches of time 
without meaning that violence has been mastered, and could 
appear very high at other times without meaning that violence 
has randomly materialized from nowhere. 

The force of suppression brought to bear on violence can 
either increase or decrease over time. The Hobbesian 
Leviathian—the state with a monopoly on violence—tends to 
increase the suppression of violence, as if keeping the lid 
tighter on a boiling pot. This only defers the eventual 
explosive release of violence into the world, but can defer it 
effectively for long periods of time, even centuries—think, 
for example, of the long dynasties of China. At other times, 
the state is relatively weak or unstable, and therefore unable 
to suppress violence to the same degree—consider present-
day Syria or Iraq, for example. Or a state may be very warlike 
(such as Nazi Germany) or violently repressive (Stalin’s 
Soviet Union) and thereby drive up rates of violence in the 
world for an extended period. 

Another dynamic in play at this level concerns actual 
improvements in the human condition. In addition to the 
trends of violence we have been enumerating, other historical 
trends simultaneously unfold and interact with the trajectory 
of violence. Various of these can materially reduce the build-
up of violence festering in the collective human heart. Pinker 
carefully catalogues and describes many of these trends, such 
as the invention of the printing press and the popularization 
of reading, developments in scientific reasoning, the 
emergence of individual rights and the proliferation of that 
idea across various domains. These advances in the dignity 
and equality of persons (and other beings) relieve rather than 
exacerbate the accumulation of suppressed violence in 
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society. Between these various dynamics, we can see a 
medium-scale waxing and waning of violent expression across 
the centuries of human civilization such that violence looks 
intermittent, episodic, and unpredictable.30  

If we pull our perspective back still further, however, to 
the most macro scale possible, a still different picture 
emerges. This picture involves two large-scale forces that 
mutually inhibit one another. One is the force of violence, 
and the other is the force of peace. When the force of 
violence predominates, violence increases and intensifies 
steadily over time for as long as this condition persists (with 
smaller-scale fluctuations on the surface of the curve, as we 
have just discussed). If not overtaken by the force of peace, 
this trajectory ends with social and, very likely, ecological 
collapse. 

By this analysis, we can see how the logic of violence 
begetting violence may look none too frightening at the local 
scale (at least for most of us most of the time), more 
problematic but not fatal to civilization at the medium scale, 
and terrifyingly ecocidal at the largest scale. Locally, violence 
flares up and exhausts itself regularly; over centuries, violence 
can erupt explosively, killing vast numbers, but also can seem 
to resolve itself to some degree for decades or longer; but in 
the fullness of time, violence can go nowhere but to a bitter 
end in which everyone dies—unless it is decisively overtaken 
by the trajectory of peace. Sometime over the last two 
centuries we have rounded a bend in the road, revealing how 
the violent trajectory could end for us as a global civilization. 
From this place, the three perspectives described begin to 
telescope together. Our doom is no longer unthinkably 
remote. It no longer requires thinking in terms of millennia. It 
lies just ahead. Others have been to this place before us and 
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have met a grim fate indeed. Consider, for example, the 
collapses of Easter Island, the Anasazi and Mayan peoples, or 
Norse Greenland.31 

Let us now examine in brief the mechanism by which the 
logic of violence advances inexorably toward self-destruction, 
so long as nothing else interrupts it. I explain this process in 
two parallel and interconnected ways, first using the 
metaphor of economics, and then speaking more 
philosophically. Violence always carries a cost. It requires 
energy, entails risk, and invites retaliation. The perpetrator of 
violence, at least in theory, calculates the cost in advance and 
compares it against the benefit sought. If we were all perfectly 
rational actors and the costs were all perfectly transparent, 
violence would only occur when the reward outweighs the 
expense. Violence would never get out of hand and our world 
would not be imperiled today.32 

As we have just seen, however, violence has a structural 
tendency to feed back on itself, escalate, and become inflated 
over time. Rarely do these dynamics get figured into the cost 
of violence in advance. Violence may seem a good investment 
when we take short-term costs and benefits into account, but 
if we were to consider the likely long-term expense, violence 
begins to look foolhardy. Imagine that A attacks B for gain, 
figuring that B is weaker than A and will not fight back, at 
least not very much, and the prize is worth the scuffle 
anyway. But A does not realize that B will later respond by 
planning a devious attack on A to recover the stolen prize 
(feeding back), and incur some additional penalty (escalating) 
on the way. Now A must retaliate against the retaliation and 
escalate even further, perhaps much further (inflating), to 
dissuade B from continuing. This may go on for any number 
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of rounds. With each round, the cost of violence rises 
sharply, but the benefit does not. 

Before long, with each renewed round of violence, A is 
operating at a loss. In principle, we expect rational actors to 
stop the tit-for-tat of violence at the point when the cost 
begins to outweigh the profit. In practice, however, two 
factors inhibit this pragmatic policy. First, we often become 
emotionally involved in the struggle. We become so offended 
and enraged that the recovery of our honor and dignity 
becomes worth a great price not calculated from the 
beginning. Second, we tend to be very bad at tracking the 
costs of violence as they mount. The causal relationships are 
complex and diffuse, and the costs difficult to quantify. As a 
result, we tend to pass the point of diminishing returns very 
early in this process without any awareness that we have done 
so. 

But even when we do know that we have passed the 
point of diminishing returns, we tend to throw good money 
after bad. Known as the sunk cost fallacy, we tend to prefer to 
keep spending money on a losing proposition because to walk 
away is to admit that all the money already spent was 
wasted.33 What’s more, the inflationary feature of the logic of 
violence means that, over time, the starting bid of our violent 
exchanges rises, representing a long-term deferred cost to any 
violence we might contemplate now.34 

Lurking within all of these confounding aspects of 
violence lies an insidious relentlessness. The logic of violence 
will out no matter what, going underground when it cannot 
prevail in the open. This follows directly from the five 
propositions upon which our violence is based. We are, after 
all, pursuing what we regard as a need without which we cannot 
survive. No price is too high to pay for our very survival, so 
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the logic goes. If we meet a stronger opponent and lose in 
direct competition, our campaign nevertheless continues if 
only by indirect and more devious means. And if even that 
effort is thwarted, the need and its associated fears and rages 
merely get suppressed, where they ferment, toxify and, in the 
fullness of time, find violent expression.35 In sum, even when 
the strong triumph over the weak and the battle is won, the 
war often rages on. While we may be tempted to close the 
books on the encounter, the costs continue to mount.  

For all these reasons rooted in its structure, our decision 
to rely on violence likely results in operating at a loss. That is, 
violence will almost certainly cost more in resources than it 
brings in. A person can only afford to operate at a loss for so 
long before her assets become totally depleted. If we continue 
to get drawn into violent conflicts and nothing else interrupts 
this process, we are bound to continue to throw good money 
after bad until, sooner or later, we go broke altogether. Our 
pursuit of some limited benefit ends up costing us everything. 
In this way, violence ultimately proves prohibitively expensive. In 
the absence of some counterveiling influence, violence ends 
in bankruptcy, which is here just a euphemism for social 
collapse and mass death. Such is the economic argument for 
the intrinsic self-destructiveness of violence. 

The philosophical argument focuses on the internal cost of 
violence carried by the perpetrator. We begin with the 
principle that a human being palpably feels a sense of 
connection to the whole world and all its beings, especially 
those most similar to himself. This reflects an existential fact, 
one we explore in detail in Chapter 2, that the whole universe 
is one unitary entity that includes us in exactly the same way 
that it includes every other being. In order to harm another, 
we must deny our intrinsic connection to the other, meaning 
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that we must deny a part of ourselves to ourselves. To harm 
another being when we know it is not necessary therefore 
violates something within ourselves. 

Because we find it unbearable, we put our own self-
induced suffering out of awareness or project it onto those 
we intend to harm. The more we deny our own sense of 
violation as we violate others, the more numb we become to 
this act of denial, and the easier it becomes to violate both 
ourselves and others. We become increasingly alienated from 
ourselves in tandem with our alienation from those we harm. 
Our violence requires and cultivates a loathing for those we 
harm and also, in lockstep, a loathing for ourselves. What we 
do unto others we do unto ourselves. In the fullness of time, so long 
as no other force prevails over this fierce feeding-back 
process, it can only culminate in suicide. In the mass 
shootings that have become an almost daily occurrence in the 
United States in recent years, we know too well the pattern of 
killing many before turning the gun onto oneself. It is 
obvious that these events are really just floridly elaborated 
suicides. I am arguing here that all violence, no matter how 
subtle, is the same—an elaboration of self-harm that is 
ultimately suicidal. It is to this strong existential relation of 
inside and outside, self and other, that we now turn.



	

 

 
CHAPTER 2 

Polarity 

We have explored how prohibitively expensive violence is, 
revealing how violence fails to solve social problems—
indeed, violence itself is the social problem that needs 
solving. In this chapter, we telescope down into the individual 
psyche to wonder how we end up choosing this deeply flawed 
approach as often as we do. What forces act on us at the 
individual level to choose violence as opposed to peace? I 
argue that our existential situation poses a natural and 
unavoidable dilemma that prepares the way for violence or 
peace; and that our response to that dilemma depends on our 
conditions, especially in early life. We will see how our 
existential situation contains a certain polarity, and how early 
conditioning across the first three years of life develops in 
relation to those poles, disposing us more toward violence or 
peace. 

I should note that the propensity for aggression in 
humans has been studied extensively in biology, 
anthropology, and social psychology. On one hand, we can 
look to the findings of evolutionary psychology that seem to 
reach a fairly cynical conclusion about human violence—
namely that it serves an adaptive function and is deeply wired 
into our genetic inheritance.36 On the other hand, a broader 
survey of relevant evidence suggests much greater hope for 
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our species, even as it acknowledges very definite limits to 
our capacity to be peaceful and altruistic.37 It goes beyond the 
purview of this book to present the relevant evidence and 
defend the more hopeful view. Instead I hold that, in the 
absence of any conclusive scientific findings to the contrary, 
it remains eminently possible that we humans are in fact 
capable of making the kind of progress as individuals and as a 
species that I recommend throughout this book. Indeed, I 
would argue that to give in to the more bleak conclusions, 
throw up our hands, and declare the current situation good 
enough is a kind of moral cowardice—not to mention 
suicidal. 

What is existential is that which is unavoidably baked into 
existence itself, as distinct from the conditional, which depends 
on specific circumstances that could have been otherwise. 
This distinction runs throughout my argument, for reasons 
that will shortly become clear. We cannot change our 
existential situation, by definition. We can pretend that it is 
not as it is, but this puts us immediately into disharmony with 
reality with predictably unfortunate results. All we can do is 
recognize the existential facts, acknowledge them as true, and 
work out how to integrate them into our way of being in the 
world—this world as it actually, factually is. I argue that 
violence occurs precisely at the point at which we resist our 
existential situation, whereas peace occurs, and can only 
occur, with a radical acceptance of it. 

Baked into existence itself lies a fact that perhaps only 
humans can recognize as such: existence contains a paradox. 
We can formulate this paradox in an utterly ordinary way: the 
universe is one thing and it is many things. The Sun, for example, is 
a relatively small star in a relatively remote corner of an 
average galaxy—it floats alone in a vast universe that dwarfs it 
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in every way. At the same time, the Sun is the universe itself, 
just as much as any other thing in the universe is. There is 
after all, no universe apart from the myriad elements of which 
it is comprised. And still, on the other hand, the universe 
literally makes the elements that make it. Every particle and 
every vibration of energy is made of the interactions that 
occur in the context we call the universe.38 Without the whole 
universe there would be no single elements. 

For humans this paradox becomes a dilemma. From the 
beginning, humans have stood in awe and perplexity at the 
whole cosmos, feeling at once dwarfed by its immensity and 
enlarged by its majesty. This confusing state of affairs calls 
into question whether we are alone in a universe indifferent 
to our fate or as one with a universe that births us and 
provides for our every need. Of course, it is both. This is a 
paradox because, though these appear to be contradictory 
conditions, they both nevertheless obtain. And this is a 
dilemma because we seem to have to choose continuously 
between fighting against an indifferent, even hostile, universe 
or relaxing into its nurturing embrace. 

Birth 

All of us encounter the paradox of existence in early life, long 
before the onset of conceptual thinking and explicit memory. 
Once encountered, this paradox is seared indelibly into the 
basic architecture of the brain and serves as the reference 
point for the whole of our emotional lives thereafter. This 
process begins even before our birth. Our brain first develops 
in the relative safety of the womb. As far as the prenatal brain 
is concerned, the womb is not merely the best place that 
brain could ever be; it’s the only place. All it knows is womb-
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based, including the manner in which food and oxygen are 
provided, the sense of closeness and enclosure, a certain 
temperature, and a range of sounds, from the mother’s 
heartbeat and breathing to her voice and digestion.  

No amount of variation within the womb under normal 
circumstances can possibly compare with the transition that 
accompanies birth. Nearly everything the brain has 
experienced prior to birth changes abruptly and radically. The 
enclosure of the womb rejects our body and presses us 
forcefully through a narrow opening into a completely 
foreign world—a world that is glaringly bright and cold, 
where we don’t know at first how to breathe or feed. On one 
level, of course, we are little more than instinctive creatures at 
this point, and our instincts provide everything we need 
(assuming our caregiver does her part). But on an emotional 
level—that is, how we experience the change in our bodies—
birth likely represents a profound trauma that leaves a 
permanent and significant mark on our subsequent lives.39 

Birth represents the first iteration of a pattern that repeats 
throughout the normal human lifespan, an oscillation 
between states of dependency and autonomy. In the womb 
we are utterly dependent on the mother; in birth we separate 
from her and establish our physical autonomy. This polarity 
between dependence and autonomy can be detected even 
very shortly after birth. The newborn comes already equipped 
with the capacity to like and dislike specific sensations, as a 
function of instinct and temperament.40 Like and dislike are 
not yet ideas (feelings) but are experienced purely on the 
physical level. Dislike triggers a physical withdrawal response; 
like triggers a grasping response. 41  So the newborn will 
automatically grope for his mother’s breast but will just as 
automatically reject an object that’s too cold or too hot. 



Polarity    49 

These are purely instinctive, physical, and sensation-based 
responses that require no higher-order mental processing, 
processing that cannot yet occur. 

Responses not only vary in terms of like and dislike, but 
in terms of intensity and urgency. Under dire threat the body 
is flooded with hormones and neural impulses designed to 
steel us against the perceived danger. Thus, the trauma of 
birth unfolds entirely on the physical level as an event 
experienced throughout the body, and, very likely, sharply 
rejected as profoundly threatening. We bear no memory of 
our own traumatic birth because explicit memory has not yet 
come online. But implicit memory is already functioning at 
full throttle; that is, the experience of the trauma of birth is 
laid down in the early architecture of the brain where, both 
because of its chronological primacy and because of its 
profound emotional intensity, it almost certainly exerts a 
powerful influence over all subsequent development. 

Following the principle that what fires together wires together,42 
it is reasonable to suppose that the trauma of birth establishes 
strong and permanent linkages between certain sensations 
and what eventually becomes an intense feeling of dislike. To 
the extent that the trauma of birth inaugurated an association 
between dislike and the passage from warm to cold, from 
darkness to bright light, from enclosure to exposure, and 
from complete dependence to autonomy, these archetypal 
passages may be strongly (though implicitly) associated with 
dislike throughout life. Similarly, a strong sense of like may be 
associated with the converse, the passage from cold to warm, 
from light to darkness, from exposure to enclosure, and from 
independence to dependence. 

Whatever the specifics of our own birth, it is likely that its 
intensity as an experience lays down a strong polarity in our 
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infant mind between those states that we like and those that 
we find aversive. We experience a sense of wellbeing when the 
present moment feels good, and a sense of discontent when it 
feels bad. We want to retain the sense of wellbeing when we 
have it, and we want to escape the sense of discontent when 
we have that. Wellbeing feels like, “more of this,” and 
discontent feels like, “not this.” We want to hold or grasp 
that which we associate with wellbeing, and push away or 
reject that which we associate with discontent. The archetypal 
experience of wellbeing occurs in the womb, and the 
archetypal experience of discontent is birth. While neither the 
intrauterine experience nor the birth experience is 
monochromatic or unambiguous, I submit that these offer 
the earliest and purest forms of either state we are likely to 
experience throughout our lives, and provide the frame of 
reference against which all future experiences of wellbeing 
and discontent are implicitly compared. 

Because the brain processes associatively, I propose that 
our sense of well-being is deeply and permanently linked to 
the feeling of connection to our mother that we experienced 
in the womb, and that our sense of discontent is deeply and 
permanently linked to that original crisis of disconnection, 
birth. This linkage runs in both directions: We experience a 
sense of wellbeing from feeling connected (to our primary 
caregiver in childhood, or to our intimate partner, closest 
friends, or our children in later life), and we experience a 
sense of connectedness from the feeling of wellbeing. 
Similarly, the experience of discontent carries with it a sense 
of disconnectedness, and the experience of disconnection 
fosters a feeling of discontent.  

Thus, throughout life we simultaneously yearn for social 
connection and a sense of wellbeing; this explains the 
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importance many of us place on finding and maintaining an 
intimate relationship throughout our adult years. Similarly, we 
simultaneously abhor social disconnection and the feeling of 
discontent; thus, our fear of ending relationships, even 
painful ones, likely stems from our dread of a profound and 
potentially unbearable sense of discontent.  

Drawing the Polarity 

As we saw in Chapter 1, violence contains a certain logic that 
presents itself to us as a natural and appropriate response to 
the world. Who could deny that my survival depends on meeting 
certain basic needs and that those needs depend on limited resources? It 
is also incontrovertible that other beings partake of the same 
resources. The application of this logic to our specifc situation, 
however, offers a wide range of possibilities—and our 
violence or peacefulness hangs in precisely that balance. At 
this juncture, we pivot from the existential aspect of the issue 
to the conditional. The first three propositions of the logic of 
violence describe our existential situation accurately enough. 
The conditional question concerns how we apply those 
existential facts to our unique circumstances. 

What needs are actually so basic, for example, that our 
survival literally depends on them? Some may have quite a 
long list; others may profess to get by with very few. Also, 
some may feel a sense of urgency that each of these needs be 
maximally met; others make do with a minimal satisfaction of 
needs. Similarly, we might come to different conclusions 
about just how limited are the resources that we require to 
meet those basic needs. Some will feel a sense of scarcity 
where others find abundance. Finally, one could reach very 
different conclusions about the demand for these precious 
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resources. Some might worry that everyone is out to take 
what they can; others may have a more collegial feeling—that 
we are sharing rather than stealing from one another. 

These differences of assessment, which can cover a large 
range, naturally elicit highly divergent responses. If I feel that 
my needs are many and maximal, that the resources on which 
they depend are scarce, and that others are apt to steal those 
resources away, I will sense much more acutely that I am in 
competition with others for those resources. As a result, I will likely be 
far more motivated by the conclusion that my survival depends 
on prevailing over the competition. As I have argued, this 
conclusion points one in the direction of violence, and 
contains the seeds of the whole modern catastrophe. On the 
other side, a person who regards her basic needs as relatively 
few and readily met, depending on resources that are ample, 
and that those resources are being shared relatively benignly, 
may not feel very competitive, if at all, with others, and is 
unlikely to draw the conclusion that she must defeat them. 
Such a person, we can well imagine, would not be very likely 
to use violence. 

The paradox of existence suggests, on the one hand, that 
we are alone in a universe that cares nothing for our survival 
or happiness—a condition that we find reflected in the logic 
of violence and given fullest expression in violence. That 
paradox also suggests, however, that we are profoundly 
interconnected with all beings in just such a way that we not 
only can survive (after all, we’re still here), but we can also 
find deep joy, too. This condition isn’t so well reflected in the 
logic of violence—indeed, we will need a logic of peace to 
capture it (supplied in Chapter 5)—and this condition 
inspires responses conspicuously lacking in violence. 
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The poles of the paradox of existence operate much like 
opposite magnetic fields, which simultaneously attract and 
repel the metallic objects that lie between them. The 
interconnectedness pole represents an attractor state that 
pulls a person into connection with the universe; and the 
aloneness pole represents the opposite attractor state that 
pulls a person into isolation. Both attractor states reflect our 
actual existential situation. Both operate on all beings all the 
time. But different individuals or groups carry their own 
internal charge, just like the metallic objects in a magnetic 
field. Those more strongly charged with connectivity will feel 
a greater attraction to the interconnectedness pole of the 
paradox of existence. Those beings more strongly charged 
with disconnectivity will find themselves more pulled toward 
the aloneness pole. (See Figure 1.) 
 
The Paradox of Existence 
 
Existential Pole: 
Internal 
Experience: 
Social 
Experience: 
Resulting Logic: 

 
Interconnectedness 
 
Wellbeing 
 
Connection 
Peace 

 
Aloneness 
 
Discontent 
 
Disconnection 
Violence 
 

Figure 1: The relation of peace and violence to three significant 
polarities. 
 

I submit that violence occurs when a being yields 
disproportionately toward the disconnected and autonomous 
pole of the paradox of existence. But even a well-balanced life 
occurs into the existential tension between these poles, a 
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tension that always applies. (See Figure 2.) The tragedy to 
which this book’s title refers becomes more likely when we 
find ourselves significantly more attracted to the pole of 
disconnection than to its opposite. 
 

 
 Figure 2: Being in relation to the paradox of existence. 
 
 Thus far we have only begun to tell the story of how early 
life establishes patterns that will inform our adult tendencies 
toward violence or peace. In the remaining sections of this 
chapter we consider important developments that occur in 
the first three years of life. In what follows, I do not mean to 
suggest that the child’s life course is set in stone by her third 
birthday, far from it. As recent research has shown, our 
capacity to change and grow never abates as long as we 
remain reasonably healthy.43 For the same reasons, we remain 
vulnerable to trauma throughout life—meaning that we can 
be thrown into great tumult at any time, which might increase 
our attraction to violence. I focus on the first three years, 
however, because they represent three distinct and important 
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critical periods. During these times, we have vastly greater 
neuroplasticity than usual in key brain areas. Critical periods 
appear to be timed genetically, unfolding in a very particular 
sequence to enable the growing brain to develop those skills 
and capabilities at each stage necessary to make the next stage 
possible.44  

These critical periods represent the most sensitive and 
vulnerable moments in the development of a proclivity 
toward violence and offer a general theory of our 
psychological susceptibility to violence throughout life. Most 
especially, I submit that maladaptive shame, whether it occurs in 
childhood or later, serves as a necessary but not sufficient 
cause of most violence. I am thus suggesting that most 
violence would not occur in the absence of the proposed 
mechanism; but of course maladaptive shame does not cause 
violence all by itself. Other factors must also be present. This 
psychological mechanism, I mean to say, disposes one toward 
violence, and one probably cannot commit violence (of the 
relevant kind, at least) without it. 

It has been posited that no single theory can encompass 
the whole range of human violence.45 That is undoubtedly 
true; there must be multiple mechanisms that can account for 
the diverse forms and motivations we see in human violence. 
Nevertheless, I would propose that most violence, including 
its most common and most damaging manifestations, can be 
substantially accounted for by a single general theory such as 
the one I offer here. Some violence rooted in severe mental 
illness, for example, such as bipolar disorder or 
schizophrenia, may involve additional processes not included 
or implied in the present theory—but even in these cases it is 
likely that the mechanism I describe here plays some role. 
When the severely mentally ill are embedded in a context of 
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care and understanding, free from the traumas of abuse or 
neglect in childhood and beyond—that is, absent excessive 
shame—violence is exceedingly rare.46 

First Year 

We are born into relationship. Our connection with our own 
mother is more than merely metaphorical, more than just a 
social construction. It is a biological fact most graphically 
illustrated by the umbilical cord. As I have suggested, the 
cutting of the umbilical cord raises an acute existential 
problem. I am no longer physically connected to my 
caregiver, on whom I remain utterly dependent for my own 
survival. Now, all of a sudden, I am dependent on my 
caregiver to seek proximity to me and do things like make her 
breast available to me, keep me warm, and protect me from 
predators and other critical threats. Where, in utero, I belonged 
to my mother in actual fact—I was a literal extension of her 
body—now I must belong to her, or with her, in a new way, 
one that is chosen by her again and again. My situation has 
become much more precarious. 

Fortunately, the biology of mother and child supplies a 
mechanism to ensure my ongoing belonging to my mother, 
called the attachment system. 47  This system recruits limbic 
circuits in both the mother’s and infant’s brain that creates a 
sense of anxiety, or discontent, in the absence of proximity, 
and a sense of well-being when proximity is restored and 
maintained. This system employs natural hormones in the 
mother’s brain, such as oxytocin, to establish a sense of 
bondedness to the infant, and a desire to nurture that infant 
in all its needs and wants. The mother’s circuits of social 
bonding and emotional regulation, thought to center in the 
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right prefrontal area of her brain, focus intently on the well-
being of the infant, who drinks in her ministrations and 
thereby wires his own right prefrontal areas, following closely 
on her lead. In this way, the child gradually develops his own 
social and emotional intelligence. Soon, he will be able to read 
the face of his mother to find cues of love and care, or the 
absence of such cues.48 

Life presents many frightful prospects, especially, we 
must assume, in the confusing and overwhelming period 
before we have the capacity to make any sense of our world. 
The emotional antidote to these fears, and thus an emotional 
need the infant strongly experiences, is a feeling of oneness 
with the caregiver, which represents a comforting return 
toward the original state of connection in the womb. When 
the infant is denied the sense of connection she seeks, she 
feels invisible and unrecognized, and she experiences anxiety 
that her needs will not get met. When the fearful infant 
receives the loving attention of her caregiver—when the 
caregiver is attuned to her—she experiences a comforting 
return to a sense of connectedness to the larger world. If 
either pattern becomes strongly reinforced over time, the 
infant will either develop a strong sense of expectation that 
the world is a safe place and her place in it is secure, or she 
will develop a strong sense of expectation that the world is 
neither safe nor secure.49 

These poles represent an extension of the original polarity 
between wellbeing and discontent described earlier. In effect, 
a securely attached child finds reinforcement of the womb-
based sense of wellbeing through the caregiver, while the 
insecurely attached child finds reinforcement of the trauma-
based sense of discontent. The secure child feels empowered 
by loving gaze; the insecure child feels disempowered by its 
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denial. Further, the poles of secure attachment and well-being 
on the one side and insecure attachment and discontent on 
the other map directly onto the polarity of the paradox of 
existence. When the child feels securely attached, in a 
pervasive context of wellbeing, she experiences her 
interconnectedness with the world directly. When she feels 
insecurely attached, in a pervasive context of discontent, she 
directly experiences her aloneness within an indifferent 
universe. We might well conclude that, in the absence of 
mitigating effects, an insecurely attached child is more likely 
to adopt the logic of violence in later life than a securely 
attached one. 

Second Year 

In the second year of life we move from the safety of the 
primary attachment bond built (ideally) in the first year into a 
new phase of individuation. Once this is accomplished, 
beginning around the third year of life, we begin to assert 
ourselves within that bond. This movement toward an 
independent self arises naturally from the child’s greater 
mobility and an upsurge of energy that reaches a new 
threshold at around 15 months of age.50 The child now has 
the motoric capacity and the psychic energy to move rapidly 
and exuberantly through space. She begins to venture away 
from the mother and excitedly out into the world. Most 
parents experience this exploration as both gratifying and 
frightening, because the child’s curiosity and wonder are not 
matched with common sense and an awareness of risk. As the 
child’s repertoire of exploratory behaviors expands, the 
caregiver’s anxiety focuses first on maintaining the child’s 
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safety and then on teaching the child correct or appropriate 
social functioning. 

In this way, the child’s exuberance during the second year 
sends her on a collision course with the parent’s responsibility 
to protect the child from harm. Indeed, during this period, 
the parent is admonishing her child at an average of once 
every nine waking minutes,51 setting up the central drama of 
this phase of life. Its theme is shame. If this developmental 
passage goes poorly, the stage is set for a lifelong tragedy to 
ensue; indeed, it would be the tragedy of violence. 

The word shame encompasses an array of related 
meanings. 52  At its core, shame refers to the complex 
emotional response that follows naturally from social cues of 
rejection. When our primary caregiver rejects or appears to 
reject us, or when a group that we care to belong to rejects or 
appears to reject us, we have a more or less universal 
emotional reaction. Typically, we experience fear, anger, 
embarrassment, and sadness all wrapped into one. Of these, 
the most fundamental is fear—to be rejected by our parent or 
an important peer group could be catastrophic for us, even 
fatal. Our limbic system tends to react to social rejection as 
though it were a direct threat to survival.53 We feel anger as 
part of the fight-or-flight response brought on by the fear; 
part of us wants to fight the one who has rejected us, as if to 
say, “How dare you rejected me!” 54  But, also, we feel 
embarrassment as the other part of the fight-or-flight response. 
We want to run away and hide, mortified that we deserve to 
be rejected, as if to say, “Don’t look at me, for I am hideous!” 
Lastly, we are sad because rejection involves the loss of the 
relationship(s) and other benefits of membership. Although 
each instance of shame is unique, and the intensity of each of 
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these elements varies widely, the experience of shame is 
always aversive. Shame invariably feels bad. 

The word shame also refers to a social transaction that 
occurs when one person (or group) transmits shame to 
another. One person rejects, or postures as if to reject, 
another person. Originally, shame only traverses social space 
in this way—there is only socially transmitted shame. Across the 
early years of life, however, we internalize this transaction and 
learn how to shame ourselves. Thereafter, one part of the self 
can shame another part as an internal repetition of the 
original social transaction. This form is known as internalized 
shame. Thus, whether socially transmitted or internalized, 
there is always one who shames and another who is shamed, 
the shamer and the ashamed. 

Shame always feels bad, and early experiences of shame 
are always eventually internalized. As a result, we become 
permanently capable of creating a bad feeling within 
ourselves at any moment. But this is not altogether 
unfortunate. For one thing, shame is woven into the very 
fabric of social life, not only in humans but in many other 
social creatures—it represents an inevitable, existential fact. 
For another, shame does important developmental work—it 
can be adaptive. In its adaptive mode, shame helps us locate 
our exact position within the polarity of the paradox of 
existence so that we can live wholesomely and artfully in the 
world. This promotes peace. When shame is applied 
maladaptively and becomes internalized, however, then we 
make mistakes about our existential position in the world, and 
this adversely affects how we feel, how we think, and what we 
do. Violence likely follows. 

Chronic maladaptive shame becomes internalized and 
eventually crystallizes into a shamed identity. A person begins to 
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think of herself as profoundly unworthy of love, as 
intolerable or invisible to others, and doomed to a more or 
less permanent state of unhappiness. By this process, shame 
shifts from being a temporary state to a lasting trait. Under 
the conditions of a shamed identity, we are apt to feel much 
more isolated and alone than we otherwise would and, worse, 
that we are prisoners of this condition as a result of our own 
inherent inadequacy.  

The transient emotional stew of shame in its adaptive 
mode, that fleeting mixture of fear, anger, embarrassment, 
and sadness, becomes a permanent burden that we painfully 
carry inside when applied maladaptively and thus internalized. 
It seethes, ferments, and curdles for each one of us in a 
specific way.55 As a general rule, we may think of maladaptive 
shame arranging itself along two axes. (See Figure 3.) The 
hiding/hostility axis organizes our fight-or-flight response 
into a more lasting orientation toward aggression (hostility) or 
retreat (hiding). The internal/external axis of shame 
establishes the direction of our fight-or-flight response. 
Internal hiding refers to the use of denial or dissociation to 
obfuscate our own inadequacy to ourselves; external hiding 
refers to our avoidance of exposure to the judgment of 
others. Internal hostility indicates a pattern of self-loathing; 
external hostility involves a rejection of others.  

Although each person will organize differently around 
each axis, in all likelihood our shame expresses itself to some 
degree in all four quadrants at once. One person may express 
their hostility mostly inwardly, but he will also feel hostility 
outwardly, though he may never express it. Similarly, another 
person might hide herself from others, but she may also hide 
from herself. Hiding and hostility represent inversions of one 
another. Hiding is an escape from one’s feelings of hostility; 
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and hostility is a protest against the imperative to hide. We 
hide from our own hostility, and we feel hostility toward our 
hiding. Similarly, internal and external are inversions of one 
another. I express internally what I cannot express externally, 
and vice-versa. In this way, each quadrant of shamed identity 
casts its shadow on all the remaining quadrants. We are thus 
all four of these all the time. 
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Figure 3: The two main axes of maladaptive shame and 
resulting quadrants. 

 
Perhaps it is already obvious how maladaptive shame 

promotes violence. First of all, it accentuates our aloneness, 
thus aligning us with the pole of discontent and 
disconnection. But there is much more. A shamed identity 
roils with hostility (of course to different degrees in each 
case). This provides heat to our discontent, encouraging us to 
react explosively to our aloneness, and especially to further 
social cues of rejection. Moreover, shame supplies cover to 
our violence when we hide internally, denying to ourselves 
(and then to others) our own alienation and rage. In this way, 
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maladaptive shame can shape up as a perfect storm of 
existential isolation fired by hostility and protected by denial. 

It may be less obvious that most violence will not occur in 
the absence of shame. In other words, violence (of the kind 
we are concerned about here) requires a shamed identity, 
among other things. Conversely, to the extent that a person 
lacks a shamed identity he is incapable of violence.56 This 
claim may seem more credible when we remember that we 
have defined violence as the infliction of unnecessary suffering. 
In order to inflict suffering that is not strictly necessary (when 
we are capable of knowing that we are doing so) requires the 
three elements just enumerated: strong alignment with the 
pole of aloneness, discontent, and disconnection; hostility; 
and denial. When we can access our interconnectedness with 
all beings, we spontaneously avoid causing any of them 
suffering; without hostility, we lack the kind of focus and 
energy required to overcome our natural peacefulness and 
commit acts of violence; and without the capacity for denial, 
we would be too aware of our own culpability to go through 
with violent intentions—or, at the very least, we would have 
such strong remorse that we would actively seek to make 
amends and then avoid further violence.57 

Shame, in both its adaptive and maladaptive modes, 
teaches us about our existential situation. As we become 
securely attached to our primary caregiver over the first year 
of life, we orbit contentedly around the pole of 
interconnection much of the time. As we become more 
mobile and expansive we experience for the first time her 
sharp censure. We discover for the first time a terrible 
existential fact: that we can be cast out of connection at any 
moment. Gradually, we come to recognize that our 
membership  in  the  relationship,  and  then  in  society  as  a  
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Figure 4: Two contrasting shame patterns. On the top is an adaptive 
pattern resulting in an optimal position centered between the existential 
poles. On the bottom is a maladaptive pattern resulting in extended 
dysregulation and shamed identity. 
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whole, is contingent on our behavior. We learn that love is 
not unconditional, strictly speaking, nor can it ever be. This is 
a harsh lesson, to be sure. It nevertheless serves an adaptive 
function, pushing us more toward a center position between 
the interconnected and autonomous poles of existence. 

This painful experience is balanced in adaptive shame by 
a process called repair. In repair, the caregiver moves toward 
the child and reassures him, and thus restores the bond. In 
this way, repair draws us back into relationship with the 
caregiver, pulling us out of the orbit of aloneness. In this way, 
adaptive shame pushes us out of the emotional womb of the 
attachment bond but also holds us close enough to maintain 
an ongoing connection. 58  If we find ourselves oscillating 
between the poles of the paradox of existence, subject to the 
pull of each but not captured by either, we inhabit the 
optimal zone for healthy development of the psyche. (See 
Figure 4.) 

Third Year 

The third year of life has acquired a bad reputation among 
parents, known as the “terrible twos.” By this time, the child 
has developed the cognitive capacity to see himself as an 
independent being with autonomous needs and wants. In 
short, he has developed a sense of self. This development 
involves a process of differentiating the emerging self from 
the caregiver. This, in turn, sharpens the child’s focus on his 
relative lack of power in the relationship with his caregiver. 
The stage is set for an epic power struggle. 

Power in its social and human sense refers to our capacity 
to exercise autonomy in the world. Thus, power is that which 
is applied by a being such that something in the world is 



66     Our Tragic Flaw 

	

affected. Power enables efficacy. In physics, power is defined 
as joules per second—an amount of energy expended per 
unit of time. It is the same in relationships. My capacity to 
have some effect on you depends on the energy I can 
transmit that draws a response from you over the course of a 
certain interaction. Transmitted shame is a form of power, 
like an electric charge, that jolts the recipient. Love, in any of 
its forms, is another. If we try to affect another and we see no 
response, we feel that we have no power. We assume that no 
energy was actually transmitted to the recipient. In human 
interactions, therefore, power carries paramount importance. 
Without it, the child will wither and die, for she cannot 
command the care she needs to survive; and without it, the 
parent will lose the child, for the child cannot survive long if 
it cannot experience the parent’s care. 

It follows that the caregiver will not give up her power 
easily in the emergent power struggle with the child. After all, 
the child has scant experience of a world full of risk, virtually 
zero capacity to understand these risks, and a terrifying lack 
of impulse control. The child is likely to make demands that 
are impossible or highly impractical to meet and refuse to 
cooperate in tasks that are essential for the child’s health and 
well-being, like eating nutritious foods, brushing his teeth, or 
taking a nap. Any one of these struggles might become the 
focal point of the child’s intense desire for autonomy, 
resulting, if thwarted, in a violent tantrum. 

For the child, though this is not understood conceptually 
or perhaps consciously at all, each of these struggles 
symbolizes the profound power differential that the child 
experiences between herself and her caregiver. In all 
likelihood, she feels that the parent has absolute power and 
she has none. This becomes increasingly intolerable to the 
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burgeoning and expansive self of the child. In this way, a 
struggle over eating her peas or putting on her shoes is only 
partly about peas or shoes. The real content is power. The 
child wants to know: Can I ever get what I want, especially 
when the caregiver wants otherwise? What leverage do I have, 
and how do I exercise it? 

The caregiver, meanwhile, feels he needs to have nearly 
absolute power to protect and care for the child. But not only 
this. The caregiver also rehearses his own relationship to 
power in the unfolding struggle with the child. If the parent’s 
relationship to power has been distorted, especially if that 
distortion occurred in early life—at the very same juncture in 
his own early development—he is likely to pass that distortion 
on to his child. If, on the other hand, the parent’s early 
learning about power was adaptive, then the parent will more 
likely thread the needle of the ‘terrible twos’ in such a way 
that the child comes away with an appropriate, and 
appropriately limited, sense of empowerment. 

The negotiation of power that occurs in the third year 
depends entirely on the quality of shame that is brought to 
bear on the process by the caregiver. If we allow that the self 
needs to assert itself at this stage in development—that this is 
a natural and healthy impulse—it follows that the child’s 
yearning for power should not be shamed. When we prohibit 
a natural developmental process we necessarily create the 
conditions for dysfunction in the child. We are, in effect, 
forcing the child to suppress her own biology. That said, in 
our duty to protect the child from harm we remain obligated 
to use shame to teach what the child must know about the 
natural limits of her power. But if we end up creating shame 
around the desire for power itself, we have done her a great 
disservice. 
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For this reason, the parent needs to make a clear 
distinction between the child’s need for autonomy and power 
and the specific focal point of that struggle—say, brushing 
her teeth. Applying a judicious dose of shame when she 
refuses to brush her teeth while judiciously avoiding shaming 
the child for wanting to assert herself is indeed a hard trick, 
made especially difficult after a day of similar struggles or in 
the context of other stressors. Research suggests that the 
ultimate outcome, the child’s wellbeing throughout life, does 
not depend on parents striking this balance just right every 
time, or even most of the time. It is enough to get it right a 
substantial minority of the time.59 Crucial to this success, 
then, is the intent to localize the shame to its appropriate 
object, and to allocate only as much intensity as that object 
requires. If we over-shame the child when she refuses to 
brush her teeth, she is much more likely to take in the 
message that she is supposed to be utterly powerless rather 
than the intended message that she is supposed to brush her 
teeth. 

As in all shame transactions, repair is essential in the 
power struggles of the third year. As the parent co-regulates 
with the child recovering from an incident, and the child 
becomes more calm and open, resting in the caregiver’s 
soothing embrace, the parent can affirm the child’s desire for 
power and control over his own life while also clarifying her, 
the parent’s, overriding concern for his wellbeing. We cannot 
expect the child to fully understand this nuanced position, but 
the parent’s reassurances are felt and seem to have a positive 
impact on the trajectory of development. In their absence, 
when no repair is attempted, especially when this is the usual 
and expected pattern, the child will likely settle more and 
more deeply into the idea that he is powerless and alone. This 
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conclusion leaves him with two painful options: to fight 
bitterly to assert himself or to give up on himself altogether. 

We can see how the outcome of maladaptive shame in 
the power struggle of the third year of life might dispose a 
child toward the logic of violence. Powerless and alone I am 
forced to become an aggressor or a victim. Actually, I likely 
become both: the victim of an aggressor, my caregiver, and 
the aggressor in response to feeling the victim. Even when I 
feel powerless I have aggression, but it may be directed 
mostly inward where it can find traction. I aggress against and 
victimize myself. 

What the child begins to intuit in the third year has been 
true all along: Shame is a function of power. The attachment 
bond provides the context for the power dynamic. Not only 
is the parent larger, stronger, and wiser, but the child is totally 
dependent on her to meet his physical and emotional needs. 
The parent thus has enormous power over the child. In the 
shame transaction, the parent momentarily withdraws her 
warm emotional presence and the child perceives this as life-
threatening. The child, meanwhile, will not feel that he has 
any similar leverage to assert himself with the parent, except 
sheer refusal.60  

The power differential between a parent and her child, or 
between any two people (or groups of people), creates a 
gradient running down from the more-powerful to the less-
powerful. Shame runs along that gradient. We can only shame 
another person to the exact extent, and in the specific respect 
with which, they have less power than we do. Conversely, to 
the degree that another person has more power than we do, 
we cannot cause them to feel shame. Perhaps the most 
insidious feature of maladaptive shame is that it tends to flow 
spontaneously whenever a power gradient appears. Shame 
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functions in this way to maintain differentials in power, 
establishing and reinforcing hierarchical social structures. 
This mechanism lies at the heart of systemic violence and all 
forms of oppression. 

In this light, we can see not only how maladaptive shame 
might impel us to lean more toward the logic of violence than 
we otherwise might, but how it spontaneously divides one 
against the other, demanding better-thans and less-thans, 
haves and have-nots. The third year of life represents only the 
first opportunity to establish such a violent way of being, but, 
like the other periods we have examined in this chapter, it is 
the most critical period during which such a dynamic may or 
may not gain a foothold. 

We have sought to explore the psychology of violence, 
the way in which our basic existential situation, with its 
inherent paradox and resulting human dilemma, draws a 
range of solutions depending on conditions that we 
encounter in the first years of life. We have seen how the 
existential polarity becomes conditionally reinforced such that 
we are inclined more toward the logic of violence or the logic 
of peace. But this polarity has long pulled at our ancestors, all 
the way back to the primates of a million years ago, and 
beyond. As a matter of evolution, deep in our prehistory, how 
have our forebears resolved the paradox of existence? It is to 
this question that we now turn. 
 



	

CHAPTER 3 

Prehistory 

Having suggested a psychology of violence in the previous 
chapter, we are ready to explore the deep history of violence 
in humankind. This exploration suggests answers to two 
critical questions that have long bedeviled discourse around 
violence and the quest for peace. The first question asks: Are 
humans essentially violent based on our evolutionary 
development and genetic endowment? Steven Pinker, for 
one, strenuously argues that we are—capable of restraining 
this urge in some limited degree but apt to relapse into 
violence at any moment absent powerful restraints.61 If he is 
right, then the project of making a predominantly peaceful 
society, the project of this book, is mere fantasy. We will 
consider evidence that suggests a much more nuanced view. 

The second question asks: Under what conditions are 
humans most peaceful, and are such conditions sustainable? 
As we discover, emerging evidence from archeology and 
ethology suggests that the human species has already run a 
massive longitudinal study of this question with promising 
results. If these results prove correct, they also shed 
important light on the converse question: Under what 
conditions do humans devolve into greater violence? I argue 
that the emerging evidence carries unexpectedly powerful 
implications for addressing our perilous moment in human 
history. Properly understood, this new understanding offers 
the challenge and the hope for survival of the present crisis 
and potentially flourishing in a new, post-violent age. 
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Evolutionary Origins of Violence 

The origins of life are still under intense scrutiny by scientists 
who hold a range of competing theories. Many of those 
theories posit that the first organic molecules formed from 
the ‘primordial soup’ of precursor inorganic compounds 
floating in the ocean some four billion years ago.62 Over time, 
these molecules organized in ever more complex ways, 
eventually to produce the cell as we know it today. From 
there, the ensuing evolutionary process is comparatively well 
understood.  

As we trace the arc of the logic of violence, perhaps it 
would be well to pause here, at the very beginning, to observe 
the structure of the situation, one that replays itself 
continually. The transition from lifelessness to life is certainly 
the most miraculous and unlikely event in the known history 
of the universe.63 But still, in the fullness of time, it occurred 
because it was possible. The building blocks of life, by a 
process of sheer chance, came together, perhaps billions or 
trillions of times, before they finally, spontaneously produced 
that line of compounds that form an unbroken chain 
extending right up to the retinal cell in your eye that fires at 
this very moment as you distinguish dark marks from the 
light background of this page.  

To consider what odds had to have been overcome for 
this to have happened leaves us awed and amazed. We are 
here because the elements and molecules, enzymes and acids, 
prokaryotes and eukaryotes, plants and animals, fishes and 
amphibians, insects and mammals, not to mention the seas 
and the stars, collectively and spontaneously enabled it to be 
so. If we take the theory of evolution seriously, as I think any 
scientifically literate person should, we can presume that none 
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of this occurred with the slightest hint of intention or 
planning. As Daniel Dennett notoriously put it, the whole 
miracle of life and its myriad elaborations that we behold 
today are the magnificent result of a “dumb algorithm.”64 
However it all came to pass, we can fairly presume that it did 
not occur as a product of intelligent design, but was a purely 
naturalistic process that reveals something significant about 
the deep structure of reality itself.65 Whatever else we make of 
this, it seems reasonable to conclude that the universe is not 
so hostile to life and, in particular, to our own existence as we 
may sometimes think. Our existence is wildly improbable 
from a statistical standpoint—in this sense, a miracle. And yet 
here we are, you and I. 

Nevertheless, we must acknowledge the deep roots of the 
logic of violence in our evolutionary past. The story of 
evolution hinges especially on the bottlenecks through which 
successful species managed to survive—times when resources 
were perilously scarce and those phenotypes best equipped to 
prevail outlasted those less so. When resources are scarce and 
other beings are also dependent on those scarce resources, 
our survival depends on prevailing over the competition—
this is exactly the logic of violence described in Chapter 1. 
This logic is axiomatic to evolutionary theory and, 
presumably, encoded in our genes. Our successful forebears 
did prevail and in many cases, including our most direct 
ancestors, this was achieved by the use of aggression. The 
logic of violence dwells deep in our genetic inheritance; this is 
an immutable fact. 

But this is far from the whole story. Tennyson’s 
characterization of nature as “red in tooth and claw” misses 
not only that nature can exhibit “peaceful” traits, but that it 
does so most of the time.66 While the animal kingdom abounds 
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with examples of horrific aggression, including cannibalism 
and infanticide, on balance these examples are exceptions that 
prove the rule. Apart from predation, in the overwhelming 
majority of circumstances in the overwhelming majority of 
species, conflicts are rare, studiously avoided, or settled in 
nonviolent ways.67 This is not to say that aggression does not 
occur, for it surely does. Rather, we get a distorted view of 
human nature if we overlook our peaceful inheritance. And 
this is important. If we fail to appreciate our peaceful traits 
we might believe ourselves only capable of violence. 

Before going any further, let us return to the difference 
between violence, a moral category perhaps unique to 
humans, and aggression. Most animals, including mammals, 
primates, and humans, exhibit behavior in which one being 
harms another in order to compel the other in some way—
that is, they exhibit aggression. Once humans became capable 
of moral reasoning we could distinguish between necessary 
and gratuitous aggression or, in other words, between necessary 
aggression and violence. Prior to this moral awakening, however, 
there was only aggression. In light of this distinction, I will 
reserve the term violence for humans, when their aggression 
meets the definition given in Chapter 1.  

There can be no doubt that aggression occurs commonly 
in many animal species, including some of our closest primate 
cousins. When scholars try to determine the specific patterns 
of aggression innate to humans, they have tended to look 
hard at chimpanzees observed both in the wild and in 
captivity. Chimps are close cousins to humans, sharing with 
us almost all of our genes; and they have been studied closely 
for more than 50 years, so there is a lot of data. As it turns 
out, chimpanzees exhibit fierce aggression across a range of 
domains. Efforts to compare chimps and humans show 
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chimpanzees to be more aggressive than humans. A common 
interpretation of this evidence posits that humans emerged 
from a much more aggressive past and are fortunate to be as 
peaceful as we are. In short, we should be happy with the 
garden-variety violence we find around us; let us not get too 
greedy and expect any more peacefulness than this. 

This narrative has been challenged by a newer thread of 
research focused on our equally close cousin, the bonobo. 
Bonobos do display aggression, but it is generally less 
frequent and less lethal than in chimps (or humans). 
Moreover, bonobos exhibit a range of novel behaviors to 
deescalate conflict within groups and between groups. This 
model suggests that our deep evolutionary past might not be 
as filled with aggression as the chimpanzee narrative would 
lead us to believe; or, alternatively, that peaceful practices 
could have evolved biologically in the intervening millions of 
years since we split off from our cousins.68 

Let us take a closer look at the kinds of aggression found 
in our primate cousins, noting the two broad categories of in-
group and out-group aggression. In-group aggression occurs for 
a limited number of reasons: 1) to establish, enforce, or 
challenge a social hierarchy; and 2) to settle transient conflicts 
between group members. The first of these I call hierarchy-
oriented aggression. Most cases of in-group aggression, by far, 
fall into this category, including most obviously struggles for 
social dominance by alphas (usually large males) to establish a 
pecking order. The resulting hierarchy organizes social life in 
a number of critical ways, including access to protein-rich 
food sources, which may be scarce. It also encompasses the 
powerful forces of sexual selection known to motivate much 
aggression in the animal world. For both males and females, 
the opportunity to mate with a more fit partner enhances the 
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evolutionary fitness of the resulting progeny. In sum, as 
Liddle, et al., remarked, the “majority” of aggression in the 
animal world “exists in the context of resource 
competition.”69  I am proposing that resource competition 
automatically implies hierarchy, and that the aggression 
employed under these conditions is therefore hierarchically 
oriented. It determines who gets the prize and who doesn’t. 

The second category of in-group aggression, which we 
may call impulsive aggression, encompasses a much smaller 
proportion of cases that tend to involve acts lacking in any 
clear plan, including ones that may even put the aggressor at a 
competitive disadvantage. In other words, this category 
encompasses all acts of aggression that are not instrumental 
in nature. But we must be careful here because many 
impulsive acts actually serve evolutionary purposes—that is, 
the ultimate causation may involve evolutionary fitness even 
if the proximate causation appears random or self-defeating. 
Many transient conflicts, for example, implicitly challenge the 
hierarchical structure of the group, and the aggression that 
ensues serves to re-negotiate that hierarchy, putting it into the 
category of hierarchy-oriented aggression. Nevertheless, there 
are surely examples of purely impulsive aggression, such as 
crimes of passion or the explosive and irrational aggression 
induced by psychotic states. 

Out-group aggression also divides into two closely related 
categories: 1) a fear of, or animosity toward, unknown 
conspecifics, what I dub stranger-danger aggression, and 2) 
warfare. These categories differ mostly in terms of scale. 
Stranger-danger refers to encounters between one or a small 
number of individuals of the same species that are unknown 
to each other, which often results in some form of 
aggression, usually non-lethal. 70  Warfare involves “deep 
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incursions and coalitionary attacks” between groups that may 
or may not include members known to one another.71 In the 
wild, ethologists have recorded abundant instances of 
stranger-danger aggression in many species. Warfare, 
however, is extremely rare in the animal kingdom, found 
among chimps but in few other species. 

All told, this scholarship suggests that humans came onto 
the evolutionary scene some 125,000 years ago with a high 
probability of carrying a genetic disposition toward hierarchy-
oriented and stranger-danger aggression, and a much lower 
probability of demonstrating aggression of the impulsive or 
warfaring kind. Certainly, this would have significant 
implications for our inclination toward violence, once that 
moral achievement had been realized, as well as our capacity 
now to overcome whatever violent impulses may quicken our 
hearts still. Evidence has recently emerged that allows us to 
gauge more accurately our actual genetic inheritance with 
respect to aggression. If accurate, this emerging evidence 
completely revolutionizes our understanding of what we 
humans are capable of, and how we might attain a 
dramatically more peaceful world than most of us can 
imagine. 

Homo Sapiens 

Although the fields of archaeology and anthropology roil with 
disagreement, one promising if controversial strain of 
thinking has argued plausibly that homicidal violence was 
comparatively rare and warfare nonexistent in humans before 
10,000 years ago. If true, this suggests that in our evolutionary 
environment of adaptedness humans are quite peaceful 
creatures; that the state of relative peacefulness ardently 
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desired by many today, and advocated in this book, was our 
natural condition for more than 100,000 years. Although this 
claim meets with considerable skepticism by some scholars 
and in the end, of course, is an empirical matter that will 
presumably be proven or disproven in the fullness of time, let 
us allow ourselves the possibility that it is true. If so, the 
implications are so profound for our present moment of 
crisis as to be impossible to overstate. 

Another disputed but less precarious claim offers further 
revolutionary power to our re-imagining of our deep past and 
its potential consequences for today. Many scholars believe 
that humans emerged from the dark evolutionary mists 
organized in small multi-family bands, each averaging around 
30 souls, each with an egalitarian social structure. There was 
no alpha, no chief, no haves and have-nots. Although 
complexly organized around necessary tasks and the talents 
of each member, no hierarchy of power was allowed to form 
in these groups over tens of thousands of years of human 
living. These scholars believe, moreover, that this was true 
across virtually all human bands even as we spread ourselves 
around the globe and divided into distinct cultures and 
ethnicities. 

These two controversial claims, when taken together, 
offer the following possibility: Humans are naturally peaceful and 
egalitarian, and that these two ways of being are totally intertwined. Our 
peacefulness requires social equity; and social equity thrives in 
the context of peace. If true, this puts into focus the tragedy 
of the last 10,000 years, when egalitarian bands gradually gave 
way to chiefdoms, then states; and when humans gradually 
devolved into murderous and warring creatures such as the 
world had never known. I am suggesting that these two 
woeful trends were a single dynamic at work, and that they 
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offer the promise of a way out of the violence and social 
injustices that imperil us now. 

Looking back to our deep prehistory, we can see how the 
strands of peacefulness and social equity might have woven 
together. If the greater part of in-group aggression in our 
ancestors was motivated by instrumental designs to impose or 
re-negotiate one’s place in the social hierarchy, it follows that 
egalitarian groups would provide less occasion for aggression. 
This does not mean, however, that hierarchy-oriented 
aggression never occurred. On the contrary, recent studies 
suggest that egalitarian bands were beleaguered by members 
who would try to cheat in order to gain some advantage over 
the others, the inevitable freeloading problem. These designs 
sometimes involved the use of aggression, and were 
sometimes met with aggression by the collective.  

It remains an open question, however, whether this kind 
of violence within prehistoric egalitarian societies was less 
pervasive than violence in our own time. Steven Pinker 
believes not. With regard to the relatively peaceful Semai 
people, an extant hunter-gatherer society, Pinker cites one 
scholar’s estimate of a rate of 30 homicides per 100,000 
people per year (the usual metric used by those who measure 
such things). 72  Pinker writes that this puts the Semai’s 
homicide rate “in the range of the infamously dangerous 
[U.S.] cities in their most violent years and at three times the 
rate of the United States as a whole in its most violent 
decade.”73 As a comparison, the most recent data show a 
homicide rate of 4 per 100,000 in the United States.74 By this 
understanding, our ancestors were more than seven times 
more aggressive than we are. But there are two reasons for 
skepticism about Pinker’s reasoning here. First, we can doubt 
both his estimates of violence among hunter-gatherers and 
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his estimates of violence today. His guesses about rates of 
violence in our prehistory are based on dubious evidence.75 
As for today, Pinker’s rosy picture fails to account for any 
kind of structural violence in the modern world. Specifically, 
he ignores extreme economic inequality—precisely the sort of 
thing not present in an egalitarian society. According to the 
World Bank, 35% of the world’s population currently lives on 
less than $3.10 a day.76  Such dire poverty carries with it 
innumerable kinds of deprivation, from greater infant 
mortality and worse health throughout life, higher probability 
of being a victim of crime, including violent crime, greater 
exposure to pollution, higher stress, and so on. Even in the 
relatively affluent United States, we have a poverty rate of 
14.8%, or 14,800 per 100,000.77 If these insults to human life 
and dignity are counted as forms of violence, which they 
surely are, then the homicide rate of 4 per 100,000 woefully 
underestimates current rates of violence. 

The second inadequacy in Pinker’s reasoning involves his 
wonkish failure to see past the statistics into what they might 
mean to humans in the real world.78 Even if we accept his 
questionable numbers, when we consider how these numbers 
would impact the lives of people, a dramatically different 
picture emerges. In a city of 10 million,79 a homicide rate of 4 
per 100,000 per year yields 400 victims in that city in an 
average year.80 For me, this means that within a few miles of 
my home and quite near the various routes I take in my daily 
life there is more than one violent event per day. Even if I am 
never a victim or otherwise involved, I am likely to 
experience myself as immersed in a violent world. (The 
sensationalized media don’t help, either.)  

If, on the other hand, I were a hunter-gather living 30,000 
years ago in a band of 30 people, a rate of 30 per 100,000 



Prehistory     81 

people per year means that a homicide would occur within 
my band roughly once a century. If we make the assumption 
that I would have an extended social network encompassing 
maybe 300 people across several nearby bands, then I would 
expect, across this whole network, one homicide per decade 
or so. When we compare the experience of living in a city 
where homicide occurs more than once a day to living on the 
savannah where it occurs somewhere between once a decade 
and once a century, we see how far Pinker’s mathematics has 
led him astray. Even by his own numbers, the life of the 
hunter-gather looks quite peaceful next to the grim violence 
of modern urban life.81 

Let us now turn to the other branch of aggression we 
inherited from our forebears, out-group aggression, and it’s 
two subtypes of warfare and stranger-danger. Scholars 
generally agree that humans are aggressively territorial and 
nearly as likely as chimps to attack a lone stranger (stranger-
danger) or raid an enemy group wholesale (warfare). The 
question remains, however, how often these kinds of 
encounters actually occurred in the lives of our prehistoric 
ancestors. We know that families would move from to band 
to band over the course of time, providing sources of 
intermarriage and opportunities to adjust flexibly to changing 
environmental conditions. It is probable that some 
neighboring bands enjoyed better relations than others, and 
that frictions developed between them from time to time.  

We also know that population densities throughout 
Africa (and elsewhere in the world as humans dispersed) 
fluctuated sharply depending on environmental conditions, 
especially climate, and were often very low. Moreover, even 
in relatively robust times, the nomadic lifestyle of these 
groups afforded them a natural and peaceful solution to 
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adversarial neighbors—simply to move further afield of one 
another. Modern ethnographies support the theory that 
hunter-gatherers typically resort to avoidance rather than 
aggression in situations of conflict.82 For these reasons, it 
seems likely that out-group aggression would have been quite 
rare in the lives of these peoples. In this instance, perhaps we 
did not solve the problem of out-group aggression so much as 
avoid it most of the time. 

Pinker, however, estimates that war-related fatalities 
accounted for 15% of all deaths in these societies in the 
millennia before states.83 If warfare claimed anywhere near 
15% of all people in the period between 100,000 and 10,000 
years ago, this would seriously undermine any claim that 
violence is inversely related to egalitarianism in humans. It is 
instructive, though not conclusive, that there is no clear 
archeological evidence of warfare prior to 13,000 years ago.84 
After that, evidence of warfare continues to be rather scant 
until closer to 8,000 years ago, and then ramps up quickly.85 

Careful analysis of the evidence shows that variation in 
signs of warfare across geography and over time correlate, as 
R. Brian Ferguson writes, with conditions of “higher 
populations, more sedentism, foraging concentrated on 
spatially limited and highly productive sites, food storage, 
definition of more distinctive social groups, and sociopolitical 
hierarchy” 86 —all of these, concomitants of agriculture. 87 
Combining the absence of archeological evidence with this 
strong correlation in what evidence does exist, we might at 
least provisionally conclude that warfare was quite rare in 
humans across the Late Pleistocene, that period of at least 
100,000 years during which we survived and thrived in small 
egalitarian bands. 
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If we are so peaceful and egalitarian at heart, and lived 
this way for so many thousands of years, how did it come to 
pass that our history is so rife with violence and domination? 
As we have just glimpsed, we get a clue to this critical 
question when we observe that a profound shift in human 
lifeways took place just before and during the period in which 
the archeological record shows a dramatic increase in 
violence. During this time, between 15,000 and 5,000 years 
ago, agriculture was discovered and spread to most of the 
world by transmission of knowledge or conquest. 88  The 
advent of agriculture resulted directly in more sedentary 
lifeways, surplus nutrition to support an explosion in 
population, and new, more rigid, divisions of labor—
eventually to produce kings and courtiers, generals and 
armies, priests and prelates, and all the rest. Social hierarchies 
and violence developed in lockstep as a direct result of 
agriculture. No longer living in our evolutionary environment 
of adaptedness, the human experiment took a tragic turn 
toward a kind of misery from which we have not yet 
recovered and which may soon overtake us completely.89 We 
will consider this turn in more detail in the next chapter. 

Egalitarianism and Shame 

Christopher Boehm argues that our evolved tendency to form 
counter-dominant coalitions, beginning with our common 
Pan ancestor, constituted a pre-adaptation (or exaptation) for 
the development of morality in modern humans. 90  This 
tantalizing proposal suggests that a crucial feature of 
evolutionary development in humans was a sense of fairness 
that made us less prone to submit to alphas than our primate 
cousins. Instead, we were genetically more inclined to form 
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counter-dominant coalitions to oust the alphas and call the 
freeloaders to account. If our keen interest in fairness 
preceded morality and set us up in favor of an egalitarian way 
of life, it was our capacity to develop cultural norms of 
conduct and to internalize them—that is, to bring our genetic 
tendencies into the moral realm—that solidified the pathway 
to egalitarianism as we find it in the archeological and 
anthropological record.  

Boehm argues that the arrival of morality at least 45,000 
years ago (and probably much earlier) was marked by the 
emergence of shame combined with the articulation of 
various forms of the Golden Rule (perhaps best known in the 
form, “do to others what you would have them do to you” 
from Matthew 7:12).91 As discussed in Chapter 2, the social 
function of adaptive shame is to induct children into 
prevailing norms, both for the purposes of physical safety and 
social acceptance, and to keep us in line with those norms 
throughout life. Boehm writes convincingly that the 
compunctions of selfishness (in evolutionary terms, the 
priority to protect one’s individual genetic potency) and 
nepotism (protecting one’s genetic line more generally) 
cannot be entirely restrained, and that culturally constructed 
moralistic pressures would have been necessary to rein in 
those compunctions sufficiently to make egalitarianism 
possible over the long haul. Shame was the mechanism by 
which the culture exerted such moralistic pressure. 

According to Boehm, shame was applied in increasingly 
forceful ways as needed to keep cheaters (freeloaders) and 
domineering individuals (alpha-wannabes) within the 
relatively narrow bounds required by egalitarianism, up to and 
including outright banishment from the band and even death. 
As we saw in Chapter 2, shame operates on a power gradient, 
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with the transmission of shame flowing downward from the 
more-powerful to the less-powerful. In truly egalitarian 
societies, this power gradient exists in only one form, with the 
whole in the more-powerful position and individual(s) in the 
less-powerful position. In order to promote an egalitarian 
structure, then, shame must pass from the whole to the 
individual when that individual violates, or threatens to 
violate, essential group norms.  

The unity of the whole, according to Boehm, depends on 
two key elements: the capacity for adaptive shame by all (or 
nearly all) members of the group, and gossip, whereby 
members of the whole share impressions and establish moral 
consensus.92 The individual, meanwhile, restrains her cheating 
or domineering impulses by virtue of the internalization of 
norms and her natural aversion to the feelings of shame 
should the group turn against her, especially if it were to 
involve banishment or capital punishment by the whole. 

Given the theory of shame so far advanced, we can 
assume that different hunter-gatherer subcultures struck 
different balances between adaptive and maladaptive shame, 
given the subtleties and complexities involved between the 
two. But we can also suppose that, across most of these 
societies and most of the 100,000 years during which 
egalitarianism prevailed in human cultures, adaptive shame 
strongly predominated over maladaptive shame. By its very 
nature, maladaptive shame promotes hierarchical inequalities 
of power among individual members of a group. Shamed 
identity produces a persistent emotional tone that generates 
fears of being unworthy of group membership and, 
specifically, being less valuable than others in the group. If 
the associated hostility is directed mostly inward, the 
individual tends to behave submissively toward others, 
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putting herself below the whole, which often draws rejecting 
responses from others, only exacerbating the inequality. If the 
hostility is directed mostly outward, the individual tends to 
act in a more aggressive or domineering way toward others, 
which will certainly draw rejecting responses in an egalitarian 
culture. Either way, maladaptive shame sharpens the problem 
of inequality rather than solving it. 

Adaptive shame, on the other hand, works directly to 
level inequalities in the social structure. The jolt of shame is 
intended to remind the errant individual of his own 
internalized moral compass, evoking adaptive guilt, with the 
design to encourage the individual to make amends and 
restore himself to the good graces of the whole. The repair 
process, fundamental to adaptive shame, brings the shamed 
individual back into the group’s forgiving embrace, 
reinforcing the message of belongingness despite whatever 
infraction may have occurred. I am suggesting that adaptive 
processes must predominate statistically over maladaptive 
ones if truly egalitarian social structures are to be sustained 
across all human cultures over tens of thousands of years, as 
appears to have been the case. 

Returning now to the issue of aggression, in-group 
hierarchy-oriented aggression in these small prehistoric 
hunter-gatherer bands would generally occur under two 
conditions: when an individual was unable to restrain his 
cheating or domineering impulses and thereby aggressed 
against another member of the band, or when the whole was 
forced to exert aggressive pressure on (an) errant 
individual(s). For obvious reasons, we do not know and may 
never know what proportion of each type of aggression just 
named occurred in prehistoric times. What seems evident, 
however, is that there was considerable pressure on 
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individuals to conform to social norms and considerable 
reluctance by the whole to use aggression, especially lethal 
aggression, against nonconformists.93 

In all likelihood, impulsive aggression within the group 
occurred at some regular statistical frequency across the 
100,000 years of egalitarian social organization among 
humans. This form would have been constrained by 
mechanisms of social control, especially shame, and would 
have been punished in extreme cases with serious aggression, 
again including, if rarely, capital punishment. To the extent 
that impulsive aggression is a symptom of mental illness, and 
that some proportion of such mental illness is heritable, it 
seems plausible that human societies have always dealt with a 
certain baseline degree of impulsive aggression as a matter of 
course. While there is little that is easy about solving the 
various challenges posed by violence, the problem of serious, 
heritable mental illness represents what I want to call the 
Hard Problem of Violence.94 By this I mean that we have 
never known an adequate solution to this problem; we have 
yet to find a scalable solution that does not involve aggressive 
responses like incarceration, banishment, or capital 
punishment. Only in recent decades have we perhaps 
sufficiently unlocked the mysteries of neurobiology to begin 
to see a way to address this problem peacefully. 

All this leaves us with a tantalizing question. In a well-run 
egalitarian band of 30,000 years ago, one employing a 
minimum of maladaptive shame, is it possible that virtually all 
of the aggression was essentially impulsive in nature? It seems 
plausible that those individuals who were unable to control 
their own cheating or domineering impulses to such an extent 
that they behaved violently and/or drew aggressive punitive 
responses from the whole were psychologically compromised 
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from the start. If true, it is possible that all, or nearly all, 
instances of aggression in such a society would represent 
cases of the Hard Problem of Violence. This would suggest, 
in turn, that the hierarchy-oriented problem of violence was 
essentially solved for those 100,000 years. I propose, 
therefore, that we regard hierarchy-oriented aggression as the 
Easy Problem of Violence. This is a problem we know how 
to solve—and we know this because it was solved for 
thousands of years—at least in our evolutionary environment 
of adaptedness. 

To summarize, I have argued there is sufficient evidence 
to believe that humankind, for the better part of 100,000 
years (if not much longer) was mostly peaceful and mostly 
egalitarian, with virtually zero hierarchy-oriented aggression 
or warfare, and with very low levels of stranger-danger 
aggression. I have argued, further, that our evolved 
peacefulness and egalitarianism are inextricably linked; that 
each reinforces and is necessary to the other. I am suggesting 
that humans are still wired for, and entirely capable of, being 
mostly peaceful and equitable creatures today—under the 
right conditions. 

But we also know that some 10,000 years ago we veered 
sharply in a new direction and, as a result, our evolutionary 
environment of adaptedness was lost forever. A great and 
terrible revolution in human life burst upon the scene 
bringing in its wake an explosion of technology, wealth, 
sublime human achievement, and such carnage and woe that 
had never before been witnessed in all the world. It is to this 
development we now turn. 
 



	

CHAPTER 4 

Technology  

According to current scholarship on human prehistory, it 
seems that the grand tragedy of humankind hinged on our 
invention of agriculture. Our ingenuity, which enabled us to 
thrive for tens of thousands of years in all kinds of ecological 
conditions, both surpassed itself and imperiled its authors at 
one stroke. Our greatest strength in its greatest moment 
exposed our greatest flaw—our greed, our fear, and our 
violence. The roughly 10,000 years that have followed, less 
than ten percent of our species’ time on Earth and less than 
half of one percent of our genus’ time on Earth, have 
witnessed an epic struggle between the forces of 
advancement and the forces of decay unleashed in that 
portentous moment.  

This chapter offers an extended meditation on the 
complex and problematic role of technology in human 
history, particularly how technology has been so readily 
appropriated by the logic of violence over the past 10,000 
years, and the exploitation and oppression that has followed 
in its wake. This is first considered in relation to the 
technological explosion known as the Agricultural Revolution 
and then in the context of modern life in the United States. 
The rise of the modern state and its development over the 
last 600 years—a period Steven Pinker associates with 
increasing peacefulness—is assessed critically in terms of 
both violence and social equity. 
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The Agricultural Revolution 

Modern humans evolved in the Pleistocene era, a period of 
great instability of climate punctuated by great ice ages. The 
most recent of these occurred some 18,000 years ago. When 
this last freeze finally receded 15,000 years ago, a period of 
much more stable global climate ensued, known as the 
Holocene. Today, we still enjoy the relatively serene rate of 
global climate change of the Holocene, though our own 
activity has begun to disturb that serenity in potentially 
catastrophic ways.95 Partly in conjunction with this climatic 
stability, sometime approaching 10,000 years ago, humans 
began to experiment with domesticating plants and animals, 
and thus invented agriculture. Nothing would ever again be 
the same.  

Agriculture transformed our way of life as we had 
practiced it throughout our entire evolutionary history, 
especially in two key respects. First, the demands of 
agriculture required that we become less nomadic, so that we 
could better tend and protect our fields and animals. Within a 
few thousand years the leading agriculturalists were no longer 
nomadic at all but settled in permanent villages. Second, 
agriculture produced much more food, translating directly 
into higher populations. Villages became more and more 
populous, bringing fundamental changes to the texture of 
human life, such as government and religion, a more highly 
defined division of labor featuring specialized trades like 
soldiering and the arts, as well as more rigid, and less equal, 
gender roles. 

The advantages of agriculture to humans are well known, 
but the tradeoffs are typically overlooked. Village life proved 
less egalitarian and more violent than yesteryear’s nomadic 



Technology     91 

bands of hunter-gatherers. The social structures of the 
previous 100,000 years, and possibly much longer, fell apart 
within a comparatively short span of time—just a few 
thousand years. The social mechanisms that had kept hunter-
gather bands relatively egalitarian and peaceful, including 
adaptive shame, gossip, and the vigilance of the whole, were 
no longer effective with much larger populations. Factions 
began to form that split the whole; and there was more room 
for freeloaders to work covertly on the margins to build little 
advantages for themselves here and there. In short order, 
these villages were no longer effectively egalitarian but 
hierarchical, with some factions accruing more power than 
others, and some free-riders getting increasingly ahead of the 
rest of the herd. 

As egalitarian structures broke down, violence rose. After 
all, that category we called hierarchy-oriented violence was once 
more open for full expression for the first time in perhaps 
hundreds of thousands of years. Alpha-wannabes now had a 
real chance to achieve the dominance for which they had 
always lusted, and were undoubtedly unrestrained in their 
pursuit of it. Others likely fought over the scraps of power 
thrown to them by the alphas, just as they do in other primate 
species and many of us do today. And counter-dominant 
individuals and groups must have bridled once again under 
the unfairness of it all, periodically mounting attacks on 
alphas or the hierarchical structure itself, just as our ancestors 
did four or five million years ago. 

Moreover, in lockstep with the rising population of 
villages, the issue of stranger-danger became more acute. 
Accustomed to living closely with up to 40 fellow humans 
and knowing perhaps as many as 300 more distantly, humans 
seem to have a natural limit to how many people with whom 
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we can feel comfortable, probably somewhere around 300. As 
villages approached and then greatly surpassed that number, 
we for the first time faced the problem of living in close and 
regular proximity with people we hardly knew and had no 
particular reason to trust. Also, given that cheaters and 
dominators were now running amuck amongst us, we had 
even less reason to trust a fellow villager than we ever had. 

Finally, the structure of farms and villages exacerbates the 
vulnerability of humans to warfare. As populations explode, 
the need for fields and pastures increases, creating a natural 
tendency for expansion. At the same time, however, this 
expansion is rooted to a specific place—we could no longer 
very easily collect all our belongings and walk to a more 
remote valley. No, when confronted with the incursions of an 
expansive or otherwise intransigent neighbor, there was little 
possibility of the tried and true strategy of avoidance. The 
skirmishes and all-out savagery of warfare would have 
become far more common. 

Given these new circumstances, it is small wonder that 
centralized, hierarchical social structures became increasingly 
prominent as population densities rose. Early on, there might 
have been a Big Man who had very limited powers. This form 
evolved into chiefs, then into lords and kings and, in modern 
times, what we now call heads of state. At its most benign, 
bureaucratic forms developed to deal with the growing 
complexities of life in a densely populated agrarian (and then 
urban) society. According to the conventional interpretation, 
the problem of violence was one of these complexities. 
Centralized authority, it is often said, reduces violence and is, 
therefore, a force for peace. The Hobbesian view most 
recently espoused by Steven Pinker argues, moreover, that a 
chief virtue of the state is its monopoly on violence. The state uses 
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its monopoly to punish alpha-wannabes and freeloaders who 
use violence to advance their own interests; and it uses its 
monopoly to wage, or threaten to wage, war on neighboring 
states. All of this keeps us, the appropriately subordinated 
citizen, peaceful and happy. 

As a historical matter, it is undoubtedly true that strong, 
centralized states had an effective monopoly on violence that 
suppressed other kinds of violence; and the data seem to 
suggest that this might have translated into lower overall rates 
of violence despite the fact that states were often quite 
violent all on their own. But lower compared to what? When 
we take the larger view of our 125,000 years on this Earth, 
strong centralized states emerge not as the solution to the 
problem of violence but as a significant expression of the 
problem of violence in the post-Pleistocene era. In short, 
states represent the calcification and perpetuation of hierarchy and 
violence in a densely populated world. This is what I call the New 
Problem of Violence. 

To be clear, I am not suggesting that a return to the Stone 
Age would be either possible or desirable. Our evolutionary 
environment of adaptedness is irretrievably lost. Moreover, in 
all likelihood the Stone Age offered a far more difficult 
existence than many of us know today, not some kind of 
idyllic paradise. I am suggesting, rather, that egalitarianism 
and peacefulness come naturally to humans, even trumping 
our more aggressive impulses when the conditions are right. 
This opens up the possibility that we might fashion such 
conditions today to enjoy peace and equality in a context of 
much greater material security than we had ever known in the 
Pleistocene. Furthermore, we may have little choice. If we do 
not find a solution to the problems of violence, and soon, we 
risk our own extinction. 
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Today 

Pinker argues, first, that human conditions before agriculture 
were horrifically violent, as we saw in the last chapter; second, 
he argues that the past 600 years, especially, have delivered 
dramatic improvements in the politics of hierarchy, bringing 
us, among other benefits, more democratic forms of 
government and broadened individual rights. If Pinker was 
entirely wrong about the first claim, he is largely correct about 
the second—most of us, in the developed West at least, do 
enjoy a higher quality of life and lower rates of violence than 
our ancestors endured in the 1400s. Pinker’s analysis 
ultimately fails, however, for two reasons. First, it leaves 
completely out of account a great deal of the violence that 
persists in modern life, including systemic violence, economic 
deprivation, and environmental degradation (and for these 
reasons undercounts violence especially in the Global South); 
I argued this in Chapter 1.  

And second, Pinker gives the credit to the containment of 
violence in general, and over the past 600 years in particular, 
to strong states—that is to say, Hobbes’ leviathan. He is 
arguing, essentially, that state power has increasingly limited 
the mundane brutality of daily life in the streets and, 
moreover, that states themselves have become less brutal. At 
first approximation, of course this is true. But this hardly 
cures what ails us today. Not only are Pinker’s reassurances 
overstated, they also distract us from the greatest menace of 
our time: the growing probability that state-sanctioned 
violence will cause our own extinction. Mainstream public 
discourse uncritically advances the tropes that the United 
States is a leader in democratic governance and human rights, 
and that capitalism is a powerful and benign engine of 
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economic prosperity for all. But, in truth, our current politics 
is neither democratic nor is capitalism benign. And thus, for 
reasons already given, the modern world is far more violent 
than the mainstream discourse, including as presented by 
Pinker, ever acknowledges. 

Let us begin with our “democracy.” Though the founders 
of the United States were somewhat radical for their time, 
they created a system that was only nominally democratic by 
modern theoretical standards—that is, where democracy is 
understood as a system in which the government is 
exquisitely (if not perfectly) responsive to the collective will 
of the people. For example: despite enshrining the principle 
of ‘one person, one vote,’ women were excluded entirely, as 
were slaves, or anyone who did not own property.  

While these most egregious aspects of the original plan 
were eventually rescinded, we are far from enjoying anything 
much like democracy even now. According to a rigorously 
quantitative Princeton study, despite advances in 
representation over the past 230 years, the United States still 
fails to meet the basic requirements of a democracy.96 Though 
the slaves were emancipated in 1861 and their franchise 
legally secured in 1965, and though women won the right to 
vote in 1920, Gilens and Page were forced to conclude in 
2014 that, “When the preferences of economic elites and the 
stands of organized interest groups are controlled for, the 
preferences of the average American appear to have only a 
minuscule, near-zero, statistically non-significant impact upon 
public policy.” 97  On this basis, the authors reasonably 
suggested that American is no democracy at all, but really an 
oligarchy.  

I have posited that less egalitarian political forms would 
amplify hierarchy-oriented violence, both in the top-down 
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sense of repression and the bottom-up sense of counter-
dominant protest. We can see top-down repression in the 
astronomical rates of incarceration98 and continued practice 
of capital punishment, 99  shockingly high rates of infant 
mortality, 100  poor health outcomes generally (despite an 
exhorbitantly expensive healthcare system), 101  and a huge 
military budget. From the bottom-up, we see high rates of 
homicide relative to more-democratic countries,102 including 
off-the-charts numbers of firearm-related deaths.103 In this 
category we must include all cases of domestic terrorism, 
such as the 1995 bombing of the Federal Building in 
Oklahoma City that claimed 168 lives, the shooting spree at 
Fort Hood in 2009 in which 13 were killed, and the far larger 
category of racially motivated lynchings and other hate 
crimes.104 Tragically, we must also include in this category 
high rates of suicide,105 and especially suicides among active 
duty and veteran military personnel.106 (Remember what we 
learned about shamed identity: the hostility goes both 
outward against the world and inward against the self.) 

The counterargument might be: As bad as all this may 
seem, still, it is far better than the political realities of 600 
years ago—thanks to strong states. To the contrary, one 
could read Pinker’s data and draw an entirely different 
conclusion: that the advances in human rights over the past 
600 years have involved the progressive limitation of state 
power. Individual rights have arisen precisely as a brake on 
the state’s capacity to use violence against its own citizens, 
and international regimes such as the United Nations and 
NGOs such as Amnesty International have vouchsafed global 
peace and human rights to the extent that they, too, have 
constrained state power.107  
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As Gilens and Page showed, our politics are entirely 
beholden to well-established economic interests.108 The gross 
inequality of wealth in the United States now registers at close 
to an historic high, with 20% of total income owned by 1% 
of the population.109 In other words, we live in one of the 
least egalitarian conditions humans have ever known. We 
happen to occupy a particularly imbalanced moment in our 
history, but the logic of economic inequality is not new. It is 
the same logic that has prevailed, to one degree or another, 
for at least 8,000 years. It is the logic of violence animated by 
the problem of hierarchy. 

Indeed, capitalism directly codifies the logic of violence. 
In its theoretical structure, as conceived by Adam Smith, it 
begins with owners and laborers. This structure incentivizes 
the owners to make as much profit as possible and to pay as 
little wage as possible. While Smith imagined an “invisible 
hand” that would keep these dynamics within a certain range, 
there was no question that laborers would struggle on the 
edge of subsistence and owners would enjoy plentitude. 
Nowhere in the original theory was it imagined that laborers 
would someday hoist themselves into the owner class. But 
this idea has been promoted relentlessly by the forces of 
capitalism, who have suggested that equality of opportunity 
within capitalism would allow laborers the possibility, through 
dedication and hard work, to accrue sufficient capital to 
become owners in their own right. Despite the rise of a large 
middle class, for most people in the United States this 
promise has not been delivered. Not only is the disparity of 
wealth now at an almost all-time high but, as Thomas 
Picketty concludes, “there is no natural, spontaneous process 
to prevent destabilizing, inegalitarian forces from prevailing 
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permanently.”110 We should expect nothing other than this 
result from an economy dominated by the logic of violence. 

What bounty the middle class has reaped has been 
purchased at a steep price, an expensive line of credit that has 
come due, especially for ecological reasons. This wealth was 
generated by the exploitation of slave labor in early capitalism 
and other forms of cheap and inhumane labor up to the 
present day. With the advance of civil rights and better 
education throughout the world, fewer and fewer labor 
markets remain to be exploited in this ruthless, if highly 
profitable, fashion. This wealth was also generated by the 
exploitation of cheap energy, enabling us to mechanize 
systems of production that allowed manufacturers to produce 
goods more plentifully and more cheaply than could have 
been done with human brawn alone. But we thereby incurred 
a debt of global greenhouse gas emissions that has become so 
onerous it now threatens our very survival. And this wealth 
was generated by the exploitation of cheap raw materials, 
such as wood and metals. But these materials have become 
more scarce due to depletion and more expensive due to a 
variety of changes in the global economy, including economic 
development and environmental regulation. The bubble of 
material wealth-creation has burst.  

Now faced with a contracting global economy even as the 
human population continues to grow, the potential for 
violence increases. As the middle class becomes relatively less 
affluent and the upper class becomes smaller and more 
concentrated the disparity of wealth between them intensifies. 
Naturally, this generates a sense of unfairness; our counter-
dominant impulses rise up, and we become angry. In its 
empowered, non-shamed form, this anger can motivate 
progressive or radical social change. In its disempowered and 
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shame-based form, it inspires tantruming rage and violence—
which is, I believe, precisely what we see playing out on the 
alt-right today.111 

Finally, let us consider how technology plays into the 
dynamic of strong states and systemic violence. Looking over 
the vast trajectory of hominid evolution, climate and 
technology have played leading and interrelated roles. The 
rapid variation in global climate of the Pleistocene may have 
forced our ancestors to develop new technologies to survive, 
like fire, which enabled us to cook our meat, which enabled 
us to grow bigger brains, which enabled us to fashion stone 
tools, and so on.112 Then, in the relative climatic calm of the 
Holocene, our now-massive brains were able to take 
advantage of stable weather to domesticate plants and 
animals. And thus was ushered in the age of hierarchy, 
warfare, and states—but also unprecedented food security 
and material abundance. A second Agricultural Revolution 
occurred around 500 years ago, in which European farmers 
discovered that they could greatly increase their yield using 
crop rotation and other methods. Before this, growing food 
required no less than 80% of the population’s labor. Within 
350 years that number plummeted to 3%, opening the way 
for new economic activities and ushering in the Industrial 
Revolution. 113  Over the 150 years since, the pace of 
technological change has increased at an accelerating rate. For 
the first time in the history of life, each generation grows up 
with vastly different, and much more powerful, tools than the 
generation before. This fact has profound and mostly 
unacknowledged implications for the story of violence. 

For example: When children have a better grasp than 
their parents of the capabilities of the most powerful tools 
ever created, the usual balance of power between parents and 
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children is radically upended. In hunter-gatherer societies and 
in modern societies until recent decades, adults would 
carefully induct their children into the use of the tools of 
household, forest, field, and factory. This was part of the 
sacred ground of parenting. Though parents will always have 
more knowledge and experience than their children in a wide 
range of significant domains, the breakneck speed of 
technological innovation has broken the spell of parental 
omniscience. Adults are a bit dim-witted and out of step; kids 
have a real claim to knowing more about the world than their 
parents. Developmental psychologist Gordon Neufeld has 
identified this as one key cause in a new crisis of childhood 
development, what he calls peer orientation.114 With the loss of 
power by adults, kids are looking to one another for 
leadership and wisdom at far too young an age. As a result, 
the real wisdom of elders gets lost, and young people get 
caught up all the more in the shallow world of social media, 
unaware of deeper layers of human experiencing, feeling, and 
thought. On balance, we might imagine, this is more likely to 
support the logic of violence than the less obvious riches of 
peace. According to Neufeld, peer orientation correlates with 
higher aggression and more bullying.115 

Something still more sinister and disturbing, however, 
lurks in the story of modern technological innovation. The 
breathless pace of technological innovation is driven almost 
entirely by large corporations whose sole motivation is to 
capture as many users as possible in order to extract the 
greatest possible profit. For decades these corporations have 
been using the most advanced psychological methods to 
market directly to the very children who are cast adrift in a 
sea of confusion based on peer orientation. As a direct result, 
the lives of average members of the world’s industrialized 
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societies are now almost entirely mediated by cutting-edge 
and proprietary technology. We work all day at a computer, 
our leisure is overwhelmingly screen-based, our social lives 
occur more on social media than in person, and our political 
discourse is enacted within the virtual echo chambers of the 
likeminded. We have become more isolated from real human 
contact, from the natural world, and from any source of 
wisdom other than our Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram feed. 

We live in an age of technotalitarianism. The explicit goal of 
those major corporations that own the technological 
infrastructure is to mediate more and more of their users’ 
experience. This trends in the direction of totalistic control over 
the whole life of each user. In this way, our every moment 
can be monitored, monetized, and shaped according to the 
aims and values of the corporate owner. While we retain our 
freedom to some degree out in the physical world, we 
become enslaved to the masters of the virtual world. Best of 
all, we not only submit to this slavery without resistance, but 
consider ourselves very fortunate indeed to have the magical 
realm of cyberspace at our disposal at all times. Every new 
device and every new app becomes a prized possession and 
symbol of status—and a further capitulation of our freedom 
of thought and expression. While we managed to escape the 
clutches of totalitarianism in the 20th Century, we have fallen 
headlong into the abyss of technotalitarianism in the 21st. 

Apologists for technology forever remind us that 
technology is neither good nor bad. Indeed, without 
technology we might never have grown our bigger brains and 
never discovered higher consciousness, art, philosophy, or 
romantic love. As for today, technology has been 
appropriated both for violence and for peace. Indeed, I 
suggest that modern technology enables humans to do 
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something unthinkable without it: to create a global 
community of peace. But so long as technology is developed, 
marketed, and utilized under the logic of violence, it only 
amplifies the potential for humans to harm one another, as a 
review of modern military history most unambiguously 
demonstrates. But on a subtle and much more pervasive 
basis, the logic of violence leverages advanced technology to 
keep us socially isolated, feverish for satisfaction that is never 
quite fulfilled, and unable to think radically for ourselves. 
This all plays to the advantage of the owners, by design. 

Since the original Agricultural Revolution, we have 
created a culture rooted in the logic of violence and, hence, 
one that is fundamentally exploitative. The particular forms 
of exploitation developed in the culture of the Fertile 
Crescent, later brought to Europe and then exported 
throughout the world, have found their most advanced 
expression in the age of globalization. This culture has always 
been rigidly hierarchical and floridly violent. It is a culture 
that uses maladaptive shame to maintain its hierarchical 
structure, raising up those with power and demeaning those 
without it. These themes run through most of our cultural 
forms. In religion we can see it clearly in the Old Testament, 
with its violent and shaming God, and how this is forcefully 
deployed by the fundamentalists of today. And, as we have 
seen, we can find it everywhere in our political and economic 
systems. The sword by which this culture has come to rule 
the world is the very same sword that will destroy that culture 
in an orgy of suicide/genocide/ecocide. The last 10,000 years 
have been a murderous rampage of a species bent on its own 
destruction. We now approach the final hour. 116



	

 
 
 
 
 

PART TWO: PEACE 

“There is no way to peace.  
Peace is the way.” 

A.J. Muste 
 





	

CHAPTER 5 

Being 

If violence is almost always prohibitively expensive, as we 
have seen, and if violence leads with inexorable certainty 
toward our collective doom, as I have argued, then our daily 
well-being and our long-term sustainability hinge on 
confronting violence in ourselves and the world. Violence 
represents a terrible risk to our collective future, and for that 
reason alone we should seek to mitigate it at all costs. But the 
deeper reason to overcome violence in the world is that it 
hurts. Of course it hurts to suffer harm; but it also hurts, 
perhaps in a deeper and more insidious way, to wallow in, 
and give vent to, our own violent impulses. No one wants to 
indulge these corrosive emotions, not really, and no one wants 
to inflict, let alone be afflicted by, the consequent violence. 
What we all want, both now and for the sake of our future, is 
a world without violence—a truly peaceful world.  

A truly peaceful world requires much more than an 
absence of violence. Overtaken and distorted by the logic of 
violence, many today take peace to mean the suppressive 
force of superior violence inhibiting the inferior violence of 
the less-powerful. 117  By this understanding, peace is that 
vacuum of violence that occurs under the threat of even 
worse violence. Taken to its logical extreme, a world living 
under the pall of mutually assured destruction (as we did for 
several decades of the 20th Century) is considered a peaceful 
one. 
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Hardly. No one in her right mind wants to live like that. 
We all carry a deep desire to live in a world that is truly safe 
for us, not “safe” because n’er-do-wells are too intimidated 
by armed police to give in to their nefarious impulses, but 
actually safe because there are no n’er-do-wells to arm 
ourselves against. We want to live in a world in which it 
would not occur to anyone to harm another, because there 
would be no reason to. Thus, peace does not refer to the 
mere absence of violence but to the active presence of a 
general sense of safety and care. In a peaceful world we do 
not feel secure because our neighbor’s violence is constrained 
but because he actually knows and cares for us. 

In our lived experience, peace and suppressed violence 
bear no resemblance to one another. I can see the difference 
clearly in the work I do as a couple therapist. The warring of 
two fearful and defended lovers runs deep, but is rooted in 
vulnerable feelings of yearning and sadness that run deeper 
still. Peace comes when they can recognize these softer, more 
connective feelings in themselves and one another. Typically, 
once this becomes fully and mutually realized, the lovers 
collapse tearfully and tenderly into each other’s arms.118 This 
experience could not be more different from the enforced 
civility under which many couples suppress roiling mires of 
rage and resentment. Our goal here is peace in its real 
meaning, one that is felt immediately in our bones with 
profound gratitude. 

Just as violence springs from a deep logic of the human 
spirit, so does peace. Likewise, the logic of peace can be 
described by a series of propositions that form its basic 
structure and carries a range of implications for the potential 
trajectory of humankind in the world. This chapter introduces 
the logic of peace and develops some of its key themes, 
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paying special attention to the problem of carrying peace 
forward from within a world mired in violence. Let us first 
enumerate the five propositions of the logic of peace. (See 
Table 2.) 
 
Table 2: The Logic of Peace in Five Propositions 

 
1. I am an individual AND I am embedded in a 

community and a world, and 
2. I have certain basic needs AND I hold those needs in 

common with all who comprise my community, and 
3. Among those basic needs is the need to belong in my 

community and world, therefore 
4. Our common needs are best met when met in 

common, and therefore 
5. My thriving depends on working collaboratively with 

my community and world 
 

 
If we compare the logic of violence (see page 30) with the 

logic of peace, a few key differences come into focus. 
Violence starts with “my survival depends on meeting certain 
basic needs.” That I am an individual is given (note we 
consider only my survival), and my embeddedness in a 
community and world, while not explicitly denied, is simply 
left out of account. The logic of peace, by contrast, right away 
asserts our fundamental interconnectedness with our 
community and world, setting us on an entirely different path. 

The second proposition of peace extends the principle of 
interconnectedness one step further. Where the logic of 
violence refers only to “certain basic needs” held by the 
autonomous individual, the logic of peace accounts for the 
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commonality of these basic needs: “I have certain basic needs 
AND I hold those needs in common with all who comprise 
my community.” On the other hand, just as violence does not 
account for our interconnectedness, peace makes no explicit 
reference to the theme of scarcity. The second proposition of 
violence posits that our basic needs sometimes “depend on 
limited resources.” The logic of peace, meanwhile, passes 
over this without comment. As we will see, the problem of 
scarcity, when it arises, inspires a very different kind of 
response in the context of peace.  

By omitting any reference to the commonality of needs 
that we share with all those with whom we are embedded, the 
logic of violence (as stated in the third proposition) regards 
others as nothing more than those who “partake of the same 
resources”—which is at once both bland and menacing. 
Nowhere does the logic of violence take into consideration 
that other beings partake in these resources because they also 
need them; leaving in view only the threatening aspect of a 
limited resource under great demand. The logic of peace 
expands our perspective, taking fuller account of the actual 
situation at hand—we are all in this together. In these ways, 
the first two propositions of peace correct the skew built into 
the first three propositions of violence. There is not only my 
survival and my needs, but an us and a we who share all of 
these needs together. 

The logic of peace takes a final step in the direction of 
correcting the distortions of the logic of violence in its third 
proposition. It claims that among the basic needs shared in 
common is “the need to belong in my community and world.” 
This step combines our embeddedness with one another and 
our commonality of needs and assigns to that combination 
the same status enjoyed by any other basic need, such as 
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food, water, or shelter. This proposition suggests that our 
interconnectedness and commonality are the point of it all, not 
a side issue that can be ignored in pursuit of other more-basic 
needs. 

The fourth propositions of each logic follow directly 
from the previous three. The logic of violence asserts that “I 
am in competition with others for certain basic resources”—
this seems the most important thing based on what came 
before. Meanwhile, the logic of peace meets the same 
challenge with the more expansive principle that “our 
common needs are best met when met in common.” If 
belonging is just as important as my other needs, we all share 
the same needs, and we are all thrown into the same world 
together, then of course our best chance lies in meeting all of 
our needs at once—that is, to embark on a positive-sum path 
rather than the grim zero-sum path of violence. 

From the fourth proposition in each system, the fifth is 
but a short step. The violent mind concludes, “my survival 
depends on prevailing over the competition.” From this follows 
directly the whole catastrophe described in Part One, 
including our own self-destruction. And thus, the trajectory 
that begins with “my survival” ends with my suicide, exposing 
the tragic flaw of violence. The peaceful mind, by contrast, 
reaches the conclusion that “my thriving depends on working 
collaboratively with my community and world.” As we explore 
throughout Part Two, an entirely different world and relation 
to self can emerge from this working-collaboratively, a world 
I think we would all prefer to live in. Note, too, that the fifth 
proposition of peace emphasizes my thriving, rather than my 
survival. The goal of peace is loftier than the goal of violence. 
And whereas violence misses its own goal in its eventual 
descent into annihilation, peace achieves much more than 
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mere survival. Peace moves logically toward thriving, 
flourishing, blossoming. Violence implies death; peace implies 
life.119 

Given this understanding of violence and peace, we still 
need to define exactly what nonviolence is. I will not rehearse 
the old and reliable memes of nonviolence that will be 
familiar to readers of Gandhi or Martin Luther King. Those 
ideas are fully formed and well elaborated. 120  Instead, I 
explore nonviolence as an existential category of human 
experience. This exploration allows me to focus on what lies 
at the heart of nonviolence, as I see it, while bracketing off a 
host of side issues. For instance, I mostly ignore what is 
commonly known as practical or strategic nonviolence, which 
regards nonviolence as a set of tools that may be more or less 
effective in a given situation.121 The conception elaborated 
here most closely resembles principled nonviolence, which 
emphasizes that nonviolence is as much the end as the means 
of revolutionary struggle—in other words, nonviolence goes 
to the core of social change, regardless of other strategic or 
tactical considerations. But even this is not quite right. I want 
to say that nonviolence is the means, but peace is the end—as 
long as we understand that nonviolence is, above all, an 
expression of peace. 

As I use the term, nonviolence is neither antonymous 
with violence nor synonymous with peace. Violence and 
peace cannot co-exist simultaneously in the same social space, 
much like matter and anti-matter in physical space. Each 
perfectly negates the other. But between these opposites, as a 
catalytic social force that draws us away from violence and 
toward peace, we find nonviolence. Nonviolence is precisely that 
which is applied to violence to transform it into peace. Nonviolence 
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has no meaning without the presence of violence. It is a very 
specific remedy to a particular kind of problem. 

I advertise in these pages a brand of nonviolence I would 
call radical nonviolence, in the sense of going to the root. By this 
I mean that nonviolence possesses a special and specific 
relationship to our existential situation. Radical nonviolence 
by its very nature calls on the whole of us, challenging us each 
one to our roots. It involves us in a whole-body and whole-
being commitment to making and keeping peace. Far from 
being understood as an optional method whimsically chosen 
by starry-eyed idealists, we see nonviolence as a deep and 
consuming response to the world, one that our actual 
existential situation demands of us and that, if not supplied, 
ultimately brings death. 

Nonviolence is a form of life. It must become universal, 
or nearly so, to meet the crisis of our time in the world. The 
existential imperative of nonviolence requires us, first, to 
establish a peaceful world in place of the violent one we now 
inhabit, and second, to recurrently return to peace as violence 
continues to irrupt within each one of us and throughout 
social space. Such is the existential demand of our moment in 
history that we evade at our peril. 

In the Prologue, I proposed a mathematic equation to 
specify the function of nonviolence. It is: 

V + (-V) à E 
This reads: Violence (V) plus nonviolence (-V) produces our 
actual existential situation (E). This equation implies that our 
actual existential situation does not include either violence or 
nonviolence. Violence gets added to our existential situation 
and nonviolence subtracts it. This is the precise meaning of 
nonviolence as we explore the concept and its applications 
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for the remainder of the book. But first, let us explore more 
deeply our equation’s final term, E. 

Our Existential Situation 

Being is peace. When we simply abide in the world, we are 
peace. If we’re paying very close attention, we can even 
perceive this—though most of us, most of the time, don’t. 
This is the secret we discover in meditation.122 When we slow 
down and listen carefully, when we let the chatter of thought 
die away for a moment or two, a most surprising thing can 
(and eventually will) happen. We suddenly feel very complete 
and connected, and with that a powerful sense of gratitude 
breaks over us. This sense of wholeness is our actual 
existential situation all the time, even if our glimpses of it 
come only fleetingly. 

But, as we have observed, our existential situation 
contains a paradox. We are whole, and we are also 
autonomous beings with a tenuous hold on our existence—
which is to say, we persist in a continual state of 
endangerment. Here it would be easy to slip into the notion 
that maybe some of the time we can simply and wholesomely 
be, but at other times we must fight for our very lives, tooth 
and nail. This notion, however, misses the actual structure of 
paradox. It is not that at some times we are at one with the 
whole and at other times we are alone in a hostile universe, as 
if these were two states that alternated one after the other. In 
a paradox, both senses apply at once, all the time. This 
suggests that our actual existential situation is that we are 
always and ever both one with the whole and alone and apart. 
These seemingly opposite poles represent two persistent 
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aspects of our condition, regardless of momentary 
circumstances. 

If this were true, then it should be possible to find both 
sides of the paradox of existence in any condition, no matter 
how extreme. A simple exercise of imagination shows how 
this could be so. First, we can imagine two star-struck lovers 
falling into each other’s eyes in a moment of rapturous 
connection. From the report of many who have found 
themselves in just this position, not only do the lovers feel 
profoundly connected to one another, they feel warmly about 
the whole world. The skies are bluer, the crowds more 
friendly, even the rain becomes sweet. But in that very same 
moment lurking under all that bliss a fear forms, the 
possibility of loss. My connection with my lover implicitly—
indeed, paradoxically—exposes my vulnerability not only to 
the pain of its eventual severance, but to the existential fact of 
my fundamental aloneness. I am happy now because she is 
here by my side; but this will not always be so. 

Similarly, we can imagine that we have just received a 
terminal cancer diagnosis and given weeks left to live. Most 
of us would react to such news with horror, panic, and 
depression. We would struggle to find pleasure in anything. 
Suddenly with little to look forward to but a painful descent 
into oblivion, we might feel a temptation to become angry 
and bitter. Despite this—or rather, in addition to it—many in 
this position somehow arrive at a deeper appreciation of life 
than they ever had before. They often feel a new closeness to 
their family and friends. Their experiences become more 
vivid and vibrant, not unlike those falling in love. They often 
report a deep sense of peace and acceptance, a sense of being 
at one with the whole cosmos. This is the other side of the 
same coin. With the imminence of loss comes the tender 
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regard for what is being lost, and a sense of gratitude for 
having had it. 

The moment of falling in love and the moment of 
receiving a terminal cancer diagnosis are extreme cases, but 
one can extrapolate from these that at any given moment, and 
in any particular circumstance, both senses of the paradox of 
existence are in play. And this is our actual existential 
situation. Even love does not save us from our aloneness, and 
even looming death does not rob us of our profound 
connectedness. We always live in some dynamic tension of 
both. Violence occurs when we give in to the horror, panic, 
and depression of our aloneness, having lost touch with the 
warmth and goodwill of our interconnectedness. Peace 
occurs when we keep the whole dynamic tension of our 
situation in view. 

I want to be perfectly clear about this point. It would be 
easy to think that violence correlates to one side of the 
paradox (I am alone in a hostile universe) and peace with the 
other (I am interconnected with the whole). This is not what 
I mean to suggest. I am saying something more subtle and 
much more hopeful. I am saying that violence correlates to 
seeing one side of the paradox (I am alone) at the expense of 
the other; and peace correlates with seeing both sides at once. In 
this respect, peace is not the opposite of violence. The 
opposite, where we see only our interconnectedness at the 
expense of our aloneness, yields a kind of mythology every bit 
as wrongheaded as violence, and maybe just as dangerous. 

Peace involves finding equanimity in the tension between 
our aloneness and our interconnectedness. As the anxieties of 
our endangerment rise, we remember our interconnectedness, 
tempering our anxiety with gratitude, keeping it aligned with 
our actual existential situation. As the bliss of love and 
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fulfillment wash over us, we remember our aloneness and the 
inevitability of loss, tempering our giddiness with a reflective 
bittersweetness, keeping it aligned with our actual existential 
situation. In peace, we neither push away what we find 
aversive nor hold on to what we find attractive. We allow 
ourselves to flow and drift with circumstance’s momentum 
from one side of this spectrum to the other, but always 
maintain anchor in the center, yielding to the underlying 
gravity of our actual existential situation. 

The real significance of the dawn of our moral sense, all 
those millennia ago, was that it began to be cognitively 
possible to hold in mind both sides of the paradox of 
existence at once; and with that, it began to be possible for 
our burgeoning awareness to modulate our responses. Thus, 
the prospects of violence and peace popped into the world at 
the very same instant and have advanced in perfect lockstep 
ever since. We cannot commit violence until we have the 
alternative to commit peace; and once we have the possibility 
of peace, we admit the possibility of violence. 

In Part One, we surveyed the history of violence across 
the breadth of human existence. We saw how we emerged 
from the pre-moral stage with a certain repertoire of 
aggressive tendencies, likely somewhere on the spectrum 
between chimps and bonobos. We speculated that the 
emergence of a moral sense moderated our aggressive 
tendencies and enabled us to live in relatively peaceful multi-
family bands for tens of thousands of years. We considered 
how the explosion of population that followed the advent of 
agriculture would have catapulted us out of our environment 
of evolutionary adaptedness, stirred our fears and dread of 
strangers, and resulted in a deep descent into violence. We 
saw how states emerged to monopolize violence and 
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appropriate it to the powerful. And we reflected on the stages 
by which violence was controlled, in some senses reduced, 
and in other senses merely diverted into new forms over time. 
Finally, we concluded that we have arrived at a point where 
much violence that was once commonplace is now 
unthinkable and where ecocide, which would have been 
unthinkable for the vast majority of human history, is now 
not only thinkable but nearly inevitable. 

By this account, the rise of agriculture loosed the 
catastrophe of violence upon the world and we have been 
working to tame it ever since. We have come a long way, as 
Pinker argues. But we have far to go with perhaps the greater 
part still ahead of us. In all of this struggle, I mean to say, we 
have been clawing our way back toward a healthy relation to 
our actual existential situation, a condition we likely enjoyed 
(with undoubtedly mixed success) for tens of thousands of 
years when we lived in a far simpler world, the world to 
which we had adapted over millions of years.  

This taming, this clawing-back, this struggle—this process 
of recovering our ancient relation to our actual existential 
situation—is what I am calling nonviolence. Peace, though far 
from effortless, is not struggle. Nonviolence is always struggle. 
Nonviolence is that precise historical force, that singular 
impulse rooted deep in the human psyche, that meets 
violence with truth—the core meaning of Gandhi’s term 
satyagraha or “truth force”—such that we can rediscover and 
renew our basic existential condition, which is one of peace. 
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A Moral Framework 

I have asserted that violence, as we are using the term, is a 
moral category. Violence involves an intention to harm that we 
choose to follow and could choose not to. Peace and its 
special case, nonviolence, are likewise moral categories. This 
way of framing these terms raises a host of philosophical 
questions. To answer all of them, or even to fully answer any 
of them, lies beyond the scope of this book. Nevertheless, 
much of what we consider here reflects a specific way of 
thinking through some salient moral questions. So, it may be 
helpful to make all of this somewhat more explicit. 

Allow me a cautionary word about the nature of morality. 
We tend to think of morality as shoulds and should-nots imposed 
from on high, whether by God, parent, or super-ego. My 
conception comes from an entirely different place. What is 
moral is what works.123 Morality, in this view, is a kind of science 
of living. When I do this, good things happen; when I do 
that, bad things happen. The framework offered below 
suggests certain patterns of what really works. When I speak 
of a given act as moral or immoral I only mean that when we 
do the former we get the result we want, and when we do the 
latter we do not. All this begs the question, of course, of what 
it is that we really want. My intention here is to go for the 
deepest possible layer of wanting, far below our whimsical 
hankering for passing pleasures or fanciful myths. 

Let us sketch out some of the philosophical terrain so far 
only implicit in our discussion.124 I present twelve principles, 
culminating in formal definitions of violence, peace, and 
nonviolence. For each principle I offer a short explanatory 
note, fully aware that a whole chapter could easily be devoted 
to each one.  
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1. All beings have an equal claim to the bounty of 
existence, that is, to persist in their given mode of 
existence. 

 
This principle flows from the elemental intuition, available to 
most children beyond a certain age, that we are all in this 
thing together—that a bird’s life, say, is every bit as valuable 
as a person’s. It also seeks to acknowledge that each creature 
has its own way of being in the world that is, to one degree or 
another, specific to it. In other words, none of us are special 
but all of us are unique. Our moral framework begins, then, 
with the idea that we each have a right to our natural way of 
life as long as we acknowledge that every other being 
possesses the same right. 
 

2. A being is any part of the universe that exists, and 
so is comprised of subordinate levels of being and 
participates in superordinate levels of being. 

 
Here I take the broadest possible sense of the word being. A 
being is anything that exists, not limited to living creatures. 
Moreover, I aim to embed our understanding of being in a 
dynamical systems perspective,125 which means that we are all 
involved in a system that determines us and that we 
determine. We are all in it together. This principle attempts to 
account for both sides of the paradox of existence—that a 
being is a distinct entity but also involved in a collection of 
being that ultimately includes all beings (i.e., the whole 
cosmos). For example, a person is a collection of atoms, 
molecules, cells, and organs, each of which has its own being; 
and a person participates in a family, a community, an 
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ecosystem, and a world, each of which also has its own 
distinct being. 
 

3. In proportion to its capacity to participate in the 
space of reasons, a being incurs a measure of moral 
responsibility. 

 
Kant argued that humans are, generally speaking, moral equals 
by virtue of having a (more or less) equal capacity to reason. 
Wilfred Sellars improved on Kant’s understanding by 
describing a “space of reasons” in which we humans have a 
more or less equal capacity to participate.126 The “space of 
reasons” incorporates the idea that reason is, after all, a social 
construction rather than an Ideal in the Platonic or 
transcendental sense. Where Kant believed reason to be a 
God-given capacity to make inferences about Truth (upper 
case T), Sellars sees reasoning as a more human process in 
which we all participate in the co-creation of truth (with a 
small t). Here, I propose to further improve Kant’s original 
idea, by suggesting that our capacity to participate in the 
space of reasons is not the source of our equality (which I 
have located in our very existence), but the source of our 
moral obligation to honor all beings’ equal right to exist. We 
become morally obligated because we become capable of 
knowing and reasoning about what we do. 
 

4. Our maximal moral responsibility is to treat all 
beings not merely as means but as ends (maximal in 
the sense that this corresponds to an ideal capacity to 
participate in the space of reasons that we strive to 
achieve, although we are unlikely ever to succeed), such 
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that the community of moral beings co-creates a 
‘collective of ends.’ 

 
Here, I continue to follow Kant (with Sellars’ twist), 
combining two of his categorical imperatives: “Act in such a 
way that you always treat humanity, whether in your own 
person or the person of any other, never simply as a means, 
but always at the same time as an end;”127 and the idea that, 
when we all follow this imperative, “there arises a systematic 
union of rational beings” that spontaneously produces, in 
Kant’s language, a “kingdom of ends.”128 By this, he imagines 
a world where everyone is treated, and treats others, as an 
end-in-herself—what I am calling the maximal, or ideal, 
intention. To improve on Kant’s anachronism, I substitute 
the word kingdom with collective, where we understand the 
collective to be an assemblage of equal persons mutually 
engaged in the space of reasons. 
 

5. All beings, by virtue of their existence, have dignity 
in equal measure, that is, they are ends; to treat 
another being as an end is to act with dignity. 

 
This principle proposes that all beings possess dignity not, as 
Kant argued, because of their capacity to reason,129 but simply 
because they exist. In this way, we can acknowledge that an 
elephant or beetle, tree or mountain, has intrinsic dignity. Our 
acts, however, acquire the quality of dignity only when they 
are moral. When we treat others out of respect for their 
intrinsic dignity, we demonstrate our moral capacity and act 
with dignity. Acting with dignity expresses our awareness and 
orientation to our exact existential situation. Our behavior 
flows from a deep understanding of our relation to ourselves 
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and others—of our uniqueness as a being and our intimate 
participation in the wholeness of being. 
 

6. A being’s moral responsibility involves balancing 
the demands of its particular mode of being with that 
of all other beings, including those subordinate and 
superordinate to it. 

 
This principle acknowledges that the various claims of the 
world’s many beings often come into conflict, and to some 
extent each being finds itself in the position of determining, 
either by design or by default, how these conflicts are 
resolved. To act at all implicates us in a cascade of 
consequences that emanates out through space and time from 
the moment of action.130 By our very existence, we cannot 
help but infringe more or less continuously on the mode of 
existence of one being or another. In short, we live in a 
constant state of moral compromise. This cannot be helped. 
Nevertheless, our responsibility (by virtue of our capacity to 
participate in the space of reasons) is to avoid unnecessary 
harms, and reduce the harm when we cannot avoid it 
altogether. 
 

7. Where conflicts between these demands are necessary 
or unavoidable, it is more moral to infringe (1) to the 
least possible degree, (2) upon the smallest possible 
number of beings, (3) over the least possible period of 
time. 

 
This principle defines a loose metric by which we can 
compare different courses of action and their likely 
consequences.131 Given that all beings have an equal claim not 
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to be infringed upon, the calculus of this principle focuses on 
doing the least possible harm to the smallest possible number 
of beings, making no distinction about the relative merit of 
different beings, and weighting equally harm in the long-term 
with harm in the short-term.  

In combination with the previous principle, which alerts 
us to our embeddedness in superordinate levels of being, the 
present principle suggests some degree of moral preference 
for the higher-level assemblages of being in which we 
participate. If harm at a superordinate level of being might 
impact many of its participating lower-level beings, it would 
be regarded as more immoral than equivalent harm at a lower 
level of organization, if a smaller total number of beings 
would thus be affected. Of course, this does not mean that it 
is moral to infringe unnecessarily on the mode of existence of 
lower-level beings, only that it may be less immoral to do so. 
For example, in the context of nonviolent struggle, if faced 
with a choice between putting myself in harm’s way and 
putting a large group in harm’s way, it may prove more moral 
to put myself on the line, sparing the larger number. On the 
other hand, if my sacrifice is unlikely to help very many 
people, but the sacrifice of the whole group is likely to help 
many people, then it may be more moral for the whole group 
to expose itself to harm, rather than just me. 
 

8. Death is part of the mode of existence of any living 
being, as is sickness, trauma, and injury. Each of 
these can be, and death is necessarily, a transition from 
one mode of existence (such as that of a living 
organism) to another (such as a mass of inanimate 
matter). Transitions of mode, when imposed by one 
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being upon another, represent a high degree of 
infringement. 

 
This principle aims to put death and other serious harms into 
proper perspective, striking a balance between their subjective 
severity and their objective ordinariness. A moral judgment of 
the significance of death must somehow account for both of 
these perspectives. To any given being, but especially to a 
sentient one, death is the worst possible kind of harm (or 
close to it); but viewed at a superordinate level, death is an 
essential process for the renewal of life, enabling the 
superordinate being (e.g., humankind, or a given ecosystem) 
to thrive. 
 

9. The infliction of death or any other significant 
constraint on another being’s mode of existence is 
moral only to the extent that it is necessary or 
unavoidable; the voluntary and willing giving of one’s 
own life or some other significant constraint on one’s 
own mode of existence is moral to the extent that (1) it 
directly serves the purpose of peace and nonviolence, 
and (2) it infringes as little as possible on self and 
others. 

 
This principle makes a crucial distinction between the 
morality of harming others and allowing oneself to be 
harmed. If the purpose of exposing oneself to harm is to 
reduce a greater harm to others while making every effort to 
minimize the harm to oneself, then this may be a moral act. 
To harm oneself for some other reason (e.g., self-loathing) is 
not moral—by which I mean that it is likely to unleash a 
cascade of suffering in its wake greater than the suffering 
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saved. Similarly, this principle suggests that it is never moral 
to inflict unnecessary harm on another. 
 

10. Violence is the act of one being infringing on the 
given mode of existence of another (treating the other 
merely as a means) when the actor is capable of 
knowing that this infringement is not necessary. 

 
This re-states the definition of violence given in Chapter 1, 
now in the larger context of the other principles. 
 

11. Peace is the act of honoring the dignity of all 
beings, without infringement of any being’s given mode 
of existence, including one’s own. 

 
Plainly, peace as here defined is an ideal. Although we will 
never fully attain it, it represents the True North toward 
which we continually strive. This definition of peace also 
helps us distinguish between acts of peace and acts of 
nonviolence, as defined in the final principle. While all 
nonviolence functions in the service of peace, and all 
nonviolent acts are peaceful, the special conditions of 
nonviolence involve additional risks and responsibilities. 
 

12. Nonviolence is the act of honoring the dignity of 
all beings, but especially those beings who infringe on 
the given mode of existence of other beings (i.e., who 
are violent), even at risk of one’s own mode of being, in 
just such a way as to invite those who do violence to 
become peaceful. 
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Nonviolence entails the contradiction of violence not only by 
honoring that which violence transgresses (that is, the dignity 
of beings) but by focusing specifically on the dignity of the 
transgressor. Moreover, where violence involves the 
projection of hostility onto another, nonviolence requires the 
acceptance of another’s hostility onto oneself—I would 
rather you harm me than I harm you. But the intention and 
function of this stance is not to invite harm to oneself for its 
own sake, but to invite the other to act differently, that is, 
with dignity toward all beings. Nonviolence should never be 
confused with masochism. The nonviolent actor never enjoys 
her suffering, but endures it as a courageous act of vivid and 
embodied truth-telling. 

I began this section by positing that ‘what is moral is what 
works.’ But this only offers a kind of shorthand. Perhaps it 
would hew closer to the mark to say that what is moral is that 
which reflects our actual existential situation. This chapter has 
offered an extended meditation on our actual existential 
situation and proposed a moral framework for living in that 
precise situation. The remainder of the book tries to imagine 
what it might be like to live out of those moral, which is to 
say existential, imperatives. 
  





	

CHAPTER 6 

Imagining 

Few would contest that violence is horrible and that it may 
sooner or later bring us to the brink of doom. But, alas, I 
think fewer would readily accept that we can live in a world 
without violence. We tend to believe that some violence is 
necessary or even just, and that to make a policy of strict 
peacefulness would be foolish, perhaps suicidal. And yet, this 
prejudice against the possibility of systemic peace and 
nonviolence must be overcome—as I have argued, it would 
be suicidal not to. Our circumstances call us to envision a 
culture of peace and to consider how we might transcend the 
barriers, mostly internal, that we are likely to encounter along 
the way. Such is the work of this and the remaining chapters. 

A peaceful society would look radically different from the 
one we see around us today. We would need to re-invent our 
relationship to power and decision-making, and change our 
psychological and sociological orientation to the limits of 
resources. We would have to deconstruct privilege of all 
kinds, and level our social hierarchies. These are not new 
ideas. They have been proposed in various ways under the 
names of socialism, communism, anarchism, even 
libertarianism. These are big ideas that threaten the current 
arrangement of power directly. To the extent that any one of 
us draws any advantage from the current arrangement of 
power, the kind of social change we must consider ought to 
make us quite uncomfortable. If it doesn’t, we may not be 
thinking clearly enough. 
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When radical social change comes under discussion, 
someone usually brings up Churchill’s words, “Democracy is 
the worst form of government except all those other forms 
that have been tried from time to time.”132 In my experience, 
the rhetorical function of this quotation is twofold. First, the 
speaker calls upon the authority of Churchill to condemn all 
other forms of government ever tried, especially communism 
and socialism (the actual targets of Churchill’s remarks).133 
Usually, other forms get thrown into the same soup, like 
anarchism and libertarianism, even though they have not 
really ever been tried.134 Second, the speaker leans heavily on 
Churchill’s smug implication that, whatever its faults, nothing 
better than what we already have could ever come to pass. 
Look around. This is as good as it gets. I find this sentiment 
entirely self-serving—of course, this is as good as it gets if 
you’re Churchill. 

Such thinking betrays a terrible failure of imagination. It 
says that all the good thoughts have already been thought, 
and everything worth trying has already been tried. Consider 
if someone had told young Albert Einstein, “Newtonian 
mechanics is the worst form of physics except all those other 
forms that have been tried from time to time.” I think he 
might have rightly replied, “Until now.” Thomas Jefferson 
and John Adams might have said the same if King George 
had used Churchill’s ploy, substituting monarchy for 
democracy. In short, however true this sentiment may be 
about the past, it says nothing meaningful about the future. 

Given the grim alternative, we are compelled to use our 
imaginations to envision a truly peaceful world, one in which 
the logic of violence no longer predominates the affairs of 
women and men. We are called to imagine the world we want 
to live in and the pathway that gets us from where we are 
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now to where we need to go. We are challenged to imagine 
what it might take actually to travel that path and actually to 
arrive at its destination. 

All of this requires courage. In the first place, it takes 
courage to declare first within ourselves, and then to our 
families and communities and the world, that we can no 
longer comply or collude with violence, corruption, and 
oppression. In the second place, it takes courage to imagine 
publically: to make commitments to our ideals, to articulate 
our visions, hopes, dreams, and strategies. Third, it takes 
courage to run the risks of trying new things, getting it wrong 
before we can get it right, and maybe failing altogether. 
Finally, it takes courage to give up what we would lose should 
we succeed. A new world, even a much more peaceful world, 
would entail great loss—we would lose the only way of life 
we have ever known. So, let us screw our courage to the 
sticking place, not in the name of ambition and murder (as 
Lady Macbeth would have her husband do), but to the 
diametrically opposite purpose. Let us open the floodgates of 
our imagination. Let us give vent to our yearnings for a 
peaceful world. Let us roll up our sleeves and bring the best 
of ourselves to the most worthy project of our time, or any 
time. 

Evolutionary psychologists might be among the first to 
snicker at such a resolve. They would say we can imagine all 
we want, but human nature is only so pliable. In the end, all 
our dreams are doomed to fall back to ground under the 
imperturbable force of evolutionary gravity; we cannot 
sustain a way of being divergent from that which we evolved 
to be. Steven Pinker argues, for instance, that the forces of 
cooperation and violence have evolved to regulate social life 
in a finely tuned balance: 
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People congregate in groups not because they are 
robots who are magnetically attracted to one 
another but because they have social and moral 
emotions. They feel warmth and sympathy, 
gratitude and trust, loneliness and guilt, jealousy 
and anger. The emotions are internal regulators 
that ensure that people reap the benefits of social 
life—reciprocal exchange and cooperative 
action—without suffering the costs, namely 
exploitation by cheaters and social parasites. We 
sympathize with, trust, and feel grateful to those 
who are likely to cooperate with us, rewarding 
them with our own cooperation. And we get 
angry at or ostracize those who are likely to cheat, 
withdrawing cooperation or meting out 
punishment. A person’s own level of virtue is a 
tradeoff between the esteem that comes from 
cultivating a reputation as a cooperator and the ill-
gotten gains of stealthy cheating. A social group is 
a marketplace of cooperators of differing degrees 
of generosity and trustworthiness, and people 
advertise themselves as being as generous and 
trustworthy as they can get away with, which may 
be a bit more generous and trustworthy than they 
are.135 

This is an evolutionary argument. Pinker does not mean 
to suggest that anyone necessarily thinks of themselves or 
their social group in this way. He means to suggest, rather, 
that our social-emotional systems evolved in just such a way 
in order to enhance our individual advantage in the context of 
social life. The thrust of Pinker’s argument, however, is not 
only that this is how we got to the present point, but that this 
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is now embedded in our cognitive equipment and runs us, 
without regard for what we might have the courage to 
imagine. 

The evolutionary argument is, essentially, a statistical one. 
When we look over the long arc of history, the evolutionist 
expects it to bend toward the exact tipping point between 
generosity and cheating suggested by Pinker’s description of 
the “marketplace of cooperators.” Pinker allows that this 
tipping point can move as a result of cultural factors. Indeed, 
he devotes much of his book to demonstrating that the 
human race has already substantially moved the goalposts far 
in the direction of peace compared to the whole previous 
trajectory of our evolutionary history.136 But this long arc, as 
the evolutionist sees it, only bends so far toward justice. 
There is no such thing as actual altruism in this view. As 
possessors of “selfish genes,” our motives are always selfish 
first and, if we’re lucky, altruistic second. Trust isn’t real, but 
merely an expedient means to lubricate the social machinery. 
There may be truly altruistic and trusting people, but they are 
outliers who do not much influence the arc of history and 
probably get edited out of the gene pool before long. 

I would like to entertain the idea that the evolutionists 
can be correct about the mechanisms of biological evolution 
but wrong about the limits of cooperation in modern life. In 
the first place, nothing about the past tells us what the limits 
of altruism might be in the future. As Pinker’s own argument 
shows, cultural factors can have dramatic and unforeseeable 
effects on human behavior and society. Second, for better 
and for worse the human race has embarked on a completely 
unprecedented social experiment: a constant, around-the-
clock bombardment of culture in the form of electronic 
media. Finally, this experiment is unfolding on a global scale 
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that has never before been seen. There is increasingly one 
global culture—again, for better and for worse. Put to the 
service of peace and nonviolence, modern life affords a 
completely novel opportunity to the human race to transcend 
the old “marketplace of cooperators” and build a new 
infrastructure altogether—not a marketplace at all, but a 
gathering place of equals where cooperation, more than a 
social lubricant, is mostly authentic and fathoms deep, not 
just for some of us but for most of us—in short, a collective of 
ends. 

But is this actually possible, given the social-emotional 
equipment that has evolved within us? My mind goes to the 
infant, only months old. Is the trust of an infant conditional, 
a mere ploy to get the care she needs? The evolutionist would 
say so. But the phenomenology of the infant has no 
calculation. The infant has an intimacy with her actual 
existential situation that we as adults have typically lost. The 
infant trusts her caregiver because she must; there is no 
existential alternative. Calculation does come in the course of 
human development, but it comes later. At her age, trust is 
total and pure. From this purity of trust is the human capacity 
for love born. If we are lucky, we experience this at a critical 
time in our development. In that moment, we germinate the 
seed of peace. This is the moment to which we all long to 
return. 

Our existential situation has not changed since those 
tender days. This is the deep point of Part One of this book. 
We ought to trust one another because we must; there is no 
existential alternative. When our trust falters, when it 
becomes inauthentic, when it is reduced to a mere calculus, 
violence is born—and this leads directly to our collective 
doom. We long to return to that sweet, soft, and true trust 
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that, if we were lucky, we experienced in the heady days of 
our first year of life. I work most of every day with couples to 
achieve this state in their partnership, and sometimes—
surprisingly often—they do achieve it. With this, they arrive 
back at the basic human condition of vulnerability that is held 
and cared for in mutuality. There is no inherent reason that 
this cannot be achieved on a larger scale. 

We evolved for this, too; we all experience it (if we get 
the parenting we need); and we all intuitively know that this is 
the ideal state of the human being. Calculations arise as an 
adaptation to trauma and disappointment. To be sure, our 
existential situation includes trauma and disappointment, and 
so requires some degree of calculation. The evolutionists are 
right about this. But they are wrong, I submit, to dismiss the 
idea that calculation is additional, and that pure trust is 
existentially—not to mention, developmentally—primary.137 

If we accept the possibility of a peaceful world and allow 
ourselves to imagine how such a world would work we soon 
confront the vexing problem of how we might get there from 
the strife-torn world we now inhabit. If we start our inquiry 
from the conviction that a true and authentic peace is 
possible and is our explicit goal, we instantly leave behind 
most of what passes for social change work today. It is one 
thing to try to build more affordable housing; it is another to 
create true social equity so that everyone has equal and 
sustained access to quality housing. It is one thing to train 
police officers to be more multiculturally competent; it is 
another to strive to eliminate racial inequities across all 
domains of life, including the erasure of accrued historic 
disadvantage. It is one thing to tell bullying nation-states to 
play more nicely; it is another to dismantle an international 
system that maintains continual us-versus-them conflict 
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around the globe. In each of these cases, the former involves 
managing a broken world; the latter, making that world 
whole. 

In sum, when we allow ourselves the courage to imagine 
the world we really want, one that can only occur so long as 
we believe that it can, we find ourselves imagining a radically 
different world that would require correspondingly radical 
social change. This, of course, has been imagined before. But 
if we are to imagine a world radically different especially with 
respect to violence, which I have argued lies at the heart of 
what needs to change, then we must be very careful to avoid 
inadvertently baking violence right into our visions and 
strategies. This danger lurks in the deep structure of much 
radical thought. 

Nonviolent Change 

Traditional radical politics tends to be systems-based. It 
suggests that human misery is caused by systems of power 
that become corrupted because of some flaw in their design. 
Radicals generally advocate a system that they regard as free 
from such flaws, one in which corruptions of power have 
been designed out of the system. From this shared assumption, 
radicals then may be divided into ‘realists’ and ‘utopians.’ 
Realists believe that human nature is basically craven and 
corruptible, regardless of the system in which they live; 
utopians believe that in a just world humans would reveal 
themselves to be good and beautiful. In either case, a good 
society depends on a well-designed system. For the realist, a 
good design is one that constrains our basic flaws and 
prevents those flaws from corrupting the system itself. For 
the utopian, a good design is one that dissolves malice and 
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corruption altogether because the system allows people to be 
as they really wish to be—that is, good. 

With the realist, I agree that no system will change human 
nature; and with the utopian, I agree that all of us (or nearly 
so) want to be good and would be good under the right 
circumstances. But I disagree with both that any system 
design will, by itself, accomplish the desired outcome of a 
free, equal, and diverse society. I believe this logic to be far 
too simple: in fact, we all shape the systems in which we 
participate just as the systems shape us—we mutually 
interaffect and are interaffected by all with which we interact. 
Thus, none of us is a separate and bounded agent who carries 
around a fixed repertoire of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors; 
nor is society a fixed set of practices and institutions that 
persist unwaveringly across time. This image is not only too 
simple, it also contains the seeds of violence. The fixity of 
human nature and society, were it true, would leave us no 
alternative but to force change upon the rigid and unyielding 
structures presumed to underlie personality and society.  

A more accurate and nuanced view of human nature and 
culture offers a pathway to individual and social change that 
does not require violence. Indeed, such a view provides a 
mechanism for nonviolent social change that works, in part, 
because it exposes the impotence of violence. By this much 
more promising view of human nature and society, we 
recognize that, in the most radical possible sense, we are formed 
in our interactions with one another.138 What I think, feel, and do 
has very much to do with how you present yourself to me—
the thoughts you articulate, the emotions you show, and 
especially the behaviors you exhibit. I will be different with 
you than with someone who presents differently. 
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This is especially clear when we consider our relationship 
with our primary caregiver in the first months of life. Our 
mother’s gaze, we now know, literally wires our right 
prefrontal cortex for social and emotional intelligence.139 But 
this kind of interaffecting never stops being true, indeed it 
intensifies as we mature, in the sense of becoming more mutual. 
We are always in some measure formed and shaped in each 
interaction. Exactly who we show up to be in relation to 
another person depends on who the other person shows up 
to be, which in turn depends on who we show up to be. In 
this extraordinarily complex and intricate way, we determine 
and are determined by each interaction in which we 
participate. 

In this sense, the world—that is, the total human social 
environment on a global scale—both forms us and is formed 
by us in a ceaseless interaffecting dynamic. For this reason, 
some kind of abstracted social engineer cannot impose peace 
or, for that matter, law and order from above. (This is the 
trap into which many radical social change agents have fallen 
in the past; consider Robespierre, Lenin, Mao, or Pol Pot.) In 
this understanding, there is no above from which to impose 
such a thing. Nor is it possible to establish a broad peace by 
unilateral action, which essentially requires the individual or 
group to go on as if violence were not all around. The 
principle that we are formed by our interactions and already 
interaffected by everyone with whom we interact directly or 
indirectly both sharply limits our capacity to make change 
and, more importantly, it clarifies the kind of pathway that might 
actually lead to a more peaceful world. 

It may seem, on this view, that the social change agent is 
caught in an intractable Catch-22. If the world is a violent 
place, and this in turn inflames our own tendencies toward 
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violence, how can we possibly transform it into a peaceful 
place? This would indeed pose an impossible conundrum 
were it not for one crucial fact: We humans ardently desire peace 
and fairness. I showed in Chapter 3 how this was expressed in 
the prehistory of our species. And anyone who looks upon 
the face of an infant at rest in her mother’s arms can see it 
plainly in our young. Moreover, as a couple therapist I have 
observed repeatedly in my adult clients how a powerful, 
underlying yearning for connection works in even the most 
angry and exhausted spouses, enabling them to rediscover 
loving ways of reaching out for, and being touched by, one 
another.  

If I am right that humans are (more or less) universally 
wired for peace and fairness, that this already operates in all 
of us, then we do not have to manufacture it. We are not 
required to create something (peace) from nothing (violence). 
All we need is to create space for the deep part of us that 
yearns for authentic human connection to invite the same 
deep yearning of our counterpart to show itself, just as I 
watch my couples do for and with one another every day. To 
them, I describe it as a kind of bootstrapping process where 
each partner leans toward the other as if into the scary abyss, 
but just a little—perhaps engaging a little more, softening a 
little more. With practice and persistence a positive feedback 
loop emerges to make it easier and easier to lean in, and 
eventually the sense of risk or uncertainty about how our 
overtures will get met becomes replaced with confidence and 
security.  

What I have been describing in preliminary terms here is 
exactly nonviolence. If we refer back to the equation proposed 
earlier, V + (-V) à E (“violence plus nonviolence produces 
our actual existential situation”), we can see the underlying 
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idea at work. Humans are wired for peace precisely because 
we evolved to flourish in our actual existential condition, one 
in which violence is never actually necessary.140 As a result, 
radical social change requires a subtraction of what has been 
spuriously added. But this subtraction is active, not passive. 
We do not merely withdraw from violent encounters but 
confront violence with its own negation. Nonviolence is not 
an act of omission, but very much one of whole-hearted 
commission. 

I have begun to describe the change process as unfolding 
in an intricate context of mutual interaffecting, where we do 
not need to—indeed, cannot—impose change forcefully as if 
from above, or below, for that matter. We can now begin to 
conceive of social change as a kind of opening up to what is 
already deeply true (i.e., our longing for peacefulness and 
social equity) and an organic emergence of that into our 
forms of life. I have also suggested, however, that this is not a 
passive process. We don’t simply wait for radical change to 
bubble up from nowhere. We must actively tend to our deep 
longing, live out its implications in our interactions, and 
confront brokenness and violence wherever we find it. 
 



	

CHAPTER 7 

Confronting 

I have asserted that nonviolence has a certain power that 
enables one person (or group) to transform the violence of 
another into peace. But how does this happen? While no 
theory could possibly comprehend the whole complexity of 
such a phenomenon, and certainly not in all its potential 
permutations, I would like to offer one psychological theory 
that begins to make sense of how this might sometimes 
occur. Then, we examine three well-known historical 
examples to demonstrate how the theory makes sense of 
events in a new and, I hope, more satisfactory way. 

Aggression is one of the natural responses to threat wired 
into our nervous system from quite early in our evolutionary 
development. There are others, such as ‘flight’ or ‘freeze’ 
responses. But we, like many animals, tend to aggress when 
we encounter a threat that we sense we can overpower. When 
confronted, a rapid calculation takes place in the limbic 
system that evaluates the threat and our capacity to prevail 
over it in a contest of physical prowess. If this calculation 
favors a ‘fight’ response, our limbic brain immediately recruits 
our sympathetic nervous system and, along with it, the 
endocrine system, which floods us with adrenalin and other 
hormones to mobilize our aggression. Only sometime later 
do the slower processes of our frontal cortex, the seat of our 
executive and reflective functioning, catch up to what is 
occurring, perhaps after we have already initiated combat. A 
purely physiological understanding of ‘violence begets 
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violence’ flows from this: When our foe behaves violently, we 
naturally read that as threat and everything else follows; we 
are likely to respond with violence of our own (if we assess 
the contest as winnable) which our opponent reads as threat; 
and so on. 

From here we can begin to think our way toward an 
alternative response to threat, one that has transformative 
power. We must confront violence, not simply avoid it, or we 
lose the opportunity to transform it; but we must confront it 
in a way that does not trigger the neurobiology of aggression. 
How do we stand directly before an aggressive, threatening 
Other without immediately sending their nervous system into 
a cascade of responses that will likely result in violence? We 
must stand there in just a certain way, one that contains all the 
strength of our resolve and yet without representing a visceral 
threat to the perpetrator. Usually we think of confronting as 
inherently threatening. We imagine two combatants staring 
one another down, each brimming with lust for the other’s 
blood. Who will blink first? It is perhaps difficult to envision 
how confronting another would not arouse a defensive ire in 
them. 

But let us imagine, instead, other scenes well known to us. 
Take, for example, the mother who lifts up into her arms her 
bawling child, looking him full in the eye. He wants to look 
away, to prolong his tantrum, but her look is so intentful, so 
compelling, so earnest that he cannot long avert his gaze. And 
when his eyes finally meet hers, when he sees the deep well of 
compassion visible in her loving, familiar, longed-for face, his 
anger begins to drain away and he softens into her embrace 
and her warm, soothing coos. Acute internal dissonance and 
interpersonal distress has been transformed into harmony, 
inside and out. 
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Or consider the hurt spouse, bitter at the other for his 
distancing, rejecting withdrawal. She feels a terror and rage 
toward him. If he privately cowers before this rage, or 
defiantly ignores it, her upset only foments all the more. The 
violence, hot on one side and cold on the other, persists. But 
something different happens if he turns toward her with 
softness in his eyes, open of face, with obvious earnest, and 
says in one way or another, “I see your rage and terror. I see 
how my hiding has left you feeling alone, abandoned. Yes, I 
have done this. I see now how my self-protection has been 
cause of your suffering. Your pain makes sense to me. I don’t 
want you to feel that pain. I want to be close to you, for you 
to feel that I am close, for you to be close to me. I don’t want 
to abandon you, ever. I never meant to. I am so sorry that I 
have.” He is showing by his stance and his words that he is 
able to tolerate her pain, take responsibility for his part in that 
pain, be vulnerable to her accusation, and to accept her anger 
and hurt toward him, returning it with warmth and love from 
a tender, open heart. Maybe not at once, but in time she can 
only melt before this way of showing up. He creates so much 
safety that her terror is assuaged. And how can she maintain a 
high pitch of rage against one so open and undefended? 
Reams of research data affirm that she cannot.141 

To capture the attitude just described in mother and 
lover, which I submit represents the active ingredient of 
nonviolence, I offer the phrase centered vulnerability. In both 
cases, the distress of the other does not throw one off 
balance. The mother and lover remain centered. Neither one 
falls apart before the child’s or partner’s rage; neither one 
becomes defensive. Both remain open, loving, engaged, 
contactful. This is the essence of emotional vulnerability. Neither 
tries to appear invincible, distant, cold, judging. It is not 
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about being above the other in a power-over kind of way, but a 
being-with that is mutually empowering, collaborative, and 
connective. There is strength in it: “I can hold onto myself in 
the face of your rage,” and, “I can be strong for you in your 
distress,” both. And there is suppleness in it, too: “We are in 
this together,” and, “I am suffering with you”—not suffering 
“because of you” but “alongside you,” one naked, messy, 
complex human being keeping company with another. These 
are only a handful of the meanings intended by the phrase, 
centered vulnerability. 

Now, nonviolence between two people who love each 
other—who are one another’s primary attachment figure—
may seem an entirely different thing than nonviolence 
between longtime mortal enemies. While of course that is 
true, there is much more that is similar than we might first 
think. I suggest that, in general, it runs against our natural 
grain to fear the vulnerable or to hate an open heart. We can 
do it, but it requires considerable effort. The more plainly and 
persistently a potential adversary remains vulnerable and open 
in a steady way, the less capable we become to fear and hate 
her. Even the coldest heart melts eventually. 

But let me be clear: it is rarely necessary to melt the 
coldest of hearts, as we see in detail below. When there are 
multiple perpetrators, for example, touching only a few of 
these in a fresh way divides them, creating momentum for 
something different to happen. And still more available are 
the hearts of the bystanders, often very numerous and much 
less dug-in to the path of violence. To turn this crowd in 
favor of the targets and actionists undermines violence in a 
powerful way. The sympathies of the bystanders, in turn, 
bolster the sympathies of some among the perpetrators, 
which eventually isolates the coldest hearts, leaving them in 
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an untenable position. They must soften themselves or find 
themselves simply left behind, shut out of a new 
configuration of connection. 

When we are able to be vulnerable in a centered way we 
tap into and exude the deep dignity of our being. To stand 
defenseless before a brute, warm but unflapped, ready to die 
but also ready to embrace the shaky person peering at us 
from behind their fierce mask, open, grounded, strong but 
not threatening, and above all entirely present—this is a 
powerful and readily recognizable expression of human 
dignity. When we show up like this we become magnetic. We 
embody what all of us deeply aspire to be, what we all 
authentically are but may be afraid to dare to show, and what 
we all long for in our fellows. This way of presenting 
ourselves calls out to perpetrator and bystander alike. It 
attracts, and it inspires the longing we carry inside to embody 
our own authentic dignity in such a way. So incongruous is all 
of this with the logic violence that violence simply cannot 
survive. 

Centered vulnerability affects more than just the 
perpetrator and bystander. It also infuses others who have 
been targets of violence, helping them to hold their heads a 
little higher, to straighten their own long-beaten backs a little 
more, to tap into their own great resilience. And it emboldens 
fellow actionists, too. If the most courageous among us show 
us the way, those of us less developed in our capacity for 
centered vulnerability can seize upon the model being offered 
and attain greater heights of self-possession and empathy 
than we had thought possible. Thus, the targets and their 
advocates become emboldened by one another and the 
process of nonviolence intensifies, becoming more and more 
powerful and compelling in turn. When this process is 
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allowed to continue—not allowed by the perpetrators, to be 
sure, but by the larger community of the targeted and those 
who support them—it cannot fail to make a deep impression 
and will usually succeed in the end to transform violence into 
peace. 

Nonviolence Embodied 

The theory of centered vulnerability, to be meaningful, must 
be fixed in the body. Certainly, it is upon the body and bodies 
that it is practiced in movements for social change, as we see 
in some detail in this chapter. We experience our existential 
situation (E) as a body—not the body as conceived in 
Cartesian dualism (in opposition to mind or spirit) but 
phenomenologically, as the experiencing body.142 Our body is our 
actual existential situation. Violence maps itself onto the 
bodies of its participants, most cruelly on the bodies of its 
targets, who do not consent to their many disfigurements, but 
also onto the bodies of its perpetrators—think of their 
grimaced faces, fierce or dead eyes, and the pumping 
adrenalin of their hatred and destruction, not to mention their 
battle wounds, their broken intimacies, their losses. Think 
now of the body at peace—not disfigured, not contorted, not 
broken. 

Here, we are especially interested in the body engaged in 
nonviolence, both the body of the actionist and that of the 
perpetrator, and also including the bodies of those who stand 
by and observe. Todd May, in his excellent book on the 
philosophy of nonviolent resistance, captures this in several 
places. He says, for instance, “In nonviolence, one does not 
express one’s equality with a gun but rather one’s own 
body.”143 In my terms, this is saying that the equality of the 
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actionist (and target) and the perpetrator is simply our actual 
existential situation (E). So when the lone actionist stands in 
front of the tank at Tiananmen Square he is embodying that 
actual equality. He is placing his body in front of the soldier’s 
body, confronting the soldier with the fact of their equality as 
beings. This enacts and demonstrates the real situation, but of 
course also involves great vulnerability—the tank could easily 
crush the undefended body. 

The power of nonviolence, however, rests in exactly this. 
The bystander, as well as the driver of the tank, can hardly 
help but feel the equality of their respective bodies in this 
situation—this fact is powerfully underscored by the 
actionist’s vulnerability. And if the tank were to run over the 
actionist and crush his body, a rush of powerful feeling would 
course through everyone’s body: the other actionists, the 
bystanders, the tank driver, and those whose orders he 
follows. I am not suggesting the feeling would be the same 
for everyone—it certainly would not be—but that a powerful 
feeling of some kind would occur (except for those most 
calloused to the horrors of war, which is another kind of 
misery). My point here is that it would be experienced bodily, 
and strongly so for many. And this would organize further 
living, further action, further demonstrations of the actual 
existential situation. 

As May puts it, “by displaying dignified behavior, one 
reminds oneself (or convinces oneself) of one’s own 
dignity.”144 I would want to say, rather, that we enact our 
dignity, our actual existential situation (E), because we can see 
how that is how our body already is, and this enactment carries E 
further. The behavior expresses the dignity of our body and 
dignifies our body. This, in turn, carries the dignity of the 
bystander further—she bodily feels the dignity of the 
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actionist as an expression of her own dignity, which is then 
carried forward in her. Nonviolence thus has the character of 
a contagion. Insofar as it expresses what is true, the body is 
carried forward by its expression; indeed, all participating 
bodies are carried forward by its expression—though for each 
one only in its own way, reflecting the unique existential 
situation of each individual body.145 

May touches on the embodied aspect of the centeredness of 
the vulnerability required for nonviolent action when he 
writes, “Toughness is displayed in the ability to sustain injury 
or violence without being broken by it.... In this sense, 
toughness is very much like the particular vulnerability 
displayed in nonviolent struggle and resistance. After all, that 
vulnerability is not vulnerability in the sense of fragility. It is, 
rather, quite the opposite.” 146  The injured-but-not-broken 
body that is displayed to the world, to perpetrator and 
bystander alike, painfully proclaims the equality of all beings, 
the dignity of all persons, and the injustice of the perpetrator. 
This does not require words. Indeed, words often fall short. 
It is felt directly and powerfully by the body itself, body-to-
body. The centeredness of this kind of vulnerability, what May is 
here calling “toughness,” magnifies and intensifies the bodily 
experiencing of the whole situation. 

Let us now turn to three illustrative examples of this 
process at work. I will begin with an intimate portrait of 
nonviolence, the story of Karen Ridd. Next I will consider 
perhaps the most famous example, Gandhi’s Salt March of 
1930. Finally, we will look at a more complex but also very 
well known case, the 1986 fall of Ferdinand Marcos in the 
Phillipines. 
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Karen Ridd 

Karen Ridd, a Canadian citizen, was doing peace work in the 
tumult of Guatemala in 1989 when she and a number of 
others were arrested by the Guatemalan military, accused of 
terrorism. She found herself imprisoned with a compatriot, a 
woman from Columbia, being harshly interrogated, distinctly 
aware of torture going on elsewhere in the same building. As 
luck would have it, the Canadian embassy caught wind of her 
arrest and pressured the Guatemalan government to free 
her.147 As her captors escorted her to the compound’s gates to 
be released, she was wracked with a sense of responsibility to 
the Columbian woman she would be leaving behind. To the 
dismay of those who had come to rescue her, she turned at 
the last moment and walked back into the hell from which 
she had been freed moments before. Before long, as Nagler 
describes the scene: 

Karen’s gesture was having a strange effect on the 
[military] men. They talked to Karen despite 
themselves, and she tried to explain why she had 
returned. “You know what it’s like to be separated 
from a compañero.” That got to them. They 
released Karen and [her Columbian friend] and 
the two women walked out together under the 
stars, hand in hand.148 

In the first place we can ask: Was this nonviolence? It 
seems clear. Karen confronted violence directly by walking back 
into the fray, putting her body directly in the line of fire. But 
she did so without any apparent aggression. She was unarmed 
and, in that literal sense, undefended. She was explicit and 
clear that she was returning to secure the release of her 
compatriot—she was directly insisting on the relaxation of 



148     Our Tragic Flaw 

	

violence in a very specific way. She stood fast. And the forces 
of violence, at first so menacing and powerful, relented. One 
might suppose that the soldiers were feeling pressure, direct 
or not, from the fact that their own government had tried to 
retrieve Karen, so the ultimate release of the two prisoners 
had less to do with Karen’s nonviolence than we might want 
to think.149 But it seems more plausible that Karen’s way of 
showing up was decisive in saving the life (or at least much 
reducing the harm) of her compatriot.  

So, if it was specifically Karen’s nonviolence that won the 
day, let us consider the question of how—by what 
psychological mechanism—she did so. Nagler ventures, “It’s 
as though her very vulnerability put in her hands some kind 
of force which worked a minor miracle, even though Karen 
had not counted on it.”150 Although Nagler’s language here is 
tentative, he has put his finger right on the most important 
point. According to what I have argued, it was exactly her 
vulnerability that gave her the leverage to transform a scene 
of brutality into one of redemption. Moreover, Nagler is 
more right than he seems to know when he says that 
vulnerability represents a “force” for the transformation of 
violence into peace. It is indeed a force in the scientific sense, 
specifically a force of attraction, no less real than gravity or 
electromagnetism—not a “miracle” at all.151 It is a force that 
obtains in the interaction of one organism with another, 
common to all social mammals and much beyond. 

Nagler tells that at first, when Karen returned to the 
interrogation chamber, the soldiers were “exasperated” and 
threatened to become more vicious than they had been 
before, and brutally attacked her Columbian friend. 
Psychologically, this makes sense. Already humiliated by 
having to release the Canadian, they were further humiliated 



Confronting     149 

by her refusal to go and her insistence that they also release 
the Columbian. They were frustrated and angry, and probably 
more than a little afraid of Karen’s power to conjure 
government rescue parties. But Karen did not threaten or 
cajole. We imagine that she implored her captors both 
implicitly by the very fact of putting herself at their 
disposal—‘here I am and here I will remain’—and explicitly 
by speaking her mind when the soldiers, “despite 
themselves,” asked her about it. 

By making herself vulnerable to them she stunned them, 
who would have expected her to flee terrified into the arms 
of her rescuers. This act of sheer courage caught the soldiers 
up short, an implicit but powerful rebuke to their cowardice. 
But rather than lord this over them she was of course 
completely at their mercy. Something in her demeanor, which 
we can only guess from Nagler’s account, perhaps her 
centeredness, attracted them, drew them toward her, opened 
them to her humanity. We get some sense of this something 
in her spoken words, the very words that we are told affected 
the soldiers decisively, “You know what it’s like to be 
separated from a compañero.” These are words of connection. She 
is saying, “you would feel, have felt, as I do now.” We are 
alike, you and I. Even as she shows up as different—more 
courageous, more centered and mature—she is saying that 
she is deeply similar. We both feel fierce loyalty to our 
companions. You would do anything for your companions. I 
would do, am just now doing, anything for mine. 

In this encounter, the physiology of fight-or-flight is 
absent. Karen is no threat in any way that the soldiers’ limbic 
systems would register as such. Quite the contrary, her 
vulnerability combined with her capacity to be centered, 
present, and connective with her captors sends the opposite 
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message to their nervous systems. Neurobiologically, their 
approach responses are activated. They become intrigued by her, 
they find themselves admiring her—indeed, in a profound 
inversion, they become captivated by her. In this state the 
soldiers were very likely able to access, albeit almost certainly 
not on a conscious level, their own longing for connection 
rather than disconnection, peace rather than violence. From 
this place of longing, which undoubtedly motivated Karen 
and which she evoked in them, their empathy could flow. 
From this place, there was no choice but to release both 
prisoners to the starry night. 

As profound as this experience was, and as impactful as it 
was on the two women involved, it can only have been a 
minor victory, a small redemption. We can imagine that the 
soldiers spent the rest of their evening torturing less fortunate 
victims in other rooms, continuing with the work of past 
days, months, years. We might even regard the whole event 
cynically, as two people sufficiently privileged to volunteer in 
the peace effort who got their freedom while hundreds or 
thousands of poor Guatemalans with much less social 
mobility remained imprisoned, tortured, or killed. But we can 
reasonably surmise that the soldiers who were confronted by 
Karen Ridd that day were never again quite the same. At least 
for a moment they were softened, were able to access their 
own dignity as human beings, and to act out of a deep sense 
of their own integrity. Had further opportunities of this kind 
come along we can imagine that they may have been quicker 
to soften, might have softened more, and might even have 
shifted wholly to the side of peace rather than violence. If the 
longest journey begins with one step, Karen afforded them a 
propitious first step, indeed. This is exactly, I think, what the 
work of nonviolence looks like. 
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Salt March 

That these small steps can sometimes add up to events of far-
reaching significance is demonstrated in the two remaining 
examples of nonviolent action. Let us begin with Gandhi’s 
iconic nonviolent action, the Salt Satyagraha.152 In 1835, the 
British colonial government imposed a Salt Act that 
prohibited private citizens from making their own salt, a long 
and ancient tradition in Indian culture (as everywhere else, of 
course), and required Indians to buy their salt from 
government-owned saltworks, upon which the British levied 
a stiff tax. Many Indians found these measures obnoxious 
and deeply offensive, a symbol of everything they deplored 
about their relationship to the British. Upon declaring the 
goal of swaraj—independence from colonial rule—in 1929, 
the Indian National Congress, under Gandhi’s influence, 
identified the Salt Act as one of its primary targets for 
nonviolent civil disobedience. 

In March of 1930, Gandhi and a small group of his 
closest associates, all people deeply committed to the cause of 
swaraj and the methods and philosophy of ahimsa 
(nonviolence, literally non-harm), began perhaps the most 
compelling single campaign of satyagraha ever seen to that day 
and to this. Satyagraha was defined by Gandhi as “soul force,” 
or “truth force”—referring to the catalytic power of 
nonviolence to, in my terms, transform violence into peace. It 
points to the confronting itself, with all its connotations of 
centered vulnerability and, indeed, the whole psychology of 
nonviolence, though Gandhi tended to conceive of it in 
spiritual rather than psychological terms. Gandhi and his 
small but steadfast band of satyagrahis made a pilgrimage from 
Ahmedabad to the sea at Dandi, a trek of some 120 miles 
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through many small villages across India, whereupon they 
made salt in direct contravention of colonial law. This highly 
public event drew enormous attention from British 
authorities, the Indian people, and the international press. 

As the Indian National Congress made preparations for a 
second phase of the action—in which all Indians would be 
invited to march with the satyagrahis in strict adherence to 
nonviolence upon the saltworks of Dharsana—Gandhi was 
arrested. Nevertheless, the action at Dharsana commenced 
and the international press were there to witness it for the 
world. What they saw amazed them. Wave after wave, 
unarmed actionists in files of 25 walked toward the police line 
only to be beaten down in the fierce summer heat by the 
batons of the British. Among the actionists, there was no 
violence, no resistance, no voices even so much as raised in 
anger. Only the relentless matter of the undefended walking 
again and again into the maw of brutality, crying out in their 
pains. This continued all day long, hour after bone-crushing 
hour, and was repeated at other saltworks across India in 
subsequent months. Finally, in March 1931, the British 
softened. They agreed to a number of reforms that lightened 
the impact of the Salt Act without rescinding it altogether, 
and gave the Indian National Congress a seat at the table of 
negotiations with the British that ultimately resulted in Indian 
independence in 1947.  

Unlike Karen Ridd’s action, the Salt Satyagraha was not 
instantly rewarded with an unambiguous success. The British 
took a year to bend, and then only a little. The ultimate 
success of the swaraj movement had to wait another 16 years, 
and even still one could argue that the British would have 
divested from India around the same time regardless of 
nonviolence, Gandhi, or the Indian National Congress. For 
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these reasons, we may not look to the Salt Satyagraha as 
evidence that nonviolence always, or quickly, achieves its 
political objectives.153 But what it does show unambiguously 
is that nonviolence can be organized and executed at a 
massive scale, involving thousands of actionists across a vast 
geographical distance, almost without blemish in discipline. 

It is difficult to forget the image of wave after wave of 
unarmed people walking directly into the fray of crashing 
police batons, the bloodied and broken bodies accumulating 
by the hundreds or thousands. We are lucky to get an 
impression of this from Richard Attenborough’s movie, 
Gandhi, in which as much historical detail as possible was 
preserved. It offers a vivid testament to human dignity and 
the resolve of righteousness. Both the centered vulnerability 
of the marchers and the ruthless brutality of the police cut us 
to the quick, but especially the contrast between the two. One 
short vignette offers a particularly telling glimpse into the 
psychological dynamics of the scene: 

An American journalist, Negley Farson, recorded 
an incident in which a Sikh, blood-soaked from 
the assault of a police sergeant, fell under a heavy 
blow. Congress first-aid members rushed up to 
rub his face with ice. “...[H]e gave us a bloody grin 
and stood up to receive some more....” The police 
sergeant was “so sweaty from his exertions that 
his Sam Browne had stained his white tunic. I 
watched him with my heart in my mouth. He 
drew back his arm for a final swing—and then he 
dropped his hands down by his side. ‘It’s no use,’ 
he said, turning to me with half an apologetic grin, 
‘You can’t hit a bugger when he stands up to you 



154     Our Tragic Flaw 

	

like that!’ He gave the Sikh a mock salute and 
walked off.”154 

We see two key dynamics in this scene: the impact of 
nonviolence on both the perpetrator and the bystander. The 
perpetrator falters just before the “final swing” that would, 
undoubtedly, have finished the Sikh. What stayed his hand at 
the precipice of victory? He had all the power—his authority 
from the state and its orders to fell the protesters; he held the 
baton; he was uninjured; his freedom of movement was 
entirely unfettered; whether he kills the Sikh or not, he will 
have dinner at home with his family that night. Why did he 
refrain from his state-sanctioned duty? 

Because it ran against every grain in his body, I suspect, 
to kill (or severely maim) a man who smilingly welcomes his 
blows, who stands before the sergeant secure in the principle 
of his act—namely, that British colonial rule and the Salt Act 
in particular are unjust. The policeman observed a dignity in 
the satyagrahi that he betrayed in himself in the very act of 
beating a person in full possession of their own. The 
sergeant’s violent victory would, at best, ring hollow to 
himself; but really, it would represent his own undoing, a 
failure of his own humanity. The genius of the Sikh, and 
indeed of nonviolence, is that the sergeant was able to feel 
this failure immediately, in the heat of the moment, down to 
his bones. This was accomplished not by persuasion or 
reason. It was accomplished directly and viscerally. In this 
precise sense, nonviolence works at the bodily level. 

All of this was seen and felt palpably by Negley Farson, 
the observing journalist, whereupon he reported it in rather 
vivid terms to people all over the world. The stark moral 
contrast between the suffering Sikh and the abusive sergeant 
may not have persuaded the British government, at least at 
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first, to take a higher road. But the neutral bystander could 
not help but be horrified by their brutality. And this, over 
time, was undoubtedly persuasive to the British. Almost 
certainly this accounts for their final relent in March of 1931. 
Here we see evidence that it is not necessary to convert the 
perpetrator per se (although on a micro scale the sergeant was, 
after a fashion, converted to some degree). But we see that 
conversion of some number of bystanders will eventually 
apply sufficient leverage to soften the harsh resolve of a 
perpetrator. 

Ferdinand Marcos 

This dynamic, however, poses the question of whether the 
perpetrator is ever actually converted, or simply relents under 
great pressure by those who are. And if they are not, can the 
resulting condition really be described as peace? Might it not 
be true that the perpetrator is merely chastened but still intent 
on inflicting harm when the opportunity arises? Is this merely 
a suspension of violence rather than its abatement? Let us 
turn to our final example of nonviolence in action to reflect 
further on this issue. By studying the case of Ferdinand 
Marcos we can better explore the role and meaning of coercion 
as a process sometimes required in nonviolent action.155 

In 1965, Marcos won the presidency of the Philippines by 
democratic means but proved so profligate with public funds 
and intemperate in his narcissism that by 1973 he was forced 
declare martial law in order to maintain his hold on power. 
This he was able to do in large part because the United States 
encouraged him, eager as it was to use Marcos as a bulwark 
against communism in the region. Marcos overplayed his 
hand, however, when he actively or implicitly saw to the 
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assassination of a major political rival, Ninoy Aquino, in 
1983. This immediately polarized the nation and converted 
many of its people to active resistance. At first, this resistance 
was splintered among a variety of groups and strategies. Most 
violent were the communists and militant Muslim factions. 
More moderate voices wavered somewhat between more and 
less violent strategies. Ninoy Aquino himself had actively 
embraced nonviolence before his death (after seeing 
Attenborough’s film, Gandhi) and his widow, Corazon 
(Corey) Aquino, continued in that vein. 

Resistance to Marcos steadily intensified until November 
of 1985, when he suddenly announced elections for the 
following February. Thereupon, under the glare of 
international scrutiny, Marcos squared off against a highly 
focused and organized opposition led by Corey Aquino and 
an active Catholic Church, both preaching nonviolence. To 
all observers it was clear that Aquino’s coalition won the 
election, and that Marcos, as he had so often done before, 
declared victory by fraudulent means. Tens of thousands of 
civilians took to the streets of Manila in the days after the 
election, affirming Aquino’s victory and demanding that 
Marcos step down. To a remarkable degree, these crowds 
remained nonviolent. 

Two developments emerged in the succeeding days that 
would decisively end Marcos’ regime. First, a faction of the 
military that had been for some time disgruntled with Marcos 
openly split off, defiantly siding with the peaceful protesters. 
With the crucial help of the Catholic Church and its 
independent radio station, throngs of peaceful protesters 
flocked to protect the rebel forces from the expected 
retaliation by forces loyal to Marcos. These many people, 
both as a mass and in countless individual acts of heroism, 
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stood with centered vulnerability against Marcos’ military as it 
sought to quell the insurrection of its dissident faction. As 
Enrile, the chief military officer of the insurrectionist group, 
observed, “It was funny. We in the defense and military 
organization who should be protecting the people were being 
protected by them.”156 

The second key development followed. The Reagan 
administration soon abandoned Marcos in light of the 
obvious fraudulence of the election, the fracture of Marcos’ 
hold on his own military, and the steadfast intransigence of 
the Filipino people. Almost immediately, Marcos escaped into 
exile, his legacy in ruins. Over a scant 18 days an almost 
entirely peaceful movement achieved what had seemed 
impossible when the election took place. Tyranny had given 
way to democracy. 

Here we see in dramatic fashion how the centered 
vulnerability of the actionists—namely the civilian 
population, who were also the real targets of violence—split 
the perpetrator group. Over many years of mostly peaceful 
protest, some among Marcos’ military became converted to 
the cause of the people. This galvanized quickly and 
irrevocably in the heat of the 1986 election process and its 
aftermath. Marcos may already have been fatally weakened, 
especially after it became clear that the multitude would put 
their undefended bodies on the line to protect the renegade 
military faction from Marcos’ retaliatory ire. Then, when the 
United States withdrew its support, the perpetrator group 
quickly collapsed. With the United States explicitly—or even 
implicitly—supporting Marcos’ thuggery, he felt emboldened 
and perhaps even invincible. But without that protection, the 
perpetrator suddenly felt naked, exposed, and vulnerable. 
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It is deeply unfortunate, both for him and for subsequent 
developments in the Philippines, that Marcos did not take 
this opportunity to become centered in his own vulnerability. 
He might have turned toward the people and taken full 
responsibility for his abuses, accepted the forgiveness that his 
fellow Filipinos might have offered, and gracefully acceded to 
the public will. This process of truth and reconciliation might 
have smoothed the path for Filipino society for decades to 
come. But this was evidently beyond the capacity of 
Ferdinand Marcos. Instead, he ran, tail between his legs, 
whimpering pathetically all the way. He was not converted. 
He was, in fact, coerced to leave power and the land of his 
ancestors. 

Coercion involves the application of a force too powerful, 
to reflect Ackerman and Duvall’s phrase, to be overcome. We 
usually conflate coercion with violence, as if only violence 
could confer that kind of force. But in this case we see not 
only that nonviolence can be coercive, but that it can 
overpower violence specifically, even the kind of brutality 
Marcos was capable of using. But let us be very careful here. 
Marcos required coercion because he lacked the capacity to 
access his own longing for loving connection and a peaceful 
world. He proved incapable of conversion to peace, so it became 
necessary to coerce his relent. Coercion is only consistent 
with nonviolence when there has been offered a genuine 
opportunity to soften, to access the deeper desire for 
connection, to become vulnerable in a centered way.  

Nonviolence must begin with an invitation to become 
peaceful and the modeling of a peaceful way of being—the way 
of centered vulnerability. But if the perpetrator repeatedly 
refuses to relent, it may become necessary to contain the 
harm by use of nonviolent coercion.157 Harkening to our 
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earlier definition, we remember that violence hinges on an 
infringement that is not necessary. For an act of coercion to be 
considered nonviolent, therefore, the infringement must be 
necessary in the prevention of much greater—and 
unnecessary—infringement; and must be as limited as possible 
to only what is actually necessary. This necessity is calculated 
by considering, as best one is able beforehand, the most likely 
route to a condition in which the least possible suffering is 
caused to the least possible number over the greatest possible 
term. 

When Marcos remained unmoved after decades of 
nonviolent social action, through countless demonstrations 
and electoral challenges, even in the final days as his crisis 
mounted to the breaking point, he proved himself unwilling 
or unable to relent in his use of violence. The people stood 
firm, saying, ‘this is totally unacceptable.’ They actively 
witnessed his atrocities, articulated their grievances, and 
nonviolently blocked his armed forces, gradually splintering 
off his support, leaving him isolated. And still they stood 
strong. ‘It is time to go.’ And he went. In keeping with the 
immense dignity of these long suffering people, they did not 
inflict indignities upon Marcos himself other than the 
supreme—but necessary—indignity of fleeing into exile. 
Immediately, a dramatically more peaceful way of life ensued 
for the great majority of those who remained. 

While this kind of coercion is nonviolent, we can expect it 
to produce a less peaceful result than conversion would have. 
As long as Marcos lived in exile he undoubtedly cleaved to 
the logic of violence, smoldering with fantasies of vindication 
and probably sowing back home whatever seeds of 
discontent he could. Similarly, his devotees who did remain 
behind very likely worked to undermine the new arrangement 
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in hopes not only of a return of Marcos to power but also 
violent retribution to those held responsible for Marcos’ 
fall.158  

Nonviolent coercion represents a second-best pathway 
only taken when conversion fails. In terms of our model, 
coercion depends on the conversion of enough bystanders 
and perhaps some perpetrators sufficient to delegitimize the 
remaining perpetrators and bring an end to the violence. But 
conversion of the perpetrators in toto is the ideal, the ultimate 
goal of nonviolence. Nonviolent coercion does not entirely 
transform violence into peace because it leaves some still 
committed to the logic of violence, and therefore does not 
really dismantle the cycle of violence—so long as perpetrators 
harbor designs for vindication that may play out even in 
subtle ways as subsequent events develop, undermining a 
deep and lasting peace. 

Our consideration of the enactment of nonviolence 
would not be complete without some consideration of the 
role of rage. Many activists for social justice argue that rage 
powers their own activity, the movement, and the changes 
that flow from it. This is problematic but by no means a 
simple problem for nonviolence theory. It would be wrong to 
suggest that anger should or can play no role in social change 
work; this is not our existential situation. Of course the targets 
of violence and oppression are angry! Emotion theory tells us 
that anger is what we feel when our body is preparing to 
respond to violations of its integrity. It is an upwelling of 
energy, a flooding of the sympathetic nervous system, an 
emboldening of the mind, and an engorging of the muscles 
for battle. Receiving violence is exactly such a violation; of 
course our body will react this way. 
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Here we come to the intrapsychic moment of 
centeredness that is more concealed from view than the later 
interpersonal moment, such as we saw between the Sikh and 
the British officer. Before the Sikh could do what he did, he 
had to master his own rage. This does not mean to repress his 
anger, but to resist stoking it into, or maintaining it as, rage. 
Activists who argue that rage is the fuel of revolution are not 
acknowledging that rage is both unsustainable and lacks 
wisdom. These are not moral judgments but physiological 
facts. Rage requires a level of energy the body cannot long 
sustain, and taxes the body in damaging and permanent 
ways—rage literally blows the adrenals; it bathes the body and 
brain in a toxic soup of glucocorticoids that compromises 
physical and mental health and reduces longevity.159 

Not only this, when we are enraged we physiologically 
“flip our lid,” dramatically reducing our access to our 
experience-dependent knowledge and our executive 
functionality. Among other effects, we lose our capacity to 
inhibit reckless impulses. 160  I am not saying that rage is 
dangerous, scary, and unseemly to my middle-class sense of 
decorum, or that I am unwilling to face the righteous rage of 
the oppressed.161 What I am saying is that rage cuts off our 
access to the full range of our potential responses and 
especially our capacity for connection, which are essential if 
we hope to build a peaceful and equitable world. Revolution 
as a frenzy of rage reliably results in exhaustion and more 
violence, in one form or another. It has sex appeal in the 
short term but ultimately does not satisfy. 

I observe this lesson over and over again in my work with 
couples. Many come to me caught in the desperate and 
broken logic that requires each of them to force the other to 
see the justice of their cause, in which they remain utterly 
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imprisoned by their own reactive emotions of irritation, 
frustration, hopelessness, and despair. And yet, with striking 
regularity, we are able to discover beneath all their reactivity a 
deep well of sadness and longing. But these underlying 
emotions were unexpressed, unfelt by the other, and 
inaccessible as long as the reactive emotions were never 
slowed down, explored, and contextualized within the whole 
human experience of each partner. Once that was able to 
occur, peace was at hand. 

This journey into the deeper experiencing of perpetrator 
and target that reveals their underlying commonality and 
connectedness is very difficult. It may seem extremely 
unlikely that we as a people and global community can do 
this. Be that as it may, our current historical moment requires 
it. Let us now consider what kind of process would begin to 
move us in this direction. 
 



	

CHAPTER 8 

Healing 

In the remaining chapters we look more closely at the process 
of change itself. In this chapter, we consider the intrapsychic 
process of change that enables us to meet violence (as well as 
other difficulties) with more equanimity, allowing us greater 
access to the kind of centered vulnerability just described. 
Then we consider the social and political processes of change 
that enable us to build a more peaceful and equitable world. 
Over these chapters I recommend five key strategies for 
change that you can begin to implement immediately; the first 
three are introduced in this chapter, and the last two in the 
final chapter (see Table 3 on p. 174). 

It is one thing to imagine a better world, describe it, and 
chart a logical course toward it, as we have begun to do in 
this book; it is quite another actually to implement it. I may find 
it easy to preach to you about how to live more generously 
and harmoniously; but I may find it quite difficult to practice 
this for myself. Having an intellectual idea of how people 
should be, and particularly how I should be, does not readily 
translate into being that way. As described in Part One, these 
difficulties have their source in human evolution, psychology, 
culture, and politics. 

In Chapter 2, we explored developmental mechanisms 
that have a pronounced effect on our psychological capacity 
for peace or violence. Specifically, we saw that maladaptive 
shame can have the effect of alienating a person from her 
caregiver, her world, and even herself. Further, we saw how 
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this alienation plays into the logic of violence, making the 
actual use of violence more likely. In Chapter 4, we explored 
how maladaptive shame has come to permeate the global 
culture and the exercise of power on all levels of society. And 
across the previous two chapters we discussed, in one way of 
putting it, how nonviolence can play a role in reversing shame 
in the politics of the global community. Here, we confront 
shame within our own individual psyche. This chapter, then, 
is about intrapersonal nonviolence. 

When the Dalai Lama speaks of peace, he points toward 
what he calls “internal disarmament.” We must disarm 
ourselves internally before we can disarm other people or 
nations. I argued in Part One that we come already armed to 
the teeth internally and externally—our tragic flaw. But 
healing is possible. We can disarm those internal mechanisms 
that dispose us toward violence. In this chapter I assume that 
each one of us struggles with a shamed identity to one degree 
or another as a result of a unique combination of factors 
related to the issues of attachment, maladaptive shame, and 
power covered in Chapter 2. As a result, we are likely to 
hover in a sub-optimal zone too near the existential pole of 
aloneness and too far from the pole of interconnectedness. 

The question before us, then, is: How can I restore within 
myself a more optimal balance between the poles of the 
paradox of existence? Already subject to the forces of early 
development and the consequences of some amount of 
trauma, what can I do to heal myself at this late stage? This 
chapter approaches the problem from two distinct but 
interrelated angles, the existential and the conditional. Existential 
questions concern the universal facts of existence to which 
every being is necessarily subject. We are thrown into a world 
that has certain fundamental properties, such as gravity, sky 
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and ground, other beings of all kinds, and so on. Conditional 
questions, on the other hand, concern the specific content of 
our own unique experience in the world. No two people are 
subject to exactly the same conditions. (Even identical twins 
have very different experiences—consider, for example, that 
one is born before the other.) 

The work of healing, then, has both an existential and 
conditional aspect. At the existential level, healing involves 
coming into greater accord with the paradox of existence, not 
too far nor too near to either pole. This work calls us to ask, 
“What is the true relation between me and the world?” At the 
conditional level, healing involves overcoming those specific 
conditions that have compelled us to lean too heavily in one 
existential direction or the other. This work compels us to 
consider, “What holds me in a false relation to the world?” 
These twin tasks are deeply interwoven. We cannot expect to 
see clearly our true relation to the world if our perspective is 
distorted by our conditions; and we cannot guide our 
conditional work if we have no clarity around our true 
relation to the world. We must work both aspects at once. 

My experience as a psychotherapist and as a person 
engaged in his own healing suggests that, even as we try to do 
both existential and conditional work simultaneously, the 
balance between these streams of work changes as we mature. 
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Figure 5: The changing balance of existential to conditional 
work over the course of the healing process. 

 
As Figure 5 shows, the healing process begins with a much 
higher ratio of conditional work to existential. Over time, the 
balance gradually shifts until one is working much more on 
the existential aspects of healing than the conditional.  

This model posits, however, that we never completely 
finish our conditional work. This is true for two reasons. 
First, we are all the time subject to new conditions, some 
share of which are bound to present special difficulties. 
What’s more, in some respects the challenges we are likely to 
face later in life can be especially demanding, such as our own 
physical decline, loss of parents, peers, spouse, and even 
children. Second, the distortions of early life are never entirely 
overcome. The whole edifice of our adult mind was originally 
built on our earlier conditioning. Vestiges of those formative 
experiences, no matter how well integrated by the process of 
healing, are bound to appear from time to time. Indeed, part 
of the healing process involves an acceptance of this fact. 
Experience also suggests that the line in Fig. 5 is not really 
straight but wavy. At different times we may be so engulfed 
by conditional stress that little room remains for existential 
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work; at other times we may find ourselves able to go deep 
into our existential work for a little while before returning to 
the fray of our more everyday concerns. 

Allow me a final note on language before we proceed into 
the heart of the chapter. The terms I have adopted here, 
existential and conditional work, are my own. Loosely, what I 
call conditional work focuses on the category of problems 
conventionally understood as psychological, including but not 
limited to most forms of mental illness or mental health 
disorders. The work usually takes the form of psychotherapy, 
use of psychotropic medications (such as anti-depressants, 
anti-anxiety medications, mood stabilizers, and anti-psychotic 
drugs), somatic therapies (such as massage or acupuncture), 
and various stress-reduction or relaxation techniques (such as 
yoga or meditation). In this chapter, I focus on the 
psychotherapeutic process of conditional healing. 

Existential work, on the other hand, mostly focuses on 
issues related to the conventional categories of religion or 
spirituality. Religion, in particular, seeks to answer three basic 
existential questions: 1) what am I; 2) what is this world; and 
3) what is the relation between the two.162 For many, these 
questions lead to God, the story of Creation, and the specific 
teachings of one religion or another. For others, these 
questions inspire a general sense of reverence or awe, but 
without a specific theology, dogma, or moral code—what is 
often called spirituality.  

Here, I want to be non-committal about what sort of 
answer one finds most helpful or satisfying. When I speak of 
existential work, then, I limit my interest to the sort of question 
that one needs to address. This book proposes various 
constructs, including the paradox of existence, that I hope 
can complement any particular religious or spiritual belief 
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system without necessarily implying any of them. I want the 
principle of existential work to be inclusive of all creeds, 
including atheism. 

Conditional Work 

Just as the psyche is exquisitely sensitive and vulnerable to 
wounding, it also possesses a spontaneous capacity to heal. In 
this sense, it is just like the body itself—of which the psyche 
is, after all, merely an aspect. Our skin, for instance, is easily 
penetrated and abrased; but in most cases it organically heals 
itself. We are only beginning to understand theoretically the 
psychic processes of spontaneous healing. But we have 
growing reason to trust that most such wounds are best 
healed not by medications, or getting advice from experts, or 
learning tools and techniques that we might apply like levers 
or hammers to a recalcitrant psyche. Instead, it has become 
increasingly clear that we best heal when we set up the 
conditions under which the psyche has sufficient room to 
heal itself.163 

This idea lies at the core of humanistic psychology. 
Humans are basically good and resourceful. Given the right 
conditions, we will naturally rediscover our basic goodness. 
Humanistic psychology has a story about how most of us 
come to experience serious psychological distress. We are 
born innocent and pure, but also endowed with a complex set 
of genetically determined vulnerabilities and behavioral 
tendencies. In the course of life, and especially during early 
development (when various critical periods come fast and 
furious upon us), most of us will encounter difficulties for 
which we are not (yet) psychologically prepared. In response 
to these, we engage certain defensive strategies based on our 
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own in-born tendencies combined with what we have learned 
from our environment. If we survive these challenges, we can 
say that our defenses were adequate to the task. But these 
defenses tend to become embedded in our personality 
structure, especially if we develop them early in life.  

As we age, most of us eventually escape whatever 
conditions demanded those early defenses. Meanwhile, more 
sophisticated psychological capacities come online that would 
allow us to deal more effectively with similar conditions. In 
short, those earlier defenses become obsolete. Very often, 
however, we persist in using the old defensive strategies just 
because they are so familiar. Indeed, most adults struggling 
with psychological distress are still using archaic defenses 
long after they have outlived their usefulness. Ironically, the 
defense has become the source of our ongoing distress. 

We can see how maladaptive shame follows this course. 
As we saw in Chapter 2, we naturally respond to social cues 
of rejection with a complex of emotions that entail a 
behavioral strategy of hiding and hostility. We hide to reduce 
our exposure to rejection; and we express hostility to 
maintain a sense of self and in protest of the rejection. These 
are defenses that, to some extent, succeed in protecting us. If 
the shame is maladaptive, however, we become entrenched in 
the emotions and behaviors of shame—it becomes a 
powerful part of who we are. We gradually assume a shamed 
identity. 

As we mature, we are more likely to monitor our social 
environment with an overly active sensitivity to possible 
social cues of rejection. And when such cues are perceived, 
we are more likely to respond with an intensity of hiding and 
hostility out of proportion to any actual threat. As a result, 
others will likely find our behavior problematic and alienating, 
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which in turn makes them more likely to reject us. When they 
do, this confirms our original fears and further entrenches the 
defensive strategy in a deepening spiral. The defense, which 
once protected us from actual threat, has become the threat 
itself. 

I am arguing that most of us suffer in some degree from 
the dynamic just described, though I have framed this 
description in a fairly dramatic way. Even if we experience 
great safety and comfort with family and friends, some of us 
are more vulnerable to shame in a professional context, or 
when politics are discussed, or when our spouse makes a 
remark that sets us off. The place to look for evidence of 
shamed identity is where we find ourselves especially reactive 
(or “triggered” as some would put it). Although there are 
many different mechanisms for reactivity that may or may not 
include a shame component, very frequently shame is 
involved, often critically. 

As long as we remain entrained in this pattern—as long 
as we reflexively respond with hiding and hostility without 
much awareness that we are doing so—there is not much 
room for something different to happen. Healing occurs 
when we create space in the pattern for something new to 
enter in. A maladaptive defense of shame stops an organic 
process of learning and adapting that would otherwise take 
place. When we make room, we are creating space for this 
process to unfold. Experience suggests that this learning 
process naturally tends toward an optimal outcome, based on 
millions of years of evolutionarily supplied wisdom—which is 
to say, our body just “knows” how to heal from its psychic 
wounds. We need to get out of its way, to steward the process 
without trying to control it. 
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A healing position, then, is neither awash in the reactivity 
of our shame nor turned away from it. Rather, we attend to it 
even as we disidentify with it.164 Attending in this way implies a 
certain distance between that which attends and that which is 
attended to. I am not that. That is over there and I am over 
here. Yet, at the same time, I am attending to that over there 
with a tender regard. I am not pushing it back but lingering 
close by. Naturally, I am referring to different parts of the self 
and their relation to one another. One part of me attends to 
another part of me. This requires the differentiation of these 
parts while maintaining access, openness, and warmth 
between them. 

When I feel shame—that is, I am experiencing that blend 
of fear, anger, embarrassment, and sadness that comprises 
shame—a part of me can recognize it as a distinct pattern of 
experience. I am not so caught up in it that I am lost to myself, 
but I have a place to stand apart from the pattern such that I 
can see it as a pattern, something that coheres in a certain way 
and has a certain familiarity to me. “Oh, there’s that shame 
thing!” And, at this, something very important can happen. 
The part of me that can recognize the pattern, standing at 
some distance but not too far off—that part is not ashamed. Let 
us pause here for a moment, for this may be the single most 
powerful discovery in all our personal work. My basic 
goodness has not been forever lost, we realize; it persists in 
me; it has been working all along and is simply waiting to be 
recognized. 

Once we make this discovery, something else besides 
shame can come in. Shame becomes an experience I can have 
without losing myself in it. As a good therapist friend of mine 
puts it, “You can have your feelings without being had by 
them.”165 Then, a non-shamed self can encounter a shamed 
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part of the self, bringing to bear the qualities of empathy, 
compassion, and care available to one unfettered by shame—
and thus unfettered, too, by violence. In time, this encounter 
heals the wounds of shame to a great degree, allowing a 
person increasingly to see the world more as it actually is, free 
of the distortions of a shamed identity. In this way, we 
gradually restore our access to peacefulness. 

I have here briefly summarized a complex, variable, and 
iterative healing process—a life’s work. In addition to 
everything else we are called to do in our lives, very many of 
us, perhaps all of us, have the possibility of healing in this 
way. But it is very difficult to do this work alone. Indeed, for 
certain structural reasons it may be impossible. At the very 
least, we can only go so far in this work alone; to make the 
biggest leaps we need companions. Some of us are fortunate 
enough to have people who can serve this role for us, 
whether lovers, other family, friends, or mentors. Some 
cultures understand the importance of this work and 
engender support in various ways, including social customs, 
spiritual beliefs, and rituals. The present dominant global 
culture, however, is not one of these. As a result, very few of 
us have the kind of support we might need readily at hand. 
Into this vacuum has entered the art and science of 
psychotherapy. 

Just as our shamed identity forms in the context of 
relationship, the repeal of this identity can most easily occur, 
and may require, a context of relationship. A psychotherapist 
builds relationships with clients with the express intent to 
create the very conditions most conducive to intrapersonal 
transformation.166 The therapist offers a corrective relational 
experience that nurtures the re-emergence and healthy 
assertion of the non-shamed self. The therapist cultivates the 
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differentiation of parts of the client’s self, and the empathy, 
compassion, and care of each part for the others within the 
self. In this way, the therapist supports the client’s growing 
integration of the whole self and all its parts. 

Exactly how the therapist achieves this lies beyond the 
scope of this book, and varies widely across therapy 
modalities and individual practitioners. Research shows that 
the fit between a client and therapist is one of the most 
important factors in successful outcomes, which means that 
finding the right therapist is an important and highly 
individual process.167 The work we can then do may prove the 
most significant part of our effort to make a more peaceful 
world. From the foundation created by this collaborative 
work of internal disarmament, we can go more securely and 
peacefully out into the world, throwing the best of ourselves 
into the nonviolent struggle. 

Over the remainder of this chapter and into the next, I 
will offer five key strategies that you can adopt to promote 
nonviolent social change in your own life and in the world. 
They are presented loosely in a logical sequential order from 
where to begin to where to go next. But these strategies are 
not intended to unfold only in this order. Life is messy. The 
need for change is urgent. In reality, we all do all the 
strategies at once, always doing the best we can in the 
moment. Here are the five strategies (indicating the page on 
which each one is introduced): 
  



174     Our Tragic Flaw 

	

 
Table 3: The Five Key Strategies 

 
1. Engage in psychotherapy (p. 174) 
2. Parent without maladaptive shame (p. 174) 
3. Meditate daily (p. 185) 
4. Build a community of shared values, visions, and 

strategies (p. 197) 
5. Build alternative practices and institutions (p. 198) 

 
 

The first strategy to confront violence in the world is to 
confront it within ourselves. The concrete step we can take 
(life circumstances permitting) is to begin a psychotherapeutic 
process with a professional with whom we click, one 
committed to the kind of process just described. I 
recommend no less than one year of weekly sessions to 
establish this healing process, and perhaps much longer if 
that seems warranted. In any case, I believe psychotherapy 
and its attendant work is a lifelong process. Just as we may 
have a medical doctor with whom we maintain a relationship 
over many years, I suggest that it would be ideal to forge a 
similar bond with your therapist, alternating periods of more 
intensive work when needed with periods of working on your 
own. 

The second strategy to confront violence in the world is 
to parent peacefully. We give our children the best chance of 
becoming peaceful people as they mature when we provide a 
secure attachment bond with them, when we use shame 
adaptively (which means, among other things, that we engage 
in a lot of repair work along the way), and when we honor 
and respect the child’s burgeoning need for power. These 
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tasks carry special importance during the critical periods of 
the first, second, and third years, respectively. But of course, 
our manner of relating to our children always matters, forever 
demanding our warm and caring attention. If we give that 
kind of attention to our manner of relating we ensure that we 
will give that kind of attention to our children, too. In this 
way, parenting (like everything else) begins in our own 
internal orientation to ourselves.  

For this reason, the key to peaceful parenting is our own 
internal disarmament work—the process we explore and 
refine with the help of our psychotherapist. Prospective 
parents and parents actively raising children have a special 
obligation to engage in psychotherapy, not so much to gather 
parenting tips, but to work through those deeply embedded 
patterns that incline us to pass along our own woundedness 
to our children. Wounded parents wound their children. This 
cannot be helped. But we can become less wounded and 
therefore more nurturing parents. No struggle for peace or 
nonviolence can be successful, ultimately, without this work; 
and no work could be more important in any such struggle.168 

Existential Work 

In concert with the conditional work just described, we can 
always come into deeper accord with our actual existential 
situation. Early in our healing process, this accord may be so 
inhibited by the distortions of our archaic defenses that we 
can make little headway in our existential work. Even so, we 
profit from the effort. As we struggle forward on both fronts, 
conditional and existential, each reinforces the work of the 
other. The healing process typically includes moments of 
sudden movement. A conditional force might suddenly give 
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way, and a new existential understanding might then come 
into view. As we progress in this way, a healthy feedback loop 
begins to develop and our lives become richer and more 
peaceful. 

There are many modalities and pathways in existential 
work. We can turn to philosophy or science, which both ask 
existential questions and seek to answer them through 
conceptual analysis or experimental research, respectively. Or 
we can turn to theology and other religious teachings, which 
is essentially a kind of philosophy. But for our purposes I 
would suggest that we are best served by the effort to 
experience our existential situation directly. Most religious traditions 
prioritize this sort of work, calling it by many names: 
contemplation, reflection, introspection, meditation. 169 
Whatever we choose to call it, the intention is to cultivate the 
direct experience of our own existence, moment to 
moment.170 When we do this with sincerity and persistence 
we can sink below the stresses of our conditions and make 
contact with that which is always there.  

Allow me to describe this process a little more fully using 
language that may seem unfamiliar but may help clarify what I 
mean by existential work. At birth we are thrown into a 
world, which to us must have seemed strange and new. In 
every moment of our lives we continue to inhabit this world, 
eventually taking its presence for granted. But if we 
remember our thrown-ness, the strangeness of this 
remarkable world, we can look around with fresh eyes. We 
can tune in to what exactly is there before us in this unique 
moment. Whatever we find there, it is just this. There is this 
smell, this quality of light, this sound of a passing truck, this 
tickle in my throat. Let’s put all of that into a single word and 
say that when we stop and look around, we directly 
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experience this. (For the remainder of this discussion I will 
italicize the word this when I mean ‘the whole of that which is 
experienced directly in a given moment.’) 

Whether we attend to it or not, there is always a this. In 
other words, we can always stop, tune in, and freshly 
encounter what is there, namely this. Just as ‘you can never 
dip your toe into the same river twice,’ this is never twice the 
same. It is always immediately present, always unique, and 
always dynamic. The first step in existential work, then, is to 
put down our conditions for a moment and attend to this. Of 
course, we remain within our conditions as we do this. Our 
conditions are in fact a part of the this to which we attend. 
But now our attention can take in everything, not just what is 
conditionally salient. We can observe whatever else is also 
there, like the blueness of the sky, the warmth of the sun, the 
pressure of earth on the soles of our feet. 

As it turns out, attending to just this is much more 
difficult than it sounds. We discover with experience that we 
must balance an array of polarities all at once and over and 
over again. In this precise sense, existential work rehearses 
our relation to the polarity of existence itself. We gradually 
learn that, in any moment, we can find the exact center 
between any two poles. For example, when attending to this 
we can balance our body’s groundedness in the earth with our 
spine’s rising up toward the heavens; this rising-up of our 
spine can have extension without exertion; we can be upright 
without being rigidly erect. Our spine can find just such an 
orientation so that it tilts neither forward nor back, neither to 
the left nor the right. We can hear but not listen; we can see 
but not look. That is, our senses can be open without our 
trying to anticipate what will come next or follow what came 
before. We can attend without favoring one sensory channel, 
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such as hearing, over the others, maintaining an openness in 
all of them to sense whatever arises as it arises. We can attend 
without separating what happens inside from what happens 
outside, allowing the demarcation between them to blur. We 
can attend without following thoughts as they come, nor 
pushing them away—we can simply observe the coming and 
going. The same is true of feelings, sensations, or images. We 
can be equally open to all of these flows of experience at 
once. We can be alert without being vigilant, or loose without 
being lax. We can strive to do all of this and also, at the same 
time, enjoy it.171 

Each of these many facets has a dualistic structure, such 
as too loose on one side and too tight on the other. 
Existential work involves leaning to neither side, as if 
balancing precariously on a razor’s edge. We strive to 
maintain this razor’s edge in all of the many facets of this at 
once, which are too many to count. Of course, we cannot 
succeed. This fact brings us to one of the most important of 
these facets, that we try to succeed in this endeavor but we 
allow ourselves to fail. In this case, keeping to the razor’s 
edge involves returning to the impossible endeavor again and 
again. We neither give up nor force our way forward, but 
gently return one hundred times, then one thousand, then 
one million times. We see that falling off the razor’s edge and 
simply getting back on it is the razor’s edge itself. 

If we attend to this in this way, sooner or later we will 
have a certain kind of experience, which I call thisness—a 
peculiar sense of the whole quality of our relation to this. It is 
a what-it’s-like to be really present to this. Here we are not only 
experiencing what is present (this), we are also experiencing 
our experiencing. Thisness has a distinct and identifiable 
quality, perhaps best described as poetic, that we come to 
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recognize and enjoy over many instances of its arising. We 
have reason to believe that the poetic quality of thisness arises 
from the right brain.172 Because the right brain is not where 
language, logic, or analysis occur, thisness is experienced as 
preverbal and preconceptual. 

We do not consciously make or command a sense of 
thisness. It comes of its own accord. On the other hand, we 
can (to some degree, at least) choose to attend to this at will. 
Our attention to this, however, does not necessarily result in 
an experience of thisness. Existential work, then, involves a 
conscious decision to attend to this, allowing a sense of thisness 
to come, but without a strong goal orientation. Just to sit with 
this is enough. Indeed, a strong goal orientation tends to 
inhibit the spontaneous arising of thisness. When it does arise, 
thisness comes in a wide range of intensities, much like our 
emotions. Just as we can feel just a hint of joy or we can feel a 
kind of overpowering joy that seems to reconfigure our 
whole sense of life, the same is true of thisness. We might only 
get the slightest whiff of thisness on one occasion; on another, 
something very deep occurs. I suspect that states known as 
religious rapture or enlightenment are simply very powerful 
experiences of thisness. Just as we cannot make thisness come at 
all, we certainly cannot make it come in some particular way. 
Whether it be deep or shallow, we can only just receive it as it 
comes. 

At a certain level of depth, the experience of thisness 
changes qualitatively. While it always has a kind of poetic 
quality, at sufficient depth thisness confers a powerful clarity 
about our existential situation. It is as if, all of the sudden, my 
relation to the world comes into sharp focus. There is an 
experience of knowing something new. Existential doubts 
disappear, and all at once the relationship of things seems 
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clear. This experience carries with it a strong emotional 
signature: relief, joy, gratitude, and exhilaration. I want to say 
that at this moment we experience a deep peace: peace with 
the world, and peace within ourselves. It is as a result of this 
experience that the wave of emotion follows. 

What becomes known in such experiences is typically 
something along the lines of: This is enough. Nothing more 
or different is needed. I am enough. I am already complete; I 
don’t need to become something else or to reject any part of 
myself. When I say that this becomes known, I mean that we 
experience it directly as a pure fact, in the same way that I can 
see that a rose is red or feel that the sun is warm against my 
face. These deep experiences of thisness afford us a glimpse 
into our existential situation, even if our conditions are 
actually quite dire. I may be dying of cancer, or living under 
the boot of severe oppression, but existentially this is alright 
and so am I. Somehow this distinction between the existential 
and the conditional is clear in these moments. To be clear: we 
don’t suddenly give up our cancer treatments or acquiesce to 
our oppression, nor should we. Rather, we engage in these 
struggles with fresh energy and a sharpened sense of clarity. 
Knowing that we are existentially enough allows us to meet 
our conditions more fully, and probably more successfully. 

When we come to know that this is enough, we directly 
affirm the interconnected pole of the paradox of existence. 
We directly perceive our embeddedness in the world, and 
sense that the universe, whatever our particular conditions, 
profoundly supports us. We experience our 
interconnectedness almost as a physical property of our 
moment-to-moment experience. We taste directly the nectar 
that moistens the universe.173 In doing so, we do not lose our 
contact with our existential aloneness, that other pole of the 
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paradox of existence. Rather, we right the balance of our 
perception to include a much stronger sense of contact with 
the pole of interconnectedness. We come to strike a much 
healthier, and existentially more-accurate, balance. As a result, 
violence becomes unthinkable. Our minds and muscles 
become incapable of lashing out, disturbing what is beautiful 
about the whole of this, shattering the existential peace that 
underlies everything. When confronted with the violence of 
others, we spontaneously engage in some kind of 
nonviolence. Rooted in our own sense of existential 
enoughness, we want to calm and reassure the other through 
compassion, understanding, and peacefulness. 

A whole industry has sprung up in recent decades to 
explain the phenomenon of thisness scientifically (although it is 
rarely called by that name). Many theories have been 
proposed to provide a neurobiological basis for the kind of 
peak experiences I have been describing.174 While there have 
been some encouraging results from this research, the exact 
mechanism of these experiences remains unclear. For our 
purposes here, however, perhaps it is enough to note that 
these experiences do not suggest some magical plane of 
reality that contradicts what is true the rest of the time. 
Rather, these experiences accentuate what is perhaps so 
obvious as to go unnoticed most of the time. Our 
interconnectedness, no less than our aloneness, is a constant 
feature of our experience at all times. The very fact that you 
and I came into existence at all, not to mention that we 
arrived equipped with the capacity to experience our 
existence directly—that is, to be conscious—is abundant 
proof, if proof were needed, that the universe is an 
incomprehensibly, mind-bendingly, stupendously generous 
place.  



182     Our Tragic Flaw 

	

As miraculous as peak existential experiences may seem 
when they occur, what is perhaps more difficult to 
understand is why we experience our interconnectedness so 
seldom. I suspect that these experiences are far less rare than 
we usually imagine. Perhaps all of us have had some taste of 
this experience many times, but for various reasons we fail to 
recognize it. These events are usually quite brief, on the order 
of seconds, or fractions of a second, in duration. Further, our 
culture lacks clear language around them, so we have no 
ready way to tag these experiences when they do occur. I 
remember a couple of moments in my youth when I had such 
an experience and could only wonder, “What in the world 
was that?” I had no words for it. What’s more, most of us do 
not consciously go looking for these experiences, so when 
they happen they seem to come out of the blue and catch us 
unaware. For all these reasons, few people think they have 
had experiences like the ones I have been describing even 
though, in all likelihood, they have. 

I would speculate that most people experience thisness 
more in infancy and less often as they age. Those of us who 
seek peak experiences in adulthood are likely motivated, at 
least in part, by an inchoate sense of already knowing that 
such a state is possible, and even perhaps a sense of nostalgia 
for those experiences of early childhood. As infants, in those 
spacious times when we are alert, well fed, at the right 
temperature, and so on—in those long moments of well-
being—we have little to distract us from attending simply to 
this. We spend long hours at this without the complexities 
that will come later as we develop our capacities to think, 
project into the past or future, and to worry and hope. In 
these tranquil moments a sense of thisness will sometimes 
come, perhaps more persistently and lastingly than at any 
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later stage of life. And, in all likelihood, some of these 
experiences of thisness will drop to the depth at which 
profound bliss floods in, where our well-being goes 
existential. Lacking the neural hardware to encode these 
experiences in language, the child simply encodes these states 
somatically, in what is known as implicit memory. It becomes a 
bodily feeling that we can access later in life when we happen 
upon similar conditions. When we attend to this, and a thisness 
comes of sufficient depth, and when our nervous system is 
situated in just the right way to tap into old and ‘forgotten’ 
pathways of existential bliss, we have a peak experience that 
feels both profoundly novel and yet also deeply familiar. 

When we have such an experience as an adult, three 
responses typically arise. First, we want more. We want to 
experience it again, and we want to go deeper. It calls us back. 
Second, we want to represent the experience and its 
significance symbolically, usually in words. We feel a strong 
desire to articulate its feel and meaning. Third, we want to 
organize our life around our newfound insight. We create 
practices that we think will engender this kind of experience, 
and pursue lifestyles intended to support such practices and 
the wisdom they afford. If the experience of deep thisness 
happens predominantly in the right brain, then these 
responses arise predominantly in the left brain. In general, 
any right brain intuitive process calls for a left brain narrative 
process: that’s just part of being human.175 

I submit that our left brain tends to get the story at least 
somewhat wrong (as I have undoubtedly done in this 
description), and sometimes—perhaps often—catastrophically 
wrong. The stories we invent in the left brain are, after all, 
profoundly self-interested. We bend our perceptions and the 
sense we make of them to our own advantage if we can. A 



184     Our Tragic Flaw 

	

mountain of psychological studies have confirmed this 
phenomenon, often in the form of one bias or another.176 
Naturally, these biases are especially strong in the context of 
the logic of violence, where guarding our advantage is seen as 
having necessary survival value. This explains, I believe, why 
religion so often involves cruelty and oppression. When we 
distort the experience of deep thisness in our articulation of it, 
we come to believe our words at the expense of the actual 
feel of it. Then, our conceptual understanding might actually 
degrade into the diametric opposite of the self-evident 
(though preverbal and preconceptual) import of the 
experience itself. When we add to this an urge to impose our 
understanding on the world by creating social forms and 
institutional hierarchies that demand obedience and loyalty, 
we have the whole sordid history of wars, purges, corruption, 
and abuse done in the name of religious deliverance. 

Existential work, then, carries an inherent risk. When 
done in the context of the logic of violence it, too, bends 
toward violence. Even in the context of peace, the risk 
remains that a little too much of our conditional 
woundedness will enter into the aftermath of a deep 
experience of thisness. We can become too attached to having 
more of it; we can become too enamored of our conceptual 
understanding such that it becomes fixed and increasingly 
remote from the experience itself; and we can become too 
focused on creating forms for ourselves and others. Our left 
brain, given the chance, will run away with the show. 

Thus, the healing of existential work depends crucially on 
staying close to the experience itself, holding story and theory 
very lightly indeed, and remaining humble above all. It also 
requires that we go as far as we can with our conditional 
work, because the distortions of, say, maladaptive shame are 
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so easily and unconsciously incorporated into our ideas and 
attitudes. I propose a very simple rule to help us stay on the 
optimal course of our existential work. Whenever we notice in 
ourselves even the slightest stirring of violence, in feeling, word, or deed, 
we can assume that we have gone existentially astray. This is a call 
back to our work, both existential and conditional. There is 
nothing wrong with these stirrings—it is part of being 
human. They are a natural warning system that indicates that 
we need to step back, take a deep breath, and get in touch 
with this anew. These stirrings are a problem only when we 
take them as a spur to violence rather than reflection. 

The third strategy to engender nonviolence and peace in 
the world, then, is to engage deeply and with great humility in 
the existential work just described. I recommend that we set 
aside at least 20 minutes per day in a quiet place where we 
feel safe to sit still and attend to this. Moreover, I recommend 
that we form small groups (ideally, less than 20 people) that 
sit together for more concentrated periods of time, like a 
retreat. This might begin with a day-long affair that mingles 
periods of sitting quietly with other wholesome activities in a 
relaxed way. Gradually, I recommend that the group work up 
to three-day and then seven-day retreats at least once a year—
ideally, once a season. 

Of course, there already exist many traditions that offer 
this sort of retreat opportunity, and many teachers that come 
out of these traditions. I recommend joining up with these 
established traditions or teachers if one appeals to you. But I 
also encourage caution. Many of these traditions, and their 
teachers, are compromised to one degree or another by the 
trap of rigid adherence to an idea. It can be difficult to profit 
from the wisdom these traditions afford without also getting 
drawn into a certain kind of craziness borne of a faulty 
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narrative. At the same time, proceeding without the benefit of 
an experienced guide who has managed to avoid the worst of 
these pitfalls is also risky. Having a teacher—or, better, a 
mentor at least somewhat more experienced than you—is 
very helpful, perhaps even necessary, but also at the same 
time represents the greatest single risk in the whole 
enterprise. Be careful. Here, too, the rule proposed above can 
be helpful. To the extent that a teacher or tradition engenders violence 
in us or anyone else, we can assume that someone has gone existentially 
astray. 

Moving along the continuum of our healing work, in both 
its conditional and existential modes, we become increasingly 
aligned with our actual existential situation. We find ourselves 
comfortably moving about between the poles of existence, 
just as mindful of our interconnectedness as we are of our 
aloneness. Our sense of the world and ourselves and the 
relation between the two naturally synchs with our direct 
experience and the immutable facts of existence. In this 
optimal state, the logic of violence loses its appeal and the 
logic of peace becomes increasingly self-evident. Then, 
making peace occurs spontaneously; and nonviolence 
emerges organically and forthrightly in the presence of 
violence. Increasingly, centered vulnerability becomes not 
only thinkable and possible but even natural. 

As we optimize our internal relation to the world we 
come into increasing harmony with the world as it actually is 
in its myriad human and non-human forms; but we also come 
into disharmony with the legacy of violence and inequity that 
pervades our social forms. In short, we become 
revolutionaries in the world, though of a specific kind. Let us 
turn now to a consideration of this particular sort of 
revolution, which we discover to be the one revolution that 
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has ever been—indeed, the very revolution begun at the 
moment homo sapiens first emerged from the mists of the deep 
past.  



	

 
 

 



	

CHAPTER 9 

(R)evolution 

We have begun to think how each one of us might change 
our relation to the world in order to become more peaceful, 
including taking nonviolent action to confront instances of 
violence in order to transform them into peace. In this 
chapter we consider the monumental challenge of how we 
take this process to the whole world all at once, transforming 
a global culture dominated by violence into one dominated by 
peace. This would represent a massive and radical departure 
from the way the world has worked for thousands of years. 
Moreover, to cure what ails us—namely, ecocide as a result of 
global ecological catastrophe such as nuclear winter or 
climate disruption—this dramatic change must occur soon. 
We are contemplating a more or less imminent worldwide 
revolution in human living. 

But we must be very careful about this word, revolution. 
It’s a word that usually comes with the violence already baked 
in. What we are really after, I submit, is evolutionary change. If 
our revolution is to be a nonviolent transformation it must 
emerge organically from a deeper and more authentic 
engagement with what is actually existentially true; it cannot 
be imposed. Though it may be revolutionary in its audacity 
and scope of vision, it cannot be forced or manufactured. If 
the motto of conventional revolution is “Rise up,” the motto 
needed here is “Let it rise!” Let us not get in its way; let us 
honor the human urge and imperative, allowing it and 
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encouraging it to well up within us and between us. There is a 
phrase, “the truth will out.”177 One corollary of this, perhaps 
the most basic tenet of this book, is that peace will out if we 
give it a chance. Thus, we want something revolutionary in its 
scope and immediacy but evolutionary in character. To 
represent this, I refer to the movement intended as a 
(r)evolution throughout this chapter, with the r in parentheses. 
This will serve, I hope, as a reminder not to read violence 
implicitly into the word as I think we tend to do; and to 
remind us that we are after an organic emergence, not the willful 
manufacture, of social change. 

The One (R)evolution 

If you accept the premise of this book, that violence 
represents the root cause of social dysfunction and the main 
threat to the future of our species, then there is only one 
revolution worth waging—the (r)evolution that would 
transform our global society into a predominantly peaceful 
and equitable one. Throughout human history, every radical 
worth her salt has been speaking to the fundamental need for 
freedom, and the imperative to express ourselves openly, 
truthfully, and without fear. In this sense, over this whole 
span there has been but one (r)evolution. It began in the dim 
past when the first humans overthrew the alpha-wannabes 
and freeloaders, and continued as free-thinking peoples 
defied the absolutism of the first monarchs and emperors, 
and continues today under a range of banners on every 
continent and every nation in the world—from the survivors 
of school shootings to the survivors of slavery and genocide. 

And yet, this (r)evolution has still not come to full 
fruition. Indeed, we may well conclude that the world has not 
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been ready, so far, to advance the nonviolent (r)evolution, for 
the simple reason that no such (r)evolution has yet been fully 
imagined. This doesn’t mean that we couldn’t undertake one 
now—indeed, I am explicitly suggesting we should—but only 
that, until now, the moment has not yet been ripe. And even 
now, we can only continue to begin. Gandhi’s error, by his 
own admission, was that the people of India in the first half 
of the twentieth century were not ready to be as nonviolent as 
he expected them to be, especially when the stakes were very 
high. There is little reason to hope that we are much further 
along this path today. So we must begin at the beginning, by 
taking care of the nonviolent mind. And we must build our 
(r)evolutionary institutions only to the extent that we are 
informed by the insight we have thus gained, always humbly 
aware of our own limitations of wisdom. 

If we ignore what has been argued on every page of this 
book, we might ask why I assume that this (r)evolution must 
be nonviolent. In most radical circles, indeed, an argument 
roils among their members about the value of violence as a 
tool for revolution. Even among those who favor 
nonviolence, this varies along a spectrum from purely 
‘tactical’ to ‘principled’ nonviolence. By now, I am sure it is 
clear that I am strongly arguing that anything less than a 
deeply principled nonviolence—that is a radical nonviolence 
(radical in the sense of going to the very root)—will not 
satisfy the fundamental need for which the (r)evolution is 
ultimately waged, which is peace.  

As radicals contemplate their own paths as activists, they 
are essentially reflecting on the question of which 
r/(r)evolution they wish to join.178 From armed struggle to 
orthodox nonviolence, there are many ways to plug into the 
broader social change movement. One might ask: which 
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r/(r)evolution represents the best use of an activist’s life? But 
if there is really but one (r)evolution after all, these are clearly 
the wrong questions. Whether we are Zapatistas in Chiapas, 
leftists in Venezuela, freedom fighters in Gaza, or kibbutz 
dwellers in Israel; Zen monastics in Korea, Unitarian 
ministers or parish priests in Boston, or psychedelic New 
Agers in Humboldt County; whether we march for Black 
Lives Matter, #MeToo, or trans rights; whether we identify as 
radical professors, rebellious students, or self-styled vanguard 
revolutionary Marxists, Maoists, Trotskyites, or anarcho-
syndicalists, communalists, or who knows what else—our 
struggle is one struggle with, at best, one coherent and 
universal result: a free and fair global society where everyone 
has the ability to grow into themselves to the maximum 
possible degree. 

This result, if it is to mean anything, suggests a world 
where the logic of violence has been discarded and the logic 
of peace has taken its place. While violence will never be 
eradicated completely, the world toward which we all strive is 
one where violence holds little sway—where conflicts are 
resolved in other ways, especially when the stakes are high; 
where shame doesn’t hold us ransom; where fear and greed 
do not lead us about so easily, on someone else’s tether or 
our own; where joy and imagination run buoyant and free. 

This way of looking at social change focuses our attention 
on the proper frame of reference with respect to time. If 
there is only one (r)evolution playing itself out in millions of 
communities and a wide range of specific struggles around 
the world, then the real issue is whether we want, here and 
now, to use violence to secure immediate objectives (thereby 
making our ultimate goal more remote) or to work 
nonviolently toward ultimate objectives (even if it means 
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slower and sometimes more painful progress in the short 
term). 179  When we choose violence, even to advance 
righteous social goals, we gain whatever success we can in the 
short term at the direct expense of the one global (r)evolution 
itself. We may win a battle, even an important one, but we 
risk losing the war. 

I have been speaking of one (r)evolution as though I expect 
all activists to unify under one banner, but that would be 
naive. This has never occurred across the long and varied 
history of radical movements. This lack of unity among 
change agents has always drawn loud complaints from every 
corner, and the consequent splintering of factions reliably 
inspires despair among change leaders. One of the challenges 
to these movements and their leaders, then, is to embrace the 
multiplicity of strategies rather than to resist it. After all, 
diversity of perspective and opinion is exactly what we are all 
fighting for. Moreover, the very effort to force unity in 
revolutionary movements accounts for much of their failure 
to achieve anything significant or lasting—and sometimes 
even to morph into their exact antithesis, totalitarianism.180 

Openness to a diversity of strategies must include an 
acceptance that some revolutionaries will choose violence. 
This is among the most problematic aspects of a diverse 
(r)evolutionary movement because, in my view, it works 
directly in opposition to, and sometimes even effectively 
erases, nonviolent struggle. But, alas, this cannot be helped; it 
is simply a fact of human life. If I am right, however, that 
peace is more true than violence, we can have some 
confidence that nonviolence will ultimately prove more 
effective and more compelling than violence, and will 
eventually overcome violent strategies and succeed despite 
them. In the meantime, the dissonance of these approaches 
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can be counted on to inspire dialogue, hone our thinking, and 
deepen the collective discourse. In this way our differences, 
even with respect to the role of violence, can make us smarter 
and, more important, wiser. 

The inevitable diversity of strategies, though chaotic, may 
promote (r)evolutionary change more effectively than a 
unitary approach for an additional reason. By relying on a 
multiplicity of approaches, each person doing the work that is 
most meaningful to her, activists challenge the status quo on 
as many different fronts as possible and engage in those acts 
with real passion and ardor. By applying pressure broadly, we 
increase the likelihood that a weakness in the present order 
will be detected and overcome. Once a weakness reveals 
itself, pressure naturally flows to the point of least resistance 
until it gives way. In other words, once a particular strategy 
begins to show real traction, people will naturally shift their 
time and energy to support that strategy. The metaphor here 
is water: Each (r)evolutionary applies pressure in her own 
way, like the individual molecules of the river working at 
some impasse. As an opening develops, water spontaneously 
flows into it, thereby increasing the pressure, making it more 
likely that the impasse will give way in that spot. 

We can see this phenomenon at work across social 
change movements. Martin Luther King, for example, 
exposed a potent strategy during the Montgomery bus 
boycott, and its astonishing success opened a path for 
economic resistance and direct action that no one in the black 
community had dreamed possible.181 This activated a broad, 
diffuse, and largely spontaneous response, with lunch counter 
sit-ins, freedom rides, and attempts to enroll in segregated 
schools. And so the civil rights movement was born. It 
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followed the path of greatest momentum throughout the 
1960s, a path no one could have predicted in advance. 

The non-linearity of social change movements reliably 
complicates the hopes and designs of revolutionary leaders, 
who become confused and frustrated as they try to keep up 
with events. For example, the civil rights movement often got 
out from under its leaders. Like in the elusive art of surfing, 
King and others sometimes caught a good wave. Much of the 
time, however, civil rights leaders couldn’t find the wave, 
missed in their timing, or crashed quickly. They were 
profoundly frustrated by all of this. They had hoped to ride 
the waves smoothly and, when necessary, call new waves into 
being. To their great dismay, however, their success was 
variable—for indeed, they were not creating the waves at all, 
which were the work of the fickle and almighty sea.182 As far 
as I am aware, a similar pattern can be seen in all social 
movements. 

In exactly this sense, a nonviolent (r)evolution is one 
where the will of the (r)evolutionary is not imposed upon 
history. Instead, the (r)evolutionary rides the waves of history, 
produced not by individual wills but by the collective 
movement of social energies. Over time, the (r)evolutionary 
becomes more skillful in detecting the emergence of a good 
wave, and she learns to position herself to ride it most 
effectively—that is, she learns the best techniques for 
harnessing social forces to move in a liberatory direction. 
This is not a direction she chooses, but the inexorable 
direction of the collective will to unleash the creative 
potential of all its participants. 

Just as a surfer simply follows a good wave, discovers its 
true shape and trajectory, and rides the line expressed by the 
wave itself—she expresses the wave—so the (r)evolutionary 
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follows the contour of the collective will. His job is merely to 
express the collective will as best he understands it. He doesn’t 
mold it, direct it, or force anything upon anyone. He simply 
expresses what he knows to be true in the moment. He may 
be right or wrong, depending on his skill and wisdom. If he is 
wrong, his expression won’t ring true, and his effect on the 
movement will be shallow at best and counterrevolutionary at 
worst. If he is right, as King was on a few glorious occasions, 
he can become a powerful catalyst for further momentum in 
a (r)evolutionary and liberatory direction. In this respect, 
great leaders such as King have never manufactured anything of 
consequence; they have only embodied what was already 
immanent in the multitude. By expressing this deep truth, 
whatever it may be, leaders clarify and inspire the movement 
already begun in the hearts and minds of the masses. We call 
this leadership, which is a fine enough word, I suppose, but it’s 
something rather more nuanced than we generally assume. 

Leadership is not limited to the people we usually identify 
as our leaders. All activists perform exactly the same function. 
Whether we are going door to door working on voter 
registration, negotiating labor contracts, building alternative 
institutions, standing on soapboxes, or writing books on 
revolutionary theory, all of us are trying to express the 
collective will as clearly and selflessly as possible, or we ought 
to be. This is the measure of our activism: the degree to 
which it resonates with, embodies, and inspires the collective 
will. In this sense, we are all leaders—that is, we seek to 
catalyze the (r)evolutionary potential immanent in all whom 
we meet. Moment to moment, one by one, we reflect back to 
our cohorts their own (r)evolutionary intent, which is nothing 
other than their yearning for a more meaningful life. 
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Indeed, leadership in the usual sense has moral legitimacy 
only so long as it occurs at the nexus of authenticity, clarity, 
and inspiration in the expression of the collective will. The 
moment that leadership becomes institutionalized in a single 
person or hierarchy, it loses its authenticity. From this point 
of view, King passed in and out of legitimate leadership 
throughout his career. Indeed, he was more often out of step 
with the movement, trying to catch up, than he was directly at 
the authentic razor’s edge of the moment or, to return to my 
earlier metaphor, at the cusp of the cresting wave. In those 
moments, King had enormous power and advanced the social 
good. At other times, despite the reverence that now attends 
his every recorded remark, he was widely seen by his peers as 
missing the mark, even draining energy that might have been 
better spent elsewhere. 

All of these considerations focus our attention on, and 
hone our understanding of, our own individual roles as 
activists in the present moment. What can we, each of us, do 
to offer the leadership of which we are now capable, and to 
participate in the collective action led by our peers and 
guides? This brings us to the fourth key strategy for making 
the world a better place (see Table 3, p. 174). We need to 
articulate our visions and values, and our strategic plans to 
bring those visions and values into full expression. I see this 
not so much as a private exercise of imagination and 
composition but a shared process, a community exercise that 
inspires, excites, and activates human potential to wage 
(r)evolution. This includes doing philosophy, reading books 
and blog posts, arguing ethics, sitting at the feet of those who 
know better than us, coaching those who know less, drawing 
up concrete plans, writing manifestos and emails, posting 
compelling images on Instagram—the whole gamut of 
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human endeavor organized around the shared desire to make 
this world the one we deserve, especially for those for whom 
such a world has been most elusive. Another way of putting 
this is to build a community of shared visions, values, and action. The 
(r)evolution will only ever be as strong as the human bonds 
that forge it. 

The fifth and final key strategy I recommend is simply an 
extension of the previous one. Having built our community 
and honed our ideas and planned our strategies, we now 
create in the world new, alternative institutions that can take 
the place of those institutions that protect and advance the 
violence and oppression we aim to dismantle. Known as a 
dual power strategy, building new institutions even as the 
oppressive structures continue to exist both offers the 
opportunity to develop increasingly effective alternatives and 
gradually siphons people away from the systems that oppress 
them. Rather than destroy a faulty world without any clear 
vision of what would replace it (which reliably results in a 
new regime just as violent as the old one), we gradually 
replace oppressive structures with liberatory ones so that 
when the old order collapses there already exist peaceful 
forms and norms to fill the vacuum. 

Only the limits of our imagination constrain what 
alternative structures we could build starting right now. In 
addition to many existing projects, such as food coops, 
intentional communities, community gardening and resource-
sharing programs, shared risk pools—the list is impressively 
long—many additional projects await invention. For any 
aspect of modern life that relies on oppressive structures (e.g., 
capitalism, the military-industrial complex, patriarchy, racism, 
etc.) a non-oppressive or liberatory alternative is likely 
possible; it needs only to be thought of and implemented. 
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There awaits a huge creative space that remains mostly 
unfilled and thus a huge demand for your genius, whatever it 
may be. Moreover, all of these projects require many hands; 
whether your gift is invention or implementation, it is sorely 
needed. 

This fifth key strategy also includes the whole category of 
alternative forms of life known as direct action, civil 
disobedience, and protest. These methods directly contravene 
the expectation that people will comply with the systems of 
oppression without dissent. As we saw in the case of the 
Philippines under Marcos, the assembled masses nonviolently 
proclaiming their right to self-determination provided a 
stunning alternative to the vision and reality offered by 
Marcos. What makes this example so compelling is that the 
protestors were not merely offering a negative image, a purely 
destructive response, but a positive image, a constructive response. 
They both advocated for and demonstrated peace—they 
modeled a possible world.183 

Authentic Society 

Let us conclude our meditation by considering more deeply 
the possible world toward which our (r)evolution strives. In 
many ways, that question is already answered in describing 
the means of (r)evolution. We can certainly say, as an 
axiomatic truth, that the society that emerges from our 
(r)evolution will be, precisely, of the (r)evolution—it will 
possess exactly the same character. So, a definite and specific 
form of future society will emerge only as the (r)evolution 
itself continues to unfold. Indeed, even if there is no 
(r)evolution at all, even if we continue along our current 
fraught path to the bitter end, the same axiom applies. Our 
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end will match precisely our means. I believe this to be a 
fundamental and inviolable law of history.184 

Given the nature of the (r)evolution I have described—
spontaneous, authentic, collectively inspired and 
implemented, and extremely variable from place to place and 
time to time—I can hardly anticipate the specific forms that 
will emerge in a post-(r)evolutionary era, if such is to be had. 
One could make an excellent argument, indeed, that an 
authentic society would be one in a perpetual state of 
(r)evolution, without any finality of form, and certainly 
without a universal form that would apply consistently across 
the globe. This vision of perpetual (r)evolution rejects the 
absurd notion that has captivated many utopians: that history 
will come to an end after some great revolution, as if all 
conflicts would cease and all the problematics of social life 
would be completely and permanently resolved. Nonsense. 

Theorists and dreamers have developed many fairly 
sophisticated utopian schemes, suggesting how a post-
revolutionary society could work. These are useful exercises, 
but we must not become confused about their purpose. In no 
sense can a nonviolent (r)evolution operate with a fixed 
blueprint for post-(r)evolutionary institutions as its goal. 
These schemes can serve as points of inspiration, models for 
local groups to adapt as circumstances allow, and 
reinforcement for the crucial argument that peaceful 
structures and institutions are theoretically possible and could 
become the norm at some future time. I must emphasize 
nonetheless that the great danger in this otherwise admirable 
work is that its proponents will become attached to specific 
forms or the personal power those forms afford them, 
whether intentionally or not. So let us develop these plans 
and visions with fertile abandon but remain open, flexible, 
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and inclusive as we build a world not only free and peaceful 
but also diverse. 

Arguably, this whole book flows from one basic principle: 
that everything in the universe naturally and spontaneously 
expresses its true nature. But this becomes somewhat more 
complex when humankind arrives on the scene. We can make 
a mistake about what we are (this is our tragic flaw) and, so, 
become internally divided. From this, much follows, 
including violence, as I described in Part One. I have tried to 
articulate, however, that even this mistake represents an 
expression of our true nature, as a function of the paradox of 
existence. And thus, in accordance with the principle itself, 
we also seek to remedy our mistake, to return to our 
undivided self—that is, to integrate the complex and 
paradoxical nature of our existential situation. In this way, an 
element of striving enters the human psyche.  

Superficially, this striving is motivated by a simple desire 
to escape suffering. More deeply, we aim for a kind of fusion 
with the world, our many selves, and our own authentic 
nature. So long as our striving amounts to no more than mere 
escapism it embodies the mistake itself and offers no remedy. 
Worse, if we remain too much under the spell of the 
disconnected pole of the paradox of existence, our striving 
can become distorted and dysfunctional. We then reject 
ourselves with all the heat of our shame, and we undertake an 
enormous effort to become something else, which, of course, 
divides us against ourselves still further. 

Peace depends upon the realization that we, like 
everything else in the universe, simply are ourselves. This is 
the subjective, personal form of V + (-V) à E: if we subtract 
our violence we get ourselves as we actually are. Knowing that we do 
not need to reject ourselves, or become something that we 
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are not—knowing that we are worthy just as we are—enables 
us to relax our striving. When we relax, the anxiety of our 
shame, the fever of our greed, and the heat of our violence 
begin to dissipate. Without these disruptions, the organic 
relationships between things in the world, between ourselves 
and the world, and among our various selves spontaneously 
become visible. 

Even as we relax into a greater acceptance of ourselves 
just as we are, still the path of peace requires a certain kind of 
vigilance, that special effort we call nonviolence. A keen 
vigilance to the patterns of our minds and social dynamics 
allows us to discern early signs of separation and dysfunction. 
In a state of sharp awareness, we automatically let go of what 
is not authentic to ourselves, and so we spontaneously 
express our true selves more fully. Accordingly, the quality of 
our striving shifts. Before, obstructed as we were by our 
shame and underdeveloped powers of awareness, we strove 
after an illusion and inadvertently deepened our commitment 
to violence. Now, under the influence of a strong awareness 
practice, and a consequent relaxation of shame, greed, and 
violence, our striving becomes useful, indeed necessary. It 
becomes less an ambition to achieve some fantastical, 
perfected state, and more an aspiration to penetrate and 
disperse all fantasy. In short, we strive to become truly and 
deeply authentic. 

Authenticity is a moving target. The demands of the 
moment never stay put. Circumstances always shift; causes 
and conditions continuously arise and pass away. Similarly, 
the mind constantly seethes with new impressions, fresh 
ideas, and powerful feelings. The social environment we must 
navigate is especially complex, fluid, and volatile. To remain 
authentic in the flow of events demands a continuous effort 
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of relaxation and awareness—in effect, a constancy of 
striving. No mere mortal is perfectly adequate to this 
stupendous task. We necessarily and regularly fail. We 
become ignorant whenever we turn away from the flow of 
events, and we become rigid whenever we grasp at one thing 
or another as it passes by. All of us, no matter how skilled 
and practiced we may be, endlessly fall into ignorance, get 
stuck, and make mistakes. 

Authenticity, then, involves incredible resilience of mind 
and spirit. It requires us to surf a dizzyingly complex series of 
waves with skill, nimbleness, and humility. Authenticity is a 
groove that we fall into and out of, reeling and shifting, 
floating and drifting—dancing as we go. It’s a wild, bumpy, 
unpredictable, painful, ecstatic, sublime ride. No one remains 
always in the groove—the ride is just too fast and turbulent. 
Out of the groove, we meet with much suffering that we 
might have avoided. But when we can find the true groove 
and twist and bend as it changes, we discover the wellspring 
of joy itself. This is the reward of authenticity, and the very 
purpose of being. 

The spontaneous expression of authenticity is a kind of 
play. Life represents an enormous field of play upon which 
we may build any number of worlds, depending on our fancy 
and wisdom. Art is a subset of play. Whereas any kind of 
whimsy is playful, we may define the arts as the domain of 
play that is also skillful. Play can be anything it wants, without 
limit; its subset, art, aims to be true. The ultimate art, of 
which the fine arts are but symbols, is the art of being. Like 
all play, being can be spontaneous, whimsical, and capricious, 
but if it is not also artful, it is likely to end in injury and tears. 

Our capacity to play artfully at being—that is, to be truly 
authentic—finds much to inhibit it. Our shame thwarts us at 
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every turn, arguing that we dare not reveal ourselves as we 
really are. Under its repressive influence, we resist play or we 
subvert it into harmful forms. Shame, as I have suggested, is 
the mechanism by which social forces influence our internal 
sense of self. Originally, shame comes from outside of us, and 
we internalize it at any early age. In this sense, dysfunctional 
shame is a social disease like abusive family relationships and 
traumatic social conditions such as tyranny, famine, or 
warfare.185 All of these work directly against the grain of 
authentic self-expression. Authenticity of self, therefore, 
entails authenticity of culture, politics, and economy. We 
cannot be completely authentic as individuals until we live in 
an authentic society, and we cannot live in an authentic 
society until we are authentic as individuals. We must 
approach both objectives at the same time if we hope to 
achieve either one. This is the (r)evolution that the present 
crisis compels us to imagine and, in courageously doing so, 
we might accomplish. 
 



	

CHAPTER 10 

Acceptance 

This book began with an alarm, the panic of crisis, a sense of 
terrible urgency. Although this seems to me a necessary way 
to begin, to propel ourselves outward beyond the seductive 
veils of complacency and denial, we must pass beyond even 
this. We will fall back into the gravitational pull of the 
inadequate conventional moral stance if we do not also 
transcend the limitations of emergency thinking. We must 
push through to a further realm in which our moral view, and 
the activism it inspires, unfolds in the context of eternity, 
informed by a deep and abiding sense of our actual existential 
situation, which is peace. 

This book calls upon you to imagine seriously a not-too-
distant future in which all inhabitants of this strange and 
unlikely planet commingle harmoniously. But we must be 
careful here. By “commingling harmoniously,” I do not 
imagine some new Eden every bit as implausible as the 
original one. Let us take our cue, instead, from the concept of 
harmony as it has been exhaustively developed in music. 
There, harmony is not limited to sweet and serene sounds 
that coddle the senses. Harmony refers to any coincidence of 
pitches, both dissonant and consonant. Harmony 
encompasses the study of all interactions of musical pitch, 
including those found in Stravinsky’s savage Rite of Spring or 
Penderecki’s chilling and horrifying Threnody to the Victims of 
Hiroshima. Any who have had the good fortune of becoming 
intimate with a Bach fugue or a Gesualdo motet know 
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perfectly well that harmony has never been without an 
abundance of poignant, even fierce, tension. Admirers of 
Beethoven’s Grosse Fugue know that two centuries ago there 
was already a place for brutality in Western art. 

Harmony does not entail an absence of conflict or a 
continuous state of untrammeled beauty. Harmony, fully 
understood, refers to the whole trajectory of conflict, 
encompassing all manner of tension and resolution. In short, 
harmony reflects the whole content of life. But it reveals this 
content as art, as a dynamic flow whose expression is inherently 
beautiful, even as it passes through painful episodes. A 
harmonious view leaves nothing out, regarding life as an 
artful dance in all its seasons.  

So, when I speak of all people and creatures commingling 
harmoniously, I do not mean that everyone gets along 
perfectly without the slightest itch of friction. In real life, this 
will never happen. Rather, I mean that all of us gifted with a 
moral sense can engage in the complexities of life with an 
appreciation of its artfulness—its inherent, complex beauty—
without becoming caught up, and lost, in its inevitable 
fractiousness. The genius of the East, especially as manifest in 
the technology of meditation most highly developed there, is 
to recognize that this harmony arises exclusively in the 
present moment, a geography formed of timelessness and 
unlimited spaciousness. This geography provides the canvas 
upon which our lives acquire their meaning, and upon which 
our activism unfolds to best effect. 

So, yes, we live in a time of unprecedented crisis in which 
the very fall of humankind has achieved a new immediacy and 
urgency. It is important to know this, or at least to entertain 
the idea in a serious way. If I am right, then we represent a 
tragic species living at a perilous time, close to the apogee of 
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our poignant, woeful tale. This ought to color our conception 
of ourselves and our time in history, to be sure. But when we 
reside in a sense of timeless spaciousness, alert even to the 
tragic gravity of the present moment, we best rise to the 
challenge of our time, because we are most open to it, and we 
best remain resilient to its stresses.  

In this frame of reference, futility and despair are states 
through which we may pass from time to time but where we 
never dwell long. These feelings arise only when we become 
attached to outcomes, which is a kind of denial about what’s 
true. We become moralistically obsessed by what ought to be 
rather than what is. As soon as we enter the land of ought, we 
become entangled in the briars of guilt and shame. Here, 
futility and despair come into full bloom. Instead, I suggest 
we regard morality, paradoxically, as about is over ought: about 
discovering what’s deeply true rather than what we merely 
wish were true. A peaceful world is not something we 
manufacture out of the whole cloth of our imagination, but 
something we discover already immanent in the world in 
which we find ourselves. Our imagination untethers us from 
a fixed and impoverished view of our world so that we may 
freshly observe its actual rich profusion of possibility. 

When we look deeply into the texture of life as it 
continuously presents itself to us in the moment, its actual 
truth slowly and unfailingly reveals itself. To the extent that 
we can pay attention to this revelatory process, we become 
progressively more wise. Moral action becomes increasingly 
spontaneous and organic, as we react in ever deeper accord 
with the nature of reality. There is nothing remotely 
impositional about this moral stance whatsoever—we 
encounter no ought. We impose nothing; we are not imposed 
upon. Moral action becomes a process of uncovering what’s 
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already true rather than replacing what seems to be true with 
something we might, for whatever reasons, prefer. 

Our actions only seem futile when we measure them 
against the enormity of that toward which we strive. It is 
tempting to think that any one step of a thousand-mile 
journey cannot possibly make a difference. As the old adage 
reminds us, however, the only way to complete a long journey 
is to take the first step, then the second, and so on. No step, 
so long as we are pointed toward our ultimate destination, is 
wasted or futile. It is the only way to advance. Of course, we 
would prefer that every step were a giant leap toward the 
goal. We think we ought to be farther along, that our actions 
ought to be having a greater measurable impact. Nevertheless, 
if we pay close attention, our experience continually affirms 
that the truth is always what it is without the slightest deference to 
whatever we might prefer. Futility happens only when we lose 
sight of the actual. When we fully understand this principle, 
then we can accept futility simply as an indicator that we have 
fallen into a simple and innocent error of perspective, one 
that is easily corrected. 

Despair manifests a further dimension of the problem of 
ought. When applied to ourselves—how we ought to be—we 
become hopelessly tangled in the web of shame. We despair 
when we encounter our own imperfections, especially in the 
modern perfectionistic milieu. But there is no such thing as 
perfection as we normally conceive it. Perfection is merely 
one of those constructs we can produce in our minds that has 
no correlate in actual experience. Naturally, when we 
compare our conception of perfection against our own actual 
performance, we suffer because we are not as we wish to be. I 
hope it is clear by now that the fault lies not with how we 
actually are, but with the simple and innocent mistake we 
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make by constructing an idea of perfection and measuring 
ourselves against it. 

The only thing available to our direct experience that we 
might characterize as perfect is the truth itself. If you want to 
experience this kind of perfection, you have to let everything 
go and just flow. To the extent you have gathered some 
wisdom, you will taste this perfection, even if only fleetingly. 
But remember, perfection is not something you achieve; it’s 
an experience that happens to you when you’re open enough 
to take notice. This kind of perfection is constantly available 
but rarely accessed because we are trying too hard to make 
perfection. Remember the old Zen teaching: Don’t make 
anything. To attempt it is arrogant and, indeed, futile. It leaves 
us no recourse and so ends, eventually, in despair. Thus, 
when we feel despair we can know this: we have become too 
attached to some idea of how we should be, and are closed 
off to what’s really going on. We can then set ourselves to the 
task of getting out of the self-constructed and self-destructive 
world of ought and back into the efficacious realm of is. 

Paradoxically, my emphasis on is over ought leads me to a 
radical idealism: ideals are not manufactured from our oughts 
but express what is—the deep relations discernible in our 
actual situation. Our ideals, then, are the specific intentions 
borne of our general aspiration to live in deep accord with 
what is. They are ideals because they are hard to achieve in 
our practical living, too demanding ever to be perfectible, and 
have been submerged under millennia of largely unbridled 
violence. Ideals nevertheless establish the direction of our 
practice, moment to moment, our True North. We can travel 
north, but we never expect to get there. We know we are doing 
our job simply by traveling in the right direction; that is 
enough. When we consult our compass and discover that we 
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have gone a little astray, which inevitably occurs, we simply 
turn slightly and head off once again toward our ideals. Even 
one step in the direction of our ideals disperses all futility and 
despair. 

But what of the urgency of our perilous historical 
moment? Our job is to live artfully in the here and now—
fully aware of our predicament but always alive to its 
possibilities for moral action, intimacy, and beauty. And this 
very practice offers the most efficacious way to influence the future of our 
species. If we feel the burden of futility, it is only because we 
have forgotten that our project is not to save the world but to 
live truthfully; and if we feel the yoke of despair, it is only 
because we have forgotten that we are surrounded by the 
truth at every moment, which contains the seeds of joy, if 
only we know how to reap them. 

The argument I am making here is shot through with 
paradox, so it is easy to get confused. I am not suggesting we 
should give in to complacency and give up the struggle to 
change the world. No! I am saying, rather, that the hard and 
painful work of making (r)evolution, done well, is also deeply 
joyful—its joyfulness is how we know we are making the right 
kind of (r)evolution. Of course, it does not always feel that 
way—futility and despair will arise—but I am arguing that the 
joyfulness of living authentically in accord with what is is 
always available to us, even (or especially) in the midst of the 
arduous, often terrifying, always challenging work of 
confronting violence. A revolution without access to this joy 
would be grim and violent and, I suspect, would likely fail to 
bring the world any closer to peace.  

The idealism I have been describing often comes under 
intense fire as hopelessly optimistic. This line of attack aims 
to invalidate (r)evolutionary ideals as recklessly out of step 
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with reality. Human nature and the natural world, red in tooth 
and claw, are fundamentally and irretrievably violent. To 
think otherwise is foolish. Steven Pinker, as we have seen, 
makes this case. He wants to convince us that we must adopt 
one of two contrasting worldviews.186 The Utopian Vision, as 
he defines it, holds that human nature is entirely malleable 
and can be bent into a perfectly peaceful shape, rendering 
Utopia a real possibility in the future. Pinker, of course, 
portrays this view as naive, even ridiculous. The Tragic 
Vision, in contrast, maintains that human nature is fixed 
(within certain limits) and unfortunate: among our admirable 
qualities, we are also violent, power-hungry, and capable of 
great cruelty. Pinker embraces this view, suggesting that the 
best we can hope for is a world in which our petty greed and 
murderousness is constrained only by a powerful state (the 
Leviathan) that holds a monopoly on violence.  

If you have read this book superficially, you might be 
forgiven for assuming that I hold the Utopian view. A closer 
reading will reveal, however, that I also hold the Tragic view, 
as this book’s title suggests. Human nature is fixed, within 
certain limits, and we do have unfortunate qualities that may 
very well lead to the self-destruction of our species. Pinker’s 
analysis betrays its tyranny, however, by forcing a false choice 
between being naive or being cynical. Imagination in deep 
contact with our existential situation has no place in his 
thought. 

Pinker inadvertently leaves the door ajar, however, when 
he characterizes humankind as tragic. He is right about this, 
but it means something more than he knows, which provides 
an exit out of his false binary. Discussing the classic tragic 
figure of Macbeth, Harold C. Goddard, in his masterful series 
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of essays called The Meaning of Shakespeare, puts tragedy in its 
proper context: 

When rich or noble natures display atavistic traits 
or slip back into atavistic conduct, as do Hamlet 
and Othello, those traits begin to assume tragic 
interest, for tragedy has to do with men 
possessing the capacity to become gods who, 
momentarily at least, become devils.187 

As Goddard further develops this idea, “Deeds of violence 
that come exclusively out of the brute in man have no tragic 
significance.”188 So, it is precisely in the utopian potential of 
humankind that our brutality acquires a “tragic significance.” 
In this sense, then, I agree with Pinker: humankind has 
displayed that brutality, those “atavistic traits” that are 
universal among our kind—but a future defined by these 
traits would be a tragedy only because, and exactly because, it 
need not be so. 

If my dire assessment of the modern crisis is even close 
to accurate, we are at great risk of becoming characters in the 
final act of the greatest tragedy ever staged in the universe (so 
far as we know): the first beings capable of consciously 
knowing what they do, destroy themselves in an orgy of 
ingenuity and power—a devilish deed if ever there was one. 
But, as Goddard suggests, the tragic quality of this outcome 
lies not in its death and destruction alone, but in our capacity 
to have engineered an entirely different, and much less grim, 
outcome. We might have become “gods”—or to put it in 
more secular terms, we might have become (mostly) peaceful. 

So the real tragedy of human extinction would be this: 
violence, our tragic flaw, is less true than peacefulness, and yet 
we would have followed it to its terrible conclusion. Peace is 
more true as a feature of the cosmos, and, I have sought to 
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suggest, even as a feature of human nature, fixed though that 
nature may be. Violence is a mistake that, in each instance, we 
could have avoided. The extinction of humankind, should we 
incur it through violence, is the same and equally avoidable 
mistake on a grand scale. 

As a tragedy like Macbeth unfolds on the stage, we watch 
in horror as the title character’s ambition consumes him. 
Pinker might say that Macbeth was doomed to this path; it 
was irrevocably in his nature; we can only watch in impotent 
dismay as he lives out his destiny. But I would argue that the 
poignancy of Shakespeare’s work lies in our conviction that 
things could just as well have turned out differently. That 
Macbeth did what he did does not provide proof, even in 
retrospect, that he could not have done otherwise. At every 
moment he might have chosen to be a Jesus or Gandhi or 
Mother Teresa, just as you and I can. His nature may render 
him disposed toward ambition, and he might not possess the 
wherewithal to choose differently in a vacuum, but he’s never in 
a vacuum—surely people and other forces in his environment 
could influence him, could call him back to his “rich or noble 
nature.” We know this is true because we ourselves have been 
saved in this way any number of times, just as we have saved 
others. 

It is this that we understand as we watch mutely, in 
horror, as Shakespeare’s masterpiece unfolds. We suffer 
because we, too, are Macbeth. Shakespeare helps us to see 
ourselves as flawed and self-destructive in some important 
way, to recognize the kinds of choices we inevitably face, and, 
significantly, how to act morally even in the heat of life’s 
fierce drama. Though I lack Shakespeare’s poetic gifts, I hope 
that this book can serve a similar corrective purpose. Like all 
tragedies worthy of the name, this book reflects on our flaws, 
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but only to expose all the more clearly a further horizon of 
rich possibility. 

According to Goddard, even Shakespeare’s grim tale of 
Macbeth contains the seeds of a renewed future. So eloquently 
does Goddard capture this that I will leave the concluding 
lines of this book in his, and Shakespeare’s, exquisite care: 
 

War is winter. Peace is spring. Were ever symbols 
more inevitable than these, especially in the 
religion and poetry of northern peoples? Winter is 
a giant. Spring, in comparison, is a maiden. How 
powerless she seems in his presence! But because 
the sun is on her side and moves in every root 
and bud she undermines the sway of the tyrant. 
And so does peace in this play. The Old Man, for 
instance, who talks with Ross outside the castle 
and bids him farewell in those Desdemona-like 
words: 
 

God’s benison go with you; and with those 
That would make good of bad, and friends of 
foes; 
 

the Doctor who says at the sight of Lady 
Macbeth, 
 

More needs she the divine than the physician. 
God, God forgive us all! 
 

the Waiting-Gentlewoman who bids him, “Good-
night, good doctor”; little Macduff; the pious 
King Edward. These, and others, play no 
conspicuous part in the story. Yet perhaps 
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Shakespeare is implying that it is only by the 
collaboration of thousands like them, whose 
contributions singly may seem as insignificant as 
single grassblades do to spring, that war, like 
winter, can be overcome.189 

 
 



	



	

APPENDIX: A WORD ON STATISTICS  

I make the claim that the probability of global social and ecological 
collapse not only becomes more likely over time, but at an 
accelerating rate—so long as the logic of violence predominates in 
the global culture. If you have read Steven Pinker (2011), you 
might be forgiven for thinking I have fallen into Pinker’s trap of 
statistical naivete. To clarify my claim, I offer the following 
reasoning, which is too technical to appear in the main body of this 
book. 

Pinker points to a common error of statistical reasoning that 
appears to take the problem of increasing likelihood of catastrophe 
off the table,190 but this is deceptive. To illustrate his point, Pinker 
asks us to consider a thought experiment. If you know that 
lightning is very likely to strike in a given area about once a month, 
and it struck there yesterday, when is it most likely to strike next? 
Most of us would venture that the chances of a lightning strike get 
greater as more time passes, approaching one month. Gotcha! 
Actually the chances go down, says Pinker. Let’s say there is a 3% 
chance lightning will strike on any given day of the month (a nearly 
100% chance divided by 30 days). The chance lightning will strike 
today is, therefore, exactly 3%. But the chances that it will not 
strike until tomorrow means we are predicting two events—that it 
will not strike today (97% chance) and that it will strike tomorrow 
(3% chance). The probability that both of these events will occur as 
predicted is less (2.91%) than the probability that it will strike 
today, and only gets smaller for each day into the future we predict 
the next strike. 

Having gleefully revealed his savvy math, Pinker expresses 
contempt for the innumeracy of the American public, suggesting 
that this accounts for our inability to grok his worldview, in which 
we live in the rosiest and safest of all times. Only ignorant and 
foolish people like me, he seems to say, believe that scary things 
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can become more likely over time. To this, I have two objections. 
To begin with the lesser one, the charge of innumeracy is 
misplaced. When faced with his question about when lightning will 
likely strike next, I suspect most people are thinking about the 
probability of a lightning strike tomorrow and the following days 
assuming that lightning does not strike sooner. If it hasn’t struck by 
tomorrow, we imagine, it becomes more likely that lightning will 
strike the following day. And the longer we go without a strike, the 
more probable it becomes. “We’re due,” we say to ourselves as the 
30th day of the month approaches. 

This isn’t the case, as Pinker well knows, but our mistake is not 
mathematical. The reasoning is: If it’s nearly 100% likely that 
lightning will strike once in any given 30-day period, the probability 
that lightning will strike today is about 1/30, or around 3%, as 
Pinker allows. But assuming (not predicting) that lightning doesn’t 
strike today, then the chances it will strike tomorrow become 1/29 
(3.4%)—because now there are only 29 days left before the month 
is out—and so on for each passing day without a strike. For an 
event that has a strong likelihood of occurring within a certain 
period of time, the longer that event does not occur, the more 
likely it becomes.  

That kind of math can work, as we will see shortly, but not in 
this case. Pinker’s thought experiment involves a particular 
phenomenon known as a Poisson process, which applies 
specifically to “events that occur continuously, randomly, and 
independently of one another,”191 like lightning strikes. There is no 
natural process that inexorably builds up over time until lightning 
strikes again, and so there is no logical reason it should become 
more likely as the time increases since the previous strike. So, 
Pinker is right about lightning. But his charge of innumeracy, that 
people don’t understand statistics, misses his own point. The real 
issue is that people don’t understand lightning—it’s not the sort of 
thing that builds up and discharges itself over 30-day intervals.  

Pinker then applies his reasoning to the pattern of major wars, 
such as World War II. He argues that these wars represent another 
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Poisson process, like lightning. They become statistically less likely 
the longer the interval between them. Maybe. But probably not. 
Here we find the second and more important problem in Pinker’s 
line of thinking. He has failed to account for the natural reasons 
that wars and other major catastrophes of violence become more 
likely over time. Violence, as I argue throughout this book, has a 
logic that is far from random or intermittent. It supplies a constant 
force that pushes toward conflict, and is bound to erupt into large-
scale spasms of bloodshed from time to time, so long as that logic 
persists. If this is the case, then Pinker is using the wrong math. 

To get oriented to a non-Poisson type of process, let’s imagine 
a very simple case—a lively game of Russian roulette. We place one 
bullet in the chamber of a six-shooter, spin the cylinder, put the 
gun to our own head, and pull the trigger. The odds our head will 
get blown off are exactly one in six, or 16.7%—an 83.3% chance of 
survival. Let’s say we get lucky the first time but have a hankering 
to continue to test our fortune. Now we have a choice. We can 
elect simply to pull the trigger again, or we can give that cylinder 
another spin before we do so. A savvy sportsman will take pause 
with this decision. At first blush, it seems that spinning the cylinder 
is his best option because he again has an 83.3% chance of 
survival—his best possible odds in this contest. If he fails to spin 
the cylinder a second time, on the other hand, his odds drop to 
80%, because there is now a one in five chance that the bullet will 
be waiting for him in the second chamber. As long as his luck 
holds out, but assuming he continues to pull the trigger without 
spinning the cylinder, his chances of survival will drop precipitously 
to 75%, 66.7%, then 50%, until finally, as he pulls the trigger a 
sixth time, he can be certain of his doom. 

But we have not yet considered the cumulative effects of making 
multiple attempts. In the case where we spin the cylinder between 
each pull of the trigger, the odds of survival each time are always 
exactly 83.3%. But if our intrepid gamesman does it twice, his 
cumulative odds of living to tell the tale drop to 69%. His chances 
of surviving three attempts are only 58%. Four attempts render 
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him more likely to die than survive (48%). Five attempts yield a 
40% survival rate; and there’s only a one in three chance (33%) of 
surviving six pulls of the trigger. See Figure 6 to see a side-by-side 
comparison of the cumulative effects over multiple attempts using 
the two strategies. 
 

 
Figure 6: Chances of survival in Russian roulette. Comparative probabilities 
when not spinning the cylinder between pulls of the trigger (lower line) and 
spinning between every pull of the trigger (upper line). 
 

Each of these scenarios has a different logic, and so, a different 
mathematics. When you don’t spin the cylinder, the fact that there 
are six chambers, that a bullet is in one of them, and that you are 
systematically testing each chamber in turn means that there is a 
100% chance you will “find” the bullet within six tries. The 
conditions are such that over time, as long as these conditions 
persist, and until the gun fires, the dreaded report becomes 
increasingly likely. The condition of a bullet lying in wait persists 
over time, and as long as you keep pulling the trigger, it becomes 
inevitable that it will fire. 

When you spin the cylinder, on the other hand, you are 
randomizing the process of queuing up the chamber, and this sets 
in motion a different mathematics. But, still, there is the condition 
of a bullet loaded somewhere inside the gun, and the condition that 
you persist in pulling the trigger. The longer this keeps up, the 
more likely bad things will happen. Your odds of survival never get 
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all the way to zero, unlike the no-spin scenario, but they still get 
bad enough quickly enough to occasion pause. 

Let us now move to a somewhat more nuanced non-Poisson 
process. Consider the likelihood of dying from smoking-related 
disease, such as lung cancer or emphysema. Evidence suggests that 
you are more likely to do so the longer you smoke.192 This is not a 
Poisson process, because the conditions that would produce 
disease are both persisting and accumulating in your body as long 
as you continue to smoke, making it more and more likely over 
time. Even if you smoke like a chimney your entire life, you may 
never get such a disease, let alone die from it, so the risk is 
nowhere near 100%. But the risks are great. Smoking is expected to 
kill more than a billion people in this century alone.193 

There are various ways to increase your odds for a smoking-
related fatality. You can start smoking earlier in life, wait longer to 
quit, smoke more times per day, and smoke more toxic cigarettes. 
All of these factors heighten your risk. Then, the statistics are 
straightforward: with each passing year, and with each increase in 
any of these risky sub-factors, your chances of dying a smoking-
related death go up. This is not a Poisson process, and Pinker’s 
mathematics do not apply. Over time, the probability of 
catastrophe gets greater—at least linearly, if not exponentially. 

These are the mathematics of my analysis of threats to human 
survival, described in the Prologue. I refer to three compounding 
trends that each makes catastrophe more likely with each passing 
year, so long as those trends continue to operate. First, we already 
possess the means to cause ecological collapse (e.g., nuclear 
weapons or burning fossil fuels), so the longer these means persist 
the more likely it becomes that they will induce collapse, like bullets 
waiting in their chambers. Second, the flow of human ingenuity 
and the motivations of key actors conspire to increase the lethality 
and availability of the current means of self-destruction steadily 
over time. Third, more and more diverse pathways to ecological 
collapse are developed as we relentlessly pursue technological 
innovation in novel directions (e.g., climate change, biotechnology). 
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The compounding of these trends could potentially produce 
exponentially increasing peril for humankind. Indeed, this is itself one 
of the risks that grows greater with each passing year, that we will 
hit a tipping point after which our risk goes exponential. 

But these trends only operate as long as they are fueled by their 
root cause, the logic of violence (the equivalent of continuing to 
pull the trigger in our game of Russian roulette, or to smoke more 
cigarettes). We can do better than merely hope that our doom is 
some kind of Poisson process that gets less likely the longer it 
doesn’t happen, as Pinker would have us do. We can come to our 
senses, confront this underlying logic, and turn to one another in 
peace and compassion rather than fear and hate. 
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ENDNOTES 
 
																																								 																					
1	The phrase belongs to Jesus, in Matthew 26:52. 
2 I say this quite aware that it is a function of my privilege that I 
feel that I can express what is in me—that this very fact alone 
somehow justifies my expression. It is with deep sorrow that I 
consider that other people have been, and continue to be, forced to 
suppress what is within them, and have been killed for who they 
are and what they think. This sorrow is an important part of what 
calls me to write this book. 
3 For the opposite view, see Pinker, 2011. Pinker argues that the 
trends across world history and over recent decades all show less 
violence and greater security across time, such that we are living at 
the happiest and safest moment in human history. Pinker’s 
argument has a number of weaknesses, but even if we accept his 
data wholesale, we can reasonably reach the opposite conclusion—
that violence has not declined in toto, but has simply shifted into 
new forms in the modern period, some of which Pinker fails to 
recognize as violence. These include the many assaults on the 
global ecosystem that have accumulated since the Industrial 
Revolution, most prominently global greenhouse gas emissions, 
and the economic violence that has resulted from the globalization 
of capitalism. Two examples: Pinker ignores the human-induced 
Sixth Extinction already underway (see Kolbert, 2014) as if it had 
no relation to violence, which is patently absurd; nor does Pinker 
recognize poverty as itself a form of violence, but only as a possible 
factor in other forms of violence, such as homicides or civil wars. 
4 For more on global carrying capacity, see Catton & Dunlap, 1980. 
5 For one model of ecosystem collapse related to human factors, 
see Rodriguez et al., 2015. 
6 According to Wackernagel, et al. (2002), we had already achieved 
120% of the Earth’s carrying capacity by 1999. Since then, it can 
only have gotten worse as global population, consumption rates, 
and ecological impacts have continued to increase unabated. 
7 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2014. 
8 Diamond, 2011. 
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9 See http://www.ploughshares.org/world-nuclear-stockpile-
report?gclid=CL_sm9be1sYCFRRlfgodjC0CzA, retrieved on July 
12, 2015, aggregated from various reports published by the Bulletin 
of the Atomic Scientists. 
10 Clatham House, 2014. 
11 Baum, 2015. 
12 In a letter to the Wall Street Journal in 2011, George Schulz, 
William Perry, Henry Kissinger, and Sam Nunn opined, “With the 
spread of nuclear weapons, technology, materials and know-how, 
there is an increasing risk that nuclear weapons will be used.” 
Reprinted in Shultz et al, 2011. 
13 This passage was written before the election of Donald Trump 
and, especially, his saber-rattling with North Korea, which has only 
made the situation more perilous. 
14 United Nations, 2014. 
15 See Milgram, 1975 and Zimbardo, 2007. 
16 It is entirely possible that other animals have evolved a moral 
sense, to some degree. I make no effort to judge this question. For 
purposes of simplicity, I will restrict my discussion of violence to 
humans. 
17 As quoted in Liddle et al, 2012, p. 3. 
18 In Chapter 5 I offer a broader and more philosophical definition 
of violence, one that applies not only to humans but accounts for 
violence perpetrated against other species or even the planet itself. 
It proposes that violence is the act of one being infringing on the given mode 
of existence of another when the actor is capable of knowing that this 
infringement is not necessary. I take these two definitions to be totally 
compatible. I submit that we (like any sentient being) suffer when 
our mode of existence is infringed upon. Not all suffering is due to 
such infringement, but all such infringements cause suffering of 
one kind or another. 
19 Some famous psychological experiments show this clearly. See 
Zimbardo, 2007 and Milgram, 1975. 
20 Even Hitler, of all people, starts to look at least somewhat more 
familiar at closer inspection. See Miller, 1990. 
21 King, M. L., 1958, p. 87. 
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22 While the word diffidence now connotes timidity, Hobbes 
probably meant something closer to distrust. 
23 Hobbes, 1651/1957, p. 185. This quote came to my attention 
from Pinker, 2011, p. 33. Pinker leans heavily on this analysis of 
violence, and seems to accept it without reservation. 
24 See Liddle et al., 2012, p. 18: “In a broad sense, violence can be 
viewed as a strategy employed in the competition for resources.” 
Here the authors use the word violence where I would have 
preferred aggression, applying this principle to non-human animals. 
25 Exodus 21:24. 
26 This whole category of violence is completely absent from 
Pinker’s (2011) rosy account. 
27 The ultimate expression of this logic, of course, is totalitarianism 
(see Arendt, 1994). See Chapter 4 for my remarks on 
technotalitarianism, an updated variant of totalitarianism custom-
made for the faux-democratic milieu of the information age. 
28 Pinker, 2011. 
29 Closer examination usually reveals, however, that the story is not 
over—that more violence will likely ensue between the two 
adversaries if the opportunity presents itself, or will get displaced 
onto some other person or situation that does present itself. 
30 For the statistical implications of this argument, see Appendix A. 
31 Diamond, 2011. 
32 By my definition this would be considered mere aggression, not 
violence. 
33 Arkes & Blumer, 1985. 
34 And this cost is perhaps never taken into account at all. See 
Kahneman, 2011. 
35 Alternatively, suppression can turn toward “learned helplessness” 
(Seligman, 1972), which carries different costs.	
36	See Pinker, 2011. 
37 See Sapolsky, 2017. 
38 The physicist Carlo Rovelli says of “any object” in quantum 
mechanics: “Its position and velocity, its angular momentum and 
its electrical potential only acquire reality when it collides—
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interacts—with another object. It is not just its position that is 
undefined, as Heisenberg had recognized: no variable of the object 
is defined between one interaction and the next” (Rovelli, 2017, p. 
122). 
39 See Rank, 1929/1993.  
40 Siegel, 2015, pp. 272-273. 
41 Or perhaps more accurately, approach and withdrawal are the 
direct, unmediated expressions of what eventually develops into 
what we think of when we use the words “like” and “dislike.” 
42 See Hebb, 1949, pp. 69-70 as referenced in Siegel, 2015, pp. 48-
49. 
43 Doige, 2007. 
44 See Schore, 2003a and 2003b. 
45 Baumeister, 1997. 
46 “[A]fter controlling for substance use, rates of violence...may 
reflect factors common to a particular neighborhood rather than 
the symptoms of a psychiatric disorder.” Harvard Mental Health 
Letter, 2011. Indeed, though I do not address this point directly in 
these pages, I would argue that the use of substances to medicate 
psychological pain is likely strongly correlated with maladaptive 
shame. 
47 Bowlby, 1988.  
48 Schore, 1994. 
49 Bowlby, 1988. 
50 Schore, 1996. 
51 Schore, 1996. 
52 For some major works of the shame literature, see Tangney & 
Dearing, 2002, Nathanson, 1992, and Kaufman, 1992. 
53 Bowlby, 1988. 
54 See Mikulincer & Shaver, 2011. 
55 There have been many efforts to describe and understand this 
mixture of feelings and their sequelae, but few have identified 
shame as the central mechanism. See, for example, Baumeister, 
1997, Beck, 1999, Sell, 2011, and Mikulincer & Shaver, 2011. 
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56 These claims are implicitly supported by the theory cited earlier 
(Baumeister, 1997, Beck, 1999, Sell, 2011, and Mikulincer & 
Shaver, 2011). Although shame is rarely mentioned, the mechanism 
of shame is always being described in different (and, in my view, 
less adequate) words. 
57 I allude here to guilt, which can also be either adaptive or 
maladaptive. In its adaptive mode, guilt motivates us to repair past 
wrongs and restore healthy relationships. Guilt is a shame process, 
in my view, though this topic lies beyond the purview of this book. 
See Tangney & Dearing, 2002, for the conventional view. 
58 See Schore, 2003b. 
59 See Winnicott & Brazelton, 1994. 
60 In fact, the child does have the capacity to induce a shame 
reaction in the parent. The child holds much more power than he 
realizes—just not nearly as much as the parent.	
61	Pinker, 2011. 
62 For a recent paper on the possible chemistry of this, see Patel et 
al, 2015. 
63 Or perhaps it comes in a close second behind the existence of 
the universe itself. For a discussion of the improbability of life, see 
Crick, 1981. 
64 Dennett, 1995. 
65 By this I mean that origins of life and its subsequent evolution 
do not require intelligent design, and therefore such a design is very 
unlikely. I intend to make a minimal point here, not a maximal one. 
All kinds of beliefs about religion and spirituality are potentially 
compatible with this claim. 
66 “Peaceful” in quotes because, in my usage, peace is a moral 
category just as is violence. Thus, nature cannot be peaceful, strictly 
speaking. For more on this, see the next section. On the other 
hand, I argue in Chapter 5 that on a much deeper level—that is, on 
the existential level—the universe as we find it is, indeed, 
fundamentally peaceful. “Red in tooth and claw” comes from 
Alfred Lord Tennyson's In Memoriam A. H. H., 1850. 
67 Kokko, 2013. 
68 See De Waal, 2005. 
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69 See Liddle, et al., 2012, 7. This source provides an overview of 
current evolutionary thinking about aggression in the animal world. 
70 Sherrow, 2012. 
71 Wrangham, 1999, p. 12. 
72 Knauft, 1987. 
73 Pinker, 2011, p. 55. 
74 World Bank (2015) Data: Intentional homicides. Retrieved from 
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/VC.IHR.PSRC.P5 on March 
2, 2016. 
75 Using ethnographic evidence from the post-contact Semai as his 
basis of comparison, for example, begs the question of whether 
groups sufficiently exposed to modern lifeways such that they 
could be studied in depth by anthropologists really represent what 
life was like before contact. There are good reasons to suspect that 
contact disposes such societies toward increased levels of violence. 
See Haas & Piscitelli, 2013. 
76 http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/overview 
77 https://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/about/overview/ 
78 Pinker spends but one thrifty paragraph defending his use of 
rates of violence rather than absolute numbers when making 
historical comparisons. See Pinker, 2011, p. 47. 
79 There are more than 40 cities worldwide at this order of 
magnitude or larger, including three U.S. cities: New York, Los 
Angeles, and Chicago. 
80 Much smaller U.S. cities have homicide rates around one per day, 
such as Baltimore (318 murders) and Philadelphia (316); also not 
insignificant are Detroit (267), Houston (269), and St. Louis (205). 
From https://majorcitieschiefs.com/pdf/ 
news/mcca_violent_crime_report_2017_and_2016_year_end_upd
ate_copy1.pdf. 
81 Current ethnologies of hunter-gatherer groups that most 
resemble those of 30,000 years ago sometimes have rates of 
violence much higher than Pinker’s estimate for the Semai. See 
Pinker, 2011, p. 55. But even if we accept a homicide rate ten times 
greater, 300 per 100,000 people per year, this would mean that 
about once a year there would be a homicide somewhere in my 
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larger network and only once a decade would it occur in my own 
group. Compared to the daily grind of modern urban life, I submit 
that this would still feel substantially more peaceful as a lived 
experience. Violence would always be a rare and highly disturbing 
event for the band and the broader network. But, as I have said, 
the real rates of violence in our prehistory are likely far lower than 
Pinker suggests. 
82 Boehm, 2013. 
83 Pinker, 2011, p. 48. 
84 Smith, 2012, p. 341. Does the absence of evidence equate to 
evidence of absence? For a persuasive argument that, in this case, it 
may, see Ferguson, 2013. 
85 Ferguson, 2013. 
86 Ferguson, 2013, p. 199. 
87 Diamond, 2005. 
88 Diamond, 2005. 
89 For a beautifully written and conceived meditation on this 
tragedy, see Brody, 2000. 
90 Boehm, 2013. 
91 Boehm, 2013, pp. 49-53. 
92 Boehm does not make a distinction between adaptive and 
maladaptive shame, but I regard it as crucial in this context, as I 
discuss just below. 
93 Shame being the mechanism restraining the former, and a 
calculation around what’s best for the survival of the band 
restraining the latter. See Boehm, 2013. 
94 To be perfectly clear, I do not wish to imply that all mental 
illness poses a problem of violence. In fact, very little of it does. 
What I am saying is: that subset of violence that is rooted in 
serious, heritable mental illness is especially intractable. 
95 This has inspired some to refer to the current period as the 
Anthrocene. See Kolbert, 2014. 
96 Gilens & Page, 2014. 
97 Gilens & Page, 2014, p. 575. 
98 Walmsley, 2016. 
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99 Retrieved from 
http://www.amnestyusa.org/research/reports/death-sentences-
and-executions-2014 on March 2, 2016. 
100 Retrieved from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-
world-factbook/rankorder/2091rank.html on March 2, 2016. 
101 Davis et al., 2014. 
102 Indeed, the U.S. rate of “intentional homicides” is four times 
that found throughout most of Europe and Canada. Retrieved 
from http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/VC.IHR.PSRC.P5 on 
March 2, 2016. 
103 See Sanders, K. (2014). “Americans are 20 times more likely to 
die from gun violence as citizens from other civilized countries, 
says author Lisa Bloom.” PunditFact. Retrieved from 
http://www.politifact.com/punditfact/statements/2014/jan/17/li
sa-bloom/americans-are-20-times-likely-die-gun-violence-cit/ on 
March 3, 2016. 
104 https://ucr.fbi.gov/hate-crime/2016/topic-
pages/incidentsandoffenses 
105	https://afsp.org/about-suicide/suicide-statistics/	
106 https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/docs/data-
sheets/OMHSP_National_Suicide_Data_Report_2005-2015_06-
14-18_508-compliant.pdf 
107 As with U.S. democracy, although the United Nations 
represents an improvement over much of what existed before it, I 
would certainly not endorse it in its current form. It still very much 
operates within the logic of violence; even its Peacekeepers know 
nothing of the peace and nonviolence described in this book. 
108 Gilens & Page, 2014. 
109 Picketty, 2014, p. 311. 
110 Picketty, 2014, p. 28. 
111 I do not mean to suggest that tantrum and violence are the 
exclusive province of the right. The extreme left has a long history 
of the same. What the right does not have is an emergent trend 
toward nonviolence such as we see on the left. This is an extremely 
telling difference. 
112 Oppenheimer, 2003. 



Endnotes     241 

																																								 																																								 																																								 	
113 Appleby, 2010, pp. 75-76. 
114 Neufeld & Maté, 2014. 
115 Neufeld & Maté, 2014, pp. 127-153. 
116 These words were originally penned before the election of 
Donald Trump. Subsequent events only underscore the point. 
117 Pinker, 2011, devotes an entire volume to defending this 
conception of peace exactly, leaving me rather underwhelmed by 
his optimism. 
118 Arms here as those appendages that embrace, rather than those 
instruments that stab, shoot, and wound. 
119 I use the word imply here in the sense developed by Eugene 
Gendlin, 1962/1997, and 1996/2018. What is implied is what 
wants to come forward. For example, hunger implies eating, or a 
feeling of adoring implies coming into proximity with a loved one. 
See also Burgess, forthcoming. 
120 Neither Gandhi nor King fully developed their own ideas in a 
systematic way, but others have done so in the intervening years. 
See, for instance, Bondurant, 1969, and Nagler, 2004. 
121 For an encyclopedic account of these tools, see Sharp, 1973. 
122 This idea is fully developed in Chapter 8. 
123 This is a kind of philosophical pragmatism. See Bernstein, 2010. 
124 In this discussion, I am especially indebted to the work of Todd 
May, 2015, for his own thought and his able descriptions of the 
work of Kant and Wilfred Sellars. 
125 See Varela & Thompson, 1991. 
126 Sellars, 1997. 
127 Kant, 1785/2009, p. 96. 
128 Kant, 1785/2009, p. 101. 
129 See May, 2015, p. 110ff. for a discussion of the role of dignity in 
Kant’s moral philosophy. 
130 See Nagler, 2004, p. 93 for a discussion of the “event cone” as it 
applies to violence. 
131 This is a utilitarian approach. For a current defense of 
utilitarianism, see Greene, 2013. 
132 Churchill, 1974, p. 7566. 
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133 The irony here is that most proponents of radical politics want 
to make our politics more democratic, not less; so in this sense 
perhaps there is no disagreement. Of course, Churchill meant 
liberalism, in which democracy is married to capitalism. Today 
Churchill’s words resonate with neoliberalism, in which democracy 
is not only married, but subservient, to capitalism. 
134 Actual Marxian communism has never been tried, either, a point 
lost on almost everyone. When people speak of communism, they 
usually mean Soviet or Chinese communism, or some variant 
thereof, none of which bear much resemblance to communism as 
an ideal such as Marx described. 
135 Pinker, 2011, 490-491. 
136 Pinker, 2011. He devotes five massive chapters to showing that 
violence has declined substantially in every area of violence he can 
think of (which may or may not be true) due to “exogenous 
factors”—that is, not intrinsic evolutionary processes. 
137 This is why I describe nonviolence as subtractive: V + (-V) à E. 
138 This idea is rigorously worked out in Gendlin’s (1996/2018) 
philosophical masterpiece, A Process Model. 
139 Schore, 1994. 
140 Or, to put it in the negative, where violence always introduces 
unnecessary suffering. 
141 This is most directly represented by the research done under the 
name of interpersonal neurobiology. See Siegel, 2015. Of course, 
we can imagine scenarios in which he has harmed her so terribly 
that she cannot soften until much more repair occurs. But even 
here, the difference is a matter of degree; the principle still holds. 
142 I allude here to Heidegger, but more to Merleau-Ponty, but 
above all to Eugene Gendlin. See Gendlin, 1962/1997. Also see my 
paper on applying Gendlin’s Process Model (Gendlin, 1996/2018) to 
violence, peace, and nonviolence, Burgess, forthcoming. 
143 May, 2015, p. 155. 
144 May, 2015, pp. 155-156. 
145 In these remarks I am leaning heavily on Gendlin, 1996/2018, 
especially in the term carrying forward. 
146 May, 2015, p. 25. 
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147 It was not mere luck, of course. Just prior to her incarceration, 
Ridd had alerted the embassy and her organization in hopes that 
she might be rescued. This is an important point. As with any 
significant endeavor, planning, organization, and competent 
execution are vital to success. 
148 Nagler, 2001, p. 43. 
149 Nonviolent actions rarely, if ever, occur in a vacuum. One can 
always find traces of the logic of violence operating somewhere, on 
some level. But this says more about the world we live in, 
immersed in violence everywhere as it is, than it does about the 
efficacy of nonviolence per se. 
150 Nagler, 2001, p. 43. 
151 Except in the generic sense that it is miraculous that there is 
something rather than nothing, and what a spectacular something it 
all, and every bit of it, is! 
152 My account of the Salt Satyagraha is principally indebted to 
Bondurant, 1969. 
153 Recent evidence strongly suggests, however, that nonviolent 
campaigns tend to be more effective than violent ones. See 
Chenoweth & Stephan, 2011. 
154 Bondurant, 1969, p. 96. A Sam Browne is a leather belt worn as 
part of the police uniform. It was evidently so besweated that its 
color was leeching into the sergeants white uniform. 
155 This example is drawn from the account in Ackerman & Duvall, 
2000, pp. 369-396. 
156 Ackerman & Duvall, 2000, p. 388. 
157 In practical terms, of course, no matter how necessary 
nonviolent coercion may be, it will fail if it is not also possible. Part 
of the practical calculation, therefore, is an assessment of political 
and social probability. If the probability of success is too low, then 
nonviolent coercion cannot succeed; there will never arise 
sufficient leverage to be coercive. In this condition, other 
nonviolent means are required. For a thoughtful treatment of 
nonviolent coercion, see May, 2015. 
158 In the event, Marcos’ health had been failing for some time 
before his overthrow and he died three years afterwards. A 
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triumphant and violent return to power was simply not in the 
cards. 
159 For an encyclopedic account of the negative effects of 
glucocorticoids, see Sapolsky, 2017. 
160 See Siegel, 2015. 
161 Nor can I deny that these responses may be unconsciously 
present in me, alas, given my own privilege. 
162 The works of Kierkegaard offer one historically and 
philosophically important glimpse into the relationship between 
existentialism and religion—in his case, Christianity. 
163 Rogers, 1957. 
164 Gendlin, 1996. 
165 Richard Meyer, personal communication. 
166 Rogers, 1957. 
167 Wampold, 2015. 
168 Of course, it does not follow that all psychotherapeutic 
processes directly support nonviolence work. Many clients in 
therapy are not oriented toward the problem of violence, do not 
regard themselves as prone to violence, and have no explicit 
intention to make the world a better place through their therapeutic 
work. The same is likely true for many therapists. While 
psychotherapy is probably helpful to promoting nonviolence to 
some degree anyway, I am recommending psychotherapy in which 
both the client and the therapist share an active intention to 
develop the capacity for making peace internally and in the world. 
169 Even prayer. I hesitate to include this word because it often 
suggests something more active, like a dialogue with God, or a 
recitation of needs or gratitudes. But very often I think prayer is 
closer to contemplation, etc., and belongs on this list. 
170 Elsewhere, I call this the art of experiencing. See my podcast, The 
Art of Experiencing: Mindfulness and the Zen Koan at 
http://www.parkeburgess.com/podcast/. 
171 If this description of existential work bears an uncanny 
resemblance to Zen, especially in its Soto form, the fault lies 
entirely with me. Although this is where the bulk of my own 
experience lies, I am trying to describe a universal type of endeavor 



Endnotes     245 

																																								 																																								 																																								 	
that I believe is encoded in various ways in most religious and 
spiritual traditions. 
172 See McGilchrist, 2009. 
173 “The whole universe is moistened with nectar, and the truth is 
ready to harvest,” attributed to ancient Soto Zen Master Dogen. 
See Aitken, 1984, p. 50. 
174 See, for instance, Austin, 1999 or Siegel, 2018.  
175 See McGilchrist, 2009. 
176 See Kahneman, 2011. 
177 Shakespeare, W. (1596), The merchant of Venice. Act II, Scene 2, 
Lines 84-85. 
178 The admittedly awkward notation r/(r)evolution indicates both 
senses: of revolution that is likely violent, and (r)evolution that is 
nonviolent. 
179 To counter this point, the following passage from Martin Luther 
King’s (1963) Letter from a Birmingham Jail is often cited: “I have 
almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro's great 
stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is not the White 
Citizen's Counciler or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white 
moderate, who is more devoted to ‘order’ than to justice; who 
prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a 
positive peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly says: 
‘I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with your 
methods of direct action’; who paternalistically believes he can set 
the timetable for another man's freedom; who lives by a mythical 
concept of time and who constantly advises the Negro to wait for a 
‘more convenient season.’ Shallow understanding from people of 
good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from 
people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering 
than outright rejection.” Without getting too far into detail here, it 
is my understanding that King is making exactly the same point I am 
here expressing. His issue is not with those who would urge 
nonviolence (because, of course, that was his position precisely) 
but those whose ultimate goals were not sufficiently radical (i.e., 
“moderate”), and who rejected the use of “direct action.” See 
Chapter 7 for my extended endorsement of direct action, as well as 
the remainder of this chapter. Moreover, much of King’s letter 
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argues for the urgency of radical social change, to which the whole 
argument of this book is also devoted. I am only saying here that it 
cannot be forced or manufactured, and is not served by violence in 
the long-term, but must emerge of its own accord, by virtue of its 
own inherent necessity, which is both great and immediate. 
180 The Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 may be the most striking 
example of this. 
181 See Branch, 1988, 1998, and 2006 for an encyclopedic account 
of the civil rights movement, and especially the role of Martin 
Luther King, on the basis of which I make the observations in this 
section. For the Montgomery bus boycott, see Branch, 1988, pp. 
143 ff. 
182 Although, to be fair, and this is an important point: leadership 
affects the multitude, too. In our metaphor, the wave determines 
the surfer but the surfer also determines the wave. There is an 
interaction here in which each part (leader and multitude) defines 
and is defined by the other. See Gendlin, 1996/2018. My main 
argument here is that leadership is far more complex than our usual 
thinking about it, which Martin Luther King and others often 
painfully discovered. 
183 This is the whole idea of Gandhi’s Constructive Programme. 
See Gandhi, 1945. 
184 The very best explanation for this law is to be found, I think, in 
Gendlin, 1996/2018, but to show that is a project for another time. 
185 And, as I have argued, shame is very much both the cause and 
the effect of these. 
186 See Pinker, 2003, a book devoted to this idea. 
187 Goddard, 1951, vol. 2, p. 116. 
188 Goddard, 1951, vol. 2, p. 116. 
189 Goddard, 1951, vol. 2, p. 135. 
190 Pinker, 2011, p. 202 
191 Pinker, 2011, p. 203 
192 Jha et al, 2013. p. 349 
193 Jha et al, 2013. p. 349 
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