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An Ethical Plea for Nonviolence: 
The case of the Arab Israeli Conflict

Nonviolence motivates people to act justly and ethically, in demanding just and ethical action, without resort to physical coercion.  (Awad 2001)
Introduction:

The Israeli Palestinian conflict has been going on since the United Nations declared a partition of the Holy Land on November 29, 1947 (Bard 2002), and to this day there seems no end in sight.  Conjuring up images of this war I associate young Arab men in what appear to be near slum conditions, throwing rocks, Molotov-cocktails, and anything else they can find, at the highly disciplined Israeli army, or that of buildings and people demolished by an Arab suicide bomber.  These images have been embedded into my mind, and I have become disillusioned with the prospect of a peaceful resolution.  I have stopped reading about the “Peace Process” because I know within a few days or weeks it will have fallen through due to a violent attack somewhere.  Because I, and others, are not exposed to alternative ways to combat violence or conflict, I have felt the situation between the Israelis and Palestinians is hopeless.  I needed to find another way to respond to what I saw on television; heard on the radio, and read in the papers, and so I began to research nonviolence hoping it would provide the moral response and realistic resolution that has not arisen yet.  

 The 1980s saw the rise of a small but committed Palestinian nonviolent movement, headed by Mubarak Awad, a Christian Arab and counselor by profession, who appears to be one of the few voices of reason in the dismal Middle East conflict (Awad 1984).  He is implementing the approach Gandhi used to expel the British from India, by trying to thwart the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip using strictly nonviolent means.  It appears to me that violent tactics are not working in this particular conflict, and possibly a more moral approach is what is needed, and thus I will explore an alternative option—nonviolence.

Assumptions:

Before beginning this essay I must make two assumptions, on which all nonviolent tactics are predicated.  First, those employing nonviolent strategies, in this case the Palestinians, have a just cause; and second, that the targets of nonviolence, in this case the Israelis, have a humane conscience that can be influenced to see the justness of their enemy’s cause.  The Arabs claim that because the inhabitants of the occupied territory, namely 1.3 million Arabs, want to be under Palestinian rule, they should be allowed self-determination under the Palestinian state (Awad 1984). Israel obviously has its own reasons for keeping the territories including the claim that this territory is vital to national security (Slater 1994).  But for a nonviolent campaign to be effective, it must represent a just cause because it is coupled with truth.  Gandhi says, “There can be no Satyagraha
 in an unjust cause, as it is, by definition a commitment to upholding the truth,” because it is a contradiction to persuade the other side that they are acting unjustly, if in fact they are not (Gandhi 1973).  In this situation, although there are compelling arguments on both sides, a reasonable assumption that needs to be made is the Arabs seeking self-determination have truth on their side and thus a nonviolent campaign can be an effective method to combat the continuing violence.

This leads to the need for the second assumption, which is that the way in which a nonviolent campaign works is through “melting” (Gandhi 1961) the heart of the other side.  It is not by persuasion and coercion that a nonviolent campaign is successful; it is only through educating the opposing side and showing them the mistakes of their position.  Gandhi states, “One’s opponent must be weaned from error by patience and sympathy” (1961), and it is this alone that provides for a successful Satyagraha campaign.  In the case of Israel I will assume, as does Mubarak Awad, that both the government and its soldiers are “human being[s], not beast[s] devoid of conscience and feeling” (Awad 1984).  It is the fact that the opposing side must have some heart or feeling that ultimately will ensure the success of a nonviolent campaign because it allows for the belief in the enemy’s moral sense of justice.

Critics’ Objection to Nonviolence:


While I truly believe in the merits of nonviolent tactics, many seem to brush these proven tactics aside as ineffective and too idealistic.  I will consider two of the more important arguments raised  by critics that argue nonviolence could not work in the Middle East to effect any sort of conflict resolution.  The first of these is that people believe that war and violence are so entrenched in our society that there is no changing the components of this conflict.  Some believe that it is a natural reaction to strike back, so nonviolence seems to be a contradiction of human instinct.  In rebuttal I would contend that whether or not violence is a human instinct it can be overcome, and we have many examples proving that, through much cultivation and discipline of their minds and bodies, people can act in completely nonviolent ways, and therefore this criticism does not provide a philosophical justification for why nonviolence should not be attempted.


While attending a conference in Morality and Strategy, nonviolence was dismissed because of a single case, Nazi Germany, in which it is assumed that it could not be effective.  The speaker, Mr. Anthony Cordesman, queried: “How could nonviolence really have dealt with Nazi Germany?” and concluded that this “school” of thought must be thrown out based on its inherent flaw
.   Mr. Cordesman claimed that a nonviolent campaign would not work against a ruthless, inhumane dictator who wanted the Jews and every other minority exterminated.  He is absolutely right.  But that is one of the assumptions, that the “enemy” must have a heart for a nonviolence campaign to work.   This comprises only one example of where nonviolence would have failed, but that does not mean the theory of nonviolence should be thrown out in its entirety.  It is easy to provide many cases where violence has failed (particularly in the Middle East) but nobody considers that the theory of justifiable violence should be discarded.

The Event:

I believe the best way to expound upon the reasons why nonviolence is a more moral strategy to combat violence in the Middle East is to examine in detail a single instance where it has been used and its effectiveness in this event.
On January 25th, 1986, Awad led an “army” that wanted to replant olive trees that had been uprooted by Israeli soldiers along the “Green Line” that divides pre-1967 Israel, including the occupied territories (Fisher 1986).  Awad led this army of over one hundred, including Israeli citizens, foreigners, and Palestinians, and they began to plant the trees, even as the Israeli soldiers arrived and started uprooting them on the spot.  Awad’s army protected the trees with nonviolent means alone, and although they were pushed out of the way, they offered the soldiers snacks of fruit and juice (Pippert 1987).  Although the soldiers were able to uproot every plant on this day, Awad realized that much had been accomplished in this event and there had been no bloodshed.  He was able to show that a more moral approach to responding to violence is viable in the Middle East.

The Superiority of Nonviolence Over Violence in the Middle East:

Means and ends:

 When discussing strategy and tactics, Awad states: “the key here is the relation between means and ends.  There is no separation.  This is the heart of the practice of nonviolence” (Awad 2001).  The reason that nonviolence is embraced as the only true means to peace is because a resister believes that to have a pure end, pure means must be used.  In this case the means was that of replanting an olive tree, a tree universally known as the “peace tree,” was a good-intentioned way of expressing the Palestinian need for self-determination.  If violence had been used, it would have made an impure end.  It is impossible to have a pure end when violence is implemented because of its tainted nature.  Similarly, Gandhi, when discussing the importance of means and ends, states that trying to obtain a pure end from impure means “is the same as saying that we can get a rose through planting a noxious weed” (10).  In the case of forcing the Israeli occupation to end, it would not be right to obtain this by using “noxious”, violent means.

Respect for enemy:


One of the most important attributes of a nonviolent strategy is that it enables the conflict to end without further violence.  The goal is to nurture a mutual respect on both sides.  Gandhi states, “The one condition of winning a violent war is to keep the indignation against the enemy burning fiercely” (93).  He realizes that after a war in many cases the losing side is still angry at losing and if given the chance would retaliate.  But with a nonviolent approach both sides gain respect for the other.  Eventually, the stronger side voluntarily re-positions, and this can produce a truly final end to the violence.  In similar fashion, Awad states, “If I want justice, I have to want it also for my enemy” (Spencer NV Resistance).  Awad understands that this cannot be a one sided victory and that the benefit of nonviolent action is that both sides reach a consensus without feeling the other side has been minimized. James Johnson states, “Perhaps the most difficult problem posed by contemporary warfare, all in all, is the difficulty of achieving a stable, secure ending to it” (191 Johnson).  In a violent war there is greater chance of hatred remaining after the conflict has ended, but in a nonviolent campaign a respect and understanding is gained by both parties and will lead to a more secure ending.  This is especially important in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict where historically a settlement is temporarily reached, but soon after violence erupts once again and the entire peace process is derailed.  Planting olive trees will not leave lasting resentment, and might be considered the first of many nonviolent gestures leading to a truly final end through mutual understanding.

Gaining sympathy through media coverage:

To win a nonviolent conflict it is of the utmost importance to have media coverage.  When one sees violence being perpetrated on both sides it is easy to think that it was called for, or just.  But when we see images of police beating African Americans who are not resisting (American Civil Rights movement), or the British shooting unarmed Indians (struggle for India home rule), there is a sense of nausea associated with these brutal acts on unarmed civilians.  Awad realizes the significance that publicity plays in any nonviolent struggle and stresses the importance of people seeing for themselves what is happening in the Middle East.  When describing the American Civil Rights movement, Awad emphasizes that the “moral point of the marchers was forcefully made to the millions who saw the event on television and perceived the justice of the marchers and the injustice of the authorities” (Awad 2001).  In a nonviolent campaign one cannot expect to “win” the war or conflict, but to change the hearts of the authorities and the citizens of the world.
  Following this logic Awad, when planting the olive trees, realized they would simply be ripped out, but he also astutely notes, “the story was on Israeli television…[and] the military response publicized what was happening all the time” (Batniji).  Winning the war does not involve forcing the other side to submit, but encouraging a new perspective, especially through widespread media coverage.  The reason a nonviolent campaign can be so effective is that:

 If the nonviolent act is allowed, it makes its point and the movement gains strength.  If the authorities resist, particularly where they resort to violent means, the relative justice   of the actors and injustice of their opponents is magnified, bringing considerable political gain to the activists. (Awad 2001)

The tree-planting demonstration showed the people of Israel, the Palestinians, and the rest of the world that the intentions of Mubarak Awad’s followers are just and the means taken to achieve them were pure.

Involving entire communities:

In a violent war the more soldiers a side has (excluding weapons available), the better position one’s army will be in.  During the French revolution, Clausewitz describes how the French were facing insurmountable odds, when people joined the ranks of the standing army to create a more powerful war machine.
  A nonviolent resistance campaign actually creates many benefits that aren’t available in a regular war.  When discussing the effectiveness of the PLO (Palestinian Liberation Organization), which has advocated and engaged in violence to liberate the occupied territories, Awad notes, “The PLO limits you to individuals who have a gun or can get a gun.  It paralyzes 85% of society” (Fisher 1986).  The first point is that only a certain amount of the citizens can participate in a violent struggle, thus excluding many who would like to contribute but are unable.  More importantly, a regular war almost completely excludes women and children, and in the front lines they are entirely prohibited.  This is not the case with a nonviolent movement.  Gandhi states that peaceful non-cooperation can be used “alike by men, women and children” (34).  With the entire population thus capable of performing action for their cause, the opposition loses advantage.  Awad realizes that the full potential of the Palestinian people cannot be actualized in a violent campaign.  Instead, when describing a nonviolent campaign, he asserts, “This struggle utilizes the largest possible amount of the potential resources of Palestinians…” (Awad 1984).    With the full potential of the people being used in this manner, it should force the opposition to reflect and re-asses the justness of their cause.  

Another benefit to using all the citizens of a struggle is that a sense of unity is augmented.  When a person is supporting a cause they believe in, they feel part of the community.  When the women and children who normally would be unable to play a significant role in a violent war are able to stand side by side with their fathers and husbands a deeper sense of unity is created.  Also, when they see the effect they are having, as one journalist stated, “That power created unity” (Spencer NV in Holy).  A unified people is essential to winning any struggle, but is even more so in a nonviolent struggle because the oppressor must see that the entire people want liberation, and that the masses are being treated unfairly.

Avoid killing of innocents

Another reason why nonviolence is superior to that of violence is that violent conflict inevitably involves the killing of innocents.  Robert Holmes, in On War and Morality, states, “if modern war inevitably involves the killing of innocent persons, then one cannot justify war” (17).  Although in our society this seems to be a radical statement, most would agree that the killing of innocents is presumptively wrong.  In a nonviolent campaign the hope is that not a single innocent person will die. Even if one believes that war can be justified although it kills innocents, most would contend that it would be better not to deprive innocent people of life.  By choosing a nonviolent strategy of tree planting, Awad immediately makes the killing of innocents highly unlikely.  His nonviolent resisters must be considered noncombatants according to just war theory because what makes one a combatant is that he poses a direct threat to the life of the enemy. Just war theory distinguishes “between those who have lost their rights [to life] because of their war like activities and those who have not” (Waltzer 145).  Because planting trees does not pose a direct threat to the other side, for Israeli soldiers to kill these individuals would be unjust. 

Future Repercussions

Another reason why nonviolence should be implemented is provided by Gandhi who notes that “If he is wrong he can only harm himself, and not his opponent” (301).  Because humans are incapable of knowing the full truth, it is quite possible that they are misguided in what they believe.  Let’s assume, for example, that the Palestinians are completely wrong and do not have a just cause.   If they take up arms and kill many Israeli soldiers then, although unknowingly, they have killed unjustly.  If these same Palestinians learn in the future that they made an error, it will be more difficult to remedy it, because one cannot bring back the dead.  If, on the other hand, they resort to a nonviolent tactic, and are proven to be in the wrong at a future date, they at least have not violated the right of a person to life.  Awad believes that this land rightly belongs to Palestine, but he also points out that they must find a way to reconcile their differences to live together in peace.  In the future it will be much more probable to compromise with one another if no violence has occurred unjustly.  The best way not to engage in unjust violence, is not to engage in violence at all.  Therefore, the superiority again rests with nonviolence over violence.

Why Use Nonviolence Instead of Violence and Can it be Effective?


The simple answer is that for more than fifty years violence has not worked in the Middle East.
  I believe a new approach must be tried which will bring new hope to the people on both sides of the conflict.  Although not a direct proof, the following example seems to me, at the very least to provide a strong correlation based on nonviolent Palestinian actions.  Recently Israeli soldiers have drafted a petition declaring that they will not serve in the Israeli army in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. The petition reads: “We shall not continue to fight beyond the 1967 borders in order to dominate, expel, starve and humiliate an entire people” (Petition).  What is important to note is that nowhere in the document do these 402 men say they are afraid to fight; in fact, all of them say that, if relocated, they will continue to serve in the Israeli army.  These soldiers’ decision to stop fighting had nothing to do with their objection to violence per se.  Instead, they saw a people suffering and protesting and realized the error of their actions.  Mubarak Awad, although not commenting on this particular situation, has said that the ultimate goal of a nonviolence movement is not to remove the enemy through force but to move him by “changing the minds and the attitudes of the opponents…” (Awad 2001).   The suffering they have witnessed, whether it is due to nonviolent protests or other factors, the soldiers’ changed their minds and no longer believe that their government is acting justly, exactly what a nonviolent campaign tries to establish.  

Conclusion:

I believe Awad makes a strong case that a nonviolent movement in the occupied territories cannot help but succeed over time.  Planting trees might seem quaint and perhaps irrelevant in the current escalating waves of Palestinian suicide bombers and invading Israeli tanks. Yet, precisely because of the arguments made above, if a band of Palestinians were to once again begin a large-scale nonviolent campaign, it might be a sign to combatants on both sides that another way must be found.  The point here is that by not retaliating in the expected way a more moral solution can be achieved by both the Palestinians and Israelis.  I see a nonviolent campaign as a moral alternative to retaliating in the expected fashion that only breeds more violence.
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� The term Gandhi termed to describe civil, nonviolent resisters.  This word encompasses the word satya, which means truth, so a literal translation is that of a truth seeker.


� Cordesman, the keynote speaker, presented his essay “The Moral and Ethical Challenges of Modern War” at the Moral Dimensions Of American Military Strategy conference, where he disproved every “school” of thought on just war without every providing his own “school”.  The conference was at the Army War College, in Pennsylvania, from April 9-11 2002


� Gandhi, Nonviolent Resistance, discussion of how suffering will induce people’s “hearts to melt” and that they will voluntary cease perpetrating violence against those whom they were formerly oppressing.


� Clausewitz, On War, discusses when war “became the business of the people” in that now the full potential of the State was creating a more powerful and destructive war machine


� Awad, The Power of Nonviolence
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