
can question the human concern, the logical coher- 
ence, or even the religious foundations of the new 
theology. It is as Christian, at least historically, as 
pacifism or the just war. A revolutionary theme is 
present in both the Old and the New Testament. One 
has only to read the Magnificat of Mary to see the 
revolutionary promise of Christianity. The words of 
Jesus himself contain revolutionary statements (“I 
have come to cast fire on the earth . . .”; “I have come 
to save sinners . . .” etc.), and Christian history is filled 
with the crusading spirit. 

On the other hand, what one must question is the 
dark despair that sees the present social structures as 
hopelessly oppressive. To date there has probably 
never existed a less unjust society than that which 
exists now-at least in the United States. Unless a 
revolution is to be purely nihilistic, the very element 
needed for its success, a sufficiently large popular 
consensus, can also be used to bring about radical, 
even structural changes (such as a guaranteed annual 
income ) without violence. 

\Ye must also ask if the revolutionary hope for the 
future is naive. For what comes after a revolution 
can be far worse than what came before, as history 
never tires of teaching us. Father Andrew Greeley 
states somewhat waspishly that almost 200 years after 
its revolution France is still ungovernable except by 

an autocrat in the Bourbon mold. In it more sober 
vein Father John L. McKenzie, S.J., writes, “I do 
not see how any sane man can look forward to a 
revolution as the cure of social evils; i t  seems he 
would know little about the history of revolutions. 

.One has to say that no matter what the revolution ac- 
complishes, there must be a better way of doing it. 
Some of the things which perish with the moderates 
are certain basic canons of morality and human 
decency. Persons cease to be persons and become 
symbols .” 

There is a further danger of idealizing and myth- 
ologizing, especially with mass media playing up the 
names of Chd Guevara, Camilo Torres, and other 
revolutionaries (most of whom are dead). Can those 
who speak of revolution face the grim reality of terror 
and bloodshed that almost of their very nature destroy 
the Christian love that motivated them? Can ideal- 
istic and noble leaders control the forces they unleash, 
most of whom would not share their high motivation, 
especially over a long period of violence? 

In summary, h i l e  a Christian theology of revolu- 
tion is possible i d  perhaps necessary, it is not a 
thing to be taken lightly. The truths and spirit of 
Christianity can be adapted to the rigorous asceticism 
demanded by violent revolrition, but the real question 
is, can Christians? 

VIOLENCE: A CHRISTIAN PERSPECTIVE 
Peter J .  Riga 

The metaphysics of violence has been wrongly re- 
stricted to describe illicit and illegal application of 
physical force. In the coiiiinon estimation of men, 
violence is associated with “riots in the streets,” mug- 
ging, rape, murder, and other such forms of injury. 
These are certainly forms of violence but they are 
the symptomatic forms of violence arising from 
deeper, more underlining causes, both covert and 
overt. We simply cannot identify physical force with 
violence, for force is that measure of rational power 
required to accomplish a reasonablc end. Policemen, 
for example, are not empowered to use violence 
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against the criminal, h i t  only mcasurcd power ( in- 
vestigation, accusation, apprehension which nlay in- 
volve physical forcc ) to accomplish a rational end 
(observation of a law or laws). The physicid force 
used to restrain a baby, for instance, from falling off 
the stairs - because the use of reason has not at- 
tained its exercising power in this person - is force 
but not violence. So too with regard to criminals in 
prison (protection of society) as well as mental pa- 
tients in hospitals. \\‘e use ii great deal of force in 
the exercise of the various passions without neces- 
sarily committing violence. Sexual passion employs 
much force in its exercise but when done as an act 
of love cannot properly be termed violence. When, 
however, it is imposed on someone who is unwilling 
or, yet more serious, on a person one does not love, 
then instinctual passion has replaced human sexuality 
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and we have violence. What is force and instinct in 
an animal becomes vice and violence in a man pre- 
cisely because the human person has the freedom to 
exercise intelligence and understanding. 

Perhaps this distinction between force and violence 
becomes much more tenuous in institutional forms of 
the use of force such as war. Although the individual 
soldier can kill another soldier of the enemy nation, 
this is not considered murder but self-defense in the 
case of unjust aggression. Even in such a case, we 
have a rational application of force for rational ends 
(resisting the so-called aggression, protecting one’s 
national society). This was what the whole theology 
of “just war” was all ilbout, that is, i t  was an attempt 
by the medieval theologians to limit the violence 
of war (via the so-called four conditions of the just 
war, namely, just cause, correct authority, propor- 
tionality and civilian non-combatancy immunity) 
by hinging it  into tolerable limits of rational ends. 
Yet there are new dimensions to this use of force- 
guerrilla warfare, nuclear energy, institutionalized 
international economic and social violence by the 
major powers - each contributing to the very com- 
plicated problem today of the difference between 
violence and force. The application, for instance, of 
full-scale nuclear exchange could not be conceived 
of neutrally as force since no rational end could be 
served by total annihilation. It is therefore violence 
pure and simple and thus clearly immoral. But what 
of the lesser range of the use of force, the sometimes 
illegal use of force such as guerrilla warfare against 
a regime which is patently oppressive to basic human 
and civil rights? The moral use of force would have 
to be nuanced and therefore each specific situation 
must he examined very carefully in the light of a 
further understanding of what constitutes the nature 
of violence. 

In the final analysis of violence, violence comes 
into existence when the basic human rights of the 
human person are violated. With such a criterion, it 
is perhaps easier to define violence as a function of 
the human person rather than as a function of the 
rational use of force for rational ends. In order to 
understand this concept of violence, we must under- 
stand the concept of the rights of the human person. 
The person is the subject of rights because he is a 
moral person, that is, he is a being with intelligence 
and freedom; he is thus capable of and responsible 
for the realization of his human and moral destiny. 
In man’s personal being lies the source of his rights, 
and he is the bearer of these rights. They are uni- 
versal because they belong to every single human 
being. Since these rights are not arbitrarily given or 
taken away, they pertain to what man is and to his 

fulfillment as a human person. They cannot, therefore, 
be granted or denied by the edict of the state or by 
a “social contract.” They are inviolable and inalien- 
able because each human person has a destiny which 
no one else can fulfill or take from him; he is unique 
in his personal destiny and so only he has the obli- 
gation and the right to fulfill this destiny which is 
proper to him alone. If each man must fulfill his des- 
tiny (without which he would cease to be human) 
he must have the means, insured by his fundamental 
human rights, to do so. Therefore, it is only the 
human person who is the subject of rights by prin- 
ciple of who and what he is, directing himself in 
freedom to his proper fulfillment and destiny. 

0 

In such a perspective, the law exists‘ to promote, 
safeguard and sometimes limit these rights for the 
good of all. These rights cannot be granted or taken 
away from each and every man without attacking 
and doing violence to the very core of man. Even 
those who are not conscious of their rights, such as 
children, idiots and the mentally ill, are subjects of 
rights, and these persons cannot be eliminated when 
they are no longer “useful” to the state or the social 
or economic community. These rights are specific, 
but they--are continuously being elaborated as we 
come t? know more of man. 

Man, for instance, is not simply a soul imprisoned 
in a body; man is his body and is thus an incarnate 
spirit, an incarnate interiority, and his body is an 
essential principle of his being-in-the-world. Only 
through his body can man develop, do good, make 
his contribution to society. Therefore, life is a precious 
gift and man has a right to life and must respect 
this right. At times, he may even assert his right to 
life against others who would unjustly attempt to take 
it from him, that is, in self-defense. 

So too with regard to private property. The human 
person needs material goods for his sustenance and 
security. Men are incarnate spirits, and this implies 
a clear relationship to his material needs. In order 
to perfect his person, he must make use of them; and 
if he must, he has a right to do so. This brings us 
to a very fine but important distinction: A man has 
a right to private property but this right in turn is 
subordinate to a more basic right, namely, the right 
of use of’ material goods. The right to property is 
secondary and derived, and it exists so that an order 
might be established in which the right of usage is 
assured. The right of property is then a means to 
an end, and it is therefore subordinate to the right 
of usage which belongs to all men by virtue of the 
fact that they are incarnate beings. The doctrine of 
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the absolute right of private property is a grave 
human and social aberration. Private property must 
promote thq,right of usage. Thus, large land holdings 
in the hands of a few Latin Americans is a grave 
human disorder because the right of usage is denied 
to the many. The lack of a genuine land reform is a 
basic violence in the midst of these societies. 

\Ve are here at the touchstone of what it means 
to be a person and in function of that, what it means 
to be violent. Violence, in its root definition, is any 
\riolation of the basic human rights of the person: 
these ciin be social, economic, moral and political. 
This last category is really not related to man’s in- 
trinsic rights (he has these by the very fact that he is 
a person) but to his extrinsic relationship with his 
fellows insofar as they are obligated, morally speaking, 
to respect, protect and promote these rights in com- 
munity. This functidn formally belongs to the political 
order, artificially set up to perform exactly such a 
function. The political community (or  “the State”) 
is therefore not a t  the source of these basic human 
rights, but can only protect, promote and delineate 
these rights in a context of community (constitution, 
bill of rights, declaration of independence, etc. ).  
It is clear how all forms of totalitarianism (of the 
left, right or middle) do radical violence to the 
human person, even if he has enough to eat and drink. 

There is a hierarchy of temporal and moral import- 
ance among these human rights. Thus, while it is 
true that without food and shelter I shall starve and 
freeze, ( therefore, this right is temporarily primary) 
it is more important to me as a human being to have 
my right of communication and free speech guar- 
anteed (morally superior to the right of economic 
dignity). In reality, these rights form a complex whole 
which cannot be separated without doing fundamen- 
tal violence to man. Man as an incarnate spirit is 
subject and deposit of human rights, and to deprive 
him of these is to do violence to his very person. 

If, for example, the government imposes arbitrary 
censorship on me as a citizen, I have been violated 
at the core of my being. As a person, my search for 
truth is such that I live in illusion and falsehood 
without it; as incarnate spirit, this communication 
of truth comes to me by exchange of views in print, 
from the mass mcciia, etc. For government to de- 
prive me of these media, is to impede my search for 
truth which is intolerable to me as a thinking, rational 
spirit. It is to do violence to me in amost profound way. 

This violence on men can be exercised in both a 
covert and overt fashion; it can be both social violence 
as well as individual. What is commonly called “dis- 
order in the streets” refers to the unjustified physical 
attack on one person by another for any number of 

reasons: robbery, rape, rage, etc. Such violence is 
the most evident since it is the most obvious form 
of coercion. Covert individual violence can be exer- 
cised as a threat, like blackmail, from personal infor- 
mation about a particular person (homosexuality, 
former prison record, past indiscretion, etc.). This 
violence infringes on his right to bodily and psycho- 
logical integrity, his right to confidence, secrecy and 
his interiority as il person. 

The situation takes on a different perspective when 
individuals participate in mass violence against per- 
sons and property in riots. These actions are indeed 
the acts of individuals but as a manifestation of rage 
against the prevailing and oppressive social, economic, 
and political order which has already done massive 
violence to their fundamental rights as persons. This 
is usually triggered by racial causes, but not always. 
The Irish rebellion in New York in 1862 was directed 
against the inequity of the draft system as well as 
against an economic system which kept them poor 
but yet demanded that these same poor people fight 
to preserve this inequitable social and economic 
system. 

Institutional violence can also be overt and covert. 
\Var is perhaps the clearest form of overt institutional 
violence of one group (or nation) against another. 
The soldier kills the enemy because he is commanded 
to do so by his institutional government (in civil war, 
this distinction becomes more complicated since gov- 
ernment itself is divided). The limits of such violence 
have never really been defined and, in reality, the 
limit has usually been set by the less scrupulous party 
who was then imitated by the other belligerent (e.g. ,  
total war bombing of both the Germans and the Allies 
during World War 11). The international agreements 
of the Hague, Geneva and Nuremburg were inter- 
esting in this respect since the basis of these trials 
was not so much written international law as unwrit- 
ten laws of “nature” or of conscience known to all 
men and whose disregard must be held accountable 
under international law. In such cases, it is now fre- 
quently contended, the individual soldier is not cx- 
cused from perpetrating violence on the innocent 
even if he is commanded to do so by his institutional 
government. 

.Covert institutional violence is also very common. 
A whole social, economic and political order built 
to protect the few rich while leaving the vast majority 
of citizens in the midst of want, misery and depriva- 
tion, is radical institutional violence even if the gov- 
ernment does not fire a shot. It is this form of violence 
which ultimately leads to insurrection or the violence 
of the enleube en masse which in its turn is met with 
repression by th&t who control and confirm the 
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status quo. A social or economic order which does not 
guarantee the basic rights of freedom from want and 
misery for all of its citizens, is an oppressive and 
totalitarian exercise of institutional violence. In their 
own turn, the supporters of the status quo (in order 
to justify their actions) usually poison the waters of 
understanding by accusing the other party of “com- 
munism” so that, the well of understanding being 
poisoned, all opposition to the established disorder is 
effectively terminated. 

Covert institutional violence can also be exercised 
in many other ways. Since government controls much 
of the mass media as well as information concerning 
international affairs, it is not a hard task to manage 
the news to fit the government’s own version of 
domestic and international situations. This form of 
institutional violence can also be effectively exer- 
cised by powerful and well-financed groups. Their 
control (particularly of commercial interests) is vast 
in the mass media, even determining thereby the 
future cultural patterns of the society itself. This is 
blatantly exercised in the Soviet Union but it is also 
subtly at work in what has become known as the 
consumer society in the U.S. Values indoctrinated are 
those of a purely commercial and materialistic nature. 
This corrupts the society as much as blatantly man- 
aged cultural patterns. 

There is also the violence of illusion and self-decep- 
tion. This is particularly true of U.S. foreign policy 
which has confused political ends with ideological 
ends. The illusion that Americans can accomplish any 
goal they wish because they have the material re- 
sources and the technological ability, can lead to the 
frustration and rage of a whole country. Thus we 
are not “winning” in Vietnam, not because our goals 
have been wrong in being there in the first place, but 
because there is a conspiracy somewhere along the 
line or someone (or group) is subverting the war 
effort. The solution is therefore easy: we must have 
the “will to win” by using even more destructive 
material and more manpower “to do the job.” The 
vision of omnipotent military power is the very vio- 
lence done to the human condition. 

There are other forms of violence which lie dor- 
mant in the very heart of society and tear at its very 
fabric. There is the violence of misunderstanding of 
the young and the older generation. The almost com- 
plete distrust of t t e  young for the old is evidenced in 
their hippie culture, their songs and dress as well 
as in their views of the social and political order. The 
student’s revolt is only symptomatic of this sort of 
violent confrontation between the age groups. 

There is, of course, the violence of racial hatred 
so alive in the world a t  large. Whole groups of people 
are characterized and rejected because of the acci- 
dents of skin color or facial appearance. The report 
of the President’s Commission on Civil Disorders 
(1968) has amply documented how deeply embed- 
ded is this malignant cancer in the very entrails of 
American society. The polarity of black and white 
shows no sign of abating and unless it does, there 
seems to be no hope for civil peace in America. The 
roots of violence here are deep precisely because 
racism attacks the very notion of the human person 
and his rights in a society, Such violence turns whole 
groups of men into “things” which can then be elimin- 
ated when they threaten the established fabric of 
society. 

There are other, more hidden forms of violence in 
human society today, for example, lack of prison 
reforms or even of the legal code itself. When we 
punish criminals instead of trying to rehabilitate them, 
we perpetrate violence on another human being in 
the name of “self-righteousness.” The impersonality 
of the urban mass is at the heart of much‘ rage and 
violence as well as of personal deterioration of hu- 
man beings. The construction of a community can 
lead to human fulfillment or it can lead to mental 
and spiritual deterioration of its dwellers. This is 
clear with regard to the violence of slums (Negro and 
minority rage), but it is also clear with regard to 
the terribly impersonal urban and suburban sprawl. 
The violence of the mass media and commercial in- 
terests brainwashes people into “consumers” by a 
system of material indoctrination: men and women 
whose only (or principal) object in living is not be- 
coming oneself in freedom and fulfillment, but to 
have more and more luxurious “things.” This does vio- 
lence to man at his very core since man has above all 
the right to understand who he is and where he is 
going. 

Perhaps the greatest violence is practiced by those 
who do not care for anything except for themselves, 
who are not interested in the commonweal because 
it does not directly relate to themselves. These people 
do the supreme violence in not wanting to live as 
brothers in a human community. For while the es- 
sential virtue of the city of man is justice, without 
the virtue of compassion and love, characteristic of 
the City of God, we have only the Hobbist “war of 
all against all.” The ultimate consequence of this can- 
not be peace but contention and mistrust. I t  is per- 
haps ironic but radically true that the only way man 
has to channel his natural aggression is in friendship 
and love. Only in this way can violence be sublimated 
into a constructive orientation. 
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