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What people are saying about


  Why I Am a Pacifist

  Why I Am a Pacifist combines personal reflection with a range of historical, philosophical and faith-based insights to give a concise but powerful answer to anyone who thinks that pacifism is about doing nothing in the face of injustice. If you’re drawn to pacifism but have doubts and questions, then this book is a good place to start.

  Symon Hill, Peace Pledge Union

  Tim Gee is wonderfully articulate in this informative, thought-provoking and moving account of why he, along with many other Quakers, is a pacifist.

  Chloe Scaling, The Young Quaker magazine

  This book is a short, clear, comprehensive explanation of pacifism that covers all the bases and doesn’t shy away from the difficult questions. As it moves effortlessly from the theory of a Just War to the practical successes of nonviolent protest, from the origins of pacifism to its links with the struggles against racism and sexism, the book highlights just how essential a peaceful approach is to us and the world.

  Oliver Robertson, Fellowship of Reconciliation UK

  Following Maria J Stephan’s insight that overall nonviolent campaigns are twice as likely to succeed as military ones, in Tim Gee’s hands pacifism becomes the ultimate campaign, in the sense that it offers resistance not only to conventional wars but also the violence of poverty and racism, gender based violence and inequality across the globe. Framed by the author’s personal reflections, interspersed with insights from the Quaker tradition on equality and peace, this excellent resource will encourage us to challenge our propensity to violence both as individuals and in our organisations.

  Henrietta Cullinan, Catholic Worker 

  Pacifism is about the whole of life. Read this book to find out why.

  Hannah Brock, War Resisters’ International
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Preface


  This book is about pacifism written from the perspective of a Quaker. On the basis that you might not have come across Quakers before, this preface att empts some words on the theme.

  Quakers (also known as the Religious Society of Friends – or Friends for short) are a grassroots faith community born three and a half centuries ago in the wake of the English Civil War. Quaker ideas are rooted in the principle of equality, especially the experience that every person has the ability to encounter the divine personally. This is represented by the idea of an ‘inward light’. Although styles of worship differ around the world, Quaker Meetings are often based on collective contemplation.

  The egalitarianism of the community has often led Friends to be pioneers in taking stands that would later become mainstream including promoting women’s ministry (1650s), campaigning against slavery (1750s), modelling fair dealing in business (1850s) and challenging homophobia (1950s onwards). Quakers today support programmes to promote environmental protection, economic equality and racial justice amongst other issues.

  What Quakers are probably best known for though, is persistently working for peace. That is the focus of the pages that follow.





  Chapter 1

  Why I am a pacifist

  I call myself a pacifist. I haven’t always done so and I sometimes hesitate to if I think I might be misunderstood. But with a short book ahead of me to explain what I mean, I say with confidence: I am a pacifist – by which I mean that I try to play my part in making peace by nonviolent means.

  Perhaps my pacifism hasn’t yet been fully tested. I haven’t been a soldier or a resident of a country invaded by another nor been forced in to the military through conscription. Nevertheless, as a resident of a country which drops bombs on other countries, sells weapons to governments engaged in human rights abuse and is complicit in climate change – causing perhaps the largest process of global violence imaginable – I feel a responsibility to speak out and do what I can to work for peace.

  I am a pacifist first and foremost because of a profound physiological, psychological and spiritual sense that I couldn’t kill another person and that to inflict pain on others is wrong. Different cultures have used different words and explanations for this feeling. Within many world religions and cultures there is a group that feels likewise. In Britain – where I live and grew up – perhaps the best known is the Quaker community of which I am part. I declare my background from the start, and have no doubt my outlook has been shaped by my experience of this community. But true to the non-doctrinal, non-creedal tradition it is also a position I have come to myself.

  When approached to write this book, I was asked if I might offer something about campaigning and activism. On reflection, I asked if might explore pacifism instead, precisely because it is the root of why I act. It isn’t called ‘Why you should be a pacifist’ or ‘why we should all be pacifists’ even though I hope that both you and we all one day will. In the spirit of the idea that we are each engaged on a personal journey, the only truth I can authentically speak to is my own, through my process of action and reflection so far.

  How I became a pacifist

  I haven’t always been a pacifist. I got into a lot of fights at school. I didn’t start them. If a fight broke out everyone would leave what they were doing and crowd around to form an improvised boxing ring, cheering the likely victors on. Being a fairly tall person, I could usually hold my own. In so doing, like many other boys, I expressed my schoolyard belief that masculinity relies on the willingness to engage in physical combat.

  My friendship group was mostly other boys from the Manchester rock music subculture. Although increasingly sure that I wasn’t gay myself, I wasn’t experienced enough to be certain. The fact that the artists we admired were often androgynous, and the fact it was OK in our group to be gay, meant that the attacks on us had a strongly homophobic tone: ‘Moshers!’, ‘Homos!’, ‘Poofs’. And so it continued, right through to the final day. At morning break we went to our hangout place, to find it covered with graffiti. A minute later, some boys whizzed past armed with eggs, which they lobbed in our direction. It was a direct hit on our heads. The insides dribbled down our faces and clothes.

  ‘This is it,’ we said. ‘That’s enough.’ We thought that if we didn’t do something about this now, we’d never get the chance and it was time to teach them a lesson. So, we piled into an older student’s car, skipped the morning’s lessons to get showered, then stopped by on the way back to the school to the nearest cash-and-carry to buy as many eggs as we could. At the beginning of lunchtime, we were ready.

  Fizzy with nerves we walked up to our assailants’ smoking area as calmly as we could and started throwing eggs. As our missiles hit their targets, it was as if an army started charging towards us. Within minutes the entire school yard seemed to have descended into a riot and we turned tail and ran. Punches were raining down on us more than ever before.

  We escaped to the car again and drove around the corner, shaking all over and patting one another on the back for our bravery. We stopped at a grass verge where we drew medals on one another’s shirts. There was something in that act which affected me. I felt sick to the depths of my stomach, then the sensation washed right over me – perhaps even from beyond me – that what I had done was wrong. Sure, it was only eggs, not stones, not bombs. But nevertheless, I found myself thinking that this is how wars begin. I know now that this realisation would change my life. That was the day I became a pacifist.

  I didn’t have words for that feeling at that time and I wish I might have found an accessible introductory book to pacifist ideas. Fifteen years later, this reflection is an attempt to fill the gap, in a quest to interpret through writing what began as the instinctive promptings of a heartfelt truth.

  What is pacifism?

  The word pacifist is not widely understood. Culture shapes language, which in turn shapes the way we think and the decisions we make. That we speak of ‘nonviolence’ reveals that within our culture, violence is the norm. We do not refer to war as ‘nonpeace’.1

  We do, however, have the word pacifist. Even that, though, has come to be most often defined as what it is not – as a refusal to engage in violence. Sometimes it is intentionally misconstrued as a synonym for passivity, or even pacification. At its root though, pacifism means the act of making peace. As such it describes an active process.

  Whilst blurring the meaning of pacifism is sometimes the intention of advocates of war, it does touch on a historic tension, still reflected today in movements for peace. As nonviolence educator David Gee (no relation) explains, we find the root of the English word ‘peace’ in the Latin word pax meaning agreement – in the sense of the word pact – and the Indo-European pag meaning ‘fetter’ or ‘chain’. Those with an interest in classical history will be familiar with the ‘Pax Romana’ – an imperial peace without justice imposed by Rome militarily on its empire.

  That is not the only way to understand the word though: Also translated into English as ‘peace’ is the Hebrew word shalom and the Arabic salaam. This more spiritual sense denotes ‘wholeness, abundance, health, wellbeing – the integrity of our common aliveness’. Understood this way a commitment to peace encompasses a commitment to equality, economic justice and environmental protection. In contrast the origin of the word violence is to ‘break’.2

  The introduction of the word ‘pacifist’ to the English language is often traced to a speech about a system of international arbitration to resolve conflicts given to the universal peace congress of 1910 which spoke of the need for a word to denote work for a positive peace – rather than mere ‘anti-war-ism’. In the shadow of the First World War though, popular understanding of the word narrowed to mean mere non-participation in war – the exact definition it had been coined as an alternative to.

  I often wish we had a better word. In an online video titled ‘Why I Am Not a Pacifist’ in the QuakerSpeak series, Kristina Keefe-Perry shares how the word ‘pacifist’ is too small for what she would like it to mean, falling short of the revolutionary possibilities implied in Jesus’ teaching against the multifaceted violence of poverty and greed, as well as war.3 ‘Shalomist’ and ‘pacificist’ are amongst the words used to convey shades of variety in approaches to work for peace.4 Rather than attempting to create a new word though, this book is an attempt to reclaim the word we’ve got.

  To explain why I am a pacifist, I should begin by explaining what I mean by it. When I talk about pacifism I am talking about a commitment to not killing, not supporting killing and trying to undo the systems and structures that lead to killing. It doesn’t simply mean going on peace protests every so often, then getting on with business as usual in-between. Even if our actions are imperfect in the present, we can each have a role creating the conditions where peace can thrive. So too it is a commitment to working for justice. Until that time comes we could probably think of the absence of fighting simply as a ‘truce’ rather than true peace.5

  This is a pacifism rooted in spirituality, reflected in the words of the best known early Quaker George Fox who declared that he ‘lived in the virtue of that life and power that takes away the occasion of all wars’.6Already in prison for what we might nowadays call acts of nonviolent civil disobedience, Fox’s incarceration was extended for refusing to enlist in the army. In so doing he acted as an inspiration, pattern and example to thousands of Quakers – amongst many others – who have worked, struggled and sometimes suffered for their deeply held conviction that it is wrong to kill.

  The Peace Testimony

  The Quaker commitment to work for peace is usually traced to the 1660s. As the story goes, Quaker leader Margaret Fell rode by horseback from Cumbria to London where she petitioned the king not to oppress the still nascent movement. The document she presented declared the Society of Friends ‘a people that follow after those things that make for peace, love and unity’; and who ‘bear our testimony against all strife, and wars and contentions that come from the lusts that war in the members, that war in the soul’.7 From those early days onwards, Friends have seen war as a product of human greed (‘lusts in the soul’). Simplicity is counted alongside peace, integrity, community and equality in the inter-related list of Quaker testimonies.

  If you visit a Quaker Meeting you’ll find at least someone engaged in peace work; maybe peace education, conflict-resolution, nonviolent activism or humanitarian relief. On occasion you’ll meet someone who has followed different peace-leadings perhaps as an army chaplain or an advisor to a peacekeeping force. If you were to meet Nozizwe Madlala-Routledge you would be talking with a (now former) Deputy Minister of Defence.

  How can it be then that one of the world’s historic peace churches can also contain such variety of pathways to peace? In response, Quakers often tell a story which has attained the status of fable. It concerns William Penn who is best known as founder of the US state of Pennsylvania (also often supposed to be the model for the man on the Quaker Oats packets, which – let me clarify here – has no connection at all to the Society of Friends). Penn became a convinced Quaker in his youth, but still carried a sword, as was then the custom for men of his background. He asked George Fox whether he should continue to do so, and received the reply ‘I advise thee to wear it as long as thou canst.’ When they next met, Penn was no longer armed. When Fox asked where his sword was, Penn replied ‘I have taken thy advice; I wore it as long as I could.’ The ongoing popularity of the story sheds light more clearly on the Quaker approach to peace; to each seek inward peace in the company of a Quaker Meeting or private contemplation, and to listen for the guidance of the inner light.8

  This does not imply a rejection of conflict. Indeed, another early manifestation of the Peace Testimony was a project called The Lamb’s War. A book of the same name by James Naylor gave articulation to the movement’s practice of encouraging people to turn away from the words of those church ministers who endorsed war and injustice and instead to listen to the inner light – the Light of Christ, the Lamb, which would lead people away from violent acts towards action for peace. Although this led to severe repression, including large numbers of Quakers being beaten, jailed and in some cases killed, the persecution appeared only to add to the movement’s strength, resolve and numbers.

  The Lamb’s War could be seen as an anticipation of modern day nonviolent civil disobedience, echoed in the twentieth century, for example, by English suffragette Sylvia Pankhurst who proclaimed that ‘the true pacifist is a rebel against the present organisation of society, and only as we...despise the gain of privilege and oppression shall our feet be guided in the way of peace.’ So too it can be heard in the words of Martin Luther King who in his Letter from a Birmingham Jail, called out for criticism ‘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’.9
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