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Think-piece 2
Peaceful and Violent Actions for Civil Rights

Peace is a concept which is often associated in a variety of ways. One scholar one can look to for a clear definition of peace is the Sociologist and Peace Professor, Johan Galtung, whom defines peace in two ways. One way is positive peace, which can be defined as the absence of physical violence.[footnoteRef:1] The second being negative peace, or the absence of structural violence, which is considered to less physical and direct, but harms an individual or group all the same.[footnoteRef:2] Both of these are indeed necessary for a state or individual to achieve true peace. However, in order for true peace to be achieved, it is debatable as to whether peace can always be achieved through peaceful means. Throughout history, oppression and violence have frequently been used in attempts to deny groups and individuals their basic human rights. One example of this, would be the treatment of multiple groups, most notably Jews, during the Holocaust in Nazi Germany, and in other states under the rule of the Third Reich. Though, of course this is not the only example, it is certainly one of the most notable. This think-piece will consider the case of the Civil Rights Movement in the United States throughout the 1950s and 1960s and consider how violent actions impacted the course of peaceful groups, and how they impacted the course of peace as a whole. [1:  Johan Galtung, Peace problems: some case studies, (Copenhagen: Ejlers, 1980), p.26.]  [2:  Ibid, p.26.] 

Firstly, when discussing the American Civil Rights Movement, one must consider arguably the most famous group involved in the Movement, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), and its leader from 1957, Martain Luther King Jr.[footnoteRef:3] King was especially notable for his non-violent means of achieving peace, even when met with violent acts of retaliation for their peaceful resistance to the oppression.[footnoteRef:4] King was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964 for his work, though he acknowledged that even then there was still much more work to be done for Black Rights at the time.[footnoteRef:5] King’s wife, Coletta states that upon receiving the award King said ‘I feel as though this award has been given to me for something that really has not yet been achieved.’[footnoteRef:6] This shows that though the work of King and the SCLC was certainly making progress in achieving peace, this was a slow moving progress, that King was being rewarded for something which he could not yet say for himself he had accomplished. Though, at the very least his work was undoubtedly having some impact, a sentiment which King maintained up until his assassination in 1968, where he was shot and killed in retaliation of his work for Black rights.[footnoteRef:7] Whilst King’s work is undoubtedly commendable, and how he managed to achieve so much success through his peaceful marches and speeches, there is another factor to consider, King and the SCLC were not the only organisation fighting for change, and by extension fighting for peace.  [3:  Coretta Scott King and Martin Luther King Jr, The words of Martin Luther King Jr. (London: Robson, 1984), p.10.]  [4:  Ibid, p.11.]  [5:  Ibid, p.12.]  [6:  Ibid, p.12.]  [7:  Ibid, p.110.] 

There were a number of organisations which did use violent means to resist the oppression, for example the Black Panther Party, who believed in the Marxist ideology that ‘the only response to the violence of the ruling class is the revolutionary violence of the people.’[footnoteRef:8] It is important to also note the work of groups such as these as well, as it is difficult to say for certain how big of an impact King’s work would have had, if not for the additional work of organisations such as the Black Panther Party. Though this is not to undermine the efforts of King, it is instead simply an observation that, given the violent acts of certain government figures, such as Eugene “Bull” Connor whom in May 1963, ordered peaceful black protesters, many of whom were children, to be attacked by police dogs and fire hoses;[footnoteRef:9] it becomes possible that groups such as the Black Panthers may have even been somewhat justified in their violent retaliation. Though, many scholars, for example John Locke, argue all humans have the right to defend themselves.[footnoteRef:10] It could be argued that had Connor seen the protest as a threat to his own, or the lives of his people, from a certain point of view his acts could be justified in certain circumstances. Though, of course the argument that the Black Panthers would have the right to defend themselves, also still stands; even though at the time, the U.S. Government did not recognise this.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  Charles Earl Jones, The Black Panther Party (Reconsidered), (Baltimore: Black Classic Press, 1998), p.29.]  [9:  Martin Luther King Jr and Coretta King, The words of Martin Luther King Jr, p.12.]  [10:  John Locke, Second Treatise on Government, (SaltHeart Publishers, 2013), p.77]  [11:  Charles Earl Jones, The Black Panther Party, p.170.] 

Nonetheless, this is problematic in achieving peace, when there are multiple organisations, whom all want the same goal- to achieve equal rights- as it may become hard to identify which groups act through peaceful means, and which groups act through violence. Though, of course, this does not excuse Connor’s actions in May 1963, had the protest been seen as a threat, then perhaps there is some justification for the order. Furthermore, due to the actions of groups such as the Black Panthers, there is also the argument that giving in to the demands of any groups could be considered giving in to terrorist organisations. Though it is undeniable that there is a clear line between the actions of the Black Panthers and the SCLC, since both groups demanded the same rights, the US government simply could not give in to one groups demands and not the other; making a peace deal a much more complex matter than perhaps was necessary, due to the fact that both were utilising very different methods. This means that, an agreement would be hard to reach without both the SCLC and the Black Panthers present for discussions. This is not to say that individuals such as Eugene Connor were justified in use of such violent means against peaceful protestors. Instead, this is merely an observation that peace was possibly stifled by the actions of the Black Panther Movement. Though their fight for their basic human rights is undeniably justified, these actions likely would have hindered King’s success in gaining equality for black people through peaceful means.
In conclusion, there may not necessarily be a right or wrong way to go about peace during instances of oppression. When the oppressors refuse to negotiate, violence may be considered the only way. However, it must be noted that if resistance to the oppressors is to be successful, all of the oppressed must agree upon the best way to achieve peace. Failure to do this, could escalate the aggression against all parties, and ultimately delay the success of achieving a common goal. Whilst this think-piece has only been able to observe one example, the issues are apparent. Undoubtedly, there is more research to be done on this matter.
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