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The concept of rev​olution has been un​derstood in mod​ern political theory as a fun​damental socio-political trans​formation.  Theorists differ in the concept of revolution as democrat​ic, communist, or anarchist in nature (Grosser), but whether one bases their definition on the works of Arendt, Marx or Graeber, one thing can be said regard​ing all notions of political revolution: they aim to create lasting change to the existing social order and power relations on a sweeping structural scale.

Many of the most iconic figures asso​ciated with revolution in the 20th centu​ry, like Che Guevara and Malcolm X, be​lieved in the necessity of violence as a means of revolution.  Yet research has shown that in the past century, nonvio​lent movements have been twice as suc​cessful as violent ones in achieving their aims and leading to long- lasting system​ic change (Chenoweth and Stephan, 2011).  Violent uprisings, on the other hand, often failed outright or quickly suc​cumbed to a return to the old order.  If the essence of revolution is radical sys​temic change, it must therefore be pre​dominantly associated with the use of revolutionary nonviolence.

In the current era of political up​heaval and the resurgence of right-wing populism in the United States and around the world, the moment is ripe for a true revolution.  Americans are experiencing a fundamental divergence in how citizens understand their national identity, their vision for the country's future, and even the very Constitutional provisions by which society is governed.  Deep fissures have widened between those for whom freedom is symbolized in the right to car​ry concealed weapons and use hate speech, and those who associate freedom with the Statue of Liberty and a nation built by hardworking immigrants.

This contemporary “wave of conten​tion” (Koopmans, 2004) in the United States has manifested itself in a wide range of tactics, most of which have been nonviolent, including protests, marches, sit-ins, and creative interventions.  Yet progressive resistance must go beyond using nonviolence for strategic gains to embody nonviolence as a moral convic​tion—renouncing hatred of one’s oppo​nent in favor of empathy and under​standing—if it is to bring about the kind of revolutionary change needed in Amer​ica today.

Theories of nonviolence are divided between those who embrace it as a moral or religious principle, and those for whom it holds strategic value but does not derive from spiritual conviction.  I argue that one cannot be effectively exe​cuted without the other, and that using nonviolent tactics without embracing nonviolence as a moral doctrine creates a dissonance between actions and ideolo​gy, and can lead to condescension to​wards opposing groups that only strengthens resentment and deepens di​visions.

Indeed, the most iconic figures in the history of nonviolent struggle have been those who embraced nonviolence as a moral philosophy rather than a strategic principle.  In My Experiments with Truth, Mohandas K. Gandhi reflects on the na​ture of ah’msa, or nonviolence and re​spect for all living things:
‘Hate the sin and not the sinner’ is a precept which, though easy enough to understand, is rarely practised, and that is why the poison of hatred spreads in the world.  This ahimsa is the basis of the search for truth.
Gandhi advocated the use of nonvio​lent tactics only if nonviolence was also held as a moral principle, stating, “It is better to be violent, if there is violence in our hearts, than to put on the cloak of nonviolence to cover impotence.”

Remaining open and humane to​wards one’s opponents, despite disa​greements and confrontation, must un​derlie nonviolent action: otherwise it embodies the essence of hypocrisy.  Without holding nonviolence as a moral principle, nonviolent tactics can manipu​late and preach but will never foster common ground.  Common ground is im​portant for any revolution to succeed; it is only with support from a wide spec​trum of stakeholders that lasting change can be achieved.  This harkens to the phi​losophy embraced in the South African notion of “Ubuntu” or “I am because we are,” advocated by Archbishop Desmond Tutu in South Africa’s struggle against Apartheid, which emphasizes the inter​connected nature of liberation.

I have witnessed the principle of moral nonviolence in numerous instanc​es since the election of Donald Trump.  Highlighting these examples is necessary to convey the importance of dialogue across divisions as an underpinning con​dition of nonviolent revolution.

The most poignant interaction oc​curred in a conversation with my close friend’s mother.  She posted a critical comment on my Facebook page in re​sponse to a post I shared criticizing the Trump administration.  After I privately messaged her asking to hear her per​spective, she sent a long, heartfelt reply.

She told me she had gone through periods of being both anti- and pro-establishment in her life, having herself been an activist protesting the Vietnam War.  But progressive activism no longer resonates with her; she said she is sick of the United States being “soft,” tired of “political correctness,” and fed up with money going from her pay check to benefit people who don’t deserve it She said it “tears my heart out” to see the U.S. giving aid to other countries around the world “when we have millions of homeless children, families and veterans in this country that need help and are being overlooked.” She ended the message by saying, “Thanks for listening.  Let’s have dinner and I prom​ise not to disrespect your opinions.”

I replied to her message and told her about Miriam’s Kitchen, an organization in Washington, D.C. that provides meals and services for the homeless, including many veterans. I told her that the issue of homeless veterans is [was] also important to me, so I wanted to make a donation to Miriam’s Kitchen in honor of our conversation and encouraged her to do the same. She gladly agreed.

Despite my disagreement with her political stance, our conversation exemplified an important component that is missing from much of the progressive activism against the Trump administration, one that will be essential in turning resistance into revolution. By acknowledging common humanity, nonviolence as a moral philosophy deconstructs the opposition between “us” and “them.” This division classifies the “good guys” – progressive liberals who denounce racism, sexism, homophobia, and ableism – against the “bad guys,” the fascist, bigoted, racist, sexist opponents we are fighting.

Yet these labels, though applicable in many cases, do not account for a large number of people who fall somewhere in the middle, people like my friend’s mother who are disillusioned and frustrated, who ascribe to a narrative of patriotic pride and a work-hard ethos based on their life experiences. Dividing the country [United States] into “us” and “them” stands in stark contrast to the principle of nonviolence, to which the left often claims to adhere. It also begs the question of how this approach would classify the black immigrant men in my hometown who voted for Trump, or pro-life feminists who attended the Women’s March.

It is a moral commitment to nonviolence - a willingness to engage with the person and not their actions - that is the true foundation of transformative social change. The revolution requires all of us, liberal and conservative, working class and educated elite, from the rural Midwest to the urban coasts, to draw together, one experiment with truth at a time.
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