
In place of an editorial this article seeks to 
open discussion on the problems of 
diffusing violence. 

Trying to diffuse 
violence 
Jill Wentzel 

I t has always been a thankless task to Iry and persuade white South Africa that apartheid 
was destructive of civilized standards and that it could only be maintained by inherently 

violent means which would inevitably provoke a violent response. Now that it has done so, 
our task as a non-violent human rights organization is even more difficult. 

These last few months have been especially awful. The countrywide rent and education 
protests, while revealing inspiring levels of community organization, have also been omin
ously retributive, and so have the coloured and Indian election campaigns. 

By responding so brutally so often to ordinary protest campaigns the authorities have fi
nally taught their antagonists to behave in the same blind way, so that dialogue is increas
ingly conducted by means of petrol bombs and broken up meetings. Almost daily there are 
murderous attacks on those who oppose the government and on those who are suspected 
of informing, on teachers who are not popular, on members of the Labour Party and any
one else who participates in apartheid institutions, on Inkatha members and opponents of 
Inkatha; virtually on anyone engaged in politics. 

Our own members are among a wide spectrum of dissidents who suffer attacks of varying 
severity ranging from bricks to shots and death threats — attacks carried out with apparent 
confidence by people who don't get caught. Our Port Elizabeth advice office has been 
compelled to seek new premises because four attacks in the last year — the last one arson 
— have made their presence in the building too dangerous for the other occupants. These 
attacks are all the more sinister when one thinks of the number of people killed here and 
abroad whose assailants are still unknown. As intimidatory tactics, they have little or no 
success, for however frightening they may be people just get used to them; but they cause 
the habit of violent retribution to sink deep into our society. 

During the last two months we tried to make some contribution towards diffusing this 
spiral of violence by campaigning together with other organizations for an end to conscrip
tion and peace in Namibia. As our problems are rooted in white privilege and intransi
gence, and our illegal occupation of Namibia, we feel justified in expecting the government 
to make the first gestures towards reconciliation. An end to conscription would seem to be 
a reasonable first step and would have important structural and psychological significance. 

No-one imagines our campaigning is going to achieve an end to conscription in the near 
future, even if by some miracle there were an early peace in Namibia, for the same civil war 
situation exists here too. But by raising the issue wc challenge military assumptions, sup
port courageous young men who don't want to kill anybody, and encourage the search for 
better alternatives. 

However as we know from the experience of Northern Ireland and the Lebanon the 
problems of turning away from violence are notoriously intractable. You can't just say to 
people, 'You started, so you stop first,' because in an atmosphere of fear and mutual suspi
cion people are too frightened to stop first. Moreover the white public, whom we primarily 
want to convince when we call for an end to conscription and ultimately an end to structural 
violence, are just not going to listen to people whom they don't believe are equally con
cerned about the problems of liberatory violence. 
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