
Violence: keeping 
morality alive 

History has placed all SA In the box - Degenaar 
VIOLENCE is usually seen primarily 
in physical terms. The advantage is 
that one capitalises on the image of 
destruction but the disadvantage is 
that one ignores the more subtle 
manifestations, for example, psycho
logical and structural violence. In 
both cases we can speak of a meta
phorical use of the term violence. 

In the case of psychological vio
lence there need not be any phys
ical violence at all but the experi
ence of injury done to the person is 
crucial It is ,in .iss.iult on the in
tegrity of a person. Examples of 
psychological violence are brain
washing, indoctrination and autho
ritarian attitudes in family relation
ships and educational contexts. 

The term "structural violence" is 
another example of the metaphor
ical use of the word violence. Vio
lence isstrucliir.il when the extreme 
force is not exerted wil ful ly by a 
person but by a structure, a set of 
relationships, created and perpe
tuated by custom or law. A struc
ture is created which curbs the free
dom of subjects unfairly or which 
discriminates unjustly against cer
tain sections of the community pre
venting them from gaining ful l c i t i 
zenship. Structural violence is the 
worst k ind of pol i t ical injustice 
when rulers enforce oppressive and 
discriminatory laws wi thout the 
consent of the ruled 

Professor D A Kotze. who dis
cusses discrimination as a form of 
structural violence, states: 

" In terms of the defini t ion of 
structural violence. South African 
society is regarded internationally 
as a structurally violent society. 
This is mainly the result of the fact 
that this is probably the only society 
on earth which legally enforces dis
crimination wi th all the connota
tions of inequality and injustice 
called forward by this term." 

The concept of structural vio
lence raises the problem of the jus
tification of political violence. Poli-

Professor Johan Degenaar of the 
Department of Philosophy at the 
University of Stellenbosch testified 
in mit igation of sentence at the 
Bethal treason trial which ended in 
the Supreme Court in Pretoria in 
January. 

During cross-examination by 
counsel for the state, Prof Degenaar 
said that, in criticising both the 
state and revolutionaries, he did not 

Prof lohan Degenaar of the Dept of 
Philosophy (University of Stellen
bosch) 

tical violence refers to both state 
v io lence and revolutionary v io
lence. Usually State violence is seen 
as legitimate force used against the 
wi l l of others and therefore as not a 
case of violating rights, whi le revo
lutionary violence is seen as illegit
imate force and therefore as viola
t ion of rights. 

This view rests on the identifica-
t ion of law and right, of legality and 
justice, and on the assumption that 
the State has an unquestionable 
right to command while citizens 
have a binding obligation to obey. 
Both the identification and the as-

want to undermine the authority of 
the judge or create the impression 
that he failed to appreciate the ex
tent of the humil iation suffered by 
blacks or deny the seriousness of 
the offence of the accused. His 
main purpose was to keep morality 
alive in all contexts and to empha
sise the importance of historical 
consciousness. 

The implication of his analysis is 
a realisation that it is not only the 
accused who are in the box. History 
has placed all of us — including the 
judge — in the box. 

To a question by Mr Justice 
Daniels, Prof Degenaar said he was 
not implying that the accused 
should not be punished but , he 
added, the judge in passing sen
tence should be aware of his his
torical posit ion for his decision 
could help guide South Africa in a 
negative or a positive direction. 

A negative direction entails that 
the sentence passed merely contri
butes to the perpetuation of the 
spiral of violence, while a positive 
direct ion entails the creation of 
hope in the hearts of all concerned 
— a hope for reconciliation and a 
negotiated settlement. 

This is an extract from Professor 
Degenaar s statement to the court -

sumpt ion are controversial and 
both are challenged by revolution
ary thinking. 

According to this way of thinking 
the problem of the justification of 
political violence should not be for
mulated in terms of legality but in 
terms of morality. This means that 
the use of extreme force by the State 
can be legitimate, but if the law* 
themselves are violent, that is, un
just and therefore destructive of the 
freedom of the citizens, the struc
tural and physical violence used by 
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the State is unjustified. This is the 
claim made by revolutionary move
ments. It is said that the State can
not justify its use of violence be
cause the laws of the State violate 
moral rights. 

The revolutionary movement 
claims that it can justify its own 
violence because this violence is 
primarily counter-violence: It op
poses the structural violence of an 
unjust system; it works towards a 
just system. In this sense the end 
justifies the means. Its own use of 
violence is seen by the revolution
ary as constructive rather than de
structive, progressive rather than 
entrenched in unjust laws. It is only 
constructive violence which can 
liberate man from structural vio
lence which perpetuates itself. 

With the term "structural vio
lence" I have drawn attention to 
the fact that revolutionary violence 
is not the only kind of violence and 
that violence always needs justifi
cation. This does not entai I that the 
justification used isnecessarilycon
vincing. For example, the tradi
tional way of justifying violence in 
terms of the principle that the end 
justifies the means is unacceptable. 
The end is absorbed by the means 
ascribing an unintended priority to 
the violent means. 

This applies equally to those who 
useviolence, structurally and phys
ically, in order to maintain law and 
order, and to revolutionaries who 
allow for violent means in order to 
reach the liberated and purified 
future. Far from the end justifying 
the means, the means justifies the 
end. This calls for a moral dimen
sion which has to qualify all actions 
as means to a projected goal. Ac
cording to Hanna Arendt: "The 
means used to achieve political 
goals are more often than not of 
greater relevance to the future 
world than the intended goals." 

On the basis of my argument I 
criticise the State because of the 
structural violence present in our 
society. I do this for moral reasons 
and because it produces counter-
violence. I also criticise the revolu
tionaries for their use of violence. I 
do this for moral reasons and be
cause it is counter-productive and 
cannot lay the foundation of a just 
society based on a negotiated settle
ment. 

We should view the phenomenon 
of revolutionary violence in con
text. It can be described as counter-

violence because of the existence 
of structural violence in our society 
which is responsible for excluding 
blacks from sharing political power. 
Therefore, although I do not justify 
the use of violence I can under
stand their decision i n f avou r of the 
armed struggle. Any group of peo
ple, including the Afrikaners, would 
come to a similar decision if they 
were the victims of structural vio
lence and if their non-violence poli
tical strategy pursued for decades 
was ignored. 

Both sides in this conflict should 
admit their mistakes, for without 
this realisation there can be no 
negotiation and reconciliation. And 
this is what we need if we have to 
create a just future. 

Both sides In this 
conflict should admit 
their mistakes, for 
without this realisation 
there can be no 
negotiation and 
reconciliation. And this 
Is what we need If we 
have to create a Just 
future.' 

lamoftheopinionthatweshould 
not think about the future in fatalis
tic and pessimistic terms. One way 
of liberating ourselves from despair 
is to think about our political situa
tion as a process. This entails that 
we should also evaluate political 
violence, whether State violence or 
revolutionary violence, in terms of 
a process. I have analysed the con
cept of violence i n terms of its phys
ical, psyhological and structural 
manifestations. Unfortunately the 
word "structure" tends to ascribe a 
static quality to a set of relation
ships. 

However, this need not be the 
case. By introducing time into the 
picture and by viewing relation
ships in terms of a process that is 
taking place, the possibility of 
change is introduced. The violence 
need not be seen as inevitable or as 
a final state of affairs. Violence can 
lead to a new set of relationships. 

In order to achieve this we have 
to interpret violent events, not 
merely judge them. Interpretation 
of events entails a narrative, that is, 
telling a story about them. In order 
to do this we have to take history 
seriously. And we have to face up 

to the challenges present in the 
fol lowing disturbing questions: 
Why do we have these manifesta
tions of political violence, namely, 
State violence and revolutionary 
violence, at this stage of our his
tory? What misuse of power is in
volved in the asymmetrical power 
relationships that obtain in our pre
sent situation? 

If wc contextualise our analysis 
of violence and integrate our judg
ment on violent events into the his
torical context, then we will be 
better equipped to detect our co-
responsibility for the present state 
of affairs, and discover the poss
ibi l i ty that the future need not 
merely be the continuation of the 
past. 

In order to direct the process of 
our history in a positive direction 
we have to tell a meaningful story 
about this history and about the 
violent events in this history. We 
need a historical consciousness 
which does not speak about vio
lence in general, but about these 
manifestations of violence at this 
time and this place, of these partici
pants, whether oppressors or op
pressed, who are part of this tragedy 
that is called by the name of South 
Africa. 

On ly when we construct a I i berat-
ing narrative on violence, will we 
be prepared for the next stage of 
our history. As crucial metaphor for 
this liberating narrative I propose 
the image of nation-building. If we 
genuinely start narrating the story 
of nation-building and realise that 
we are all participants in this story, 
we wil l discover the need for stop
ping this spiral of political violence 
which is destroying the texture of 
our society which is brutalising all 
of us. 

Since the Government is respons
ible for structural violence and the 
ANC for revolutionary violence 
there is no other choice in the con
text of a liberating narrative about 
our history but for these partici
pants to work towards a negotiated 
settlement. The judgement is clear: 
Both kinds of violence are morally 
unacceptable. 

But we need more than a correct 
judgement. We need a liberating 
narrative which acknowledges the 
equality of all the participants, 
allowing all to become fully-fledged 
characters in the next chapter of 
the story of building a South Afri
can nation. 
Acknowledgement: Cape Times 
(20. 1. 89) 


