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THE LATE DeWitt Clinton Professor of 
American History at Columbia University 
and a younger collaborator and recent 
graduate student there, have supplied an 
elaborate anthology of violence-rather 
narrowly defined-in the American experi. 
ence. In a graceful and occasionally percep 
tive prologue, the senior partner recalls a 
statement that America has a history but 
not a tradition of violence. Our violence, 
that is to say, though not infrequent, has 
been spontaneous, aimed at specific griev- 
ances, nonideological, soon relieved and 
almost as soon forgotten by a people which 
insisted, with persuasiveness, that it had 
one of the stablest of governments and was 
among the least volatile of societies. 

Sustaining the thesis is an elaborate cata- 
loging of the forms and occasions of vio- 
lence with a scholarly exordium for each 
and then direct statements, descriptive and 
narrative, from principals, trial witnesses, 
newspaper accounts. Ample supplementary 
materia1 is cited for each episode. Here are, 
as the editors categorize them, Political 
Violence (like the terrorism against the 
Loyalists in 1774-75) ; Economic Violence 
(such as the Memorial Day massacre in 
steel strikes of 1937) ; Racial Violence 
(subdivided into Slave Revolts, Race Riots, 
Ghetto Riots) ; Religious and Ethnic Vio- 
lence ; Anti-Radical and Police Violence : 
Personal Violence (like Hatfield us. McCoy, 
1873-88) ; Assassins, Terrorism, Political 
Murders, Violence in the Name of the Law. 

As a collection of episodes, sharply selec- 
tive but broad in reach and time and vivid- 
ly documentary, the volume has value. The 
editors are becomingly scornful of the hate- 

America Americans who find our errors 
demoniacal and unique. But they are less 
satisfactory at exposition. Hofstadter him- 
self is “driven,” he says, “to the conclusion 
that ethnic, religious and racial mixture- 
above all the last of these-are the funda- 
mental determinants of American vio- 
lence.” Moreover, “under normal circum- 
stances violence has more characteristically 
served domineering capitalists, or trigger- 
happy police, peremptory sergeants or fas- 
cist hoodlums . . . .” On these premises he 
ventures to generalize that “for the long 
span from about 1938 to the mid 1960’s, 
despite the external violence of World War 
I1 and the Korean War, the internal life of 
the country was unusually free of violent 
episodes . . . .” 

But why, then, did violence abruptly re- 
surface in the 1960’s? Causes and occasions 
there certainly were-vietnam, race dis- 
crimination-but why, say, did the dirty- 
word jucguerie at Berkeley break out of the 
normal channels of dissent? On the whole 
range of campus violence, where we would 
expect an academic historian to probe most 
expertly, Hofstadter is rueful, apprehen- 
sive, but discursive and has no substantive 
listing in his catalogue for the violent kids. 
Can it be that some subtler factor has 
eluded his research? Is there a clue in his 
narrow definition of the word violence it- 
self? “As I use the term here,” he says, 
“acts of violence are those which kill or in- 
jure persons or do significant damage to 
property.” There were indeed sticks and 
stones and worse in the later Berkeley man- 
ifestations, but dirty words came early. Is 
there a definition of violence which would 
include them, too? 

As it happens, there is. One of the semi- 
nal political scientists warned some years 
ago that words must be used “with proprie- 
ty.” All senses proper to them must be ac- 
knowledged, not just their worn and overt 
facets, but their roots and ranging intima- 
tions. Violence, says a popular dictionary, 
is from viokzre, a Latin word meaning to 
violate, to trench or infringe on, also to 
break or disregard, to do violence to any- 

94 Winter 1972 

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



thing that should be held sacred or re- 
spected. . . . 

Echoes of this fuller and proper defini- 
tion may sound retroaudibly in the mem- 
ories of thoughtful readers who have lived 
rather more attentively through the 1938- 
to-mid-sixties span which to Hofstadter was 
all but violence-free. “We recommend the 
rejection of this bill as a needless, futile and 
utterly dangerous abandonment of constitu- 
tional principle,” a Senate committee an- 
nounced in June, 1937, and went on to as- 
sert that 

It establishes the method by which the 
people may be deprived of their right 
to pass upon all amendments of the fun- 
damental law. . . . It stands now before 
the country acknowledged by its propo- 
nents as a plan to force judicial interpre- 
tations of the Constitution, a proposal 
that violates every sacred tradition of 
American democracy. [Italics sup 
plied] 

As a historian, Professor Hofstadter 
would have recognized this passage instant- 
ly from the adverse report of the Senate 
Judiciary Committee which killed the fa- 
mous 1937 bill to “reorganize the judicial 
branch of the government,” meaning most- 
ly the Supreme Court. But surely as a his- 
torian he was also obliged to consider the 
spectacular violencein his own definition 
-against persons and property which 
formed the background of the court-reor- 
ganization controversy. Yet curiously 
enough, the great sitdown strike movement 
of 1937 in the Michigan automobile plants 
is hardly mentioned in the Hofstadter-Wal- 
lace survey, and a minor reference actually 
gives the wrong date for its termination. 

Yet the fact is that the court-reorganiz- 
ing president was almost as close to the sit- 
down movement as he was to the simultane- 
ous attack upon the court. He was in steady 
contact with the Michigan governor who 
refused to enforce court orders for the evac- 
uation of plants seized by workingmen, as 
he was with administration managers in the 
congressional effort to counter the Judici- 

ary Committee rebuff. After the Michigan 
electorate had repudiated the governor in 
his bid for reelection on the sitdown issue, 
the president named him, first to the high- 
est law office in the executive branch as At- 
torney General; and then to the first vacan- 
cy on-the Supreme Court: 

Had Professor Hofstadter paid closer 
professional attention to the events of 
1937, he could hardly have missed noting 
how the quiet violence of the court plan as- 
similated to and reciprocated with the overt 
violence of the plant seizures; how the 
seizures were used by witnesses before the 
Senate committee to press for the plan; 
how the Congress which checked the court 
plan was itself checkmated by subsequent 
court nominees willing to do what the 
court bill had aimed at doing-to amend 
the Constitution in behalf of special views, 
not to say special interests, without con- 
sultation with the people; and how the 
violence-to-violence paradigm persisted 
through the years. 

A 1942 Supreme Court case is only one 
example, but not unrepresentative. Mem- 
bers of a union, as Chief Justice Stone 
aplained, 

lay in wait for trucks passing from New 
Jersey to New York, forced their way 
onto the trucks, and by beating or 
threatening to beat the drivers, procured 
payments for themselves from the 
drivers or their employers of a sum of 
money for each truck, $9.42 for a large 
truck and $8.41 for a small one, said to 
be the equivalent of the union wage for 
one day’s work. In some instances they 
assisted or offered to assist in unloading 
the truck and in others they disappeared 
as soon as the money was paid. . . . 

This, said Stone, was in palpable violation 
of the Anti-Racketeering Act of 1934. No, 
said the Court majority, on the basis of rea- 
soning which, if valid, Stone protested, 
“would render common law robbery an in- 
nocent pastime.” The majority included the 
erstwhile but once-only Governor of Michi- 
gan and five others nominated since 1937. 
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The late Justice Robert H. Jackson took 
no part in the truckers’ case, but remon- 
strated at frequent intervals to the end of 
his life against the Court’s flexing, now this 
way, now that, in behalf, so he said, of 
criminals, subversives, even those who de- 
manded not only, and justly, protection for 
dissent, but “from the embarrassment that 
always attends non-conformity. . . .” 

Naturally the Court’s persistence in the 
paradigm of 1937 begins slowly to infect 
susceptibles in the general society and 
to embolden those already alienated. Older 
ideas of due process, of waiting for the peo- 
ple to amend (if they want to), for the 
Congress to legislate (or not legislate), to 
demand executive papers within its con- 
stitutional competence to do so-all this 
wanes, first almost wholly in labor matters. 
But street confrontations and campus 
seizures emerge, modeling themselves, with 
now certain impunity on 1937. These in 
turn breed the riots which are at last re- 
sisted in a panicky reflex from indulgence 
to bloodshed. Crime rises as well, and the 
ideologues who blame society rather than 
the criminals see their judgments ratified 
after a fashion in the de facto house arrest 
that seals millions of Americans in and out 
of the cities behind their own locks, bolts, 
chains, grilles, shutters and bars at every 
nightfall. 

In 1964, leaders of the presidential party 
actually campaigned against law and order, 
which for them had become merely code 
words for racial bigotry. In the ’70’s there 
is a sudden contagion of document thefts, 
with a leading presidential candidate 
broadcasting government secrets affecting 
domestic security and great newspapers 
publishing classified material about the na- 
tional defense against foreign enemies. 
Here the Supreme Court, now partly re- 
manned, is jostled into an unripe decision 
on insufficient study of the very grave and 
first impression questions raised under the 
First Amendment. The new Chief Justice 
sadly acknowledges a declining support 
even among the Justices for his own 
“naive” belief that 

one of the basic and simple duties of 
every citizen with respect to the dis- 
covery or possession of stolen property 
or secret government documents . . . 
was to report, forthwith, to responsible 
public officers. 

And was there, as well, a brief recurrent 
pang at the recent publication by one of his 
colleagues, held-over from the ’ ~ O ’ S ,  of an 
outright call for revolution in a popular 
magazine also featuring a photographed 
young woman performing fellatio? Is vio- 
lence the wrong word for such a publica- 
tion in such a context by a Supreme Court 
Justice ? 

It was Hofstadter himself who wrote in 
the volume under review that 

any liberal democratic state is in danger 
of wearing away its legitimacy when it 
repeatedly uses violence at home and 
abroad when the necessity for that vio- 
lence is wholly unpersuasive to a sub- 
stantial number of its people. 

He was talking of the Vietnam war, with 
a view not quite to condone the violence 
of its critics, but with manifest animus 
against those now in charge of our involve- 
ment-or devolvement. Yet he might have 
stressed more pointedly the relevance of his 
remarks to what has been called a new 
counter-government-of judges who violate 
the people’s right to amend, bureaucrats, 
politicians and ad hoc messiahs lay and 
otherwise who violate files, students and 
teachers who violate the academic freedom 
of other teachers to teach and other stu- 
dents to learn, with their demi-clientele of 
classroom drop-outs (“They are our chil- 
dren,” said a distinguished counter-govern- 
ment man) who violate the persons of peace 
officers, the decorum of courts, the safety 
of streets and the security of town houses, 
campus laboratories and the capitols of 
government. In a book on the history of 
violence in America, two scholars are clear 
about everything except the subtler etiology 
of the circumambient and ever-escalating 
violence that right now, in 1972, besets us. 
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They are clearly not in that trahison des 
clercs which still knowingly promotes what 
we may now call a kind of galloping 
anomie; but looking straight at it in one 
of its primary places, they do not see it. 
This is a serious failing. 

Reviewed by C. P. IVES 

Violence and Authority 

On Violence, by Hannah Arendt, New 
York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 
1970. 106 pp. $4.75, paper $1.65. 

HANNAH ARENDT is one of those rare 
thinkers who can roam with ease and as- 
surance in the various domains of the his- 
torian, political scientist, sociologist, and 
philosopher and speak with persuasiveness 
in each. As is typical of Miss Arendt’s 
wo+rk, this book is replete with flashes of in- 
sight and, to use her phrase, “common 
sense,” which is “nothing else but our 
mental organ for perceiving, understanding 
and dealing with reality and factuality.” 
This book On Violence is divided into three 
major sections followed by numerous ap- 
pendices. Through it all we find an analysis 
and critique of violence and a call for “ac- 
tion,” which she characterizes as the par- 
ticularly human capacity that 

enables [a man] to get together with 
his peers, to act in concert, and to reach 
out for goals and enterprises that would 
never enter his mind, let alone the de- 
sires of his heart, had he not been given 
this gift-to embark on something new. 

She goes on to say that “much of the pres- 
ent glorification of violence is caused by a 
severe frustration of the faculty of action 
in the modern world.” The author’s concern 
is to de-glorify violence, if you will. 

In  the final section Miss Arendt attacks 
the biological view of man as an inherent- 

ly violent creature, and denies that “only 
the practice of violence [makes] it possi- 
ble to interrupt the automatic processes in 
the realm of human affairs.” Violence, as 
the author sees it, is neither glorious nor 
innate, nor is it inevitable. 

The first section of this book is a fas- 
cinating scenario of various views of GO- 
lence that forms a backdrop for a discus- 
sion of the nature of violence in the second 
part and the final critique. What is im- 
portant to note about the first section is 
Miss Arendt’s analysis of the current mis- 
understanding of Marxian theory by the 
proponents of the “new-left” ideology who 
claim on pseudo-Marxian grounds that 
violence is both inevitable and somehow 
“right.” This discussion lends an air of 
urgency to Miss Arendt’s own critique and 
especially to her notion of action as an al- 
ternative to violence. It is the second part, 
however, that calls for special attention. 

In this section, Miss Arendt is primarily 
concerned to distinguish violence from 
power. In my view she overstates her case 
and, in doing so, confuses power with 
authority-a notion that receives little at- 
tention in this book. “Power,” she tells us, 
“always stands in need of numbers, where- 
as violence up to a point can manage with- 
out them because it relies on implements.” 
I suspect that when Miss Arendt uses the 
term “power” here, as in almost every other 
case, she means “legitimate power,” which 
is authority. Because she confuses these two 
distinct concepts, Miss Arendt’s critique 
can easily be read as a defense of, at best, 
the status quo and, at worst, the view that 
“might makes right.” This can be seen 
from such comments as “Power is indeed 
of the essence of government” and “Power 
is in need of no justification.,’ A distinction 
between raw power and legitimate power 
is badly needed, but Miss Arendt’s own 
brief analysis of authority fails to provide 
grounds for such a distinction. This is a 
serious omission. 

I can only suggest an alternative view in 
brief outline here, but it seems to me that 
the move toward revolution (which Miss 
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