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Peace warriors and other verbal ironies
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It’s hard to avoid the language of war, even at an institute with “peace” in its name. There is inevitable talk of fighting for what’s right and combating injustice. When our alumni director, Anne Hayner, contemplated creating a web-site report called “Dispatches,” she even wondered if that word was too military 
sounding. 

This verbal irony came to mind again last spring, when I read e-mail exchanges among our grad students. They addressed each other as peace warriors. I imagined them marching off as a poly-ethnic platoon to begin the internships that would give them practical experience in peacebuilding. 

That construction metaphor — building peace — is a powerful and increasingly common alternative to battle language. Linguist M. J. Hardman of the University of Florida, who delves into this issue of language and violence, favors the carpentry motif. She would change the sentence “This is a battle over principles” to “This discussion is built on principles.” She also offers metaphors from weaving (“a discussion woven on principles”), art (“a discussion drawn upon principles”), and travel (“a discussion mapped out of principles”). While such placid domestic phrases are useful in many situations, in others they are — to use that favorite scholarly adjective — insufficiently robust. 

David Cortright, who is both an anti-war activist and Army veteran of the Vietnam conflict, won’t be deleting “fighting” from his vocabulary. The Kroc research fellow likes to quote abolitionist Frederick Douglass, who proclaimed: “If there is no struggle, there is no progress; those who profess to favor freedom and yet deprecate agitation are men who want crops without ploughing the ground; they want rain without thunder and lightning.” David notes that Gandhi, who organized an ambulance corps for the British Army in South Africa’s Boer War, probably would be quite comfortable being called a peace warrior.

Damon Lynch, a Kroc student whose internship was in Jerusalem, heard about a U.S. Special Forces veteran who, to Damon’s mind, deserves the “peace warrior” label. This storied fellow traveled to the Middle East on his own to carry a message of peace to both Israeli and Palestinian soldiers, and to American forces in Iraq. I learned his name, Kainoa Li, and tracked him via e-mail to his native Hawaii. He told me he had been a combat paramedic as well as martial arts trainer. He wrote: “A strong sense of faith, in my case Catholic, reinforces the sanctity of life and realization that the true aim of every soldier is in fact peace.” Some folks might argue with that last insight, although I doubt they would want to go mano a mano with someone who taught hand-to-hand combat to Green Berets. 

Our friend Damon thinks that anyone who regularly or dramatically puts body or reputation on the line for the sake of peace deserves to be called a warrior. He adds: “Could I? A skinny-arsed white guy who knows how to use a word processor but not a gun? I don’t think so!” 

Not so fast. On the battlefield of public opinion, words are more effective than bullets. George Lakoff, a University of California linguist, points out how politicians sell wars by using the language of business (lives lost are “costs”), fairy tales (heroes, victims, villains) and even medicine (bomb raids as “surgical strikes”).

The promoters of peace might take a lesson from the people who turned the Department of War into the Department of Defense. We can’t eliminate aggressive words from our vocabulary. What we can do is co-opt and transform them by eliminating their connotations of violence. Some day, maybe the old taunt “Them’s fightin’ words!” won’t conjure up clenched fists, but simply strength, struggle, and action. 

Kudos for a word warrior: Few people brandish words in the cause of peace as forcefully, and often, as Senior Fellow George Lopez. Kroc aficionados may not be aware of the extent of George’s commentaries, which go well beyond his articles in publications such as Foreign Policy and Arms Control Today. They’re unlikely to hear the interviews he gives to radio hosts in such far-flung places as the Florida Keys, or to read his monthly columns in La Opinión, the largest Spanish-language daily in the United States. But George’s contributions do not go unnoticed by the folks at the Notre Dame Office of News and Information. That is why they honored George with their 2005 Media Legend Award, given annually to the faculty member whose contributions to the media have most enhanced the university’s reputation. George also won two awards last year for outstanding teaching, and kept up with research involving travel and tight deadlines. Imagine what he would accomplish if he did not, at least occasionally, have to sleep.

