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“I Must Not Think Bad Thoughts”:
A Semantic Analysis of the Use of Violence 
within Global Civil Society
Nicolas Lozada

There are few concepts treated with as much ambiva­
lence as violence. On the one hand, it is universally un­
derstood as a destructive force. Human beings, when 
unable or unwilling to apply other methods, resort to 
inflicting harm on others to impose their will. Such acts 
and their consequences are manifestations of violence. 
For many, violence is a blunt fact of life, and this can 
be cynically accepted or passionately disclaimed. On the 
other hand, a passing glance at our history consistent­
ly demonstrates a gleeful fascination with violence; we 
relish fictional tales of bloodshed and often hold those 
who enact violence in high esteem when we consider 
their intentions to be good. Humans have a complex, 
even contradictory, relationship with violence, and our 
understanding of it is likely to remain fragmented if it 
stays confined to the realm of absolutes.

Violence is also essential to one of the first concepts 
drilled into the mind of every political science student: 
the state. It is often explained as an institution that exer­
cises a monopoly over the use of force within a defined 
territory, legitimized through a contractual relationship 
between the state and its citizens. In contrast to this 
well-defined concept, definitions of Global Civil Society 
(GCS) vary wildly with little cohesion. For example, it 
is widely debated whether it denotes an observable con­
stant or a new and potentially transformative movement. 
Yet, in all cases, there is a clear preference toward ap­
parent non-violent actors. Violent actors are often seen 
as too adversarial and antagonistic to be legitimately in­
cluded within GCS. The shallow consideration of vio­
lence has far-reaching consequences for those studying 
GCS, as well as real GCS actors. I will argue that our 
collective definition of violence obscures the full mea­
sure of its effects, acts as a fallacious marker of legiti­
macy within politics, and leaves us unable to conceive 
of violence as anything other than an immutable fact of 
human existence.

To challenge current understandings of violence, I 
propose a dialectical approach. Dialectics is, as James A. 
Tyner writes,

counter to more conventional and pervasive epistemolo­
gies—of which empiricism is exemplary—that disaggre­
gate the world into discrete and unrelated entities. So 
conceived, a disaggregated epistemology limits analysis to 
the surface appearance of objects. Dialectics, conversely, 
open space for a deeper and more profound analysis. Re­
ality, from a dialectical vantage point, consists not simply 
of disparate “things” but also processes and relations. In 
other words, reality is more than the epiphenomena that 
can be counted, classified, and mapped; it is more than 
the observation that strikes us immediately and directly, 
which masks the underlying structures and social rela­
tions. Dialectics therefore restructure our thinking and 
our ontological reality by replacing the commonsense 
notion of “thing” with notions of “process,” “relation,” 
and “change.”1

Here I use dialectics to show how violence results from 
and exists through social relationships, and to illuminate 
the variety of forms violence takes within the current 
global system. Rather than considering violence to be 
static and immutable, I will show that it is as complex as 
other hierarchies and manifestations of power.

This paper is split into four sections. The first three 
focus on analyzing and demonstrating the limitations 
and dangerous consequences of traditional conceptions 
of violence. The fourth produces a reconciliation be­
tween these competing definitions and relates them to 
climate action. I will draw on the example set by the 
neo-Zapatista movement in Chiapas, Mexico, as well as 
philosophical works by Hannah Arendt and Karl Marx, 
to demonstrate how our societal definition of violence is 
inadequate. I will explain how a better understanding of 
violence might empower certain movements for emanci­
pation and justice within the frameworks of ecology and 
anti-capitalism.
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1. Violence, an Overview

Despite being introduced as a concept almost a century 
ago and numerous attempts to provide a definitive ex­
planation, scholars still intensely disagree on the defini­
tion of ‘Global Civil Society’. My goal is not to provide 
a definitive answer to that debate. Instead, I will demon­
strate that no matter which perspective is favoured, the 
outcome is still subject to the biases and limitations orig­
inating from our collective understanding of violence. 
For example, the 2012 GCS yearbook by Kaldor, An- 
heier, and Glasius is part of a project to chronicle the 
development of GCS activity over time. As an ostensibly 
empirical approach, the yearbook uses a fairly inclusive 
definition of GCS: “the sphere of ideas, values, institu­
tions, organizations, networks, and individuals located 
between the family, the state, and the market, and oper­
ating beyond the confines of national societies, polities, 
and economies.”2 This is certainly a broad definition, 
since almost every non-state, non market, international 
activity can be considered a part of GCS. Nonetheless, 
when examining the events listed in the yearbook, there 
is clearly a bias in its analysis. The maps shown through­
out the chapter that help to visualize the extent of GCS 
activity only show instances of non-state actors seeking 
political reform and state retaliation against them. While 
these examples are inspiring and help to paint a picture 
of a global people struggling to be heard, this limited 
portrayal and what was defined previously as GCS do 
not align. The narrow focus of the maps implies a nor­
mative aim that is at odds with the authors’ broad con­
ception of GCS. That is, the authors surreptitiously fa­
vour civil society actors that are non-violent. Studies and 
actors that uncritically adopt this bias accept the terms 
that dominant social forces have set for engaging in civ­
il society. This approach grants those forces license to 
define what is and is not violent, and therefore what is 
and is not legitimate. Consequently, the state retains its 
monopoly on the legitimate use of violence.

This contradiction is even more apparent in the 
Gramscian analysis of Hagai Katz. His article on GCS 
is ostensibly dialectical, but it persists with the static 
view of the world put forth by dominant powers. In 
attempting to determine the extent to which GCS is 
counterhegemonic, Katz agrees that international non­
governmental organizations (INGOs) are constrained 
by “the global political economy, driven by govern­
ments, IGOs, trade agreements, and other elements of 
the hegemonic world order.”3 He does not, however, 
consider the epistemic dimensions of this conflict. For 
instance, to what extent does our definition of violence 
exclude certain actors from being considered INGOs at 
all? And is their exclusion conducive to the counter-he­
gemonic potential of GCS?

In both these analyses of GCS, there is an obvious 
omission of terrorist and militant groups. Though the 

specific logic for their exclusion is never presented, one 
can infer that it is because such groups are seen as anti­
thetical to the aims of non-violent actors; that they dis­
rupt the peace that other actors use to engage in politi­
cal reform. On the surface, this reasoning makes sense. 
Terrorist acts are inherently violent and adversarial, 
and most NGOs work to disassociate themselves from 
these concepts. One problem with this thinking, wheth­
er scholars or actors choose to accept it, is that violent 
groups are as much a part of GCS as any other non-state 
entity. Without sharing the same explicit goals and val­
ues, they ultimately occupy the same political space that 
lies outside the state, the market, and the family. Draw­
ing a clear line between citizens who engage in peaceful 
protest and those who enact violence through terrorism 
risks oversimplifying the challenges faced by GCS actors. 
Currently, such violent groups are only studied within 
the context of security and counterterrorism. This lim­
ited perspective shapes how politicians and the public 
view and interact with terrorism and the people they as­
sociate with the acts.

2. A Dialectics of Violence

Our collective definition of violence is poorly suited 
to place individual instances of direct violence (e.g. a ter­
rorist attack) within a broader context of systemic forms 
of violence. There is a popular understanding of struc­
tural violence which has contributed greatly to studies of 
racism, sexism, and other forms of institutionalized in­
equality, but it nonetheless continues to treat violence as 
existing prior to social relations rather than being itself a 
social relation. As James Tyner and Joshua Inwood write 
in their dialectical analysis on violence: “Violence [in the 
popular understanding] is given its own material reality: 
it simply exists. [...] just as progressive scholars have de­
constructed, for example, the ontological status of ‘race’ 
and ‘sex’ it is necessary to do likewise for the concept 
of violence.”4 These authors share my concern that the 
social sciences have neglected to seriously engage with 
violence in a manner similar to other socially important 
concepts. They cite Johan Galtung’s work on violence as 
an example of how our treatment of the structural forms 
of violence actually makes it more difficult to approach 
it as a tangible problem, since it is impossible to discern 
any measure of culpability within structural violence.5 
To counter this, Tyner and Inwood engage in a pro­
cess of abstraction, fundamental to dialectical analysis, 
to reveal the faults in this line of thinking. They propose 
that, at its most abstract, violence can be defined as “any 
action that affects the material conditions of another, 
thereby reducing one’s potentiality.”6 From this posi­
tion, the notion that guilt cannot be derived from struc­
tural violence collapses, since certain social relations, like 
a governing body cutting back welfare services, directly 
impact ordinary individuals in a violent manner. Such 
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political and economic processes are no longer seen as 
impersonal, incorporeal movements of a system beyond 
an actor’s control; they become social relations that can 
then be studied with much greater depth.

This relates to another key problem within GCS 
studies: the omission of economic relations from its 
sphere. This is not to say that its research does not ac­
count for market forces; rather these forces, like our 
broader comprehension of violence, are understood 
apart from rather than in relation to GCS. As a result, 
the consequences of unfettered capitalist accumulation 
are deemed unfortunate circumstances and side effects 
of the system, instead of the product of autonomous in­
dividual and organizational decisions. In her book The 
Shock Doctrine, Naomi Klein uses the example of Bolivia 
in the 1980s to demonstrate how global neoliberal mar­
ket initiatives can inflict immense amounts of violence, 
all the while being hailed as peaceful and transformative. 
To produce a readily adoptable economic doctrine for 
participating states to join the global market, the Unit­
ed States targeted the Bolivian government. The U.S. 
government convinced the left-leaning president Victor 
Paz to reverse his entire economic platform and adopt a 
program of shock therapy designed to curb hyperinfla­
tion. Reducing inflation by 10 percent within two years, 
the program delivered its promise at great cost to Boliv­
ia’s general population as unemployment rose and wages 
plummeted. The U.S. did note that the average nation­
al income had fallen slightly from $845 to $789 two 
years later, but intentionally ignored that these averag­
es do not account for income inequalities. A small elite 
grew immensely wealthy while the financially declining 
populations were statistically hidden. The project was 
internationally hailed, in part because Paz was demo­
cratically elected. This praise continued despite running 
on a platform in contradiction to his later policies, which 
required a great deal of authoritarian violence to be im­
plemented. Klein writes that “Bolivia provided a blue­
print for a new, more palatable kind of authoritarianism, 
a civilian coup d’etat, one carried out by politicians and 
economists in business suits rather than soldiers in mili­
tary uniforms—all unfolding within the official shell of a 
democratic regime.”7 Bolivia’s experiences with neoliber­
al globalization are a cautionary reminder of how struc­
tural violence from economic initiatives eludes the usu­
al definitions of violence and becomes an unexamined 
consequence of the system. Rather than an invasion, we 
see an earthquake.

3. An Eye for an Eye

Once one begins to see the most basic infringements 
on human autonomy as violence, it becomes difficult for 
those seeking social change to determine appropriate 
forms of revolutionary upheaval. This is a contentious 
debate within the Marxist tradition, as many scholars ar­

gue for a vision of revolutionary subjectivity that legiti­
mizes its use of violence by its very existence. According 
to Hannah Arendt, Marxism has always been aware of 
the role of violence, but previously understood its role 
as incidental, rather than fundamental, to the revolu­
tion, “which [Marx] likened to the labour pangs that 
precede, but of course do not cause, the event of organic 
birth.”8 Marx himself was deeply suspicious of suppos­
edly universal liberal values, as these so often resulted in 
a system that favoured the bourgeoisie at the expense of 
the greater population. He determined that an authentic 
revolution needed to separate itself from the very idea of 
existing within bourgeois society.

A sphere, finally, which cannot emancipate itself without 
emancipating itself from all other spheres of society and 
thereby emancipating all other spheres of society, which, 
in a word, is the complete loss of man and hence can win 
itself only through the complete re-winning of man.9

For Marx, the revolution has no particular character or 
place, it does not seek to preserve anything that came 
before; it is a universal and destructive force. Yet Ar­
endt’s point holds true. Nothing in Marx’s words defin­
itively advocates for the use of violence, particularly vio­
lence against others. In fact, one could interpret Marx’s 
view of violence as a largely internalized process, where 
revolution requires the individual to remove themselves 
completely from their subjectivity within capitalism. 
As Christopher Finlay shows, later thinkers like Frantz 
Fanon and $lavoj Zizek would understand violence as 
necessary for workers to achieve a new revolutionary 
consciousness. While this is done with the goal of em­
powering the disenfranchised, Finlay argues that these 
theorists fail to consider its every dimension: “[They] 
give space to a form of la politique du pire which sees 
any violence perpetrated between capitalism or colonial­
ism and its subjects as advantageous since it will provoke 
a desire for revolution.”10 This is a dangerous space to 
occupy for any movement seeking social change. Histo­
ry has demonstrated that without a definitive ordering 
principle, violence can have dire consequences. There 
are potent lessons to be gleaned from communist re­
volts like Russia, Cambodia, and China; these may have 
begun authentically but quickly devolved into brutal vi­
olence.

To relate this problem to GC$, the seemingly inno­
cent task of seeking societal change can become volatile 
because of its contentious relation to violence. An un­
derstanding of revolutionary violence in which the ends 
wholly justify the means can help account for why certain 
groups with initially sympathetic goals choose to pursue 
more violent methods. While some may choose violence 
out of perceived necessity or a desire to exact revenge, 
the decision exhibits a deeper desire within every actor 
to assert themselves as authentic and autonomous—and 
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to establish some measure of control over their own cir­
cumstances. In this way, even the most heinous acts can 
be understood as attempts at self-realization and sover­
eignty. This perspective could provide studies of GCS 
with new frameworks to engage with actors excluded 
based on their use of violence, as well as theorize wheth­
er a limiting principle can be formulated for engaging in 
violence within GCS.

4. Living on a Thin Line—What Are 
We Supposed to Do Now?

On one end we have the problem of how GCS defines 
itself and how these definitions obscure a bias towards 
non-violence, all the while accepting many instances of 
violence within the system as structural externalities. On 
the other is the problem of how GCS actors go about 
achieving societal change, and whether this can occur 
without total capitulation to the system or devolution 
into wanton, despotic violence. In both of these areas of 
contention the popular framework of violence is overly 
simplistic. Consequently, actors with these frameworks 
tend towards extremes that drastically limit their auton­
omy within global politics.

Some might argue that, especially in the global 
West, this is all a non-problem. It is often assumed that 
violence is useless and counterproductive within liberal 
democracies, that non-violence is their default state, and 
any disruption of this is inherently undemocratic and 
wrong. An extension of this argument insists that even if 
violence exists within our system, and even if it is inflict­
ed on those seeking change peacefully, violence corrupts 
those who engage in it. Therefore, pacifism is the moral­
ly superior and more effective option. These arguments 
have their merit but also considerable counterpoints. For 
one, pacifism as a completely voluntary commitment to 
non-violence against the state is nonsensical. Traditional 
pacifism implies that actors can inflict harm on others but 
actively choose to restrain themselves on moral grounds. 
However, when a bully threatens a younger child with 
violence to get their lunch money and that child sub­
mits, is the child usually considered a pacifist? Within 
modern states, liberal democracies included, adherence 
to non-violence is not a completely voluntary act, but 
one vehemently enforced by the state under threat of 
punishment. This is not pacifism but capitulation, and 
we have all given up our lunch money. The privileges 
of many allow them to enjoy this enforced non-violence 
while others—whether in the form of marginalized 
groups in the same country or citizens of another coun­
try—have to live with the reality that the political system 
is brutal and relentless. Within this context, to call one’s 
movement non-violent aligns one with the system’s defi­
nition of violence. This classification implicitly supports 
the narrative that the structural, and sometimes direct, 

violence perpetuating the system is an unfortunate but 
unavoidable part of the world.

For this reason, I find the problem of climate change, 
though existentially terrifying, immensely illuminating 
within the context of GCS. Should the worst effects 
come to pass, it will have a drastic impact on the physi­
cal world as we know it. However, despite the immense 
complexities of the environment, we can determine a 
significant degree of culpability for its degradation. It 
is well known that unregulated industrial-economic 
growth, through its nihilistic instrumentalization of na­
ture, is inherently unsustainable and responsible for the 
extent of current ecological destruction. We also know 
exactly which states, companies, and individuals contrib­
ute most to this ongoing environmental damage. While 
it is obviously preferable to develop a peaceful global co­
alition to combat this rapidly approaching catastrophe, it 
would be irresponsible not to consider the all-too-likely 
scenario that our world leaders will be unable to act in 
the necessarily decisive and inclusive manner. The sur­
vival of natural life and the planet may rest on the com­
mon people—which in this case means all of GCS—to 
enforce change upon states and market actors, likely at 
the risk of violent retaliation. Without a modern con­
ception of violence that can account for such a dilemma 
and provide an avenue for civil action, the GCS will find 
itself paralyzed within its own framework and will strug­
gle to forge peaceful cooperation long after it is possible.

Such a representation of violence is certainly diffi­
cult, but far from impossible, to find within global soci­
ety today. The modern Zapatista movement in Chiapas, 
Mexico, spearheaded by the Zapatista Army of National 
Liberation (EZLN) has challenged traditional notions 
of emancipatory struggle. After a brief armed upris­
ing, the Zapatistas managed to peacefully turn Chiapas 
into one of the most democratic and inclusive regions 
in Mexico while maintaining a provocative militaristic 
image.11 Their strong and principled commitment to a 
set of ideals is key to their success and cleverly subverts 
understandings from previous attempts at revolution. 
Arendt’s work on the distinction between power and vi­
olence provides a wealth of insight into the remarkable 
success of the Zapatistas and how their doctrine can be 
expanded to fit the modern challenges faced by GCS.

On January 1,1994, NAFTA went into effect, mark­
ing an important step in the success of neoliberal global­
ization. That same day, three thousand poorly equipped, 
mostly Mayan revolutionaries seized control of towns 
throughout the Chiapas region, occupying town halls, 
releasing Indigenous prisoners, and destroying land 
ownership records.12 The revolutionaries intended to 
declare their opposition to the trade agreement, which 
they proclaimed was a death sentence for Indigenous 
Mexicans. Government forces attempted to retake the 
territory that was lost, but after just twelve days and 
three hundred total casualties, they relented and called a 
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ceasefire. Most expected the EZLN to follow the route 
of every other guerrilla force and openly challenge the 
government for control of the state. But to everyone’s 
surprise, once the hattie was won, the EZLN ceased all 
military activity. A National Democratic Convention for 
Chiapas was called by the EZLN that August and then- 
leader, Subcomandante Marcos, eloquently conveyed 
his wonderfully paradoxical and subversive understand­
ing of violence. Realizing the irony of having an armed 
guerrilla force presiding over a democratic convention, 
Marcos had every soldier’s rifle tied with a white ribbon. 
He then stated, “Those ribbons signify the purpose of 
our weapons; they are not arms to be used in confronta­
tion with civil society. Those ribbons on the guns repre­
sent, like everything else here, a paradox: weapons that 
aspire to uselessness.”13 This simple symbol perfectly en­
capsulates the potency of Marcos’s and the Zapatista’s 
form of revolutionary politics. At no point in their strug­
gle did the EZLN aim to replace the Mexican govern­
ment. Even if it were to have overthrown it, its mandate 
strictly prevents it from assuming power itself.14 Instead, 
the EZLN is expected to remain completely subordinate 
to the needs of the citizenry, undermining more tradi­
tional understandings of decolonization and revolution­
ary violence.15

For Arendt, the many contradictions that emerge 
when abstractly examining violence led her to distinguish 
violence and power as two opposing forces. After an ex­
haustive survey of the manifestations of power and vio­
lence throughout human history, Arendt observes that 
“violence can always destroy power; out of the barrel of 
a gun grows the most effective command, resulting in 
the most instant and perfect obedience. What never can 
grow out of it is power.”16 Here she asserts that armed 
uprisings cannot hope to realize any long-lasting suc­
cess if they base their entire claim to power on violence. 
Power only exists through legitimacy. Power is thus at 
odds with violence: the latter may be justifiable but it 
cannot produce legitimacy.17 This helps to explain the 
failure of past revolutions, since they consistently mis­
construe violence and power as synonymous, whereas 
Arendt would hold that they are, in fact, opposites. The 
EZLN appear to have understood this relationship per­
fectly, as demonstrated in their conscious effort to sepa­
rate their institutions of violence and power:

[Revolution] is not about the taking of power or the im­
position (by peaceful or violent means) of a new social 
system, but about something which precedes all this. It 
is about the construction of the antechamber of the new 
world, a space where each of the different political forces, 
with equal responsibilities and rights can struggle.18

Twenty-five years later, the Zapatista uprising remains 
unique and impressive on a global scale. It maintained 
autonomy within the Mexican political system and sov­

ereignty over its territory, and it now plans to more than 
double the lands that it controls.19 Their implement­
ed governing structures are more inclusive (all are re­
quired to have completely equal gender representation) 
and more democratic than anywhere else in Mexico. 
Furthermore, the state of Chiapas achieved a level of 
self-sufficiency and quality of life that would have been 
decimated by NAFTA’s policies. Though they are little 
known and occupy a relatively insignificant portion of 
the world, the Zapatista movement, in my view, is one 
of the most significant revolutions since the end of the 
Cold War. More than the quantifiable results of then- 
efforts, their importance is from their radical and subver­
sive re-imagining of armed struggle and what it means 
to fight for the right to five freely.

Conclusion

Given the nature of the ecological crisis we face today as 
a species, I believe there is value to be drawn from the 
example of the Zapatista uprising. Its nuanced under­
standing of violence enabled the EZLN to act decisively 
and responsibly where many others continue to remain 
paralyzed by the confines of the system. This is by no 
means a call for every GCS actor to mimic the actions 
of the Zapatista. Instead, I aim only to demonstrate that 
the options available to enact change in response to a 
structural threat are much broader than we might first 
surmise—this is the “something which precedes all this” 
to which Marcos was referring. Should the worst come 
to pass, and those responsible for this crisis fail to make 
the needed changes, we should turn to the likes of Sub­
comandante Marcos, not Lenin or Mao, for guidance.

The definition of violence, like many things we take 
for granted, is deeply influenced by the surrounding 
world. Understanding these influences, and how best 
to respond to them, is crucial if we are to claim some 
part in defining it for ourselves. Defenders of the status 
quo often point out that we currently five in the most 
peaceful era in human history, citing how far fewer wars 
are fought between states than ever before. This may 
be empirically true (though the empirical definition of 
war here probably deserves some scrutiny), but it was 
also true for Europe in the latter half of the 19th cen­
tury. This was an unheard-of period of peace across the 
European continent, with no major war breaking out 
until WWI. What caused this sudden age of jovial coop­
eration? Why, colonialism, of course. Since every great 
European power was busy massacring, enslaving, and 
exploiting the peoples of Africa, Asia, and South Ameri­
ca, none of them found the need or the desire to attack 
each other, at least for a finite period. To what extent 
might our own age of peace be similar? Are we truly 
aware of the violence that is carried out daily to main­
tain the current system? These questions fundamentally 
challenge our current assumptions about global politics 
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and GCS. It is abundantly clear that in order to answer 
them, in order to remain adaptable in these times of rap­
id change, and in order to ensure that ordinary people 
do not become hostages to the system they live in, vio­
lence must cease to be treated as an unchanging fact of 
human existence. While I have made a broad attempt to 
outline the problem within GCS, violence exists in many 
forms and across many fields of study. Scholars through­
out the social sciences should endeavour to question 

their assumptions about violence and other concepts like 
it. Political actors, similarly, should always question the 
present state of the world, remaining vigilant as things 
are often not all that they appear. Freedom and the il­
lusion of freedom are all too easily confused, especially 
when we allow the dominant powers to define for us ex­
actly what “free” is. Radical skepticism in these matters 
is not only prudent but necessary for freedom.
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