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When | wasfirst confronted with theidea of a Department of Peace—in a
seriousway, | mean: what’syour opinion on this, Bob? — | felt an inner uneasiness
similar to that inspired by a limp handshake. Oh, why not a Department of L ove as
well, or a Department of Happiness? Too much idealism, not enough ground glass,
you might say. Not enough reality. To complicate matters, my skepticism was
constrained by politeness, since the person who confronted me, aretired Canadian
diplomat named Bill Bhangja, wasafriend, a person | respected a great deal, with
whom I’d been corresponding for several years on issues of war and peace — who
had, with a colleague, written a proposal for a Canadian Department of Peace
modeled after the legisation introduced in the U.S. by Dennis Kucinich.

Uh, Bill, | wanted to say — before | had examined his proposal with any kind of
care— thisistoo feel-good. | don’t think this has a chance of serious consideration
among the cynicsin Congress and the media, except, almost jokingly, as a placebo
for Ageof Aquariustypes. Bill, Bill, we need stronger remediesfor thevirulent
wrong-headedness of the Bush administration, like impeachment.

Thiswasa littleless than two years ago. What happened that changed my mind,
brokethe back of my skepticism, a few days after | received his proposal — a copy
of which was printed out and sitting on my desk — was avian in nature. It wasn't a
visit from the dove of peace — not exactly. It was a news story about bird flu.

The story quoted Geor ge Bush’s thoughts about this new enemy, which he saw
asanother form of terror, apparently, and which he talked about combating with ...
areyou ready? National Guard troops. That is, by implementing marital law to
enfor ce quarantines. Thiswasthe guy who had, in the past five years, “ degraded”
the nation’ s public health system — in the wor ds of a high-level official at the
Centersfor Disease Control — to the point of ineffectiveness, and underfunded and
politicized every branch of government created to deal with national emergencies.
And all he could think about wasto start shooting. | think it may be a myth that
Native Americans, infected with smallpox from tainted blankets, donned war paint



and battleregaliato fight it off, but here wasan American president proposing
pretty much the same thing.

And it hit mewith ajolt: Thelevel of public awarenessisdeteriorating. We're
now producing leaderswho haven’'t got a clue how to deal with complex social issues
except to start shooting at them. And there s no adequate challengeto thisin the
media or from the opposition party, and apparently no public context big enough
even to allow for debate.

Thisiswhen | started to seethe value of institutional change: the conception and
establishment of a permanent structure that studies, explores, defines, and most of
all sheerly acknowledgesthat thereis something called peace that isn’t in actual fact
war, or thethreat of war, in the spirit of the Strategic Air Command, whose motto
is: “Peaceisour profession.” Suddenly we'reat a point wherethisisall we know —
that “ peace” isnothing but keeping a blindly malevolent enemy at bay, and these
enemies who confront us are all essentially the same. How can it be that nowherein
thecorridorsof power — in the corridors of theworld’s only superpower — isthere
the least acknowledgement or even, seemingly, the least awar eness of, for instance,
this: “Werecognize that the world isinterconnected and that everything influences
thewhole. Asa consequence, thereisno ‘them and us.” Thereisonly us, and the
welfare of others, indeed of all life, isour own welfare.” Soit reads on the website of
a group called the Peace Alliance, about which I’ll have moreto say in a moment.

But first | want to address an appalling situation that isfar bigger, far more
entrenched than Geor ge Bush’swild musings about bird flu. It issimply this: The
opportunity for peace has been draining through our fingersfor decades. And it’s
not going to happen — it’ssimply not going to happen — unlessthere’sa shift in
consciousness at the level of politics and gover nment.

We' ve already heard from Dwight D. Eisenhower, who in hisfamous address to
the American Society of Newspaper Editors, on April 16,1953, pointed out the
futility and horrific cost of the Cold War ... and remember, that war ended in 1991,
after four and a half tense, fearful, duck-and-cover decades, and then, after the
tearing down of the Berlin wall, the final collapse of the Soviet system, Gorbachev’'s
implementation of glasnost and perestroika, people talked excitedly about a peace
dividend: the diversion of Cold War arms-race money to peaceful purposes, the
rebuilding of the social safety net, funding for education, perhaps even energy
independence.

Yeah, sure...
| would like to quote further from Eisenhower’s speech ... what isknown ashis

Crossof Iron speech ... not simply becauseit iseerily timely in 2007, but because it
shows a consciousness that we as a nation have given up, and must reclaim:



“In that spring of victory (1945) the soldiers of the Western Allies met the
soldiers of Russia in the center of Europe. They were triumphant comradesin arms.
Their peoples shared the joyous prospect of building, in honor of their dead, the
only fitting monument — an age of just peace. All these war-weary peoples shared
too this concrete, decent purpose: to guard vigilantly against the domination ever
again of any part of theworld by a single, unbridled aggr essive power.

“ ... Theway chosen by the United States was plainly marked by a few clear
precepts, which govern itsconduct in world affairs.

“First: No people on earth can be held, as a people, to be enemy, for all
humanity sharesthe common hunger for peace and fellowship and justice.

“Second: No nation’s security and well-being can belastingly achieved in
isolation but only in effective cooperation with fellow-nations.

“Third: Any nation’sright to form of government and an economic system of its
own choosingisinalienable.

“Fourth: Any nation’s attempt to dictate to other nationstheir form of
government isindefensible.

“And fifth: A nation’s hope of lasting peace cannot be firmly based upon any
racein armamentsbut rather upon just relations and honest under standing with all
other nations.”

Consider how marginalized such languageistoday! Thisiswhy it’sstunning —
not because Ike“ saw 50 yearsinto the future” and divined our problems and needs,
but because he spoketo hiscontemporariesin 1953 in language that still appliesto
the state of the world, because the world hasn’t changed — the wor st of geopolitics
and therelationships among nations haven’t changed — but rather have grown
mor e desper ate and mor e ur gent.

I quote lke alittlefurther: “ These plain and cruel truths define the peril and
point the hope that come with this spring of 1953. Thisis one of those timesin the
affairs of nations when the gravest choices must be made, if thereisto beaturning
toward ajust and lasting peace.”

| repeat: “THIS!” Today, midsummer 2007. “THISisone of thosetimes ... when
the gravest choices must be made, if thereisto be aturning toward ajust and
lasting peace.”

Thisisatime, said Ike, that calls upon the nations of the world “to answer the
guestionsthat stirsthe heartsof all sasnemen: ISTHERE NO OTHER WAY THE
WORLD MAY LIVE?



Let melet that question sink in: Isthere no other way the world may live? This
isnot a question to be asked except with a fullness of heart and areadinessto
commit one'slifeto an answer.

Thewar in which we are now engaged — this subset of thewar on terror that we
arewaging in Iraq — could wind up costing, accor ding to Nobel-Prize winning
economist Joseph Stiglitz, as much as $2 trillion, when all the hidden costs, such as
lifetime carefor brain-injured vets, arefactored in. Frankly, | think thisestimateis
extremely conservative, if onefactorsin the cost to thelragis— not just of the
obvious and visible damage to that country but theinvisible damage in the form of
depleted uranium and other toxic consequences of the way we wage war, and the
horrific health consequences these wreak in the form of birth defects, widespread
cancer and other neurological diseases, and will wreak for years ... decades ... to
come.

Railing against the waste just won’t do. Not anymore. It hasn’t accomplished
anything in 60 years. While men and women of good will talked ear nestly about how
to spend the peace dividend of the ’90s, the denizens of neoconser vative think-tanks
brainstormed about how to make surethe levels of defense spending did not drop.
Who was mor e successful ?

In my opinion, the time has come for usto do morethan stand our ground. The
time has come to commit to a building process that changes how we govern
our selves. The time has cometo insist on structural change and a recognition in the
corridors of power that peaceisa complex undertaking with rootsin ajust society,
not merely a ceasefire.

And so thisbrings me, finally, to what is currently known asHR 808, the
legislation Dennis Kucinich first introduced on July 11, 2001, to establish a Cabinet-
level Department of Peace and Nonviolence, and hasreintroduced every session of
Congresssince. Thelegidation, Kucinich explains on hiswebsite, “would serveto
promote non-violence as an organizing principlein our society, and help to create
the conditionsfor a mor e peaceful world.”

OK, great. So what doesthat mean? Well, a couple key provisions: The funding
would be pegged at 2 per cent of the Defense Budget. What a Department of Peace
would doistietogether, fund, be a resource and clearinghouse for programs that
wor k on such mattersas nonviolent conflict resolution both domestically and
internationally. It would link, in effect, schoolyard bullieswith international
bullying. Domestically, the website tells us, the department would develop policies
addressing such issues as. domestic violence, child abuse, and mistreatment of the
elderly. Internationally, it would analyze foreign policy and make recommendations
to the president on matters pertaining to national security, including the protection
of human rights and the prevention and de-escalation of unarmed and ar med
international conflict.



A Department of Peace has been compared to the Environmental Protection
Agency, the establishment of which — even with an unsympathetic administration
in power — permanently legitimizes environmental awar eness.

The department would also have an Office of Peace Education, which would
work with educatorsin elementary and secondary schools and universitiesin the
development and implementation of curricula on peaceful conflict resolution. In
addition, a Peace Academy would be established to provideinstruction in peace
education and offer opportunitiesfor graduatesto servein programs dedicated to
domestic or international nonviolent conflict resolution — in other words, turning
out peace professionals.

Programs such asthisarefrequently called “the technology of peace” — for me
an absolutely fascinating concept, which | am in the process of lear ning mor e about.
For instance:

“Welivein a culture where people are very much disconnected from each other.
| think that’sincredibly dangerous,” Lauren Abramson told me. “The more
connected we are, the safer we'll be.”

Abramson is executive director of Baltimore's Community Conferencing Center,
a 10-year-old organization that is quietly part of what you might call the global
healing networ k, the emerging culture of peace.

“What we do isbuild connections,” she said. Specifically, the or ganization makes
it possible for both victims and per petrators of crimesto have a conver sation with
each other — a system of “restorative justice,” asopposed to retributive justice,
based on a similar program in Australia and originally adapted from the Maori of
New Zealand. It allows actual healing to occur. “Wetend to put alot of systems
between people,” she said. “When you give people a chanceto talk to each other,
how powerful it can be.”

Programs such asthisare barely known to the media, their transformative
power undiscover ed by pop culture, their value a secret from most politicians. Yet |
couldn’t be more certain that our safety and security liein the direction of opening
the blocked passages of connection we have to each other, and forging new ones —
particularly into the hearts of bitter, despairing young men such asVirginia Tech
Killer Seung-Hui Cho. It can be done. M ost conflict can be defused well beforeit
explodes.

Here'swhat Walter Cronkite, in a conversation with Kucinich, had to say:
“What isquiteclear ... isthat you aretrying, and | consider myself with you on

thisin every way ... to (create) not only a massive but a basic changein our culture,
in our entireapproach to our relationshipswith other human beings. ... It'snot a



matter of simply getting another department of government. You’'re speaking of an
entire philosophical revolution.”

So ... if thisisresonating for some of you, the question is, what can you do? As
luck would have it — plenty. It just so happensthat an organization called the Peace
Alliance, a group independent of Kucinich founded by author and inspirational
speaker Marianne Williamson, perhaps best known asthe creator of A Coursein
Miracles. Her belief isthat inner peace and outer peace must at some point
conver ge, and when she personally felt the need to step beyond her inner journey,
shelooked around for a way to do so and became enamored of Kucinich’svision.
Theresult isthe Peace Alliance, which at this point has a national structurein place
to promote and lobby for the legislation. It seemsto methat Williamson, by linking
our inner and outer journeys— by refusing to believe that politics belongsin one
corner, and religion, spirituality and God belong in another — embodiesthe
“philosophical revolution” that Cronkite spoke of: the paradigm shift.

Thisnational structureincludes coordinatorsin nearly every state. There may
be one or two that don’t have one yet, but Wisconsin does. Her nameis Deki Smith,
and | have contact information for her that | can give you afterwards. Shelivesin
Milwaukee and regrets not being ableto be heretoday.

Shetold methat sherecognizes many types, degrees and levels of involvement on
thisissue and is supportive of all of them. She does coaching based on individual
interests, and said, “ There' s something happening in Wisconsin and if you want to
make something happen you will betotally supported.”

The sort of thingsthat one can do range from national lobbying to many sorts of
local initiatives— including getting one’ s local governmental body to passa
resolution urging Congressto implement a cabinet-level Department of Peace.
Communitieslarge and small have already done so. They include Chicago, Detroit,
Cleveland, Atlanta, Minneapolis and Oakland, along with Silver City, N.M .,
Sebastopol, Calif., Hamtramck, Mich. and Fairmont, Minn.

Could Appleton, Wisconsin be next?

“Therearenew ideason theworld’s horizon, as different from the twentieth-
century wor ldview as the twentieth century was from the nineteenth century,”
Williamson writesin Healing the Soul of America.

And Mahatma Gandhi said, “Nonviolenceisthe greatest force at the disposal of
mankind. It ismightier than the mightiest weapon of destruction devised by the
ingenuity of man.”

| say, maybe thetime hascometo learn how to useit.



