Violence and Discomfort
I didn’t sleep particularly well last night. During the evening I had watched a rural village TV drama1 set at the time of WW1 and was troubled by the whole human response to war, to threat and to what fear does to people; not just some people, but to all people, myself very much included. Highlighted by the drama was the wish for the comfort of the known, the retreating into hardened views, the unleashing of prejudices, the polarisation and fragmentation of communities and families. The conditioning, propaganda and manipulation that we are subject to everyday is ramped up many fold in times of social threat and war. Social niceties, even civil tolerance, can disappear in a flash. The world of plurality and the shades of grey that make up a vibrant diverse community are negated and the mood turns ominously, desperately dark. Even in the seemingly homogenous village of this TV drama there is polarisation and victimisation, like turning on like. When there is the threat of a ‘common enemy’ you are forced to choose – with us or against us. People, like myself, who consider themselves liberal minded, reasonable, caring and concerned, are given nowhere comfortable to turn. Either you are thrust into the viciousness of the conflict and the killing of other confused and misguided combatants like yourself, or you face the viciousness rained upon oneself and family at home; either way sensitivity, autonomy, even life itself may be crushed out of you without a moments thought or care.      
People and societies under threat seem to slide inexorably into these lose – lose scenarios. From interpersonal difficulties to all out war the arc of conflict development can be tragically similar. I am not saying this pattern is inevitable. Indeed most personal and international issues are resolved without cascading into hatred and violence. The resolutions are based on good will, recognised common interests and acceptance of differences. What leads us to find the amicable way through difference, misunderstanding and crisis? Or, put the other way and assuming we are functionally reasonable most of the time, what tips us over and down the slippery slope into hate and spite, into wishing harm and aggression?
We are all human and subject to many frailties. After years of self enquiry and inner work I still feel hurt and can react with unwarranted comments, fuelled by rising anger, to any perceived barbs thrust in my direction by those around me or even by a more generalised sense of injustice. 
Perceived threat seems to be the trigger for these very unpleasant responses; something I hold to be important and wish to protect is under challenge. The perceived attack or threat of attack arouses a defensiveness that is not always proportional to the actual existential threat posed. Unconsidered responses tend to be deeply reactive, having an animal like instinctive energy and passion that, only later, can the logical mind come to grips with. And most of the threats do not actually put life and limb at risk at all, but are threats to our self image, sense of control and our beliefs. The argument can be made that instinctive aggressive responses may have some justification in the immediate protection of life and limb; however their use for psychological defence is complex and unlikely to reduce tensions or bring mutual resolution to the issue. For many of us, caught in the initial reaction, this distinction between physical and psychological threats is not consciously drawn, the inner challenge is held to be as threatening as the outer one. Perhaps because the body, the self image and the clung to views are all rolled up together in the fragile conglomerate ‘me’. Even when we have time to reflect, we may fail to appreciate the difference between verbal and physical threats, or the potential and the actual risks and respond appropriately. Whilst bodily threats are usually clear to us, threats to the more amorphous ‘me’ construction are less well defined and subject to all sorts of distortions of view and motive. We most definitely do need to take care of ourselves psychologically, emotionally as well as physically, in order to live full and healthy lives and offer support and care to others. We need to be as clear as possible about this and act with appropriate self assurance and conviction without jumping to aggression. However if we are not heedful, self assurance and conviction can become self righteousness and oppression and instead of giving us the strength to act courageously that strength is used to demean, exploit and violate.
The unseen notions about our selves, holding to views and motivations based in fear all distort our inner world. So called ‘natural responses’ from this place of ignorance are notoriously unreliable and we have to be extremely careful not to see much of what is around us through overly defensive and therefore aggressive eyes. There is an analogy that compares the mind to a palace with myriad rooms. These rooms may be clean with open windows and filled with fresh air or they may be closed up and dark. We may move around the palace of the mind freely or we may fear to go into certain rooms lest we be troubled by what resides there. Yet I think few, if any rooms are completely dormant; each makes some conscious or unconscious contribution to our stance in this world. Just as the potential for love and open heartedness is beyond measure, so is the potential for fear and the consequences of fear fuelled action beyond fathoming. Some of the inner sources of our suffering, hurt, guilt, blaming, spite and aggression may be obvious and stand like painful lights before us. Others, just as potent, will hide away in the darkness. A further group appear so banal that we do not often recognise their power or destructiveness but they colour our actions never the less. Perhaps it is the constancy and pressure of these everyday banal troubles, that give much of the tone to our communities and likewise shape our inner and outer relationships. They may well determine whether we can pull together in the face of diversity and challenge or whether we will pull each other and ourselves apart.
Violence has a long history and even modern governments that consider themselves civilised and enlightened routinely use coercion and violence in the justice system and the military. Typically we silently endorse this use or at least do not protest too strongly. Similarly, for the individual, when feeling trapped or threatened, violence is likely to be the final card that is played. Mild threats manifest in us as discomfort, wariness, suspicion and unease. We may consider that we are generally unaffected by such mild annoyances and the desire to be free of them, that they are merely part of life’s backdrop, but these too can lead to violence. 

Discomfort and other simple unpleasant feelings that we would wish to be rid of generate an irritation with deep roots that can influence much of how we think and how we act. There is a linkage between our understanding of causation, our preference for pleasure, what is important to us, and the way we justify and rationalise our behaviour. This is encapsulated in the Buddha’s teachings on Dependant Arising and was brought starkly to my attention as the connection between mental discomfort and violence. I want to take a little time to touch on how I see discomfort feeding violence:
I recently read a book called ‘At Hells Gate’ written by a Vietnam War veteran turned Zen monk, mindfulness practitioner and peace activist called Claude Anshin Thomas2. It is a biography that sketches his journey to the inner and outer hell of that war, the hard won recovery of his humanity and his calling to connect with other victim/perpetrators of terrible violence. Towards the end of the book he makes some statements and asks some questions that I think are very pertinent to us all:

“Violence is intertwined with fear: fear of the unknown, fear of discomfort.”3
“Unless we develop mindfulness we will inherit our parents’ fears and respond to our emotional discomfort with violence.”4
“How much violence are we willing to tolerate so that we don’t have to feel uncomfortable?”5
“How much violence are we willing to tolerate so that we don’t have to alter our lifestyle?”6
Thomas is very much drawing parallels between the banality of grasping for comfort and lifestyle ease and the violence of war. But of course it is not only the violence of war but everyday violence also; war is the macroscopic expression of something going terribly wrong in how we see and treat… well, almost everything really. We see and hear the same violence and exploitation that culminates in war thrust at us in smaller ways by the news bulletins everyday, if we care to listen we hear it on our neighbourhood street, even sometimes from our own mouths. Expressions of fear; discomfort, yearning, grasping and the resulting violence by degrees is so pervasive we may hardly notice their tendrils or the gathering storms they bring, but the violence is there; violence to ourselves, to others, to sentient beings large and small and to the planet itself.
At the start of the Buddha’s chain of causation is avidya (ignorance of the four noble truths). Fundamentally, it is this ignorance of causation and the delusive views we carry about inter-relationships and the nature of things that sow these destructive seeds. There are no easy paths or quick fixes here. The pressure created from our conditioning through both nature and nurture and the depth of our misunderstandings are huge. There are many ways to seek relief from the pressure of the uncomfortable; common ones involve distractions and reactivity as forms of self indulgence and pleasure seeking, like food, sex, entertainment and a lust for money and power. All these re-confirm the ‘me’ project and temporarily suppress feelings of discomfort but result in further violence of body, speech or mind. Another escape may be to find a scapegoat to blame and victimise. We may land savagely upon our personality traits or perceived weaknesses and detest ourselves for ‘not being good enough’. Or we may project malice and hatred outwards through prejudices against racial groups, religions or refugees for example; fearing they may take away ‘our’ jobs or ‘our’ houses; ‘our’ comfortable way of life. Sometimes we may even take pride in these stances, justifying and further entrenching the ignorance and fear. Commonly we are unaware of how important our comfort is to us. We may despise our politicians and criticise the establishment for taxing us too much, yet we demand they maintain or increase our levels of comfort and amenity. To varying degrees we sanction their use of what must be called state violence and exploitation in this cause. For example; foreign aid that would have gone to help the very poorest and most distressed is heavily cut back, trade agreements designed to gain advantage for the powerful over the powerless are forced though. Perhaps the outstanding current example is the strong political and grass roots support for the inhumane treatment of asylum seekers and obstacles placed before all would be immigrants. Surely the asylum seeker matter must be based in fear of discomfort, fear of the unknown ‘other’ in our midst and what that might demand of us, fear they will keep coming because we have more than they do. Of course we have more than they do, but who is willing to sacrifice some of their comfort and amenity for that of another, and to what degree? I acknowledge that all these matters are difficult and complex, however the exercise of state power on our behalf is often not benign but highly proactive, and in protecting our interests and insulating our comfort that power easily becomes violence by proxy – we cannot ethically turn away.  
Individually also we perpetrate similar harm, perhaps unwittingly or perhaps, on some level, we are aware of the costs and quietly turn away thereby maintaining our comfort through some distant violence or exploitation. What is the wider cost of the food we eat, the goods we buy, and the lifestyle we lead – who benefits and who loses out? How will you and I respond to our desire not to feel uncomfortable? If someone, somewhere, suffers or the earth is further degraded so that I can have more comfort and avoid or escape my unpleasant feelings how does that sit with me?  Here there are no black and white answers, it is a matter of being open and informed, a matter of rooting out our ignorance and, just as importantly, being willing to face the uncomfortable and act less selfishly. Everyone wants the basic comforts of a good life, but what does that amount to and what is equitable? These questions alone are very uncomfortable and chronic; inequity is long lived and currently growing. So what about Thomas’s challenges around comfort and violence, we know something about inner and outer violence but are we prepared to examine our clamour for comfort in a genuine attempt to reduce this violence?

If we are being pulled around by ignorance and grasping how can we be comfortable or content for any sustained time? Discomfort inevitably returns despite the pleasures, entertainment and indulgences that cost ourselves, other people and the planet so much.  Venturing into the arena of the uncomfortable is not easy, we rarely go there by choice. Yet if we do not dispassionately investigate our discomfort, understand its causation and becoming reconciled to it we will be driven towards violence by the irritation it generates. Discomfort is a messenger, a reminder to look at what is unsettling us, not something to hide or escape from. Compassionately working with the uncomfortable informs us where and what changes are needed, both within ourselves and in the wider world.
Why not experiment with genuinely exploring the edges of our discomfort and its influences on our behaviour, lifestyle choices and ethical tenets. The conscious act of fearless and clear seeing of the causation of discomfort will not necessarily dispel our discomfort, but will inform us about our inner drives and how we sit in relation to the world. It will open opportunities for growth and it will be a contribution to the reduction of ignorance, violence and exploitation. This is a different response to discomfort. Instead of the habitual hiding and suppressing we can look unflinchingly at the discomfort, knowing more directly its subtle power and its ultimate insubstantiality. We can know for ourselves how much we tolerate violence and be clearer about the cost of our personal behaviours and lifestyles. This is not easy or comfortable territory to be in, it is even harder to go there again and again, which we must if we aspire to a love that reaches beyond our insular selves. Life can be simpler with less, and therefore paradoxically, more comfortable, both inwardly and outwardly. Initially we may be very uncomfortable with insecurity, vulnerability, growth and change. Feeling threatened again we may experience the tendency to react with violence borne of selfishness and fear, but acknowledging our discomfort, understanding the fear beneath it, touching our vulnerability with compassion holds a great boon; it limits the risk of heedless violence and exploitation catching hold. 
If we would wish to live an ethical and aware life we must put energy and effort into examining the quiet ignorance we carry and that so powerfully directs us. It is important to have resolve and to begin. It is important to seek support and to continue. As violence can also focuses inwardly it is important not to aim for perfection or to self criticise. Let there be no delusion either, this is a demanding path to tread but it is immeasurably worthwhile. The irritation and discomfort borne of grasping is chronic and gnawing. Dissolving the gross reveals the more subtle but each step frees us a little more from the compulsive and reduces suffering accordingly.

A good argument could be made that many of us and indeed the whole planet is standing next to ‘hells gate’. In the TV drama that disturbed me, violence and war was upon the land in 1914, circumstances forced people to make decisions no one wants to make, decisions that resulted in suffering regardless of what was chosen. Our world too faces many current and imminent crises and decisions must be made, some major and some everyday and banal; will we hold to the delusion that we are but bystanders and hope to remain unquestioningly comfortable against the odds? To take that path is to risk being propelled into further, perhaps catastrophic, violence. What better time could there be to enquire into how comfort relates to violence in our own lives and respond with integrity?
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