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| want to thank Marie Dennis and Pax Christi International for inviting me here today. |
am thrilled by the launch of the Catholic Institute for Nonviolence, and want to express
my gratitude to Marie, Ken Butigan, Eli McCarthy, Sister Sheila Kinsey, and so many
other people who have had the vision and persistence to make this Institute a reality.

The timing for this Institute could also not be more urgent. As Dr. Maria Stephan said at
the Institute’s launch event several weeks ago, the world is in a kairos moment for this
kind of work.

Humanity currently faces multiple crises—including rising authoritarianism, climate
change, and escalating violent conflict. These crises can reinforce each other, and each
is going to require multiple approaches to address.

The first place we often look for leadership on these matters is governments, which tend
to rely on what | call a “top-down” toolbox for handling these international crises. This
toolbox consists of five methods that governments can control, which are: diplomacy,
trade, aid, sanctions, and military engagement.

Each of these five top-down approaches is an important aspect of engaging in a world
of uncertainty. But by themselves, these tools are inadequate to solve any of the three
crises | mentioned. If they were able to solve them, they would have done so by now.

So while recognizing that these tools have a role to play, it’s critical that we also look for
leadership and power in other places. The greatest opportunity in this regard is in



engaging with populations in countries around the world.” There are billions of “ordinary”
people who want to live in peace, with freedom and dignity, and with a sustainable
relationship with the planet. These people are our allies, and they live in every country.
They are an enormous source of power.

Research and experience strongly supports the view that the active participation of
these populations is essential to advance just peace, human rights and dignity, and
ecological balance.?

Now, what can these populations do? In democracies, people have enough freedom to
be able to vote, exercise their human rights, access information freely, and use the legal
system. This is a great start.

Yet most people don'’t live under functioning democratic governments anymore. The
world is amidst a well-documented autocratic wave, which has lasted for 18 years so
far. During this time, many democracies have backslid or broken down fully into
autocracy. In addition, many long-standing autocratic governments such as those in
Russia, China, and Iran have become stronger and more coordinated.

To give a sense of the scope of this autocratic wave, the organization Freedom House
ranks every country and territory globally on an annual basis. According to Freedom
House, in 2005, the percentage of the global population living under democracy was
46%. By 2023, it was only 20%.3
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Consistent with this finding, the Varieties of Democracy project at University of
Gothenburg recently concluded that the average level of freedom experienced by a
global citizen in the year 2023 was at the same level it was in the year 1985.

This decline in democracy and resurgence of autocracy portends very badly for
humanity. Research provides extensive evidence of the negative effects of autocracy on
peace and security, economic and human development, gender equality, climate
change, corruption, human rights, international stability, and international migration and
refugees.® In contrast, a more democratic world offers a promising path forward on all of
these issues. Democracies have flaws, and they are no guarantee against violence and
suffering, but autocracies on average are far worse on virtually every measure.

Focusing specifically on peace and security, for example, we know that autocracies are
more likely to wage interstate warfare against each other. Autocracies and hybrid
regimes are also more likely to devolve into civil war than democracies.® And violent
conflict of any kind significantly heightens the risk of atrocities and humanitarian crises.

In the last decade, we’re already seeing direct evidence of the relationship of growing
autocracy and heightened violent conflict. For example, state-based conflicts have
increased considerably. The number of these conflicts worldwide (59 conflicts, affecting
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34 countries) is now at its highest point since 1946.” And the death tolls are rising. The
years 2021, 2022, and 2023 each saw more battlefield deaths than any other year over
the previous three decades.®

In addition, worldwide violent conflict among non-state actors—such as criminal groups,
terrorist groups, and paramilitaries—has also increased over the last decade, and now
seems to be establishing a new baseline at a far higher level than in the previous
decade.® Furthermore, one-sided violence against defenseless civilians has also
increased in the current decade, relative to the previous one.

The implications of this for peace and security are clear. If we want to defend against
armed conflict, and move “beyond war and cycles of violence,” as the title of this panel
indicates, we have to organize and take a stand firmly against autocracy. And we have
to work in solidarity with people who are demanding democracy and rights against
autocrats. As Pope Paul VI advised so clearly: “If you want peace, work for justice.”

But how can we powerfully counter authoritarianism? Fortunately, we have a strong
body of research to draw from to answer this question:

The first place we can look is at research about democratic transitions. And here,
numerous groundbreaking studies find that popular nonviolent movements are one of
the most powerful ways that dictatorship transforms to democracy. Prof. Erica
Chenoweth and Dr. Maria Stephan’s groundbreaking research set the standard for this
claim, when they evaluated 323 violent and nonviolent movements seeking political
transitions between 1900-2006." They found that the nonviolent movements achieved
their goals 53% of the time, and violent insurgencies achieved their goals only 26% of
the time. They also found that this result could not be explained merely by looking at
structural factors. For example, nonviolent movements challenged governments that
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were just as brutal and powerful as armed insurgencies, and the fact remains that the
nonviolent movements achieved their goals twice as often.?

In addition, research tells us that political transitions driven by nonviolent movements
are much more likely to consolidate into democracy than transition driven by other
means. This relationship between bottom-up nonviolent pressure and democratic
change is one of the strongest and most consistent findings in the field. For example,
Chenoweth and Stephan find that five years after a nonviolent movement succeeds,
there is a 57% chance of a democratic outcome, compared to only a 6% chance of a
democratic outcome when a violent insurgency succeeds in changing a government.'

Another study by Adrian Karatnycky and Peter Ackerman finds that transitions driven by
nonviolent movements also vastly outperform top down transitions that are driven by
elites, and that lack any bottom up pressure.

Scholar Jonathan Pinckney launched a broader analysis of this question and found that
transitions driven by nonviolent movements result in democracy 74% of the time,
compared to only 29% of the time in transitions where there is no nonviolent nonviolent
movement.'

A study by Bayer, Bethke, and Lambach finds that democratic governments resulting
from nonviolent movements are also more stable too, and have a median lifespan of 47
years. In contrast, in the rare case that a violent insurgency even results in a democratic
government, that democratic government tends to have a median lifespan of only 5
years. Meanwhile, democratic transitions that involve no popular resistance campaign at
all (i.e., top-down-driven transitions) yield governments with a median lifespan of 9
years."®
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And there’s still more to say: Studies find that transitions driven by nonviolent
movements are also more likely to increase economic growth, and to result in rebounds
in a population’s life expectancy.'’

Lastly, transitions driven by nonviolent movements are less likely to result in civil war.
Any political transition can heighten civil war risk, but it is documented that the highest
risk for civil war is in the ten years following an armed struggle."®

So the research is quite clear that nonviolent movements are essential drivers of
democratic transitions. And when democratic transitions consolidate, they are highly
likely to also result in a more just peace, a reduction in violent conflict, lower human
suffering, and a better relationship with the planet. Again, democracy by itself is not
sufficient to achieve those goals, but it is a necessary precondition for doing so.

What does this mean for today? If nonviolent movements can drive democracy,
advance just peace, and reduce violence in the world, we need to figure out how to
support them. So what are some practices that the Catholic Church might consider
incorporating into their work on nonviolence?

To answer this, we can draw from studies about movements, as well as some history
from the Catholic Church itself.

First, there is a lot of experience and research to build from about what works in
supporting movements that are advocating for rights, freedom, and justice. It's beyond
my time to cite most of it, but let me share a key finding with you. Chenoweth and
Stephan did a great study of external support to nonviolent movements that looked at
many different kinds of assistance—including funding, public statements of support,
training, sanctions against a movement’s opponent, and other actions. Their evidence
strongly suggests that the most consistently positive form of external support to
movements is training on nonviolent action and related topics.
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In particular, they found that training correlated with movements mobilizing more people.
Movements that received training also tended to suffer lower casualties. In addition,
training positively correlated with a movement’s ability to remain nonviolent, even when
the movement faced violent repression. Movements that got training were also more
likely to elicit defections from a regime’s security forces. And reinforcing all of this,
training correlated with higher movement success rates overall.?°

These and other findings point to the fact that organizing communities and waging
nonviolent action is a skill-based endeavor. And this is good news, because we can take
intentional actions to increase people’s skills and knowledge on this topic. There can
also be a potential role for entities like the Catholic Church in these kinds of efforts.

And if | may take a brief aside, when you think about it, this emphasis on the importance
of skills and knowledge is pretty logical. People in virtually every other vocation—such
as lawyers, teachers, doctors, engineers, and soldiers—go through a structured process
of learning knowledge, which often lasts for years. During this process, people study,
have access to educational materials, spend time in class, learn from the latest
research, receive mentorship and expert guidance, have opportunities to practice skills,
and ultimately they get paid to do their work.

Now, when we look at activists, they have one of the toughest, and most important, jobs
in the world. Yet we offer them so little in terms of guidance or structured education to
support them in becoming better at what they do.?’

For this reason, I'm a big advocate for investing in educational infrastructure related to
nonviolent action. For example, | think we need more research on topics that are useful
to activists. | think there should be much more support for short and long-term
educational opportunities on nonviolent action, from trainings, to reading groups, to
seminars, to secondary school courses and university programs. And | think there
should be more support for producing educational materials—like books, films, podcasts,
handbooks, and others. We also need to make sure these educational materials are
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freely available in local languages. My organization has undertaken these kinds of
activities for years, and | have seen firsthand the impacts that they have made.??

Now, as my closing point, | want to mention another source of insights about how to
help movements, which directly relates to the Catholic Church. And here, | want to focus
on the years from 1974-2006, which was a time of major expansion of democracy
around the world. This period has been referred to as the Third Democratic Wave, and
during this time, the number of countries that transitioned to democracy was enormous.
By 2006, 58% of countries worldwide with populations over 1 million had some form of
democratic government.

A major analyst of the third democratic wave was the Harvard political scientist Samuel
Huntington. Huntington’s writings on this topic are a foundation of democracy
scholarship. Huntington identified five major factors that contributed to the first half of
the third wave, which was when the majority of countries transitioned to democracy.
Huntington identified big factors—like the failure of dictatorships to deliver for their
people, and the foreign policy decisions of the United States and other powerful
countries.? But do you know what Huntington lists as his third factor driving this
democratic wave? He lists the actions of the Catholic Church.

And | know | don’t have a lot of time left to speak right now, so let me just quote
Huntington directly here about this. Here he is in 1991, writing about the third wave of
democracy:

The third wave of the 1970s and 1980s was overwhelmingly a Catholic Wave....
Catholic countries were in the lead in every region of the world, and the most
Catholic region, Latin America, was the region that democratized most fully.
Overall, roughly three-quarters of the countries that transited to democracy
between 1974-1989 were Catholic countries.?®
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In the 1960s, the Church changed. The changes within the Church brought a
powerful social institution into opposition to dictatorial regimes, deprived those
regimes of whatever legitimacy they might claim from religion, and provided
protection, support, resources, and leadership to prodemocratic opposition
movements.

Before the mid-1960s, the Catholic Church usually accommodated itself to
authoritarian regimes and frequently legitimated them. After the mid-1960s, the
Church almost invariably opposed authoritarian regimes; and in some countries,
such as Brazil, Chile, the Philippines, Poland, and Central American countries, it
played a central role in the efforts to change such regimes.?®

Why does Huntington refer to changes in the Catholic Church in the mid-1960s?
Because that’s the time of the Second Vatican Council, which, among other things,
emphasized the responsibility to “pass moral judgments, even on matters of the political
order whenever basic personal rights... make such judgment necessary.””’

Vatican Il coincided with changes in attitudes and behavior among priests and laity at
the base of the church as well.?® They become more open to activism demanding
human rights, mobilizing to advocate for human integrity, and critiquing the status quo,
particularly under dictatorships such as in the Philippines, Chile, Argentina, Central
America, and Eastern Europe. The church used its structures, local presence, and
international reach to legitimate nonviolent action, to provide space for organizing and
strategizing, and to help people build skills and knowledge about how to practice
nonviolence in pursuit of just peace.

Now let me close with this. The multiple crises of our era—including authoritarianism,
climate change, and violent conflict—can feel overwhelming. The weight of these can
be downright depressing. And it can feel confusing—where do we even start to address
these complex crises?

But there are grounds for hope. The practice of nonviolence—particularly in the form of
nonviolent campaigns where people challenge oppression and demand change—have
a proven record of success. We also understand these campaigns, and why they and
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how they succeed, much more now than ever before. | think people like Mohandas
Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr. would be amazed today at how far our
understanding of this phenomenon has come. It is up to us to take that knowledge and
put it into practice. We have to make sure it is available and accessible to people, and
we need to seriously consider options to support people around the world as they
demand rights, freedom, just peace, and a sustainable relationship with our planet.
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