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Dr. Jerzy Nowak’s personal journey has taken him 
across three continents, and following a recent tragic 
loss, it is taking him in a new direction with a focus on 
building peace.  Growing up on a farm in Poland, he 
developed hands-on experience with an integrated ap-
proach to agriculture that provides year around in-
come.  He went to university in Olsztyn, and in 1973, 
after completing his doctorate in plant physiology and 
biochemistry, with help from the university vice-
president, he was able to go to West Germany for 
post-doctoral work. Then, after teaching in Nigeria 
and conducting research in Germany, he moved to 
Canada in 1983, eventually taking a professorship at 
the Nova Scotia Agricultural College.  While based 
there, he attended an international horticulture confer-
ence at Virginia Tech, in Blacksburg, where he “really 
fell in love with the place.” 

 
While living in Nova Scotia, Jerzy met and married Jocelyne Couture, a vivacious and 
charismatic woman originally from Quebec, who was also teaching at the same college.  
With their daughters, Francine and Sylvie, they moved to Blacksburg in 2000, where 
Jerzy became head of the Department of Horticulture.  Sustainable/low input agriculture 
and landscape management became goals of his research, and economic diversification of 
Southside and South West Virginia was the primary objective of his outreach program.  
Jocelyne Couture-Nowak, concerned about America’s gun culture, liked Blacksburg 
where she felt safer than in American cities.   
 
The sense of safety proved illusory, though. Violence shattered their lives and many oth-
ers on April 16, 2007, when a mentally deranged student, Seung-Hi Cho, systematically 
shot 32 people on the Virginia Tech campus, before killing himself.  Jocelyne’s classroom 
suffered the most casualties, with the instructor and 11 students killed and six wounded.  
In a March 2008 issue of the journal Traumatology, Jerzy and his colleague, Dr. Richard 

(Continued on page 3) 
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Support RPEC 
 
   Donate a used 
automobile or other 
vehicle. 
   Make your contri-
bution through Ve-
hicles for Charity. 
   Call us at 232-1002 
for more informa-
tion. 
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My father's parents were European Jews who escaped the Holocaust. 
When members of your family have been persecuted by the Nazis, you 
learn certain lessons at a young age. 

For example, you learn that we must prevent state violence from "ever 
happening again." You learn the importance of speaking out when you see 
others being persecuted, and of protecting human rights for all. 

While my family was not religious, these values, part of a Jewish ethical 
tradition, were made clear. It saddens me to see Israel taking actions 
that so fundamentally undermine those moral lessons. 

Hearing the nightmarish stories from Gaza this month made me wonder 
at the seeds of trauma and anger the Israeli defense forces have planted, 
with their actions, in the next generation. 

Military domination will not produce long-term security for Israel and it 
will not produce reconciliation with the Palestinian people. It's a 
prescription for continued bloody conflict. Even if Israel's war weakens 
Hamas, the violence that it inflicts in the process will fuel more rage 
and resistance. 

It is past time for a solution that is just and fair, and that promotes a 
lasting peace. One group calling for an "International Middle East Peace 
Conference to Facilitate a Final Peace Settlement" (see www.Tikkun.org) 
for Israel and Palestine argues: 
 

The basic issues can be resolved. No matter how maximalist the fan-
tasies are on each side about eliminating their enemies, the truth is 
that the majority of the people on all sides of the struggle would em-
brace peace if they thought it could be established in ways that pro-
vided for genuine security from military assault and terrorism for eve-
ryone, real justice for Palestinians, and acknowledgment of the 
wrongs that had been done to each side.... 
 
Unrealistic? Not at all. What has proved unrealistic time and again—
whether we are talking about U.S. policy in Vietnam and Iraq, or 
Israeli and Arab policies in the Middle East—is the fantasy that one 
more war will put an end to wars. The path to peace must be a path of 
peace. 

Reflections 
Adria Scharf,  Executive Director 
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John McCutcheon Concert for Peace 
Sunday, May 17, 4 PM 

922 Park Avenue, Richmond 
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Veilleux, described their memories 
and reflections.  Jerzy describes in 
painful detail: receiving fragmen-
tary information about a shooting 
on campus; being unable to reach 
Jocelyene’s cell phone, her failure 
to pick up Sylvie after school, in-
trusive calls from journalists, not 
knowing for sure until late that 
night that Jocelyne had been 
among those killed, his conversa-
tion with Sylvie, and his regrets 
about things not said or done  
before it was too late.  He also  
describes the compassionate  
response of the community, 
friends, and colleagues, and the 
immediate and longer term  
challenges of coping with a  
radically changed personal reality.  
 
Jerzy helped organize a non-
religious memorial service in the 
University’s Horticulture Garden 
to celebrate Jocelyne’s life, and 
about 700 participated. Dr. Villeux 
recalled that her students felt com-
pelled to speak at the service,  
saying, “They were incredible—
sincere, articulate, glowing with 
admiration for her teaching and 
classroom persona and determined 
to pepper their talks with as much 
French as she would have 
wanted.”  She was called 
“Madame” by her students, and a 
CollegiateTimes.com article cited 
one of them, John Welch, as  
saying, " … no matter how tired 
we were from studying the night 
before, and how much we didn't 
want to get up and go to such an 
early class, we did, because we 

know that Madame would be there 
greeting us at the door with a 
bright smile on her face and a 
lively flash in her eyes."  
 
While such service can help start a 
healing process, how does some-
one move on after a loss like this, 
when without warning the world is 
violently shattered?  Jerzy Nowak 
didn’t find easy answers, but he 
has found ways to move forward 
that are enabling him to build 
meaning in the wake of his own 
and his community’s tragic losses.  
He has helped conceive and de-
velop the Hokie Spirit Garden 
Trail that will connect new and  
existing gardens and trails on  
campus and memorialize April 16th 
victims; it will include Jocelyne’s 
Memorial Terrace Garden inte-
grated into an expansion of the 
Horticulture Garden.  He also 
threw himself into finishing a 
backyard garden project that he 
and his wife had planned.   
 
But the project to which he has 
most fully devoted himself, the 
Center for Peace Studies and  
Violence Prevention (CPSVP), 
evolved from an idea of his daugh-
ter, Francine.  When interviewed 
by a journalist for the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation, she was 
asked what she felt should be done 
with Norris Hall, where most of 
the shootings had taken place.  She 
responded suggesting that a por-
tion of the building should be  
devoted to a peace studies center.  
When she shared this idea with her 
father, he immediately agreed,  

saying that the center should  
include attention to domestic crime 
prevention as well as international 
issues.  He said, “We live in a  
society where dealing with the  
effects of crime and violence is 
much too painful and costly both 
emotionally and otherwise because 
the tools of crime are so readily 
available ….”   
 
Initially, however, the University 
announced other plans for Norris 
Hall, but Jerzy was able to con-
vince the Provost to open planning 
for the space to university-wide 
competition, and support for the 
Center began to grow.  The pro-
posal for it said that the CPSVP 
would “develop leaders for the 
new century, focusing on the for-
mation of task-oriented multidisci-
plinary teams” and that it would 
build on the University’s strengths 
in both applied science and out-
reach.  Planning sessions for the 
Center involved about a dozen 
friends and colleagues, including 
Stephen Darr, who had lead the 
memorial service for Jocelyne.  He 
is the founder and Director of 
Peacework, a local organization 
f o c u s e d  o n  s u s t a i n a b l e 
international development and 
service. 
 
In December 2007, the University 
announced that CPSVP would be 
established in the front wing of a 
renovated Norris Hall. In July 
2008, Jerzy was appointed as its 
founding Director. He has taken a 
three year leave of absence from 

(Continued on page 4) 
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the Department of Horticulture to 
d e v e l o p  o f  t h e  C e n t e r .  
Academically, the work is pulling 
him into new fields; most of this 
new collaboration has been with 
the Departments of Sociology, 
P o l i t i c a l  S c i e n c e ,  a n d 
Interdisciplinary Studies.  But he 
foresees much wider collaboration 
as the Center develops, and his 
experience with agricultural issues 
will be of importance in pursuing 
sustainable development as an 
essential strategy for building 
peace. A particular focus will be 
o n  d e v e l o p i n g  r e s i l i e n t 
communities.    
 
When asked what “peace studies” 
means, in an interview with 16 
Blocks Magazine, Jerzy described 
it as preventing and resolving 
conflict through addressing basic 
human needs. He said, “Violence 
prevention is … a generic 
approach to human security. … 
[W]e use this term, human 
security, to discuss food systems, 
energy, shelter, health and 
education. … All this we see as a 
part of human security, security in 
the sense of not to guard people 
with a gun, but security in the 
sense of sustainability. I always 
link it to human dignity. That’s a 
basic focus.” 
 
The CPSVP’s mission is, “To 
c r e a t e  a n d  f a c i l i t a t e 
t ransdisc ip l inary research , 
education, and engagement 
opportunities that promote peace, 
prevent violence, and advance 
human security on a global scale.”  

It seeks bring together  expertise 
from different academic fields to 
work collaboratively.  Incorporat-
ing such applied sciences as engi-
neering, architecture and horticul-
ture, along with social sciences is 
one aspect of the Center that is  
expected to set it apart from other 
peace studies programs.  It antici-
pates drawing in students who 
might not otherwise see building 
peace as part of their studies and 
subsequent work.   
 
The Center’s program will 
emphasize student-in i t iated 
r e s e a r c h  a n d  h a n d s - o n , 
collaborative, interdisciplinary  
projects.  Both undergraduates and 
graduate students will be involved.  
Participation will not be limited to 
those on campus.  CPSVP will also 
organize lectures and seminars and 
plans to develop certification 
courses and workshops for K-12 
teachers.  It is seeking endowments 
for 32 student fellowships to com-
memorate those killed in April 
2007.   
 
The Center has begun to function 
in temporary facilities in Wallace 
Hall, organizing lectures last Octo-
ber that included “Leadership in 
Conflict Environments,” “Learning 
from Genocide,” and “Economics 
and Conflict.”  It is also involved 
in a Youth at Risk Project in 
Southside Virginia.  Once the 
renovations are completed, CPSVP 
will move to its home in Norris 
Hall, hopefully by this spring.  Its 
open layout will allow the space to 
be configured as necessary to  

accommodate student-faculty 
teams working on different  
projects.  The Center has received 
a $383,000 grant to develop a 
Global Technology Hub that will 
enable it to build international 
links and collaborate with projects 
to build peace. CPSVP will offer a 
minor in Peace Studies and Vio-
lence Prevention as well as post-
graduate certificates in Cross-
d i s c i p l i n a r y  L e a d e r s h i p 
(Leadership for Sustainability).  
 
Currently, the CPSVP staff in-
cludes Jerzy as the Director, Con-
nie Wallace (who had been his sec-
retary in the Department of Horti-
culture and postponed her retire-
ment to assist in developing the 
Center) as its Administrator, a 
part-time information technology 
manager, and two graduate stu-
dents.   More information on 
CPSVP is available on its website 
at: http://www.cpsvp.vt.edu/ .   
 
Jerzy believes the Center’s mission 
brings with it the moral authority 
to attract expertise both from 
within and outside the University.  
Eventually he anticipates returning 
to his original profession, but he 
sees his current work in developing 
the Center as critically important 
as well as his moral obligation.  It 
seems that CPSVP offers a path 
toward healing for him and others 
in the Virginia Tech community 
through working to prevent vio-
lence and build peace.  
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Edu-Concert – 2009 

      
By the time you get this, the 

youth of our community will have 
provided another great evening of 
entertainment with a peace focus.  
We hope many of you were able to 
attend. We will provide a report in 
the next issue. 
 

Eyes Wide Open  
Adria Scharf 

      
I participated in the American 

Friends Service Committee retreat 
in Chicago December 5-6 about 
the future of the Eyes Wide Open 
program and the peace movement. 
Coordinators from 35 state exhibits 
across the country were there. In 
some states, where the boots have 
toured for years, the program will 
be retired. In others, including Vir-
ginia, the exhibit will continue for 
at least the next year. The retreat 
included presentations by Raed 
Jarrar, an Iraqi blogger and analyst, 
and Peter Lems, who had just re-
turned from Afghanistan. 
     Raed Jarrar argued against the 
Obama administration view that 
the United States should maintain a 
large residual force in Iraq after it 
withdraws most of the troops. He 
began by describing the internal 
politics of Iraq. The media here 
portray Iraq as divided between 
Sunni, Shia, and Kurds. He ex-
plained how incorrect that picture 
is, and how much more complex 
Iraqi politics are. In fact, the core 
political divisions in Iraq are be-
tween separatists and those who 
want a unified Iraq. Different 

groups of Sunni, Shia, and Kurds 
fall on both sides of that debate. 
One of the problems is that the  
U.S. has been supporting separatist 
factions (groups who want to break 
up the country). He argued that the 
U.S. occupation is forestalling sta-
bility and national unification, and 
that the occupation should end 
quickly and completely. 
     Peter Lems described what he 
learned in Afghanistan. People 
there oppose the U.S. occupation, 
and see the U.S. as alien occupiers, 
not securers of peace. Civilians 
fear the U.S. bombings. He sug-
gested that we may have to negoti-
ate with the Taliban in order to 
bring about a resolution. (That 
raises a lot of questions about pros-
pects for women’s rights and hu-
man rights should the Taliban join 
in a power sharing arrangement, 
obviously.) 
     That discussion was followed 
by break-out groups focused on 
different target issues for the peace 
movement. I participated in the 
breakout group about the military 
budget. We strategized ways to 
build popular support for deep cuts 
to the military budget in the con-
text of the economic crisis. AFSC 
will continue planning campaigns 
to "End the War and Occupation in 
Iraq," "Decrease the Military 
Budget," and "End the War in Af-
ghanistan." 
 

Racial Justice 
      

Tuesday, January 6th marked 
the beginning of RPEC's second 
series of conversations about   
Racial Justice in Richmond.  Mod-
eled after last year's dialogues on 
race, racism, and racial justice, 

the event was attended by nearly 
twenty individuals 
and facilitated by new RPEC 
Board Member Seth Croft and 
Senior RPEC Board Member 
Cathy Woodson.  The first session 
of this four part series focused on 
the participants' individual experi-
ences with racism and analyzed 
racism as a system of advantage 
and disadvantage based on race 
rather than simply individual acts 
of prejudice.  Participants 
shared their own personal exam-
ples of racism and white privilege 
ranging from someone who was 
assumed to be using food stamps at 
the grocery store because of her 
race to a person who was pre-
sumed to not be using illegal drugs 
by a police officer because she was 
white.  The group will meet three 
more times, culminating in a final 
session that will create an action 
plan for addressing one concrete 
example of racism in Richmond. 
 

RPEC Board Members 
      

RPEC is pleased to welcome 
three new members to its Board of 
Directors starting January, 2009. 
Seth Croft and Malik Khan will 
serve three year terms while 
Maryam Ghariban will serve one 
year as a youth member.  
     Seth attended RPEC’s conflict 
resolution training while working 
with Equality Virginia. He cur-
rently works as Institute for Equal-
ity Coordinator for ROSMY. A 
community activist, Seth brings 
prior board and grassroots experi-
ence.  
     Malik, a retired engineer, has 

(Continued on page 6) 
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extensive experience with a wide 
array of local organizations includ-
ing the Islamic Center of Virginia, 
RISC, and the Asian American So-
ciety of Virginia.  Malik, a 2007 
graduate of Leadership Metro 
Richmond, serves on the Family 
Peace Festival Committee. 
     Maryam attends Appomattox 
Regional Governor’s School and is 
a certified conflict resolution 
leader with RPEC. Maryam par-
ticipates in the Richmond Youth 
Peace Project’s Martin Luther 
King Edu-concert. She also volun-
teers as a Farsi teacher. She is ex-
cited about providing a youth voice 
within the board and expanding 
RPEC’s outreach to teenagers.  
     Current Board members are 
Ram Bhagat, Liz Canfield, Chris-
tine Clarke, Gordon Davies, Jona-
than Mark, Eleanor Meleski, Jer-
emy Raw,  Iman Shabazz, Santa 
Sorenson, John Williamson, and 
Cathy Woodson. In addition to fi-
duciary,  policy development, and 
personnel responsibilities, Board 
members ensure that RPEC’s work 
remains in sync with its mission.      
 

Fasters for Justice 
  

  RPEC member Nancy Gowen 
participated in a nine-day Fast for 
Justice in Washington, DC to close 
the prison at Guantanamo within 
100 days. The group held a two-
hour vigil and march each day of 
the fast from January 11 to 20, 
breaking their fast at a sunrise ser-
vice on Inauguration Day. 

 "With our fast, we join our 
voices and our bodies with these 
men on hunger strike in the sincere 
hope that President Obama fulfills 

his  promise and ends the injustice 
that is Guantanamo immediately," 
remarks Matthew Vogel, one of 
the fast organizers. 

 
Upcoming Events 

 
RPEC’s Conflict  

Resolution Team Stays 
Active; Seeks More  

Opportunities 
      

Over the past several months, 
members of the RPEC CR training 
team have conducted several work-
shops for groups of adults and 
young people.  Training partici-
pants have included ROSMY vol-
unteers, Americorps trainees, 
Hanover County child-care provid-
ers, and adults who work with the 
Rappahannock Area Organization 
on Youth, as well as young people 
from the Winchester Greens Com-
munity Center and a Richmond 
foster-care program.  Several addi-
tional programs for youth have al-
ready been scheduled for the com-
ing months. 
     RPEC wants to continue build-
ing its CR program.  We currently 
have almost 30 adult CR trainers, 
as well as about 20 teens, who are 
part of the RYPP CR training 
team.  These trainers are eager for 
even more opportunities to share 
their skills with workplace groups, 
congregations, schools, youth 
groups, and others.  If you know of 
an organization that might like to 
discuss the possibility of offering 
one or a series of conflict resolu-
tion workshops, please have them 
contact the RPEC office at 232-
1002, or rpec@rpec.org. 

Richmond Youth 
Peace Project News 

 
5th Youth Peace Summit 

Set for April 25 
      

Registration is now open for the 
fifth annual Richmond Youth 
Peace Summit.  The full-day pro-
gram for young people ages 13-19 
will be held on Saturday, April 25 
at St. Paul’s Baptist Church South-
side Campus.  The event will run 
from 10 a.m. to 4:30 PM.        

This year’s Summit will again 
offer morning and afternoon work-
shops on a variety of topics of in-
terest to teens, including topics 
such as conflict resolution, legal 
rights, yoga, radio production, 
vegetarian cooking, hip-hop cul-
ture, stress management, and 
dance.  The Summit will also fea-
ture a youth-led performance of 
dance, music and poetry rather 
than a keynote speaker. 

Registration for last year’s 
Summit was completely full, with 
120 registrants.  This year we hope 
to expand to accommodate 150 
young people.  To assure them-
selves a place and to choose their 
workshops, participants must reg-
ister in advance.  Participants can 
register online at the Richmond 
Peace Education Center’s web 
site—www.rpec.org, by emailing 
rypp@rpec.org, by U.S. mail, or by 
calling 232-1002. 

      
RYPP is also seeking proposals 

for workshops to be offered at the 
Summit.  Topics should in some 
way reflect a commitment to 

(Continued on page 7) 



Page 7 

RPECnews�

(Continued from page 6) 

peace, justice, and non-violence 
(including various means of posi-
tive self-expression through the 
arts.)  Presenters with an idea for a 
90-minute workshop for a group of 
about 15 teens should contact Paul 
Fleisher at rypp@rpec.org. 
 

Support RPEC 
 

Volunteer with the  
Richmond Peace  
Education Center 

      
RPEC is run in large part 

thanks to the efforts of volunteers. 
We have a number of important 
volunteer jobs "available," and 
would welcome your involvement! 

1. Office Assistant (5-8 hours 
per week): Answer phones, re-
spond to queries, data entry, help 
with mailings, and more. 

2. Bulk Mail Deliverer (8-10 
times per year): After volunteers 
have put labels on letters or news-
letters, you would drive the trays 
of newsletters to the Brook Road 
post office. The trays can fit in a 
car trunk or back seat. 

3. Literature Table Coordina-
tor: Help strengthen RPEC's pres-
ence in the community by coordi-
nating and staffing the RPEC lit-
erature table at community events. 

4. Join the Newsletter Com-
mittee: Help review, plan, and cre-
ate the newsletter  

5. Help Find Community 
Sponsors: Help recruit business 
and community sponsors for our 
youth peace summit and spring 
concert. 
     And, of course, we invite you to 
get involved in any of our pro-

grams. Email rpec@rpec.org, or 
call 232-1002, for more informa-
tion. 
 

John McCutcheon  
Scheduled for May 17 

     
 John McCutcheon will perform 

in a concert to support RPEC on 
Sunday, May 17 at 4 PM at the 
VCU Performing Arts Center, 922 
Park Avenue in Richmond. John 
has been sharing his musical mes-
sage of nonviolence and solidarity 
since the mid-1980’s and each time 
he brings a new twist to an old 
message. Tickets available from 
232-1002, or at the door. 
 
Preschool for the Highest 

Bidder!  
      

Longtime RPEC Executive Di-
rector Ken Willis and his wife 
Linda are offering a pre-school slot 
to a member of the RPEC commu-
nity at their Grace Covenant Com-
munity School, located at First 
Mennonite Church, 601 E. Parham 
Rd., Richmond, VA. The school 
provides both pre-school and after-
school child care and follows the 
Henrico County Public Schools 
calendar, so is open September un-
til mid-June and is closed over the 
summer. Ken and Linda provided 
this gift (a year's tuition for the 
Preschool) to the auction, but it re-
ceived no "bids" that evening. 
Therefore, the opportunity is still 
available. 
     The Preschool meets from 9 
AM. to 12 noon. Two grades are 
offered; 3-year-old (must be at 
least 2 1/2 or potty trained by Sept. 
8, 2009 - the day after Labor Day) 

and 4-year-old. You may sign up 
for the three day option (Tuesday, 
Wednesday and Thursday) or the 
five day option (Monday-Friday). 
     Grace Covenant Community 
School accepts all of God's chil-
dren, regardless of race, faith tradi-
tion, country of origin, or eco-
nomic status. The Preschool meets 
the annual requirements for Reli-
gious Exemption as set by the Vir-
ginia Department of Social Ser-
vices which include Background 
Checks, CPR and First Aid certifi-
cation.  

Do you have or know a child 
who would benefit from such a 
pre-school experience? Place a 
"bid" on this slot. The highest bid-
der will be able to attend the morn-
ing preschool for 9 months, Sep-
tember 2009 through mid-June 
2010. Your "bid" will go to sup-
port the Richmond Peace Educa-
tion Center. 

Email your "bid," your contact 
information, and your child's birth 
date to rpec@rpec.org. Whoever 
places the highest bid by February 
25 will be able to take advantage 
of this opportunity. 
     For more information about the 
school, see <http://
gracecovenantcommunityschool.
org> 
or e-mail Linda@prscltchr@juno.
com or by phone at 804.262.9023. 
      Note: If you are interested in 
"bidding," contact Linda before 
submitting your bid to let her 
know. If your child's birthday or 
your schedule is not an exact fit, 
she may nevertheless be able to 
work with you to make the ar-
rangement work. 

(Continued on page 11) 
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A longtime member and supporter of RPEC wrote us a letter encouraging us to introduce some levity to 
the newsletter. Here’s our response—a special two-page section on humor and peace, including quotes, 
jokes, and a cartoon. Enjoy! –RPEC 
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Reading the collected literary works 
of Barack Hussein Obama in the days 
since November 4 has been an interest-
ing experience.  Like many in the Rich-
mond peace community, I volunteered 
for Obama in the fall, and had paid close 
attention to his speeches and debate per-
formances since his stunning win in the 
Iowa caucuses last January.  Still, I had-
n’t actually read his two quite substantial 
books (Dreams of My Father and The 
Audacity of Hope).  

Reading through those pages now 
leaves one with three distinct impres-
sions.  Dreams of My Father leaves one 
stunned and amazed that a person with 
this set of life experiences and this de-
gree of social justice consciousness has 
actually been elected president. The Au-
dacity of Hope leaves one impressed by 
not only the author’s familiarity and 
relatively subtle approaches to a range of 
policy issues but with his ability to link a 
wide range of concerns within a coherent 
interpretive frame. 

Finally, one cannot help but be im-
pressed by the degree to which the cam-
paign Obama waged and won was con-
sistent with the vision of politics he lays 
out in his books. The basics of that vi-
sion can be summarized as follows: 
America is a seriously flawed place, but 
the basic instincts of its people are good. 
Our history has often been awful and 
brutal, but we as a people have the ca-
pacity for change. Ordinary people can 
be the agents driving that change, but 
that can only happen if we recover a 
faith in public life—that is, in politics. 
But that, in turn, can only happen if we 
reconnect politics to moral values in a 
clear way. 

Obama’s vision has already re-made 
history and opened up new possibilities 
for America’s future political develop-
ment.  But now that his presidency is 
upon us, it’s worth taking a hard look at 
just what Obama’s world view is, and 
the trajectory it suggests for the next four 
years and beyond. While Obama repeat-
edly articulates a small-r republican faith 
in ordinary people’s capacity to shape 

"#�$�%���	#���%������	��	�&�������� �
Thad Williamson 

the future, it will be Obama himself 
calling the shots and shaping the 
agenda. Indeed, contrary to the hopes 
of many progressive activists calling 
for sustained mobilization and pres-
sure to push Obama in a progressive 
direction, the evidence of The Audac-
ity of Hope in particular suggests that 
Obama is not someone likely to bow 
to pressures of any kind unless or until 
he himself is persuaded of the wisdom 
of a given course of action.  

So what then is Obama’s world 
view? I will focus here on questions of 
war, peace, and international relations.  
The Audacity of Hope reveals Obama 
to be what might be called a progres-
sive realist. 

The “realist” part comes in 
Obama’s acceptance of the basic 
framework of international politics in 
the 21st century. That framework is 
highlighted most obviously by the dis-
proportionate power of the United 
States, backed by a massive military. 
Obama thinks the U.S. must play a 
lead role in world affairs, both to pro-
tect American interests and to help 
solve common problems, and that 
sometimes that lead role requires use 
of military force (as in Afghanistan). 

Obama’s realism is likely to make 
many peace activists uncomfortable. 
He does not think war is always 
wrong, and he does not think that 
American hegemony is necessarily a 
bad thing.  

But Obama’s form of realism is very 
different from the Bush-Cheney belief 
that America is both all-powerful and 
infallible. Obama recognizes that the U.
S. historically has often played a destruc-
tive role overseas (he cites Vietnam and 
support for dictators, including in Indo-
nesia as examples). He thinks that the 
“war on terror” (a phrase hopefully soon 
to be retired) cannot be won in Iraq or 
other military misadventures, but only 
by a more complex strategy in which 
military force plays a subordinate role. 
He does not call for cuts in the military 
budget, but does call for spending less 
on expensive weapons system and more 
on personnel and training.  And he calls 
for paying attention to and devoting re-
sources to the dire problems of the de-
veloping world, including Africa, for 
both humanitarian and practical reasons. 

Obama’s brand of realism is reminis-
cent of that of the mid-twentieth century 
Protestant theologian, Reinhold Niebuhr. 
Niebuhr was deeply interested in social 
justice both domestically and interna-
tionally, but also very clear that we hu-
man beings are deeply motivated by our 
own self-interest and  that justice, rea-
son, and even love itself can never fully 
tame our tendency to act selfishly, espe-
cially when we act as a group via the 
nation-state. Niebuhr’s understanding of 
the human condition led him away from 
pacifism; instead he embraced the mili-
tary fight against Nazism and fascism in 
World War II. Yet at the same time, Nie-
buhr wrote favorably of the possibilities 
for using nonviolent civil disobedience 
to advance social change, particularly 
with respect to civil rights, in the process 
helping inspire Martin Luther King, Jr. 

In a world governed by power, Nie-
buhr believed, those who hoped to ad-
vance justice and democracy needed to 
be willing to use power—hence his en-
dorsement of the basic Cold War frame-
work (one which Obama writes admir-
ingly about). But Niebuhr also warned of 
the hubris that comes with believing that 
our own motives are pure and that our 

(Continued on page 12) 
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Every Sunday                Food Not Bombs Richmond -Meal Sharing, 4:00 P.M. in Monroe Park. Hotline # 359-      
                                        4880 for details 
Every 3rd Wed.             Amnesty International, �University of Richmond campus. Contact Ray Hilliard at 289-8289 
Every Thursday            Richmond Organization for  Sexual Minority Youth (ROSMY), 7:00-9:00 PM. Call support 
                                       line: 353-2077 for more information; 353-1699 for the administrative line. 
Every 3rd Saturday      Equality Virginia, 12:00 noon at the office. A political advocacy group working towards 
                                       equal rights for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender citizens of Virginia. Open to the  
                                       public. Contact number is 643-4816. 
Every 4th Saturday      Pax Christi Peace Community  - Call Paula Powdermaker for details - 355-7395 
Every 2nd Saturday     Walk for Peace - 9:00 AM - 10:00 AM. Meet at the Boulevard entrance of the Virginia Mu-
                                       seum. Wear black. 

+��" ��*�(�(����

 
March 7                        March to Stop the New Immigrant Detention Center an d Demand Justice— Saturday,  
                                      12-5 PM. Farmville, VA (location TBA) Sponsored by a growing coalition of groups. 
                                      For more info (434) 906-0421 or  www.thepeopleunited.org 
April 20                        Deadline for submis sions for the 2009 Peace Essay Contest. Download application form 

                                       at www.rpec.org 
April 25                        Fifth annual Richmond Youth Peace Summit .  The full-day program for young people   

                                       ages 13-19 will be held at St. Paul’s Baptist Church Southside Campus.  The event will run 
                                       from 10 AM to 4:30 PM.   
May 17                          John McCutcheon will perform in a concert to suppor t RPEC on Sunday at 4 PM, at the 

                                       VCU Performing Arts Center 
 

(Continued from page 7) 

The RPEC email list is 
growing.  Don’t miss  
important updates! 

       
If you rely only on this newslet-

ter to find out about local peace and 
justice activities, you’re missing 
many events scheduled after we go 
to press.  Join the 350 other RPEC 
members who keep track of up-to 
the-minute happenings on the Cen-
ter’s email list.  Each week they re-
ceive several emails telling you 
about programs, demonstrations 


�!!	������

and other opportunities.   
     To sign up, simply send a blank 
email to: 
rpec-subscribe@lists.riseup.net.  If 
you need assistance, please contact 
the RPEC office at 232-1002 

  
2009 Peace Essay Contest 
 

This year's essays will respond 
to the theme: "Peace is costly but it 
is worth the expense." --African 
Proverb 

What are the costs of building a 
peaceful life, a peaceful commu-

nity and a peaceful world? Think 
beyond finances. Think about the 
costs in personal comfort and hu-
man effort. What special contribu-
tions can young people make in 
paying these costs? Why would 
paying such costs of peace be 
worthwhile? 
The contest is open to any elemen-
tary through high school student in 
Virginia. Prizes will be awarded in 
4 different age divisions. The dead-
line for entries is April 20. 
Download the contest entry form 
from www.rpec.org. 
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(Continued from page 10) 
power is limitless (just as Obama criti-
cizes many of the side consequences 
of the Cold War, such as our involve-
ment in coups abroad and the rise of 
the military-industrial complex at 
home). 

What Obama hopes to do is to 
craft a broad new national security 
strategy with the same coherence as 
the Cold War containment strategy, 
but without the associated hubris. 
Such a strategy gives up on the idea 
we can spread democracy by force, 
but aggressively seeks to confront real 
security threats (such as loose nuclear 
weapons), using force when necessary. 
Importantly, Obama also recognizes 
the need to pay attention as well to 
“promoting peace,” a goal which cen-
trally must include raising the stan-
dards of living of the one-half of the 
world’s population living on less than 
two dollars a day.   

Overall Obama’s vision, if real-
ized, would certainly represent a his-
toric shift of orientation, and his presi-

dency promises a welcome return of 
the idea that sensible foreign policy 
must take seriously the perspectives of 
other countries and their peoples.  
What role might the peace community 
play in helping take advantage of the 
opportunity this presidency repre-
sents? 

As noted above, I do not think it is 
realistic to suppose that activist pres-
sure can alter Obama’s basic frame-
work, including his commitment to 
periodic use of force. Obama has 
made it very clear he intends to send 
more troops into Afghanistan (even 
while pursuing a withdrawal from 
Iraq), and I don’t think public pressure 
can stop that particular train. 

Where public pressure might pay 
real dividends is in ensuring that the 
“progressive” aspect of Obama’s real-
ist outlook is not left on the shelf. For 
instance, Obama is well aware of the 
problems of world poverty and the 
role the IMF, World Bank and global 
debt have played in accentuating such 
poverty. Relatively early in his cam-

paign, he called for a doubling of for-
eign aid.  Yet in the vice-presidential 
debate Joe Biden suggested increasing 
foreign aid might be one of the items 
to fall by the wayside as a result of the 
economic crisis. 

Hopefully that was just another 
example of Biden putting his foot in 
his mouth. But the peace community 
and all those concerned with advanc-
ing justice need to make our voices 
heard and assure that the best promises 
offered by Obama are not sacrificed 
on the altar of expediency. The danger 
is that pledges to do something real to 
help the world’s poor and secure the 
basis for long-term peace are quietly 
forgotten while bigger ticket items 
(Iraq, Afghanistan, the economic cri-
sis) hog the headlines. 

That is a danger the peace commu-
nity can help avert. While we cannot 
alter Obama’s basic framework for 
engaging with the world, we can insist 
that the new administration have the 
courage to live up to its own best prin-
ciples. 


