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In the training course that I organised last September we examined the personal, interpersonal, and 
societal dimensions of nonviolence, including several workshops on racism. In these training 
courses I have two roles: organizer and trainer. So, after the killing of George Floyd I decided to 
invite another trainer that specializes in this topic, that previously wasn't part of the curriculum so 
explicitly. 

There were 24 youth workers from across all of Europe that came to attend this training course in 
The Netherlands, that I had titled “Connecting the dots”. And I connected more dots myself as well,
especially between racism and violence. 

My co-trainer, Nonty, explained that racism isn't just about
individual behaviour, but that it is also institutionalized
inequality and a system of thought. White people have
internalised superiority, while Black people have internalised
oppression. She explained that it is important to acknowledge this: “Most people will say they are 
not racist, because we think that only 'bad people' are racist, and no one wants to be a bad person. . .
But in this way, we are not dealing with the reality that all of us have internalised the message that 
white people are better than people of colour.” 

And just as you can say that racism is instititionalized and a system of thought, so is violence. 
Logically, of course, as racism is a form of violence. However, what I had not thought about so 
deeply before is that just like we sometimes act racist unconsciously, we also act violently 
unconsciously. And while racism is about separating people on the basis of their skin, violence is a 
story of multiple separations: between our human existence and nature (the land and other animals),
between our mind and our body, between men and women, hetrosexual and LGBTQ and so on. . .

All this became more clear to me on the 
evening of the fifth day. After we watched
a short film about  the Civil Rights 
movement with a smaller group, Nonty 
expressed that she had experienced the 
critical spirit of several group members as 
a form violence, and a sign of entitlement 
of white people. The group spirit was 
indeed quite critical, probably not only 
due to the difficult topics we were dealing
with, but also some organisational 
difficulties. A sense of dissatisfaction was 
hanging in the air especially on the first 
three days. On the fifth day however, it 
seemed to have changed, due to different 
factors, one of them a painting I brought 
with me: “The answer is love” and 

starting the day with some dancing and asking participants to talk about nonviolence, community 
and love. 

So perhaps it was only after this more positive day that Nonty could share how the previous days 
had been for her. She also pointed out that we were two women that were facilitating the course, so 
she saw the intersection of patriarchy and racism in how we were being approached. I could not 

We think that it are only 'bad
people' that are racist, and no
one wants to be a bad person.
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immediately formulate a response, although I agreed with what she 
was saying. Someone else diverted the conversation, until another 
person commented that we were drifting away from where the 

conversation had started. I shared that it also had been difficult for me to receive so little 
appreciation for all the hard work we had poured into this training. But that I hadn't thought of the 
criticism as a form of violence. However, framing it that way, I could connect the dots between 
unconscious racism and unsoncious violence. The participants had probably not meant to be violent,
yet it may have been the result of the normalisation of violence through constant socialisation.  
Seeing violence as a system, it becomes apparent that one cannot step out of it.

An innocent question or micro aggression?

Just as I realised that, I accidently demonstrated it. I wanted to point out that there were no white 
men in our small group. But just before I said that I suddenly doubted if that were true and I 
expressed what I had not been sure of since then, questioning if one of the men identified as white 
or not. He responded in a very angry tone asking me why I even asked that, since he had already 
clearly identified as a person of colour during the training. I said that I was very tired and that I 
didn't know much about Kosovo, where he was from. I tried to remember if people from Kosovo 
are Muslims and wondered if being a Muslim means someone is not white. But I was too ashamed 
to ask for more clarification and I remembered what Nonty had said about the burden of people of 
colour to educate white people. 

My colleague asked: “is this question a form of micro-aggression to you?” He confirmed that and 
relaxed a bit. A part of me thought that it was unfair to label my question as aggressive, while his 
reaction had been quite angry. However, I understood he was upset, so I apologized. 

After this incident I spoke with Nonty for a while, who pointed out that he may have gotten that 
question before, possibly making him feel as if he doesn't belong to his own community nor to the 
dominant culture. And belonging is of course an essential humans need. That insight created more 
empathy for his angry response in me. I was still a bit confused if the Islamic religion excludes one 
from the white race, but she didn't know the answer to that either, so we just agreed that questions 
of identity are complex. She also said that it doesn't matter how I perceive a person, what matters is 
how someone feels and identifies. I agreed with her that we all learned something tonight and went 
to my room, where I wrote a short apology note that I gave him the next morning.

I had learned a hard lesson: I am a part of the system of violence, and being a trainer in nonviolence
doesn't excuse me from that. It's hard, but I have to practice what I preach: acknowledge that I am a 
part of a system of violence and racism. In hindsight I also see that even if your intention is 
“innocent” something may still be perceived as violence. Seeing all of us can act violently 
unintentionally, also creates a space of non-judgement. Afterall, as long as one is trying, the society 
is more to blame than the individual. 

From the story of separation to the story of interconnection

I shared my insight about being part of a system of violence with the
whole group the next day. “It is a bit like Alcoholics Anonymous,” 
one participant commented, “you have to acknowledge the problem 
before you can heal it.” Indeed, as long as the system of violence 

exists we cannot step out of it, yet we can try to heal and transform it. 

Of course it helps to know about theories of conflict resolution, but in practice, resolving a conflict 
is an experiment that depends on the willingness of everyone to be open and vulnerable, to admit 
mistakes and apologize and try our best to understand each other's feelings. 

you have to acknowledge
the problem before you

can heal it. 

we sometimes act
violently unconsciously.



Finally, this experience gave me a deeper understanding of what I had called “the power of myth”, 
which was my term for one of three alternative forms of power1 (alternative to power-over). 
The power of myth comes from the stories we tell and is the opposite of what Galtung calls “cultural
violence”. (For more background on structural and cultural violence, see this article from Johan 
Galtung). 

“Stories are very powerful, because they shape our minds,” I continued to share with the group. 
“We've already heard that racism is a story that is about 400 years old. And according to 
archeologists there was no war 10,000 year ago, so we could say that the story of violence is about 
10,000 years old. This seems a long time if we consider our own lives, but not if we consider that 
human beings have lived on this planet for about half a million years.”

And then I shared something to this regard that I want to share with you, the reader too: I hope we 
can transform the story of separation, because this story has led human beings to become a self-
destructive species. We have harmed nature at an increasingly rapid and dangerous pace, leaving us 
no choices but to either change or perish. 

Amongst other things the story of separation says that we are living in a world of scarcity, that we 
must compete and think of maximising our self-interests. 

Now just imagine what a different world we could create when we tell ourselves that nature 
provides abundance, that we need to cooperate with each other to survive, and that addressing all 
the people's different needs will facilitate cooperation, and create more balance within the societies 
we live in. This is a story of interconnection and a shared belonging to the planet Earth.

In many parts of Africa it is also called 
“Ubuntu”. Or one could also simply say: the 
answer is love. 

I hope you will think about how you can 
contribute to this story, to heal and transform 
our human hearts and the planet. If we can 
experiment with this story, maybe we can 
change the tide. 

1 Power within is the courage, strength and skills that we've developed in ourselves and power with is the power we 
have by working together. 
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