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Dom Helder Camara. Archbishop of Olinda and 
Recife in the underdeveloped North-East of Brazil. 
has caught the imagination of the world by his 
description of the situation of the underdeveloped 
countries. In Brazil he is denounced as a 
communist for asserting the official teaching of the 
church and lives in constant danger of assassination. 
In 1970 organisations in many countries nomi­
nated him for the Nobel Peace Prize. 

Spiral of Violence is Dom Helder's symbol for the 
central problem of today's world : the violence of 
poverty which keeps over two-thirds of the world's 
people in a sub,-human condition, the violence of 
revolt when peaceful demands have no effect 
and the violence of repression with which the 
powerful try to crush the demands of the poor. The 
only escape from this spiral is to bring about 
justice, and this book is Dom Helder's appeal to all 
men of good will to exercise 'liberating moral 
pressure' to redress the balance between the 
developed and underdeveloped countries and 
between the privileged and underprivileged in the 
rich countries. 

Cover photo of Helder Camara: The Guardian 

SBN 7220 0624 1 

Sheed and Ward Ltd. 
33 Maiden Lane. London WC2E 7LA 

Helder Camara 
Spiral of Violence 



! 

CONTENTS 

Please note that to minimise file size the introduction 
to this edition by Brian Darling has been omitted, 
thus the document starts at p. 25. 

1. A threat to humanity 
1. Looking at the earth 
2. Violence attracts violence 
3. And then comes repression 
4. A real threat 

2. A Valid Solution 
1. Is armed violence the only solution? 
2. Gandhi, failure or prophet? 

3. Action for Justice and Peace 
1. Objectives and outlook 
2. Beyond the barriers 
3. Practical points 
4. A world movement 
5. Appeal to youth 

25 
25 
30 
34 
37 

> 41 
45 

56 
56 
60 
63 
74 
77 

To the memory of 
Gandhi and Martin Luther King 

This .pdf file of Camara's text has been posted to the web as it 
appears from the original publisher's catalogue to have been 
allowed to go out of print, though copies are sometimes 
available from internet shops. it is a matter of urgency that it is 
again made available to the world in these troubled times. 

The trigger for my having scanned it was the 30 July 2006 
killing of more than three dozen children in an Israeli attack on 
Qana in Lebanon. Around the same time as this was happening 
some of us were standing outside our local airport, Glasgow 
Prestwick, protesting the British state's abuse of Scottish soil to 
allow American munitions flights to refuel on their way to Israel. 
We had similarly expressed the outrage of the Scottish people 
some months ago by protesting the use of Glasgow's two 
airports for "extraordinary rendition" flights transporting 
America's torture victims. I have a deep affection for most 
Americans and Israelis I have known. But like we see in the 
Biblical book of Jeremiah - which is a deeply important text 
through which to view even today's Middle East crisis - it is 
sometimes imperative to bear witness before one's loved ones. 
(Alastair McIntosh, Scotland - www.AlastairMcIntosh.com) 
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1 
A threat to 
humanity 

i . Looking at the earth 
How easy it is to find injustices every­
where; injustices of varying nature and 
varying degree, but injustices for all that. 

In the underdeveloped countries these 
injustices—which are perhaps unknown 
elsewhere—affect millions of human be­
ings, children of God, reducing them to a 
sub-human condition. 

But what exactly do we mean by a 'sub­
human condition'? Isn't it perhaps too 
strong a term, too tinged with demagogy? 
Not at all. There exists very often what 
could be called a heritage of poverty. It is 
common knowledge that poverty kills just 
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as surely as the most bloody war. But pov­
erty does more than kill, it leads to physical 
deformity (just think of Biafra), to psycho­
logical deformity (there are many cases of 
mental subnormality for which hunger is 
responsible), and to moral deformity 
(those who, through a situation of slavery, 
hidden but nonetheless real, are living 
without prospects and without hope, foun­
dering in fatalism and reduced to a beg­
ging mentality). 

But we must be careful! Injustices are not 
the monopoly of the underdeveloped coun­
tries. They exist in the developed countries 
too, just as much on the capitalist side as 
on the socialist. 

In the capitalist world, even in the richest 
countries, there are underdeveloped strata 
which, in Canada, are beginning to be 
called 'grey belts'. 

As we all know, President Lyndon John­
son declared war on poverty in the USA. 
According to him, thirty million North 
Americans were living under sub-human 
conditions. Although it is true that what 
are considered sub-human conditions in 
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the developed countries are not quite the 
same as those in the underdeveloped coun­
tries, it is no less true that the gap between 
poverty and wealth in the rich countries 
provides some shocking contrasts. 

In the socialist world, in practice (maybe 
the theory is different), the USSR, like Red 
China, does not accept pluralism within its 
society. 

The struggle going on between the two 
great countries of the socialist bloc is illum­
inating in itself. Nevertheless both sides 
are striving equally to impose dialectical 
materialism and blind obedience. The 
climate is that of dictatorships, encourage­
ment of informers and a reign of suspicion, 
of imposed self-criticism, of insecurity. 

But injustices take on a completely different 
dimension when we look at the relations 
between the developed countries and the 
underdeveloped countries. 

Twice the underdeveloped countries 
have tried to hold a dialogue with the de­
veloped countries, through UNCTAD.1 The 

1 United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development. 
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egoism and indifference in the two empires 
is alike, the capitalist empire with the USA 
at its head, and the socialist empire under 
the USSR. 

Aid is certainly useful, but it will always 
be insufficient. The core of the problem 
will not be reached if no-one has the cour­
age, which Populorum Progressio had,1 to 
denounce the monstrous injustice accord­
ing to which the present policy of interna­
tional trade is organised. 

Even the Pearson Report,8 though it 
makes timid allusions to the problem of in­
ternational trade, dwells much more on 
other points, such as the demographic ex­
plosion. Now, although there is a demo­
graphic problem, the Thi rd World will 
never accept massive family planning, im­
posed from outside, nor will it allow the 
very complex problem of development to 
be reduced solely to the demographic plane. 

1 Encyclical letter of Pope Paul vi, translated 
as The Great Social Problem, London (Catholic 
Truth Society) 1967. 

'Partners in Development, a report of the 
Commission on International Development. 
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This is really just a subterfuge, a pretext, 
another way of evading the central and 
overwhelming problem of injustice on a 
world-wide scale. 

At the moment the developed world is 
proud and self-confident, with its nuclear 
bombs, and thinks it can afford to laugh at 
that giant with feet of clay, the under­
developed world. But do the masters of the 
H-bomb really grasp the scope and conse­
quences of the poverty bomb? 

This is the situation of humanity at the 
beginning of the second development de­
cade. If true development implies the de­
velopment of the whole man and of all 
men, then there is not in fact a single truly 
developed country in the world. 

But there is another unavoidable con­
clusion which is still more serious, a con­
clusion we must draw attention to because 
of its tragic consequences, and it is this. 
Look closely at the injustices in the under­
developed countries, in the relations 
between the developed world and the un­
derdeveloped world. You will find that 
everywhere the injustices are a form of 
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violence. One can and must say that they 
are everywhere the basic violence, violence 
No. 1. 

2. Violence attracts violence 
No-one is born to be a slave. No-one seeks 
to suffer injustices, humiliations and 
restrictions. A human being condemned 
to a sub-human situation is like an animal 
—an ox or a donkey—wallowing in the 
mud. 

Now the egoism of some privileged 
groups drives countless human beings into 
this sub-human condition, where they 
suffer restrictions, humiliations, injustices; 
without prospects, without hope, their 
condition is that of slaves. 

This established violence, this violence 
No. i, attracts violence No. z, revolt, either 
of the oppressed themselves or of youth, 
firmly resolved to battle for a more just 
and human world. 

Certainly there are, from continent to con­
tinent, from country to country, from city 
to city, variations, differences, degrees, 
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nuances, in violence No. 2, but generally 
in the world today the oppressed are open­
ing their eyes. 

The authorities and the privileged are 
alarmed by the presence of agents coming 
from outside whom they call 'subversive 
elements', 'agitators', 'communists'. 

Sometimes they are indeed people com­
mitted to an ideology of the extreme left 
who are fighting for the liberation of the 
oppressed and have opted for armed viol­
ence. At other times they are people moved 
by religious feeling, who can no longer 
tolerate religion interpreted and lived as 
an opium for the masses, as an alien and 
alienating force, but want to see it at the 
service of the human development of those 
who are imprisoned in a sub-human con­
dition. 

The authorities and the privileged lump 
the two groups together. For them, those 
who, in the name of their religion (whether 
they are clergy or laity), are working for 
fundamental reforms, for a change in 
structures, have abandoned religion for 
politics, are foundering in leftism or, at the 
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