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WAR AS’ A MORAL PROBLEM 

Walter Millis  

As one of a non-religious (some of my friends might 
consider it an anti-religious) bent, it has always 
seemed to me impossibly difficult to deal with ques- 
tions of war and statecraft as moral problems. If 
we are thinking of “war” in the abstract, we arc 
thinking of one of the ugly facts of life-an institu- 
tion which has characterized human society from 
time immemorial, and which, like many other ugly 
facts of life, is in itself morally neutral. Like pain, 
pestilence or natural disaster, it presents a problem 
to the moralist; but the moralist can say nothing to 
those involved in war’s agonies and cruel decisions. 

If we are talking about war in this abstract sense, 
it seems to me that only the absolute pacifists,those 
whom Father Murray too harshly describes as har- 
boring the “vulgar pacifism of sentimentalist and 
materialist inspiration”-are entitled to introduce the 
moral issue at all. I t  is their position that the organ- 
ized taking of human life is in itself so great an 
evil that no good which may be achieved by this 
means can render it a moral action. They make a 
moral issue of the institution of war itself (it must 
be admitted that a vast amount of history which is 
neither sentimental nor materialist tends to support 
them); and it seems to me that those unwilling to 
meet them on these high terms, those unable either 
to accept or refute their contention that all war is 
and of itself immoral, are forced to drop the whole 
moral argument to a lower plane. 

Unless we take our stand with the absolute paci- 
fist, we are compelled to accept war in the abstract 
3s a fact of life. Confronting it, we can no longer 
appeal to a set of moral absolutes. The whole argu- 
ment shifts and tends to get lost in the sands and 
shoals of particular wars, particular circumstances, 
and the particular moral responsibilities carried by 
the individual in each of the many ways in which 
he is related to the social enterprise. It is clear that 
the aviators who dropped the atomic bomb on the 
defenseless women and children of Hiroshima, the 
statesmen who gave the orders that they should do 
it, and the publicists and politicians who created the 
“climate” in which the statesmen’s decision was 
made inevitable, all occupied different ethical posi- 
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tions and confronted different moral problems. If 
one accepts war of some -kind, in some circuni- 
stances, waged in some degree of savagery, as a 
moral enterprise, then one is involved in these com- 
plesities of individual moral responsibility. One 
cannot make the same answer to the individual con- 
scientious objector, taught to believe that the taking 
of life is inherently wrong, as one makes to the 
statesman, taught to believe that his highest duty is 
the conservation of the safety and interest of the 
people to whom he is responsible, or to the publicist 
who advocates war or warlike courses (in which it 
is improbable that he will either have to kill others 
or risk being killed himself) because he believes 
that war will serve some higher end of freedom or 
justice. 

From these difficulties, which confront those who 
reject the pbsifion of the absolute pacifists, those 
who might be described as absolute bellicists offer 
n logical, if unattractive, way out. If the cause is 
just, war is not only licit but ,morally required; onc 
not only may but must fight for the right, and it 
follows that any kind of horror or violence that 
carries some reasonable chance of victory and will 
more quickly terminate the struggle is morally ac- 
ceptable. This is the logic of the greater good. I t  
was the logic of those who supported war against 
what seemed the positive evil of Nazi, Fascist and 
Japanese aggression; it was also the logic which led 
such patently ethical men as Truman, Stimson and 
their advisers to incinerate the innocent non-conibat- 
ants of Hiroshima in the nuclear fires. As John 
Cogley observes, most of us still feel that the war 
on Nazism was a morally justified enterprise-it was 
better to have fought that evil, even at the price 
of a slaughter, than to have acquiesced in it. But 
many of us still feel qualms about the Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki bombs, and, indeed, about the equally 
tcrrible and indiscriminate Tokyo and Hamburg fire- 
rilids. 

We recoil from such consequences of the bellicist 
theory of the greater good, logical though they may 
be. And we recoil the more because all experience 
has taught us that no man (or nation) can be trusted 
unilaterally to determine what is the greater good; 
no man can be judge in his own cause; no nation in 
defending its right can be sure that it is not unjustly 
trampling upon the rights of others; in fighting for 
what is right against what is evil it cannot know 
that its values are universal values. I t  cannot even 
be sure that military victory will conserve even its 
own concept of the right-and a great deal of history 
suggests that this is seldom the actual result. In 
the absence of a supra-national or super-human 
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authority which can not only ascertain but unam- 
biguously declare what is right and just in the affairs 
of nation-states, the bellicist theory (and I hope it 
is clear that I am thinking of beUicism in a just 
cause) offers us no exit from such contrasting dif- 
ficulties as those of Hiroshima or of our acceptance 
of war against Germany and Japan. 

For those unable to condemn organized war as 
always and in itself immoral, there is only one solu- 
tion. It is the solution adopted by Father Murray 
which, as Rabbi Schwarzschild points out, is no 
din‘erent in essence from that adopted by the ancient 
Jews and by all later heirs of the Judeo-Christian 
ethic. War is moially acceptable only under certain 
rigid limits-limits as to purpose, ends and means. 
Pope Pius XI1 (and Father hjurray, who so tightly 
expounds his teaching) discerns limitations different 
from those which surrounded war in ancient Pale- 
stine, but the principle is the same. The case can be 
p u t  by saying that the politician and publkist are 
justified in advocating war, the statesman is justified 
in accepting and waging war, and the soldier is justi- 
fied in the killing necessary to success, if the origins 
and conduct- of the war fulfill certain conditions. 

The conditions are that it must be a just war, by 
the best lights available to those who participate in 
it. It must in addition be a defensive war; however 
just one’s claims against others, they are not to be 
asserted by an organized military effort to establish 
them; a defensioe war to repress injustice is permis- 
sible, but an offensive war for the same purpose is 
not. (This seems to rule out a military effort by the 
West in support of the Hungarian revolution.) The 
defense must be eflicacious, “undertaken with hope 
of siiccess.” This limitation, particularly salient in 
the nuclear age, rules out suicidal last stands; but 
the application of this latter principle to nuclear 
weaponry, which appears to offer no hope of defen- 
sive success, only of revenge, is obscure. After these 
limitations on the purposes and ends of legitimate 
war, oiic comes to the crucial question of means. 
Father hlurray offers the “principle of proportion.” 
Even grave injustices may not be repressed by dis- 
proportionate military means-by means, that is, 
which would do greater damage than the continua- 
tion of the injustice. 

However tight and sound the principles, they do 
not seem to help us much in OUT problem. The Pope 
was willing to consider the liceity of megaton war- 
fare “in the case in which it must be judged indis- 
pensable for self-defense.” But on the other hand, he 
rejected as “immoral” the use of megaton and bac- 
teriological warfare where it “entails such an exten- 
sion of the evil that it entirely escapes from the 

control of man.” We are faced with a situation in 
which any war seems likely to escape entirely from 
the control of man (and I believe that we have h 
fact been faced with this situation since 1914) and 
one in which the resort to nuclear weapons can 
never be “indispensable to self-defense”, since, so far 
as we know now, resort to the weapons can never 
promote defense. Maintaining them may do so, but 
using them can apparently promote nothing but a 
barren revenge and destruction. 

I t  is this paradox of the modern weapons which I 
feel Father Murray avoids. I am quite willing to 
accept the traditional position that war waged for 
righteous ends, with limited purposes and by limited 
means, with its unavoidable slaughter adjusted in 
correct proportion to the good which will be achieved 
by success, is a moral activity. Some of the terms 
are here rather hard to fill, but the rules or limits 
as defined seem to me acceptable, and I am, not 
prepared to condemn the soldiers and sailors of, 
say, the eighteenth century, who did their bloody 
duty in an age in which this kind of rule and limit 
was both applicable and observed, as wicked or im- 
moral men. h4y difficulty is that the rules are no 
longer applicable. Neither Pope Pius XI1 nor Father 
h4urray supplies me with an answer to the one 
rather stark question: Was it right or wrong to in- 
cinerate sixty thousand non-combatant men, women 
and children at Hiroshima? Was President Truman 
(who bore the ultimate responsibility) a wicked 
man; was he a good man mistakenly adopting a 
wicked course, or was he a good man adopting a 
course which was good, under all the circumstances? 

Father h4urray’s argument does not tell me. His 
quotations from Pope Pius XI1 do not tell me; and 
if my conscience required me (as it does not) to 
accept the Pope as a final authority on morals, I still 
think I would be left in a situation of considerable 
bafflement. This is what I meant by saying at the 
outset that it has always been difficult for me to deal 
with issues of statecraft and war as moral issues. 
hly own belief is that the issues which modem war 
raises before us will be settled on practical rather 
than moralistic terms. John Cogley has suggested 
that we are in fact facing the prospect of a world 
without war, and we will slowly adjust ourselves 
to a situation (it will by no means be an easy one) 
derived from pragmatic and not moralistic considera- 
tions. With this I agree, as it seems to me the only 
outcome short of total catastrophe. But if this is the 
outcome, it will be the moralists who will have to 
bring their views into accord with it. It will not 
come through the great society bringing its actions 
into accord with the teachings of the moralists. 
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