
REVOLUTIONARY WAR: 
CHALLENGE TO JUST WAR 
Eric Wil lem.  

The doctrine of the “just war” has a hallowed place 
in the history of political and legal thought, while 
its more inflammatory counterpart, “revolutionary 
war,” cannot call upon such a long and distinguished 
pedigree. This is not 70  surprising as i t  may at first 
seem since the doctrine of the “just war,” or its mo- 
mentary variation, has proved flexible enough to ac- 
commodate all sorts of wars for every kind of reason. 
I iim prepared to argue that the claimants for either 
doctrine base their reasons for waging wars on simi- 
lar, if not identical, principles. Hence the concept of 
“revolutionary war,” to the extent that it may be a 
discernible and separate concept, can be subsumed 
in most cases under the general category of the “just 
war.” What has happened in the long history of in- 
stitutionalized warfare among nations is that the 
underlying reasons for legitimizing war have been 
overwhelmed by legal norms -a legal edifice so to 
speak - that have of necessity favored the established 
authorities. Kings at first, and later the duly elected 
or otherwise acknowledged leaders of nations, have 
been clothed in the vestments of legality with re- 
spect to the right to wage war. To the degree that 
these legalisms root also in long-established customs 
fortified by natural law, they have gained consider- 
able if not universal acceptance by what we often 
like to refer to as “civilized mankind.” 

I raise this point not to delve into the legal niceties 
surrounding the concept of the right to wage war- 
a problem which is not central to my presentation - 
but to refresh our memory regarding the moral and 
political sources which go to the heart of the concept 
of the just war. Inasmuch as this concept has tradi- 
tionally been anchored in the dual sources of classical 
philosophy and Christian religion, its invocation, a t  
least in theory, has called for moral restraint informed 
by religious conscience. The importance of this in- 
ternal constraint seems especially significant because 
traditional political theory regarded the ruler as 
Zegibus solutus, not bound by law. ( I  am not saying 
here that prudential restraints did not also impose 
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limits on a ruler to wage war, but such restraints have 
an operational not a normative character and are 
therefore not central to a doctrine of the just war.) 

A number of other factors have also contributed to 
a weakening of the ostensibly moral content of the 
just war ,concept, notably the rise of the modem 
nation state and its ultimate idealization, if not idoli- 
zation, as the highest expression of communal power 
in whose defense everything is permitted. By lower- 
ing the moral barriers against waging war, resort 
to arms became a normal means for advancing the 
national interest - as reflected in virtually every 
political writer since Machiavelli. However, the arro- 
gation by every sovereign state of the right to wage 
war for whatever reasons it regarded as “just,” muted 
the question of revolutionary war. Hence the intel- 
lectual groundwork for war of this type had only 
been very imperfectly established until the concept 
gained its present currency in the wake of Marxist 
ideology*and at the hands of its contemporary inter- 
preters. I might add that Marxist revolutionary 
doctrine contains a heavy dose of utopianism that is 
in many ways the legatee of a long tradition of re- 
ligious millenarianism, a millenarianism that somehow 
failed to surface until refurbished in the wake of 
the Enlightenment and even later during the Romantic 
period. Because of this apparent downgrading of the 
total character of the few instances of revolutionary 
war waged by millenary movements in earlier histor- 
ical periods, the moral and philosophical questions 
relevant to such a war were held in abeyance. 

On the other hand, one need only peruse the record 
of warfare beginning with the Middle Ages up  to 
the eighteenth century, ostensibly influenced by the 
just war doctrine, to appreciate the fact that its pur- 
portedly high moral tone often served to disguise 
very pragmatic interests. Some of the early cnuades, 
as well as the Thirty Years War, to name only a few 
of the more outstanding examples, might no longer 
be regarded as “just wars” but were-depending 
upon one’s preference - “revolutionary” or “counter- 
revolutionary” conflicts in terms of their intended 
targets and objectives. The same might be said of 
the peasant wars in the Middle Ages or the Anabaptist 
campaign whose chiliastic beliefs had quasi-revo- 
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l\ltionary intent, although it was dressed up in the 
conventional form of redressing just grievances. 

Lest I be accused here of engaging in a revisionist 
interpretation of history, I hasten to add that I have 
merely sought to highlight several facets of just war 
doctrine as it seemed to be reflected in the mirror 
of changing historical circumstances. There is still 
one more point worth mentioning that bears on an 
important aspect of the just war doctrine. And that 
is the durability of the doctrine, albeit in modified 
and modernized form, as an expression of the in- 
evitability of conflict which, no matter how regulated, 
ranks importantly in the conduct of inter-state and 
inter-group relations. It reflects a perennially pessi- 
mistic appraisal of human nature that runs like a 
red thread through the works of most political 
thinkers as testimony to a basic flaw in man. By con- 
tending that war is indissolubly linked with the 
history of mankind, the question of its utilitarian 
function in the conduct of human affairs needs con- 
stantly to be raised anew, not only as the “ultima 
ratio” but also as part of a behavioral pattern where 
war represents the “continuation of politics by other 
means.” 
a 

Let us turn now to a particular doctrine of revolu- 
tionary war which, contrary to what I suggested at 
the outset, seems to be in opposition to the just war 
doctrine that I have briefly sketched. 

Any real challenge to the just war doctrine could 
not have arisen from arguments about the modalities 
or purposes of war alone but only from an attack on 
war itself. Such an essentially utopian approach to 
the conduct of human affairs is not only reflected in 
the ceaseless yearning of our civilization for eternal 
peace but has also found its most concrete and mod- 
ern articulation in Marxist eschatology. Although 
I am not about to claim that Marx was at heart a 
pacifist, I would maintain that his approach to the. 
problem of conflict resolution embraced, in a rather 
syncretic fashion, both the millenary vision of per- 
manent peace as well as the ostensible detachment of 
the social scientist. It is precisely this mixture of 
fervent belief in the basic goodness of man and 
genius for social theorizing in Marx which wrought 
such changes in the thinkin,g of succeeding genera- 
tions about the nature of social relations and laid 
the groundwork for the notion that the occurrence of 
war might not only be the possible harbinger of a 

, revolutionary transformation of society but also lead 
to the ultimate disappearance of war itself. 

I t  is not possible for us to deal here in extenso 
with the manner in which Marx arrived a t  his concept 

of the role of war in history. Suffice it to note that 
he was deeply indebted to Hegel for his emphasis 
on history as an organic approach to knowledge, and 
to Feuerbach for his materialism. With Saint-Simon, 
Marx shared the belief that conflict between social 
forces is primarily economic, and his view of the 
proletariat was probably influenced by the French 
Communist tradition. But Marx was no mere mirror 
image of these diverse intellectual currents; he stands 
at the end of a long intellectual tradition of great 
synthesizers. 

As a synthesizer, Marx shifted from Hegel‘s treat- 
ment of history as an endless conflict of incarnate 
ideas to. history as the battleground between classes, 
that is to say, from the idealistic to the materialistic 
plane. Hence, what to Hegel is man’s perpetual self- 
divorce from his unity with nature, his alienation, 
turns up in Marx as an element in the social process. 
By combining a basically dialectical mechanism of 
class confrontation with an optimistic outlook regard- 
ing the progressive movement of history-a char- 
acteristic attribute of eighteenth- and nineteenth- 
century thought - the Marxist edifice holds out the 
possibility of the advent of a new Jerusalem at the 
moment when the capitalist order will be replaced, 
first by the dictatorship of the proletariat, and there- 
after by the Communist order. 

My schematic portrayal here of the Marxist prog- 
nosis for the transformation of society is not intended 
to convey the idea that this transition would be un- 
erring, frictionless, or non-violent. Nor should it be 
assumed that Marx regarded every war as automat- 
ically leading to the destruction of the capitalist 
system. What is important in this context is that he 
looked upon war as no longer operating as a mere 
instrumentality for redressing just grievances but 
endowed it under certain conditions with an entirely 
new role: as a revolutionizing element in a final con- 
frontation between rivalling classes, or as the last 
gasp of a bankrupt social system that vainly seeks 
to hold on to life. Hence war in Marx has acquired a 
truly revolutionary character, signifying both the 
dawn of a new social order as well as its own 
disappearance. 

In view of the frequency of major wars and the 
growing power of Marxist-oriented working-class 
movements in the last century, one might have thought 
that conflicts would increasingly take on the char- 
acter of Marxist revolutionary wars. But such has 
not been the case. Workers continued to behave as 
if they were Frenchmen, Germans, or what have 
you; in spite of their ritualistic adherence to parties 
which preached proletarian solidarity and intema- 
tional brotherhood, they rallied to their respective 
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national colors whenever the tocsin was sounded. 
Not even Marx himself was entirely free from this 
“atavism” as is eloquently illustrated by  his behavior 
in the war of 1870 when he first supported Germany. 
However, the brittleness of socialist internationalism 
reached its height with the outbreak of World War I 
when two of the best indoctrinated socialist parties 
of Germany and Austria fell first upon Russia and 
then France after having solemnly sworn never to 
participate in war against each other and then, save 
for a small minority, promptly forgot all about pro- 
letarian solidarity when the fateful moment arrived. 

No matter how fully socialist parties may have 
agreed with the Marxist critique of the capitalist 
system, many of their leaders and the bulk of the 
workers never acquired the requisite “international 
outlook” which should have developed in them had 
they taken their Marxist teachings seriously. The case 
is no better for the Communists whose vaunted inter- 
nationalism, particularly after 1917, has more often 
than not been a figleaf for the protection and ad- 
vancement of Soviet interests. To be sure, Lenin, 
prior to the Bolshevik seizure of power, had taken 
a principled Marxist position on the war, but soon 
after the Soviets were victorious his language and 
his actions too assumed a more traditional coloration. 
Only Trotsky continued to think, talk and act as if 
the world were really on fire until he too realized 
the unattainability of his expectations. During Stalin’s 
long reign, the notion of “revolutionary war” receded 
even further, and World War I1 became the “Great 
Patriotic War” where Russians fought to save “Holy 
Mother Russia” from foreign invaders as she had 
been saved before by her sons. 

I cite these references here not in order to discuss 
the nature of Soviet policy itself, but to illustrate 
the extent to which certain Communist attitudes 
towards war have l~een weighted down by n concep- 
tion that is miles away from the Marxist conception 
of war. What is more, the course of subsequent devel- 
opments, particularly the advances in the field of 
weapons’ technology, have significantly eroded any 
illusions in Soviet thinking that major wars of the 
future are likely to redound to Moscow’s advantage. 
Soviet Communists doubtless derive considerable 
ideological and psychological comfort from the ad- 
vances which communism has made in the wake of 
World War 11, although they have been accompanied 
by growing diversity and strains. But it is equally 
clear to them that the advent of weapons of mass 
destruction has diminished, if not foreclosed, the 
possibility of repeating such gains. Faced with the 

prospect of mutual annihilation, the Soviets have 
not only had to revise their one-sided appraisal of 
the adverse effect of war on capitalist systems but 
have also become chary of certain types of revolu- 
tionary war. 

0 

Soviet thinking about the nature of a revolutionary 
war has undergone constant modification in the di- 
rection of the just war concept ever since the estab- 
lishment of the Soviet state, and these changes 
encountered little opposition at the hands of other 
Communists as long as Moscow’s writ ruled supreme. 
However, with the growing disintegration of Com- 
munist unity and the declining authority of Moscow 
as the unchallenged interpreter of Marxist doctrine, 
the issue has been reopened on two fronts. First and 
foremost, Communist China has launched a full-scale 
attack against Moscow’s declining ardor in the belief 
that war has still preserved its revolutionary-trans- 
formist quality, ostensibly reviving here fundamental 
aspects of the classical Marxist-Leninist doctrine re- 
garding the inevitability of war under conditions of 
class conflict. The other attack on the Soviets has 
come from the high priests of guerrilla warfare, 
presently concentrated in our hemisphere, whose 
ideological leanings are, so far as I can make out, pre- 
Marxist, if not anti-Marxist. 

In the welter of furious exchanges between the 
Soviets and the Chinese, the Soviets and the advo- 
cates of guerrilla warfare, and last but not least be- 
tween the Chinese and the advocates of guerrilla 
warfare, each side has become increasingly wedded 
to views on war that are irreconcilably opposed to 
each other. At the same time, their respective defenses 
of war, ironically speaking, can be reduced to some 
aspect of the just war doctrine. In a sense, the ideo- 
logical disarray in the Communist camp has been an 
inevitable concomitant of the breakdown of the uni- 
versalist pretensions of !Marxism-Leninism, com- 
pounded by a Communist conipulsion to refuse to 
accept compromises on this score. 

As far as the Chinese Communists are concerned, 
their views on war have been profoundly influenced 
by Chinese history and their particular experiences 
in coming to power, Peking’s apparently cavalier dis- 
regard of the consequences of nuclear war and its 
taunting references to Moscow’s preoccupation with 
peaceful coexistence have led the Soviets to charge 
that the Maoist regime is only hoping to provoke a 
U.S.-Soviet conflict in the expectation of emerging 
relatively unscathed from such a war. To this the 
Chinese have replied that Soviet policy has strayed 
from the path of true Marxism-Leninism by its un- 
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willingness to confront the inevitable violent show- 
down between the two hostile systems, and also that 
the USSR has lost confidence in the ultimate victory 
of the proletariat. Are the Chinese, therefore, latter- 
day exponents of the revolutionizing character of war 
in the Marxist sense? 

There is no doubt that the Soviets would have us, 
and particularly other Communists, believe that 
Peking is indeed prepared to fan a nuclear war in the 
hope of eliminating not only imperialism but also 
its principal ideological rival, the Soviet Union. I t  
is not for nothing that Moscow gave the widest 
circulation to an apocryphal statement by Mao which 
held up China’s vast population as a safeguard against 
total annihilation in the event of nuclear war. Con- 
trary to this Soviet assessment, China’s action with 
respect to any major wars has been generally much 
more prudent and reserved. On the other hand, the 
country’s inherent weaknesses as well as unrequited 
foreign policy problems have probably heightened 
the ideological sensitivity of its leaders as they seek 
to buoy up their own flagging followers and seek to 
retain for themselves possibly critical support from 
those they cannot coerce physically but who are still 
susceptible to ideological whiplashing. 

Chinese utterances on war have taken on an apo- 
calyptic character at times, at least as far as war’s 
inevitability is concerned when it comes to the libera- 
tion of people from the “imperialist yoke.” Whether 
the Chinese actually believe in their rhetoric is less 
important here than their awareness of the advantages 
which an ostensibly principled defense of the revo- 
lutionary character of war may confer upon them in 
their ideological dispute with the Soviet Union. As 
Moscow’s principal rival for leadership of the world 
Communist movement, Mao has consistently sought 
to rally the Communist parties and revolutionary 
forces in the world to his side on the ground that the 
Soviets had forfeited their right as leader of this 
combination, partly because of their increasing soft- 
ness on the issue of war. Aside from the fact that 
this Chinese stratagem has failed to attain the desired 
result, its underlying premise is patently self-serving 
and glosses over the distinguishing features that sup- 
posedly endowed the earlier Marxist conception of 
war with universal applicability. In the last analysis, 
Mao’s espousal of anti-imperialist and national liber- 
ation wars has, of course, revolutionary implications 
for the realignment of forces in the underdeveloped 
world, but the nature of such wars and the foresee- 

. able changes in the emerging regimes are still rooted 
in the just war concept. 

If Mao’s concept of revolutionary war may be de- 
fined as a sinicized version of the just war doctrine, 

the advocates of guerrilla warfare (z 2 outrance seem 
to remind one of the idolators of war of the Romantic 
period. While Romanticism and Marxism have always 
been at swordpoints intellectually, their conception 
of war or, more broadly speaking, of revolutionary 
violence, share certain common aspects that have not 
only led to their occasional uneasy ideological and 
political coexistence - as, for example, in anarchism 
-but also help to explain their current reappearance 
in the form of revolutionary warfare as enunciated 
by ChC Guevara, Regis Debray, and Frantz Fanon. 
Given this intellectual pedigree, it is not surprising 
that the old love-hate relationship between Com- 
munists and romantic revolutionaries has reasserted 
itself, in part because of their unresolved differences 
regarding the nature and use of revolutionary vio- 
lence, in part because of their rivalry for the same 
political clientele. In essence, these factors are at 
the root of the sharpening dispute between old Com- 
munists and the emerging crop of revolutionaries in 
Latin America who take their cue from Castro, be- 
tween the old-line Communist parties and rebellious 
youth in advanced countries, and between Commu- 
nists and the militant exponents of racial warfare. 

Stripped down to its essentials, the aforementioned 
advocates of revolutionary warfare have divested 
themselves of the principal elements of the Marxist 
conception of war - in spite of their dutiful refer- 
ences to Marxist liturgy - and expound a highly ro- 
mantic approach to war reminiscent of Rousseau and 
certain parts of Hegel’s philosophy of history. There 
is the characteristic romantic extolment of instinct 
over intellect, the break with formal theory, and a 
great emphasis on action for action’s sake. What is 
more, the individual actor, the hero in history who 
can shape the course of history, reemerges forcefully 
in almost Carlylean proportions. Hence, we depart 
from the reasoned point of vantage of class analysis, 
so familiar to us from Marxist lore, and become en- 
meshed in an apotheosis of violence that carries with 
it  a redemptive quality for the individual. 

War, or violence itself, becomes the totality of the 
human response as a cure for mankind’s ills. And by 
mythologizing violence as the answer, the advocates 
of such revolutionary practice construct their ideo- 
logical edifice on this factor alone and thereby fall 
in with such notions as the Sorelian myth of violence, 
of the anarchists’ “propaganda of the deed.” While 
the Marxist tradition may also be identified with a 
redemptive conception of war, it is always the result 
of a situation that cannot be subjectively initiated 
but is the outgrowth of a confluence of certain histori- 
caI forces that are typically mirrored in the prevail- 
ing state of the class conflict. 
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I n  a sense, therefore, a notion of violence which 
becomes an end in itself is really anti-Marxist, inas- 
much as i t  transcends the instrumental character 
of war that is inseparably linked with the analysis 
of class conflict. At the same time, I would not dis- 
count the revolutionary-transformist character of such 
an orientation although its thrust is primarily neg- 
ative. However, such nihilist destructiveness can 
neither be related purposefully to the abolition of 
war nor easily classified as some variant of the just 
war. IVevcrtheless, the phenomenon exists and de- 
s c n u  detailed treatment. 

I will conclude this fragmentary presentation with 
a brief anecdote that illustrates for me the some- 
what illusory juxtaposition of the just war against 
revolutionary war. 

It is said that Sigmund Freud was once engaged in 
ii long discussion with a famous Bolshevik leader 
shortly after the Russian Revolution. In the course 
of their conversation the Bolshevik leader sought to 
convince Freud of the correctness of Lenin’s predic- 
tion that there would be a period of many years of 
violent revolution and class warfare which wouId lead 
to a newer and brighter dawn for all mankind. Freud 
is reported to have answered by saying that we would 
like to split this prophecy 50-50, and that he, Freud, 
was prepared to accept the first part of it. 

I am somewhat like Freud, rather skeptical when 
it  comes to the intellectual, or ideological, underpin- 
ning of so-culled revolutionary wars. Of course, the 
n ~ y  that I have used the term throughout this essay 
is riither different from the way we often employ it  
in coinnion political parlance. H u t  this usage of the 
tcrin “revolutionary war,’’ for \vhilt I think are quite 
traditional reasons for waging wars, has tended to 
olifuscate the real problem before us and the tradi- 
tion that stands in hack of it. 

Thcrc is, as fur a s  I can see, a very ancient yearn- 
iug in our civilizntion for perpetual peace. It niny be 
rcff ccted in the biblical hope that speaks of turning 
swords into ploughshares, and it  stands in per- 
manent conflict with what we have come to accept as 
:i realistic appraisal of human nature. It is the tension 
immanent in this conflict that has given rise periodi- 
cally to ideas and movements that look upon war 
as a revolutionary instrumentality designed to achieve 
for man his greatest good: human dignity in peace. 

It is in this sense that Marx speaks of the need for 
changing the worId, and it is here that both Marxism 
and religious ideas have heretofore collided and have 
exercised preclusive claim to mankind’s salvation: 
the attainment of true humanity and eternal peace. 

other voices 

A THEOLOGY 
OF REVOLUTION? 

What are some of the attempts that haoe been made 
by “New Left theologians” toward formulating a sys- 
tematic theology of revolution? Indeed, can Chris- 
tianity be adapted to the demands of violent revolu- 
tion? Paul J .  Weber, S . J .  uddressed these questions 
in the August issue of The Catholic World. Because 
of their importance and the incisiveness of Fr. Weber’s 
discussion, the article is reprinted here almost in its 
entirety, with the permission of the editors. 

A changing mood toward recent events in Latin Amer- 
ica, the urban and poverty crises, and disillusionment 
born of a frustrating war, have awakened a new 
theological ‘concern. The pros and cons of church 
involvement in violent revolution are now being de- 
bated by serious theologians. A good deal has been 
written about revolution in the past five years, but 
for the most part it was in terms of rapid, peaceful 
change. Now the emphasis is centering on violence. . . . 

What is the significance of this new mood? Is it 
perhaps merely a new intellectual fad of the Catholic 
Left, as*Father Andrew Greeley claims? Undoubtedly 
much of the bandwagon writing falls into this cate- 
gory and will soon disappear, But actual violence is 
an increasingly permanent reality in world and na- 
tional affairs, and to label this a fad is simply wishful 
thinking. It is this reality which the theologians of 
the New Left are trying to grapple with and this 
reidity which they are trying to bring under the in- 
fluence of Christian theology. But what is a theology 
of revolution? Can there be such a thing within the 
church? \\re must explore these questions before we 
can make serious value judgments about the new 
theology. 

Violent revolution is, after all, a form of war. Tra- 
ditionally, Christians have taken one of three stances 
toward war: pacifist, just war moderation, and cru- 
sader. While pacifism is usually considered the eldest 
daughter, dating back to the second century, and 
just war doctrine dates from St. Augustine’s adapta- 
tion of Cicero, i t  is really the crusading ideal that has 
been with us the longest. Its roots are firmly planted 
in the Old .Testament concept of cherem or “holy 
war.” Like pacifism, the crusade has had a sporadic 
existence in Christian socia1 theology, somewhat rela- 
tive, one might add, to the fluctuation in the church’s 
political power. But unlike pacifism it received an 
official approbation from Pope Urban I1 in 1096 A.D. 
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