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ABSTRACT 

 

U.S. forces have been engaged around the globe since World War II, and “endless” war has 

become the backdrop of American life.  This militarized status quo is rife with paradox and 

contradiction.  The Constitution stipulates a congressional declaration of war prior to any major 

military operations; yet the executive branch routinely acts alone to dispatch forces and launch 

attacks.  The norms of republican self-governance stipulate alignment between popular will and 

public policy; yet American military engagement in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria and other countries 

has continued for years despite overwhelming public opposition.  Such disjunctions render 

nominal peace indistinguishable from actual war, and cause U.S. national security decision-

making to resemble that of a war-prone eighteenth century European monarchy.  The American 

government justifies a colossal (and colossally expensive) defense apparatus as essential to 

national security; yet the threats cited as its object are often transitory or theoretical.  American 

leaders routinely declare that our country’s endless wars are just; but the absence of any coherent 

framework for ethical assessment, along with the lack of concrete and achievable war aims, 

deprives these conflicts of any claim to justness.  Rather, the U.S. government has, like the 

mythical Cyclops, embraced perpetual conflict as an end in itself.  A hard-wired human longing 

for justice provides the conceptual “hinge” on which citizens and their elected officials choose to 

shift from peace to war (or vice versa).  A review of Western thinking on the source(s) of justice, 

particularly the Just War Tradition and its evaluative framework of ius ad bellum and ius in bello 

criteria, thus offers a relevant touchstone for contemporary decisions of peace and war.  A return 
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to strict conformity with the constitutionally mandated allocation of war-making powers is 

essential, along with expansion of citizen engagement in national security affairs and rejection of 

the realist paradigm in international relations theory.  The articulation of concrete, achievable war 

aims – in order to facilitate timely war termination and prevent wars from becoming endless 

precisely because they lack declared ends – is indispensable.  As citizens of a self-governing 

republic, it is within our power to ensure that U.S. wars are fought with discrimination and 

proportionality, undertaken for legitimate, significant, transparent and achievable goals, and 

entered as a last resort in the pursuit of justice. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE PERPLEXING ANTINOMY OF DEMOCRACY AND ENDLESS WAR 

Is peace, or war, the normative condition of human society?  What role does justice play 

in decisions regarding both?  As “endless” wars that the sovereign people of our self-governing 

republic neither comprehend nor support have become the backdrop of American life over recent 

decades, such questions have become a challenge to our foundational values and cherished 

assumptions about our country’s domestic political norms and international role.  Proceeding 

from analysis of political decisions (and non-decisions) over many decades that have made 

permanent, global mobilization and open-ended war appear necessary and inevitable, I will 

argue in this thesis that the United States has strayed far from the principles and constitutional 

safeguards devised by our founding fathers1 to prevent government from undertaking any war 

without public support or continuing any war without transparency of goals, costs and outcomes.  

Remarkably, the current disjunction between public will and public policy has become so 

enormous, but at the same time so familiar, that the American citizenry has largely ceased to 

notice it.  Accordingly, I will suggest conceptual and procedural remedies to clarify U.S. defense 

policy and stimulate public participation in national security decision-making in order to restore 

a rational alignment of ends and policies.  

 

                                                           
1 Collective and individual references to early political leaders of the United States, many of 

whom held enslaved persons, occur in the context of historical and philosophical analysis, and 

do not indicate disregard for the contemporary citizen’s obligation to promote social justice, 

expose the enduring legacy of slavery, and embody the human values espoused in our 

country’s foundational documents, especially the Declaration of Independence and the 

Constitution. As Lincoln’s 24 August 1855 letter to his friend Joshua Speed vividly shows, 

these documents offer an indispensable touchstone of American values today no less than in 

Lincoln’s time: “As a nation, we began by declaring that ‘all men are created equal.’ We now 

practically read it ‘all men are created equal, except negroes.’” 
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1.1 Introduction 

While many Americans are disposed to regard peace as the normal human condition, 

experience suggests that the normality of peace is most fervently asserted in times of war, when 

its absence is most acutely felt.  Moreover it is typically war, defined here simply as the 

purposeful use of military force for political ends, that determines the nature and duration of 

subsequent peace.2  We thus need not embrace Hobbes’ bleak conviction that nature consigns us 

to perpetual strife – “Warre, and such a warre, as is of every one against every one” – to 

recognize that war and peace are intertwined in human experience, and that each can lay 

plausible claim to at least a share of normal.3   

American sociologist Charles Tilly (1929-2008) developed an influential bellocentric 

theory of state formation in Europe.  Proceeding from his famous 1975 dictum, “War made the 

state and the state made war,” Tilly argued that the end of Carolingian unity in 888 CE led to the 

emergence of new rulers who levied taxes and created administrative structures necessary to 

                                                           
2 Foundational theorists of modern Western thinking about war identify four main varieties of 

war: interstate war; resistance to state authority; humanitarian intervention; military action 

against non-Europeans. See Archibugi’s incisive typology of disparate traditions in 

development of the Law of Nations (especially in the seventeenth century) and the numerous 

perpetual peace “projects” (especially in the eighteenth). This thesis focuses primarily on 

interstate war. Social science conventions typically deem a conflict to be “war” only if it 

results in at least 1,000 deaths. 
3 Hobbes, Leviathan, Chapter XIII (p. 64). Hobbes recognized the scarcity of goods essential for 

self-preservation and long-range benefit as a natural source of discord. While Hobbes’ 

inveterate pessimism sets him apart, his idea of individuals joining in a “commonwealth” 

(ideally, in his view, one ruled by a monarch) in order to escape the chaos and calamity 

decreed by nature broadly aligns with Aristotle’s view of the polis as the locus of human 

security and happiness. 

Hobbes’ view resembles that of the cynical Cretan politician Cleinias in Plato’s Laws: “[W]hat 

most men call ‘peace’ is only a fiction, and … in cold fact all states are by nature fighting an 

undeclared war against every other state.” The Laws (See note 148) is Plato’s longest and last 

dialogue, and the only one in which Socrates does not appear. It describes a utopia to be 

established in Crete, and was composed after the failure of Plato’s effort to establish 

enlightened polity in Syracuse. 
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prosecute the wars necessary to expand and sustain their power.  This unique sociopolitical 

environment yielded fewer and larger states over time, from about 500 independent states in 

1500 to less than 50 by 1900.4 

But how do we explain the ubiquity of conflict and the perishability of peace across the 

span of history?  Anthropologists actively contest the question of whether or not evolutionary 

adaptation has predisposed our species to war.  No “war gene” has been discovered, however, 

and there is no basis for holding up war as an inevitable aspect of the human condition.5  War 

persists, despite our species’ avowed love of peace. 

I will argue that war is a morally consequential choice.  War is, always and everywhere, 

the result of human intention and agency.  I observe, furthermore, that perceptions and assertions 

about justice are typically paramount in the moment decisions of war and peace are made.6  In 

                                                           
4 See Tilly’s The Formation of National States in Western Europe (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1975), p. 42f; and Coercion, Capital and European States: AD 990-1992 

(Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1990), p. 67ff.  
5 For example anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon’s research on the indigenous Yanomamö 

people who live in the border region of the Amazon rainforest between Venezuela and Brazil, 

which found a pervasive tendency for violence, has been broadly criticized within the field; 

and research with other neolithic groups, including the Batek of Malaysia, the Hadza of 

Tanzania, the Mardu of Australia and others, have revealed no tendency toward “fierceness” as 

Chagnon found with the Yanomamö. 

Anthropologist Margaret Mead argued in 1940 that war is a human invention, like marriage or 

the use of fire. Like other inventions, humans will continue using it until they decide not to, 

either because its cost becomes excessive (e.g. due to the destructiveness of modern weapons) 

or a better invention (e.g. a trusted method of peaceful dispute resolution) takes its place. War 

is learned. It could also be unlearned. (See Mead, “Warfare is Only an Invention—Not a 

Biological Necessity.”) Connor summarizes more recent research supporting the conclusion 

that war is a relatively recent phenomenon, probably not common before the invention of 

agriculture about 10,000 years ago, and not a species adaptation over evolutionary time. 
6 The justice claim may be narrow, involving only survival or advantage of the group, and such 

claims will be disputed by members of a rival group; but the point is that human beings are 

hard-wired to assert that their decisions of war and peace are keyed to justice. A focus on the 

injustice of the opponent logically follows. The correlation between war and (in)justice is 

increasingly evident in Western history from the fifth century BCE. 
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order to think coherently and ethically about war and peace in our time, justice must also be a 

major focus of our attention. 

Justice, conceived simply as the fair, transparent and mutually agreeable ordering of 

interaction between human beings, is in fact the only thing our species considers worth fighting 

for.7  Though not always recognized as such, justice – or, more precisely, our conviction that 

justice ought to prevail in the universe and that we, in turn, ought to act, even at great risk, in 

support of that end – can thus be seen as the cause of every war and the basis of every peace.  

Conflict enters the picture when justice is curtailed or contested, and achieving/restoring consensus 

on the application of justice to a complex fact-set seems elusive.  Imponderables impinge.  Who 

decides whether the relevant standard of justice should be objective or relative, personalist or 

impersonalist?  When rival justice claims are incommensurable, who has the final word?  

Deconflicting and prioritizing values, interests and costs, and projecting short- and long-term 

ethical, social and political consequences pose enormous difficulty, not least because the process is 

subject to mischief and manipulation by actors, both domestic and foreign, with divergent agendas.   

When the United States faces a decision of war and peace, we as citizens, along with the 

national security decision-makers constitutionally selected to act in our name, thus stand in 

critical need of an evaluative framework that can guide us toward an objective and consistent 

view of justice as it relates to the emergent circumstances of the moment.  I argue that the Just 

War Tradition (JWT) in Western thought, despite its difficulties, is readily adaptable to this vital 

purpose.  Perfect objectivity (a difficult mark to reach in any human endeavor) need not be 

                                                           
7 Because the ordering of human interaction necessarily involves divergent justice claims, a 

dialogical process in which both/all sides are in some way heard, is essential. The fact that 

justice is thus contextual, and not reducible to rigid automaticity, need not consign us to arid 

relativism slanted to the advantage of the stronger. Justice is par excellence a human project 

that we build together.  
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achieved for the JWT to yield benefit.  In case of war, the decisional criteria built into the JWT 

can also guide us in setting clear, ethical and attainable war goals that provide – crucially – both 

a concrete rationale for public support at the outset of a war, and a basis for determining that the 

war effort has (or has not) met with success at its conclusion.  In this connection I argue that the 

JWT criterion of Right Intention entails an obligation to look ahead with a view to postwar 

reconciliation, and is in this regard entirely compatible with the concept of Grand Strategy.   

This thesis also takes a considered look at the perpetual peace “projects” of the eighteenth 

century.  Americans William Penn and James Madison made notable contributions to this 

literature, but Immanuel Kant’s prescient 1795 essay epitomizes the genre and merits close 

attention.  Kant and other Enlightenment peace prophets offer indispensable insight into the 

political thinking of the American founding generation, and also reveal how our contemporary 

lassitude has barred fulfillment of Kant’s most optimistic expectations about the feasibility of 

durable international peace. 

Along with the Western intellectual heritage regarding peace, war and justice, I will 

examine the evolution of American thinking about national security from the period of our 

revolutionary beginnings through the transformative crucible of the two world wars and the 

aftermath of the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001.  The aim of these chapters will be to test 

currently fashionable habits of thought about war against the actual record of American 

experience within the context of the Western intellectual heritage.  Thoughtful appropriation of 

past wisdom, and imaginative projection of future demands, are attempted in support of this 

aim.8  As Lucretius observed, nature denies us the sight needed to perceive long-term patterns of 

                                                           
8 I am indebted in this effort to American ethicist Ralph B. Potter, who grappled with problems 

of war and moral discourse during the height of the Vietnam War. I share his conviction that 

“the moral problems of war and conduct in war require constant reflection and persistent public 
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human thought and behavior in any given moment: “Bronze statues show their right hands, 

thinner and thinner from the touch of passers-by, through years of greeting.  We see these things 

worn down, diminished, only after long lapse of time.”9 

As an additional touchstone for current policy, I will also examine aspects of early 

Roman war planning: especially Roman practice in declaring war and specifying war aims.  

Republican Rome’s exactitude in setting the objectives of military campaigns, and effectively 

using them in coercive diplomacy, stands in stark contrast to the long-established American 

tendency to declare only vague, hortatory objectives even for protracted war. 

Though always susceptible to sharp, jingoistic rhetoric masquerading as an objective 

casus belli, (e.g. in the run-up to the war with Mexico) the American public through much of our 

history has tended to view war as a temporary, unwelcome and exceptional departure from 

normative peace.  Public debate in the run-up to the Spanish-American War, and also to World 

War I, showed a broad public demand for concrete, achievable, just and necessary goals to 

validate and rationalize the resort to war.  This attitude waned after the First World War and 

virtually disappeared after the Second, as successive presidents undertook military operations 

with little or no effort to secure prior public approval.   

An unmistakable long-term transformation has occurred.  In our lifetime American war 

has become an end in itself: invisible to the public, barely relevant to national security, and 

advancing no actual security goals, but necessary to the sustainment of entrenched political and 

commercial interests.  I will argue that our acquiescence to war without ends – as the American 

public in our time has failed to demand that wars undertaken in their name advance a considered 

                                                           

perusal.” Potter’s lucid insights, deftly distilled from an immense historical record, were a 

significant influence on the development of this thesis. 
9 Lucretius, p. 29.   
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notion of justice – largely accounts for the fact that our contemporary wars have also become 

wars without end.   

In recent decades, rather than subjecting potential military engagements to rigorous, 

coherent and transparent ethical tests to decide whether or not to employ war as an instrument of 

national policy – and, if war is adopted, to set war goals based on an agreed, recognized 

definition of justice – we have normalized war as a transgenerational institution buttressed by 

industrial, political and social conventions formulated to sustain worldwide U.S. military 

engagement on an open-ended basis.  In doing so we have effectively reduced justice to a term of 

chauvinistic self-validation and systematically invoked the wisdom of the U.S. founding fathers 

in support of policies catastrophically inconsistent with bedrock ethical concepts and 

constitutional norms they actually supported.   

It is worth emphasizing that this disastrous status quo did not evolve solely from the ill-

advised decisions of one American president.  Two markedly different presidents, Barack Obama 

in 2008, and Donald Trump in 2016, came to office pledging to stop the “endless” wars in 

Afghanistan and Iraq.  Both not only failed to deliver, but actually increased the violence of, and 

resource commitment to, those conflicts along with the broader prosecution of a “war on terror” 

nominally linked to the 9/11 attacks.10  This evident bipartisan embrace of endless war indicates 

that a solution will not result from simply voting in the “right” leader(s) or finding a better class 

of national security mandarins.  President Biden’s recent decision to remove U.S. forces from 

Afghanistan is enormously important; but that positive action should be followed by a 

thoroughgoing reappraisal and reorientation of U.S. national security doctrine.  A factitious 

                                                           
10 Though the Obama administration downplayed the term “war on terror,” its vastly expanded 

use of drone attacks in multiple theaters perpetuated and further institutionalized that war 

without using the name. 
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realist ethos dominates our military and foreign policy apparatus, as it has for decades, so the 

broader logic of military-first engagement that made our war in Afghanistan endless remains in 

place.  The American people need, and deserve, a national security policy redirected from self-

perpetuating foreign war to the pursuit of justice at home and abroad. 

Decisions about justice and national security have high stakes and must sometimes be 

made under exigent pressure, but our country’s military record shows that knowledge of history 

and willingness to reevaluate past decisions in light of evolving conditions can spell the 

difference between calamity and success.  For example, after an intensely debated and rather 

hesitant decision to enter World War I, U.S. postwar policy reverted to active promotion of 

global disarmament and the “outlawry” of war.  After comprehensive victory in World War II, 

however, the logic of the cold war drove Americans to increasing acceptance of a fluid, 

worldwide military presence and recurring war as inherently justified and, eventually, as simply 

what we do.  The terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 spurred worldwide U.S. military action 

based on that ossified logic, with scant regard for long-term costs or consequences.   

Permanent war, with no firm goal and no end in prospect, should not be acceptable to any 

thinking citizen of a free, self-governing state.  Fundamental change in U.S. policies and 

procedures are both essential and urgent.  The remedies suggested in this thesis aim at the 

establishment of a new, transparent norm in U.S. national security decision-making to assure that 

(a) every American war is fought justly in support of a just cause embodied in clear-cut, 

achievable transparent goals, and (b) the costs of such wars, both material and (especially) 

human, are made known to the public.  In line with traditional American values, policy decisions 

must be shaped by the pursuit of justice and guided by avowed national interests, current 
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circumstances and historical norms rather than policy inertia or, worse, calculations of partisan 

advantage for politicians or commercial gain for military industries.   

Placing justice at the center of American thinking about peace and war will oblige us to 

reclaim concepts and practices validated by history, including the clear delineation of war 

powers within our own political system and issuance of a formal declaration of war (including 

crystal-clear war aims that are transparent, achievable and supported by the public) in the event 

that our society makes a cogently considered and ethically evaluated decision to undertake war.  

War powers reform and empowered public and congressional debate will have the beneficial 

effect of raising the threshold for our country’s use of deadly force, with the result that U.S. 

military action will be less frequent; and when it does occur, the use of force will be marked by 

intensive, inclusive debate and public consensus, rather than unannounced executive action 

followed by ill-informed acquiescence by an oblivious public. 

The ethical and procedural remedies suggested in this thesis are both necessary and 

timely.  Upgrading public participation in national security decision-making will equip our 

country to sustain key alliances and preserve valid national security interests while meeting the 

current challenge of China’s growing power and avoiding unnecessary conflict.  While Chinese 

military pressure on Taiwan, in the South China Sea, and elsewhere necessitates a coordinated 

global response within the norms of international law, it is mere realist cant to speak of America 

and China as “destined for war.”11 

Finally, U.S. decisions of war and peace do not occur in a vacuum.  Many other issues, 

beginning with global climate change and including, inter alia, the need to improve education, 

provide health care to all citizens, and end systemic racism, demand attention.  Ending our policy 

                                                           
11 See note 545. 
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of endless war will free up resources for effective government action in those areas.  The future 

offers the citizens of the United States, not a false choice between an intolerable status quo of 

perpetual conflict and a retreat into isolationism, but an opportunity to reorder our global posture 

in line with our interests and shape a destiny consonant with our values.12 

 

1.2 Becoming The Warfare State 

The normative politics of a self-governing republic places sovereignty in the hands of the 

people, who elect governing officials to formulate policies on behalf of the nation.  These 

officials represent, and are accountable to, the people, whose values, interests and goals 

constitute the bedrock of policy.  I will argue in this chapter that no such line of authority or 

accountability is evident with regard to the current national security policy of the United States.  

Recognizing this enormous and highly consequential gap in the logic-chain of governance is a 

necessary first step toward comprehending, and correcting, the problem of forever wars. 

Our country’s founding generation of leaders did not expect military force to figure 

prominently in the international image of the United States.  Along with anxiety over the 

invidious influence of standing armies and the proper allocation of war-making authorities under 

the Constitution, they shared a conviction that the greatness of U.S. democracy would be 

manifest in justice and prosperity at home rather than victory abroad.  Though American 

                                                           
12 The interdisciplinary research for this thesis was informed by personal experience of peace 

negotiations in Afghanistan, Egypt and Iraq, and in diplomatic support of war in Yemen. If 

this thesis is found to be composed “with more zeal than talent” (maiore cura quam ingenio), 

as Pliny the Younger assessed the Punica of Silius Italicus, I beg only acknowledgement of 

three truths: talent is a dispensation of providence, while zeal for justice is a choice available 

to every citizen; patriotism and critical thinking are complementary; and the U.S. wars in Iraq, 

Afghanistan and Syria have been conceived, justified and perpetuated more with lies and 

inertia than sound judgment (maiore mendacio et inertia quam sapientia). 
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politicians of all parties never tire of quoting the framers of our Constitution in support of current 

policies, the stark truth is that the current national security doctrine of the United States – based 

on perpetual readiness, global power projection and interminable combat, could hardly be more 

at odds with our country’s founding vision.  We are thus compelled to ask: Were the founding 

fathers wrong?  Did our experience of war in the twentieth century reveal a wiser approach?  Or, 

alternatively, has the global context of our national security evolved so as to render the original 

concept of America – as a secure, but detached, model of exemplary self-governance – quaint 

and untenable?  Can we explain our country’s well-earned sobriquet – “the warfare state”13 – as a 

necessary and inescapable adaptation to a changing world?   

A significant change over time is undeniable.  Geostrategic realities today bear little 

resemblance to those of revolutionary America.  As political theorist and former diplomat 

Eugene V. Rostow puts it,  

The Eurocentered state system of the nineteenth century is gone, and the state 

system which has succeeded it is precarious and unstable.  The magnetic field of 

world politics has profoundly changed.  It is no longer regulated by the prudent 

rivalries and ultimate cooperation of four or five Christian European powers.14 

Certainly a national strategy keyed to the security priorities of the Washington or Monroe 

administrations would not serve us well today.  It is nonetheless salutary to revisit the mindset of 

the American founders, not least because contemporary leaders routinely claim to be following 

                                                           
13 Investigative journalist Fred J. Cook coined the term “the warfare state “in his remarkably 

prescient 1962 book by that title. Cook addressed himself mainly to the cold war nuclear arms 

race; but the degree to which his lines of criticism – focused on massive, unprecedented 

military spending; jingoistic, fear-mongering half-truths used to justify an activist policy of 

overt and covert operations that remain largely concealed from media scrutiny; and public 

complacency allowing all to continue – lend themselves to today’s U.S. national security 

policy is stunning.   
14 Rostow, p. 11. 
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their words and/or example even while doing the opposite.15  Furthermore, in contrast to the 

torpid inertia that characterizes U.S. national security policy today, the early leaders of the 

United States deeply understood their own epoch and framed policies to uphold a well-informed 

vision of our country’s global role in the context of the time.   

John Quincy Adams (1767-1848) revisited this foundational American consensus in his 

famous 1821 Independence Day speech.16  The young republic will transform the globe, he said, 

not through military power but by the power of sound example: “Her glory is not dominion, 

but liberty.  Her march is the march of mind.  She has a spear and a shield; but the 

motto upon her shield is Freedom, Independence, Peace.”  America’s “benignant 

sympathy” for other peoples aspiring to political liberty need not spur intervention : 

“Wherever the standard of freedom and independence has been or shall be unfurled, 

there will her heart, her benedictions and her prayers be.”  Adams cites this principle 

of non-interference not as a limitation, but as a source of national pride: “She has, in 

the lapse of nearly half a century, without a single exception, respected the 

independence of other nations [and] abstained from interference in the concerns of 

others, even when the conflict has been for principles to which she clings, as to the last 

vital drop that visits the heart.”  Adams’ makes the point with poetic exactitude: 

                                                           
15 For example, in a 11 May 2019 speech at the Claremont Institute, Secretary of State Mike 

Pompeo incongruously quoted a portion of John Quincy Adams’ 1821 Independence Day 

speech while advocating interventionist policies that neither Adams nor any other politician 

from the first American century would have dared to propose. Such hypocrisy has long been 

routine practice for American politicians and officials.  
16 It is worth noting that Adams, as sixth president (1825-1829), was the first non-slave-owning 

president to live in the White House for a full term. His father, second president John Adams 

(1797-1801), also never held enslaved persons but spent only the final four months of his term 

in the White House. 
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[S]he goes not abroad in search of monsters to destroy.  She is the well -

wisher to the freedom and independence of all.  She is the champion and 

vindicator only of her own.17 

American national security policy today bears no resemblance to this rational conception 

of a restrained, defensive, thoughtful posture.  On the contrary, our country is engaged in 

multiple conflicts across far-flung theatres of war with no end in sight.  On any given day, 

hundreds, or thousands, of American service members may be undertaking missions in foreign 

lands at hazard of their lives; but we the people have no way of knowing this, since our 

government does not inform us and American media pay scant attention to these ongoing wars.  

A brief overview of today’s three best known American wars will serve as a point of reference 

for subsequent analysis in this thesis: 

 Afghanistan: Following the 11 September 2001 al-Qaida terrorist attacks in New York, 

Pennsylvania and Washington, U.S. forces invaded Afghanistan, unseated the Taliban regime 

that had refused to extradite al-Qaida leader Osama bin Laden, and enlisted global support 

for the establishment of a new, democratic government.  Domestic and international support 

for the U.S. intervention was at first overwhelming; but the new Afghan regime proved weak 

and the Taliban regrouped from safehavens in Pakistan and launched an insurgency.  In 

response to mounting violence President Obama ordered a “surge” of 17,000 additional 

troops in early 2009.  U.S. and NATO troop numbers eventually grew to 140,000 (100,000 

American), but the U.S. troop level fell to 9,800 by the end of Obama’s second term.  

President Trump ordered a “mini-surge” in January 2017, boosting the number to more than 

14,000.  During 2018 U.S. forces carried out more airstrikes than in any previous year of the 

war.  In September 2019 President Trump disclosed ongoing peace talks with the Taliban, 

and on 29 February 2020 the United States and the Taliban concluded a peace agreement.  

On 13 July the U.S. side announced its compliance with the agreed reduction of the U.S. 

troop level from about 13,000 to 8,600.  Like Obama and Trump, President Biden 

campaigned on a promise to end the war.  In mid-April 2021 he announced that the 

remaining 2,500 U.S. troops would leave Afghanistan by 11 September, the twentieth 

anniversary of the 9/11 attacks, with about 650 troops remaining to secure the U.S. Embassy; 

but the rapid collapse of the Afghan government and army in mid-August provided a difficult 

                                                           
17 Emphasis added. In 1821 John Quincy Adams was Secretary of State (arguably the most 

reflective and effective in our country’s history) under President James Monroe, but already a 

presidential aspirant. The speech gave him a welcome chance to demonstrate his erudition in 

speaking broadly on values and foreign policy. Adams concludes with an untranslated Latin 

quote from Aeneid 6.847 to invoke Virgil’s vision of future Roman greatness as spoken by 

Anchises to Aeneas in the underworld: “These will be your arts – to impose the ways of peace, 

to show mercy to the conquered, and to subdue the proud.” 
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and chaotic backdrop for final withdrawal of U.S. and NATO forces, along with more than 

123,000 civilians, which was completed on 30 August 2021.  Total costs include 2,461 U.S. 

lives lost, more than 20,300 troops wounded in action and an estimated 46,000 civilians 

killed.  The Costs of War Project at Brown University’s Watson Institute calculates U.S. 

spending on the war at more than $8 trillion, including an estimated $2.2 in obligations for 

veterans’ care over the coming 30 years.18 

 Iraq: The Bush administration began discussing Iraq regime change within days of the 9/11 

attacks.  American and international opinion overwhelmingly opposed attacking Iraq; but 

(later disproven) U.S. allegations of Iraqi complicity in terrorism and possession of weapons 

of mass destruction (WMD) swayed a majority in Congress (including Senators Hillary 

Clinton, John Kerry and Joe Biden) to authorize military action.  Invasion began on 19 

March 2003.  President Bush announced the end of “major combat operations” on 1 May; but 

insurgent attacks and soaring casualties prompted him to order a “surge” of 30,000 troops, 

bringing American forces to a peak of 170,300 in 2007.  President Obama gradually reduced 

troop levels, and announced in October 2011 that U.S. forces would leave by year’s end; but 

the irruption of ISIS forces in June 2014 prompted Obama to order an air campaign followed 

by the return of about 3,000 American troops.  President Trump raised the U.S. troop level to 

more than 5,200, though this was disclosed only months later.  After a January 2020 U.S. 

drone strike assassinated Iranian Major General Qasem Soleimani in Iraq, an Iranian missile 

attack injured more than 100 U.S. troops.  In March U.S. jets struck five Iranian-

backed Shia militia sites in retaliation.  During his presidential campaign Joe Biden 

repeatedly pledged to “end the forever wars in Afghanistan and the Middle East which 

have cost us untold blood and treasure.”  In late July 2021 he announced that the last 2,500 

American troops still in Iraq would depart by year’s end.  The war resulted in 4,612 

Americans killed; 32,561 wounded; more than one trillion dollars in direct and 

indirect costs; and around 200,000 civilian deaths.19 

 Syria: Four years after the outbreak of an Arab Spring uprising in Damascus in 2011, in 

December 2014 President Obama revealed the presence of “about 50” U.S. troops in the 

country.  Their mission was to coordinate U.S. airstrikes and help local partner forces 

coordinate with American forces in Iraq to defeat the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), 

which had declared a “caliphate” on territory held in Syria and Iraq.  The first American 

service member killed in Syria was announced on Thanksgiving Day, 2016.  The troop 

contingent grew to about 600 Army and Marine personnel by early 2017, and exceeded 2,000 

by late 2018.  In December 2019, barely two weeks after Marine General Joseph F. Dunford, 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, announced that U.S. forces had just begun training the 

40,000 local forces needed to stabilize the areas previously occupied by ISIS, President 

Trump announced via Twitter: “We have defeated ISIS in Syria,” so “it’s time to bring our 

                                                           
18 The official Department of Defense estimate – $825 billion spent over 20 years of war in 

Afghanistan – is widely seen as too low.  In announcing the conclusion of the departure airlift 

on 31 August 2020, President Biden cited much higher cost figures compiled by Brown 

University’s Watson Center (https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/figures/2021/BudgetaryCosts) 
19 The Costs of War Project at Brown University’s Watson Center estimates civilian deaths 

between 186,000 and 209,000. The number of civilian deaths in Iraq, as well as Afghanistan, 

Syria and Yemen, remains a matter of contention among combatant powers and numerous 

non-governmental organizations. 

https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/figures/2021/BudgetaryCosts
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great young people home!”  His tweets sparked bipartisan political furor in Washington, as 

senior Republicans and Democrats joined Defense Secretary Jim Mattis in urging Trump to 

leave the troops in place.  Mattis resigned in protest, but in the end Trump implemented no 

withdrawal.  In early 2020 a Turkish military incursion blocked Russian-backed Syrian 

forces from seizing the last rebel holdout in Idlib province, and by summer U.S. sanctions 

under the “Caesar Act” brought new international pressure on Syria’s regime.20  In February 

2021 President Biden ordered airstrikes against “Iranian-backed militant groups” in 

Syria in apparent retaliation for a missile strike against U.S. contractors in Iraq.  He 

has cited ISIS as a target of continuing U.S. action, adding that Syria policy is “under 

review.” 

The full U.S. federal price tag for post-9/11 wars now exceeds $6.4 trillion, and American forces 

are conducting counter-terrorism activities in at least 80 countries.   

As war has increasingly become the American way, especially since 9/11, a new and 

distinctive American “way of war” has emerged.21  Its defining characteristics include: 

 Terror: Though the Obama administration phased out usage of the Bush-era term “global war 

on terror,” the doctrine itself did not change appreciably through the eight years of Obama’s 

presidency or the four years of Trump’s: Hostile forces were described as “terrorists,” and 

the defeat of “terrorism” cited as a fundamental objective.  President Biden’s emphasis 

during his campaign on targeting ISIS suggests that this remains unchanged. 

 Remoteness: Prevention of an attack on American soil is a paramount declared goal, 

suggesting a logic of “taking the fight to the enemy abroad so we do not have to face them 

here at home.”22  Yet denying terrorists access to the United States is not achievable through 

military means: The 9/11 attackers obtained non-immigrant visas at U.S. consular offices 

abroad and entered the United States via commercial flights.  Moreover, the number of 

                                                           
20 “Caesar” is the pseudonym of a Syrian military police photographer who left Syria in 2013 

with photos documenting 11,000 cases of murder under torture by the Syrian regime. In 

response, Congress drafted sweeping sanctions against Syria (the Caesar Syria Civilian 

Protection Act) which were folded into the $1.4 trillion National Defense Authorization Act 

(the omnibus funding bill for the U.S. military) covering 2020. The sanctions, effective from 

17 June 2020, aim to “compel the government of Bashar al-Assad to halt its murderous attacks 

on the Syrian people and to support a transition to a government in Syria that respects the rule 

of law, human rights, and peaceful coexistence with its neighbors.” 
21 There have been numerous attempts to describe a definitive “American way of war” since 

military historian Russell Weigley coined this useful term in his excellent 1973 book of the 

same title. Contemporary analysts often distinguish between a tactical way of battle (focused 

on field operations) and a strategic way of war (focused on grand strategy and political goals). 

My limited treatment of the subject involves aspects of both. 
22 From President George W. Bush’s 27 May 2005 commencement address at the U.S. Naval 

Academy. This was a favorite trope of the Bush administration. 
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known jihadist organizations operating on the world stage is many times larger today than in 

September 2001.  Two decades of U.S.-led war against the ideas they represent failed utterly. 

 Obscurity: Official updates are typically vague and infrequent, troop levels undisclosed and 

media attention limited.  Public awareness is minimal, as the wars lack visible context, 

relevance or connection to daily life.  Biden’s February 2021 missile strikes in Syria garnered 

scant media or public attention.23 

 Clients: Only local police and military forces, trained and equipped by the United States, 

undertake unit maneuver operations necessary to take and hold territory. 

 Technology: U.S. operations utilize high-tech advantages, including human and signals 

intelligence, drones and airstrikes.  

 Selectivity: Operations by U.S. combat personnel prioritize night operations to capture or kill 

specific individuals deemed of “high value” to the enemy’s operational capacity. 

 Casualties: Reliance on stand-off weapons and client forces keeps U.S. casualties relatively 

low (at least by comparison with Vietnam, a conscious benchmark), but results in relatively 

high collateral civilian casualties.  (Both U.S. command authority and U.S. public opinion 

have developed a high tolerance for non-American civilian casualties.)24 

This war-making model, despite many celebrated adjustments undertaken on the basis of 

“lessons learned” over recent decades, remains deeply problematic.  Subsequent chapters will 

examine it in further detail.  Broadly speaking, however, any assessment based on the only valid, 

meaningful criterion – achievement of the strategic goals for which war was undertaken – must 

judge it an abysmal failure.  Stated objectives, both grandiose (the “defeat” of terrorism) and 

vague (the “degrading” of terrorist capacity), have not been achieved, nor has war brought new 

                                                           
23 The virtual invisibility of the fighting is Syria should astonish and appall every American 

citizen; but instead we have allowed ourselves to be kept in the dark about what our forces are 

doing there. As military critic Andrew Bacevich wrote in 2017, “In any normal week of news, 

… you can generally search in vain for a discussion here of Washington’s ‘intervention’ in 

Syria. Officially, the U.S. military is conducting ‘overseas contingency operations’ there and 

they are meant … to stabilize that country. But in these years you could search, largely 

without success, for any labels, however tepid, being applied to what the U.S. is actually doing 

across the Greater Middle East and Africa.” (Bacevich, Auto Pilot Wars.) This description 

applies equally to media reporting since President Biden took office in January 2021.  
24 In the same speech, Bush asserted that, “In Iraq, we used a new hellfire missile for the first 

time, which can take out enemy fighters hiding on one floor of a building, without destroying 

the floors above and below.” Such pronouncements are obviously intended to conjure an 

image of benign, high-tech war so clinically precise that only justly targeted “evil-doers” (the 

opaque term frequently used by Bush) bleed. Civilian casualty statistics from Afghanistan, and 

from Iraq during the peak years of conflict, demonstrate otherwise. 

http://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/fy2017/amendment/FY17_OCO_Amendment_Overview_Book.pdf
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stability to Africa, the Near East or Central Asia.25  As I shall argue in subsequent chapters, this 

historic fiasco is less the result of operational ineffectiveness by American military forces than 

the signal failure of our country’s strategic decision-makers to define coherent, achievable goals 

at the time war is chosen and troops sent into battle.  Ultimately, however, the failure to hold 

those officials to account, or to demand coherent, achievable war aims, must be laid at the door 

of the public.  This allocation of responsibility does not diminish the weight of opprobrium that 

should be allocated to failed leaders, but it rightly highlights the only possible source of remedy: 

the American people themselves.  Government, irrespective of which party controls the White 

House and/or Congress, is deeply invested in the status quo and cannot be expected to change it. 

Despite the astonishingly high costs and (mostly non-American) casualties associated 

with these ongoing conflicts, American society – people, government, media – treat them as no 

more than trifling background noise to the serious business of life and governance in the United 

States.  Partisan rancor infects congressional discussion of health care, the environment, taxation 

and other issues fundamental to citizens’ quality of life, but our legislators find little to disagree 

on, or even discuss, when it comes to funding and deploying U.S. military forces for combat 

around the world.  The annual appropriation to fund national security activities typically passes 

Congress with overwhelming bipartisan support; and though the numbers are huge, both major 

parties (and many individual legislators) attempt to distinguish themselves by proposing or 

backing funding levels in excess of the Defense Department’s request.26  About one-sixth of 

                                                           
25 A 2008 Rand Corporation study concluded that terrorism rarely ends by military means: 

“Military force was effective in only 7 percent of the cases examined; in most instances, 

military force is too blunt an instrument to be successful against terrorist groups.” Cited by 

Cirincione and Saperstein. 
26 Republicans tend to be more assertive and less critical in pushing for higher military spending. 

Democrats tend to express a desire for higher spending on infrastructure and other domestic 
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federal spending, equal to nearly 70 percent of discretionary spending (i.e. appropriations not 

tied to fixed, recurring expenses), typically goes to national defense.27 

Upon taking office the Trump administration alleged a crisis of under-funding and 

substandard readiness as a rationale for accelerating the relentless growth of American military 

spending.28  The defense funding bill for 2018 called for an 18 percent expansion of the navy, 

from 299 ships to 355 by 2030.29  In March 2018 President Trump signed a $1.3 trillion spending 

bill that included a $160 billion increase in defense spending over fiscal years 2019 and 2020.  

The 2019 budget included $40 million to establish a new unified combatant command, U.S. 

Space Command.30  The proposed Pentagon budget for 2021 is $740.5 billion, reflecting a 

                                                           

priorities, but with few exceptions sign on to ever-larger military appropriations partly out of 

fear they will be criticized as “soft” on national security.  
27 A fact few Americans are aware of and, if informed, few would support. 
28 FY2017 (approved by President Obama): $606b; FY2018: $639b; FY2019: $686b; FY2020: 

$738b. The controversial diversion of $6.1 billion from the 2019 Pentagon budget to 

construction of a U.S.-Mexico border wall was widely seen as prima facie evidence of gross 

inflation in the Pentagon budget; but Congress did not “punish” the Defense Department or the 

administration with an offsetting cut the following year. Unless specified otherwise, budget 

statistics cited in this thesis are derived from public documents released by the Pentagon or the 

Congressional Budget Office. 
29 The size of the U.S. Navy is an issue of intense political sensitivity, and the correlation 

between mission and number of hulls is profoundly problematic. Fleet size hit a low of 279 

ships in 2007, the lowest number since 1931; but political passions aside, there is no definitive 

correlation between mission and number of hulls. The Navy’s 2021 five-year shipbuilding 

plan includes funding for 42 more ships; but why 400, or 100, should be deemed an adequate 

level for assuring the maritime defense requirements of the United States, especially in 

peacetime, is a debate detached from any objective attempt to match actual capacity against 

actual threat.   
30 The U.S. military maintained a separate space-related command from 1985 to 2002, after 

which those functions were combined with other units. The Trump administration provided no 

clear rationale for re-establishing a stand-alone entity for space, initially called Space Force 

and described as a new, sixth branch of the U.S. armed services. A 23 October 2018 White 

House communiqué announcing creation of the new entity includes the alarming assertion that 

“space is now recognized as a warfighting domain and the United States must be prepared to 

meet the emerging threats we face in this new battlefield.” That communiqué makes no 

reference to the 1967 Outer Space Treaty, which emphasizes, not warfighting in space, but 

“the common interest of all mankind in the progress of the exploration and use of outer space 
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relatively small additional increase; but when war and security costs included in the budgets of 

other agencies are added, actual spending for national security exceeds $1.2 trillion.31   

In April 2021 the Biden administration submitted its budget proposal for fiscal year 2022: 

$715 billion, meaning an increase of about 1.5% over the Trump administration’s budget for FY 

2021.  While this total falls short of the $722 billion forecast by the Trump administration for 

2022 it reflects the steady continuity of defense spending under Republicans and Democrats.   

Nuclear forces, which have been largely exempted from both public scrutiny and media 

attention since the end of the cold war, will cost more than $400 billion over the 2019-2028 

period and a projected $1.7 trillion over the next 30 years.32  More revealing is the fact that U.S. 

military spending accounts for about one-third of the global total.  In the absence of a declared 

war or current threat to U.S. national security, such massive spending constitutes a breach of 

trust between the citizens and their elected officials. 

Yet the American people appear to have little knowledge of, or interest in, what they buy 

with this huge investment in war.  Public sentiment is overwhelmingly positive toward U.S. 

military forces, though perhaps somewhat less so toward what they do.  In the last three 

presidential elections, the voters have selected the candidate promising less military intervention 

abroad.  Some analysts regard public disaffection with U.S. involvement in wars in the Middle 

East as a significant factor in Trump’s 2016 election; but by 2020 Biden’s own commitment to 

terminate “endless wars” had become a familiar talking point and drew scant public interest.  

                                                           

for peaceful purposes.” The treaty (ratified by the United States in October 1967) has more 

than 100 signatories, including China and Russia. 
31 Smithberger.  
32 See Cirincione and Saperstein.  The Trump administration is pushing forward with 

development of a new “low yield” nuclear warhead to be launched from submarines. The goal 

is to make it easier to use a nuclear munition in conflict. 



20 

Nevertheless polling shows public ambivalence on the wars in Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria, with 

significant support for bringing U.S. forces home.  Opinion among military service members and 

their family members is even more clear-cut.  In line with other opinion analysis in recent years, 

a major 2019 poll by the conservative activist group Concerned Veterans for America found that 

nearly three-quarters of veterans support full withdrawal of U.S. forces from Afghanistan, and 71 

percent favor leaving Iraq.  A majority, 57 percent, believe the United States should be less 

involved in conflicts overseas, and 17 percent even call for reduced military spending.33  A 2018 

poll showed a majority of 53 percent of respondents expressing concern that the president has 

too much power to initiate a war.34 

It is difficult to find common ground between such public views and the current national 

security policy of the United States, which is all-in for perpetuating current wars, preparing for 

new ones, conducting undisclosed operations in dozens countries and perpetually increasing 

military budgets.  The least that must be said is that the American people, apart from hoping to 

see no further terrorist attacks on U.S. soil, are not demanding such a military-first approach.  At 

the same time, long familiarity has numbed many into dull, passive acquiescence to the grim 

reality of U.S. troops fighting, and occasionally dying, on distant battlefields.  Our generation 

has come to accept as necessary, or at least as normal, a military posture that our forebears 

would have rejected as anathema.  Hamilton’s penetrating observation that “peace or war will 

not always be left to our option” recognized that American security must be safeguarded by our 

own preparation rather than left to the initiative of other states; but Hamilton, like other 

                                                           
33 Shane. 
34 Cited by Cirincione and Saperstein. 
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architects of the American system, saw a need for readiness against unexpected attack.  He did 

not address the unimagined prospect of U.S. attack followed by a decade or more of war.35 

This casual embrace of a foreign policy geared overwhelmingly to military action has 

been fused with Americans’ self-validating conviction that the United States is the greatest force 

for good in the world, an “indispensable nation” whose every action is validated by a self-

justifying sense of historic “exceptionalism.”  The result is a prevailing national attitude of pious 

militarism that enables us as citizens to believe our military actions are both virtuous and 

successful, despite our scant knowledge of those actions and ineluctable evidence that they are 

comprehensively unsuccessful.   

Yet shallow, uninformed submission is far from the level of popular mandate that 

America’s founding generation (and eighteenth century political theorists, as we shall see) would 

have deemed necessary to set in motion the complex, ongoing processes of government action 

required to mobilize, deploy and sustain expeditionary forces.  The deployed service members, 

and their families, and those awaiting the next rotation, deserve better: The president and senior 

command officials should not send forces into combat without ensuring foursquare public 

support for their mission; and the American people should not allow those forces to be sent 

unless that support is in place. 

An important question arises: Does ongoing engagement in (at least) three simultaneous 

wars mean the United States is “at war”?  Are we living in “wartime”?  The distinction between 

“wartime” and “peacetime” is important, not only because words should have meaning, but 

because that distinction bears on important legal authorities.  The fact that the answer to this 

simple question is not crystal clear is itself an indictment of successive generations of elected 

                                                           
35 See Federalist 34 (Rossiter, p. 176f). 
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leadership, who – since World War II, and especially since September 2001 –have found the 

unprecedented blurring of war and peace to be convenient and conducive to their own freedom 

of maneuver, even at the expense of law and normative transparency.   

In any event it is undeniable that war and peace are blurred and blended today as never 

before in American history.  The one has seeped into the other.36  The White House, irrespective 

of the president’s party affiliation, seldom addresses the events (and still less the strategic ends) 

of war; and American media handle war as a routine, below-the-fold story, reportable only when 

a “soldier bites dog” episode comes to light.  In contrast, during the Vietnam War stories on 

battlefield events, evolving strategy and the human interest of the troops dominated all media 

every day; and even though the number of American service members in harm’s way today is 

small by comparison with Vietnam (and of course even smaller by comparison with the 

deployments of World War I and World War II) it is remarkable to observe that war on any scale 

could come to be seen as dull.  Yet today’s media mostly regard war as scarcely more 

newsworthy than peace.  It should astonish us that peacetime and wartime could become 

virtually indistinguishable; and more so that even one American service member could be 

deployed abroad for hazardous duty in the name of the American people without galvanizing the 

public to pay close, ongoing attention.  Our collective lack of astonishment, or outrage, reflects a 

generational erosion of public engagement in the active exercise of sovereignty. 

Perhaps the greatest incongruity in this odd moment in American history is that neither 

the legislative nor the executive branch of the federal government seeks more public attention for 

our wars.  The public cannot act on what it does not know, so the constitutional model – in which 

sovereignty resides exclusively with the people, who delegate to selected representatives the 

                                                           
36 Capizzi’s useful image (p. 12). 
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responsibility for day-to-day management of the national business – does not function properly 

when it comes to matters of peace and war.  The founding fathers devised constitutional checks 

and balances because they did not assume that the processes of governance would function 

perfectly; but the prevailing exemption of national security policy from the normal standards of 

public scrutiny is exactly what those safeguards were devised to prevent.  As an enterprise of 

fallible human beings, even the most transparent and upright government will fall short of 

perfection.  As Madison (1751-1836) wryly notes in Federalist 51, “If men were angels, no 

government would be necessary.  If angels were to govern men, neither external nor internal 

controls on government would be necessary.”  Since the governance of humans by humans 

requires structures of check, balance and oversight, however, Madison articulated a fundamental 

principle that has suffered extreme atrophy over the course of American history: “In republican 

government the legislative authority necessarily predominates,” because elected legislators are 

best able to grasp the public will.37  As we see that the executive, with the approval of an 

uncertain, and uncounted, number of legislators and a confirmed minority of the public, is able to 

perpetuate war (and the immense funding it requires) over decades with no appreciable limitation 

on scope, tactics or duration, the norms of republican governance have collapsed with specific 

regard to government’s highest responsibility: national security. 

 

1.3 From Liberty to Force 

As we will examine further in chapter four, the result is complete demolition of 

constitutional letter and intent: Congress has become no more than a cashbox for the acquisitive 

                                                           
37 Rossiter, ed., p. 319. 
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drive of the military-industrial complex38, and war has become an undertaking that the Executive 

branch – on its own, with only perfunctory congressional oversight and no perceived need for 

active public backing – effectively conducts in camera. 

Accordingly, with regard to the “wartime” question, the mere existence of current war is 

not dispositive.  Consider a high-profile vignette from early 2020.  U.S. Navy Captain Brett 

Crozier, commander of the aircraft carrier USS Theodore Roosevelt, touched on this point in his 

much-scrutinized 30 March 2020 letter regarding the spread of the deadly COVID-19 virus 

among the crew: 

If required the USS THEODORE ROOSEVELT would embark all assigned 

Sailors, set sail, and be ready to fight and beat any adversary that dares challenge 

the US or our allies.  The virus would certainly have an impact, but in combat we 

are willing to take certain risks that are not acceptable in peacetime.  However, we 

are not at war, and therefore cannot allow a single Sailor to perish as a result of 

this pandemic unnecessarily.39 

As the commander of a nuclear-powered aircraft carrier operating in the sensitive Indo-Pacific 

theater, Crozier’s credibility on the subject of whether or not we are at war should be beyond 

dispute; but if he is correct in asserting that “we are not at war,” how is it possible that we also 

have, at the same moment, troops in many locations engaged in hostilities that have cost $6.4 

trillion, caused the death of more than 5,000 U.S. service members and 801,000 others (more 

than 335,000 of them civilians) and displaced 21 million since 9/11?40   

                                                           
38 The invaluable term supplied by President Eisenhower in his Farewell Address (17 January 

1961). 
39 Emphasis added. 
40 Statistical aggregations from a December 2019 study published by Brown University’s Watson 

Institute of International and Public Affairs; and from a 20 June 2020 Casualty Status memo 

released by the U.S. Department of Defense (defense.gov/casualty). The independent 

watchdog organization iCasualty.org estimates significantly higher numbers of civilian 

casualties. These figures do not include major injuries, or the shocking increase in suicides 

among current and former U.S. military service members over the past decade. 



25 

Such statistics give a sterile and inadequate idea of the “sufferings” that, as Thucydides 

recognized, “have occurred and always will occur [in wartime] as long as the nature of mankind 

remains the same”; but they should never be treated as routine41  I believe John Quincy Adams 

would insist that such levels of cost and carnage, even in the absence of the congressional action 

and the public scrutiny they might reasonably be expected to generate, unquestionably denote 

wartime.  He would also be forced to conclude, however, that the criteria defining wartime in his 

time no longer apply.  Otherwise we would be obliged to conclude that it has become impossible 

to distinguish peace from war.  This is not an acceptable conclusion from either an ethical or a 

constitutional viewpoint.  As I shall argue below, the decision to enter war must be subjected to 

the most exacting ethical scrutiny because only when the standards governing such scrutiny are 

satisfied can the defining actions of war – including the taking of human life and the destruction 

of property – be held permissible.  In the absence of such scrutiny, war is no more than criminal 

violence practiced on a massive scale. 

It is thus deeply troubling that none of our current conflicts is visibly keyed to essential, 

articulated national security objectives achievable only through military means.  On the contrary, 

the goals articulated for each have shifted significantly over time and are effectively unknown to 

the American public.  None has been authorized by a congressional declaration of war, as 

required under article 1, section 8, clause 11 of the U.S. Constitution.42  Successive 

administrations have claimed that each of these wars is legitimated by the narrow Authorization 

for the Use of Military Force (AUMF) approved by Congress in connection with the 9/11 

                                                           
41 Thuc. 3.82.2; p. 199. 
42 Other clauses also impinge on the power to declare war and provide for military forces, 

including Clause 18: the power “to make all Laws which shall be necessary and proper for 

carrying into Execution the foregoing Powers.” 



26 

terrorist attacks, but this is a problematic argument at best (as we shall consider further below).  

Most importantly, these conflicts are vague, distant events not visibly linked to American life 

and neither supported nor comprehended by an overwhelming majority of the sovereign 

American people.  In light of these circumstances, the conclusion is inescapable that the current 

use of U.S. force to conduct military operations in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria and numerous other 

locations is not in conformity with the requirements of the Constitution.  The prevailing 

processes for deciding when and where to go to war, for funding military operations, and for 

establishing strategic war aims are clearly inconsistent with the stated requirements of Article 1.  

This derogation from the Constitution is a grave disservice to the American people and a grave 

act of misfeasance (at least) by the government decision-makers responsible for it.  First and 

foremost, it is a grave disservice to every citizen who wears the uniform of the U.S. military.   

From a founding ethos that recognized military force as an invaluable instrument of last 

resort for upholding and advancing justice, the United States in the early twenty-first century has 

incrementally and insensibly come to embrace a world-view that normalizes war as a virtuous 

end in itself.  By extension military spending is also seen as a positive deliverable, irrespective of 

the actual performance of the equipment and personnel formations it sustains.  This pious 

militarism is especially pernicious because it is virtually unrecognized.   

Yet it is not new.  Investigative journalist Fred Cook discerned the trajectory of American 

strategic thinking in the early 1960s, prior even to major escalation of the war in Vietnam.  His 

perceptive analysis recognized in the 1963 U.S. military budget – a mere $63 billion, marking a 

twenty percent increase in the first two years of the Kennedy administration – the mark of 

irreversible transformation in “the submergence of the old forces of American idealism [and] the 
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enthronement of the concepts of power.”43  His designation of 1960s America as “the warfare 

state” – not as a protest slogan, but as a well-substantiated analytical description – appears 

breathtakingly prescient, and the term has become more apropos with each passing year.  

American Marine General Smedley Butler excoriated what he saw as dangerously intrusive 

business interests in national security policy as early as the 1930s; but the post-World War II 

melding of cold war fear with the “pump-priming” economic utility of military spending (which 

postwar governments quickly learned to diversify so that all 50 states would feel the benefit and 

be “bought-in”) created a nexus of military, industrial and political interests such as no country 

had ever seen previously.  The logic of the warfare state is a juggernaut; and with adjustment for 

changing external threats that have come with the times, the United States remains firmly in its 

grip.  Cook’s elucidation of the illusory syllogism of the warfare state – military acquisition 

equates with power; power equals security; therefore military spending boosts security – 

provides a plausible explanation for the irrational (yet widely held) view that military spending, 

per se, constitutes a net gain for national security.  As Cook says, “the simple equation, power 

equals security, is so superficially rational that it converts (emphasis added).”44  

Cook realized early on that this logic, unless checked, is suicidal.  It creates the beguiling 

illusion of perpetual economic well-being driven by the military budget: “By spending for 

weapons that we say, in hopeful rationalization, may never be used, we guarantee good times 

here and now, do we not?  The irony of it is that we do not—that this, too, is a delusion.”45 

                                                           
43 Cook, 1964; p. 103. 
44 Ibid., p. 108. 
45 Ibid., 106. Cook calculated that, by supporting corporations rather than working individuals, 

military spending as such would increase income inequality throughout the economy. 
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In a self-governing republic, it should be impossible for wars to begin, much less persist 

for decades on end, without the informed support and active oversight of the citizenry.  Yet the 

post-World War II decision to sustain endless military mobilization for the cold war, and the 

associated macroeconomic benefit of perpetually escalating military spending, provided a model 

for actual endless war, as opposed to cold war, following the 9/11 attacks.  The time has come to 

reassert to founders’ constitutional vision.  As John Allen Gay, head of Washington’s John 

Quincy Adams Society, noted in connection with a 2017 student essay contest:  

[H]ere in the Beltway, no matter what the question is, the answer always seems 

to be that the United States needs to do more: to risk its troops’ lives in more 

places, to sacrifice more in taxes, debts, and domestic investments to support 

overseas endeavors, to extend defense guarantees to more countries, and to 

involve itself more deeply in other countries’ civil wars and internal struggles .46 

The U.S. military apparatus, established over many decades at immense expense, has become 

history’s most powerful instrument for going abroad, searching for new monsters, and targeting 

them for destruction.  However its inability to actually destroy many of them in recent years 

accounts, in large part, for the seemingly endless character of the engagements.47  It is time to 

end the era of endless “more” and endless war, but it will not be easy.  The needed shift to a 

more rational, considered national security strategy will require (a) leaders capable of coherent 

and ethically informed thinking about war; (b) a reinforced constitutional structure that clearly 

delimits war powers; and (c) a citizenry engaged through inclusive, hermeneutical dialogue to 

shape national security strategy and hold government officials for actions taken in the name of 

the people. 

                                                           
46 See Gzoja. 
47 This speaks to the question of monster selection – On what conceptual basis, and through what 

constitutional procedure(s), should the United States decide when to engage in war? I argue 

below that the Just War Tradition in Western thought provides a useful framework for this 

vital analytical undertaking. 
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The unbridgeable chasm between America’s cozy self-image as a peace-loving nation 

and the concrete reality of our global role as “the warfare state” presents a sobering paradox.  No 

less striking is the fact that it is (with few exceptions) unseen by American citizens and 

unmentioned by American politicians.  The fact that civilians, military leaders and elected 

officials continue routinely quoting the founding generation of American leaders as if their 

statements and writings endorse and undergird our current policy line – rather than conclusively 

undermining and demolishing it – adds a final, bizarre element to our country’s crazy-quilt 

national defense outlook.  In illustration of the latter, I would note that every year since 1896 the 

Senate has marked George Washington’s birthday with a public reading of his 1792 Farewell 

Address.  Yet the patriotic Senators apparently fail to notice that the great civic values 

Washington championed – including the conviction that national unity is the greatest source of 

national security; that war debts should be paid off in peacetime (rather than “ungenerously 

throwing upon posterity the burden which we ourselves ought to bear”); and that that both 

“permanent, inveterate antipathies” and “passionate attachments” to foreign nations are to be 

avoided because either could lead the nation to “adopt through passion what reason would reject” 

– have long been extinct in the city named in honor of the first President.48  The persistence of 

American Senators in partaking in the annual reading of Washington while their own conduct in 

office comprehensively repudiates his ethos of government is a sad illustration of how the legacy 

                                                           
48 James Madison prepared a first version of the Farewell Address in 1792 as Washington neared 

the end of his first term. Washington’s reluctant decision to serve a second term left it to 

Alexander Hamilton to undertake a rewrite four years later, with final revisions by 

Washington himself. The “address” was actually published, in Philadelphia’s American Daily 

Advertiser, on 19 September 1796. The clear voice with which it expresses the values and 

aspirations of our country’s founding generation reveals with equal clarity the conceptual 

remoteness of contemporary American leadership. 
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of the founding fathers has been abstracted and fetishized as all-purpose boilerplate suited to 

validate any policy position whatsoever. 

John Quincy Adams’s 1821 July Fourth speech retained Washington’s fundamental 

emphasis on a national security policy based, not on isolation or autarky, but on reasoned 

commerce with the world and avoidance of distant wars, the latter made possible by fortunate 

geography.  His much-quoted admonition against foreign adventurism applied equally to those 

perceived from the (distant) vantage point of Washington and those conjured by local regimes in 

distant regions seeking to curry a “passionate attachment” with the United States.  In a less 

famous portion of that speech, Adams warns pointedly that succumbing to such temptations 

would taint America’s image: 

The fundamental maxims of her policy would insensibly change from 

liberty to force.  The frontlet upon her brows would no longer beam with 

the ineffable splendor of freedom and independence; but in its stead would 

soon be substituted an imperial diadem, flashing in false and tarnished 

lustre the murky radiance of dominion and power.  She might become the 

dictatress of the world: she would be no longer the ruler of her own spirit.”   

Though we Americans do not see ourselves in such a light, it is hard to imagine a more prophetic 

description of how the United States would be seen in much of the world exactly two centuries 

later.  As Adams predicted,  

By once enlisting under other banners than her own, were they even the 

banners of foreign independence, she would involve herself, beyond the 

power of extrication, in all the wars of interest and intrigue, of individual  

avarice, envy, and ambition, which assume the colors and usurp the 

standard of freedom.  49 

                                                           
49 Emphasis added here and above. As Banninga sets forth, Adams is advocating specific, 

carefully considered policies rather than merely rehashing platitudes. In particular, he means to 

rebuff then-current proposals for either an Anglo-American alliance or an inter-American 

alliance with the revolutionary states of South America. More broadly, he rejects imperialism 

and colonialism. 
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Washington and Adams did not advocate a foreign policy of isolationism – a tendentious term 

used by later critics – but one of rational restraint.  Unfortunately, a self-righteous and uniquely 

American attitude of pious militarism has replaced the constitutionally mandated, rational 

restraint cultivated by Madison, Hamilton, Washington and Adams.  The American people need 

to act to restore the Constitution as the touchstone of U.S. national security policy.  That is the 

key to extrication from the endless wars in which decades of misguided foreign policy leadership 

has mired us.  A return to the nineteenth century is neither possible nor desirable; but a national 

security policy assuring that American involvement in foreign conflict is constrained by recourse 

to an objective standard of justice is not only feasible, but essential. 

======================================================= 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE INEXTRICABLE TANGLE OF PEACE, WAR AND JUSTICE 

Hesiod, the eighth century BCE Greek poet of everyday values, identifies justice as a 

divine gift that sets humans apart from animals: “Fishes and beasts and fowls of the air devour 

one another, but to men Zeus has given justice.  Beside Zeus on his throne, Justice has her 

seat.”50  Thrones and deities aside, Hesiod is certainly right to highlight the desire for justice as a 

defining human attribute.  It enables us to order life into patterns we recognize as civilized and 

fully, properly human.  Hesiod does not explore the nature or instrumentality of this marvelous 

gift, but stresses the fateful importance of our response to it.  While individuals and societies 

have the freedom to accept or reject justice, any who reject it by deliberately perpetrating 

injustice will suffer as a result: “That man's generation is left obscure thereafter.”51  Those who 

embrace justice can expect, in contrast, a profusion of tangible rewards:  

They who give straight judgements to strangers and to the men of the land, and go 

not aside from what is just, their city flourishes, and the people prosper in it: Neither 

famine nor disaster ever haunt men who do true justice; but light-heartedly they 

tend the fields which are all their care.  The earth bears them victual in plenty, and 

on the mountains the oak bears acorns upon the top and bees in the midst.  Their 

woolly sheep are laden with fleeces; their women bear children like their parents.  

They flourish continually with good things, and do not travel on ships, for the grain-

giving earth bears them fruit. 

                                                           
50 Hesiod, Works and Days, ll. 278-280, as poetically rendered by Hamilton (p. 221). In 

Lattimore’s more precise translation: 

The son of Cronos [Zeus] has ordained this law for men, that fishes and beasts and 

winged fowls should devour one another, for right is not in them; but to mankind 

he gave right which proves far the best. 

It is in a separate reference, at l. 256, that Hesiod refers to personified Δίκη/Dikē/Justice as 

taking her seat at the side of her father, Zeus.   
51 Ibid., ll. 282-284. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*di%2Fkh&la=greek&can=*di%2Fkh0&prior=di/kaia


33 

The just can also expect the most valuable benefit of all: “Peace, the nurse of children, is abroad 

in their land, and all-seeing Zeus never decrees cruel war against them.”52 

Since at least Hesiod’s time it has been conventional in the West to link justice with 

peace and the highest aspirations of humanity, and to revile war (notwithstanding its persistence 

and seeming inevitability) as its precise opposite: the very abnegation of human potential.  This 

view has endured in the West at least in part because it aligns with the traditional Judeo-Christian 

view that human society is (or at least ought to be) a just, peaceful and orderly system guided by 

God: “Depart from evil, and do good; and dwell for evermore.  For the Lord loveth judgment, 

and forsaketh not his saints; they are preserved for ever: but the seed of the wicked shall be cut 

off.  …Mark the perfect man, and behold the upright: for the end of that man is peace.”53   

This stark dichotomy – which suggests that war and justice are mutually exclusive, and 

that justice and peace are always desirable while war never is – emerges from a natural tendency 

to contemplate each side on its own, without reference to the other.  Yet doing so distracts us 

from a profoundly consequential fact of human experience: justice, peace and war are 

inseparably intertwined.  Justice, or rather the human drive to attain it, is surely the most 

frequently cited casus belli in wars across human history, and also a factor cited in support of 

                                                           
52 Ibid., ll. 225-237. 
53 Psalms 37:27-37. In any contemporary effort to analyze thinking on peace and war, it is both 

appropriate and useful to cite sources and precedents from both the Greek and Roman classical 

tradition and the Judeo-Christian theological tradition, as the two have intertwined over many 

centuries to create Western ethical and cultural norms. The fact that this thesis looks at both 

should not be seen as calling into question the religious faith of believers. Rather, it is (a) a 

recognition of the fact that our society includes citizens whose religious views cover a broad 

span of belief and non-belief; and (b) a reflection of the author’s conviction that any 

conceptual framework for the analysis of decisions relating to peace and war must be fully 

accessible to both. Authors who aim primarily to find common ground between Christian Just 

War advocates and Christian pacifists (like Daniel Bell, Seumas Miller and Joseph Capizzi, 

among others) provide a useful service to the community of Christian believers, but one that, 

by design, is ill-suited to national security decision making. 
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any conceivable postwar order.  High-minded leaders and societies often embrace war, despite 

the terrible evils (and costs) that accompany it, precisely because they are keen to demonstrate a 

commitment to justice as a thing worth fighting for.  The need to secure enhanced justice, which 

will be enjoyed during post-conflict peace, serves as justification for the war.   

War has, furthermore, shaped both the boundaries and the political norms of every 

country on earth; and the United States is but one of many contemporary states that point to a 

violent founding revolution as not only necessary, but also heroic and preeminently just.  The 

patriotic hymn America the Beautiful honors our forebears as “heroes proved in liberating strife.” 

The appeal of peace, so conducive to building and learning, is obvious; and war, in which 

destruction and death are metrics of success, is commonly subjected to invidious comparison.  

The aspiration to “study war no more,” in the phrase of the beloved African-American spiritual, 

is also a deeply ingrained American sentiment. 

Casual wisdom deems peace something good and desirable for its own sake, and war an 

uninvited evil that afflicts humanity from time to time.  William Penn deemed this common 

knowledge: “The advantages of peace, and mischiefs of war are so many and sensible to every 

capacity under all Governments, as either of them prevails.”54  This dichotomy is a misleading 

caricature, albeit a durable and resilient one.  Benjamin Franklin echoed Erasmus in celebrating 

it: “There never was a good war or a bad peace.”55  In this case, however, the legendary wit of 

the Sage of Philadelphia obscures underlying truth.  If peace is always preferred, why does war 

                                                           
54 Penn, Essay, p. 3 
55 Franklin’s aphorism is cited here from his Letter to Josiah Quincy, dated 11 September 1783. 

The sentiment was expressed in nearly identical terms by Erasmus (“The most 

disadvantageous peace is better than the most just war.” (Adagia, 1508)), and no doubt by 

others over the centuries. In every instance, it irresponsibly blurs a more complex truth: It is 

some deficiency in peace – usually some perceived manifestation of injustice – that spurs war. 
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occur?  After all, war is not an evil that befalls us, like a hurricane or an epidemic.  Nor, despite 

the protestations of humbled war-makers through history, is it a contrivance of divine mischief.  

The tale of Croesus is emblematic.  As an irresistible tide of Persian conquest swept across 

Anatolia in the sixth century BCE, the proverbially rich ruler of Lydia received a prophecy that if 

he stood against the vastly superior Persian army he would “destroy a great empire.”  The 

ensuing brief engagement ended in the destruction of Lydia; but when the Persian Great King 

Cyrus, asked why he had chosen to fight Croesus lied both to himself and his conqueror: “The 

one to blame is the god of the Hellenes; it is he who encouraged me to go to war.  Otherwise, no 

one could be so foolish as to prefer war to peace.”56  

From ancient Anatolia to contemporary Libya and Yemen, the phenomenon of war 

always and everywhere involves human decision, intent and agency.  In fact the witness of three 

millennia defines a perverse paradox: Human beings endlessly claim to hate war, yet by our 

choices we have made war the most persistent, enduring and consequential pattern of human 

behavior across the span of recorded history. 

When Hermocrates of Syracuse addresses his fellow Sicilians at the Congress of Gela in 

424 BCE to urge unified resistance to the approaching Athenian invasion force, he begins by 

seemingly undercutting his pro-war argument that all know he is about to make: “That war is an 

evil is a proposition so familiar to everyone that it would be tedious to develop it.”  He goes on 

to preface his persuasive argument with perhaps the most succinct summary ever composed of 

the complex reality of war’s allure: “No one is forced to engage in it by ignorance, or kept out of 

                                                           
56 Herodotus, 1.53 (p. 30); 1.87 (p. 50). Croesus remained a lucky man. Though dethroned, he 

became a friend and advisor to Cyrus for many years. In addition, his mute son spoke for the 

first time – to voice a warning that saved Croesus’ life – as the Persians stormed the Lydian 

capital. No doubt Croesus deemed the loss of his wealth and kingdom a fair exchange for the 

chance to hear his child’s voice daily for the rest of his life. 
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it by fear, if he fancies there is anything to be gained by it.”57  In fact war always seems to offer 

gains unattainable under conditions of peace, including – according to the epic composers of the 

Iliad, the Odyssey, the Aeneid, Beowulf, the Lusíadas, the Araucana and even the Old Testament 

– the creation of great nations.  The United States was created through war, and our National 

Anthem celebrates the country’s martial tradition in the commemoration of a scene from the War 

of 1812, widely seen at the time as a “second American revolution.”58 

War stands alone as the greatest moral evil known to history; but it is also the foremost 

means of advancing justice and defeating aggression and wrongdoing on a large scale.  Benjamin 

Franklin’s faulty aphorism notwithstanding, an unyielding, categorical prejudice either for or 

against war in all cases would be neither rational nor just.  Peace under conditions of abusive 

tyranny can become morally repugnant.  In such circumstances, justice may demand war (despite 

its horror) as the sole means of creating a “better” peace: one more humanely balanced and 

ethically sound.  When we confront a horrid status quo, justice holds the key to calculating an 

ethically acceptable policy choice between peace – i.e. continuing horror – or war – i.e. vastly 

increased horror for some finite period, after which a new peace, free of horror, may ensue.  

Retired French Army General Philippe Morillon addressed this difficult balance during a historic 

debate of the European Parliament in January 2003.  Though deeply skeptical of the impending 

U.S.-led invasion of Iraq, Morillon drew criticism from other Members of the European 

Parliament by defending the principle that war is sometimes necessary to achieve justice: 

                                                           
57 Thuc. 4.59.2. 
58 The seldom-heard fourth stanza of the Star-Spangled Banner explicitly recognizes the 

connectedness of war and peace within a divinely ordered cosmos: “O thus be it ever, when 

freemen shall stand/Between their loved homes and the war's desolation./Blest with vict'ry and 

peace, may the Heav'n rescued land/Praise the Power that hath made and preserved us a 

nation!” See note 123. 
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To all those who reject any idea of military action, to those who say ‘never again’ 

to war, I would like to say that I respect the generosity of their commitment, even 

though I do not share their angelic vision of a world entirely without weapons, 

where universal peace could be established, where all violence could cease for 

moral reasons, and not simply because of a fear of retribution.59 

In leading the United States through the perilous period of the Civil War, Abraham 

Lincoln pondered the interplay of justice peace and war in the context of the momentous 

decisions he regularly faced.  He demonstrated exceptional moral clarity and full awareness of 

the consequences of his actions: War must continue until justice is established: 

Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of war may 

speedily pass away.  Yet, if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by 

the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and 

until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn with 

the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said ‘the 

judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.’60 

Lincoln recognized justice, not avoidance of conflict, as his ethical touchstone, and therefore the 

proper basis of national policy.  Though the price in blood and treasure was extraordinarily high, 

Lincoln and the citizenry of the Union found that society could ultimately not afford not to pay it. 

The perception of a potential enemy’s injustice is a necessary condition for war, but is 

never sufficient without our own final, idiosyncratic decision to “exchange peace for war.”61  

When perceived injustice spurs us to consider response options, including the potential 

                                                           
59 European Parliament (online debate transcript). General Morillon participated as a German 

Member of the European Party affiliated with the European People’s Party. The view he 

expressed was clearly influenced by his previous experience as commander of United Nations 

peace-keeping troops in Bosnia. In leading a UN convoy into Srebrenica in March 1993, he 

assured 70,000 battered and displaced Bosnian Muslims: “You are now under the protection of 

the UN forces. I will never abandon you.” In July 1995, however, Dutch peacekeepers stood 

aside from this UN “safe area” as Bosnian Serb forces entered and massacred 8,372 Bosnian 

men and boys. As a result, the Bosnian Serb leaders Radovan Karadžić and Ratko Mladić are 

today serving life sentences for war crimes, genocide and crimes against humanity. 
60 Lincoln, Second Inaugural Address. 
61 The resonant phrase employed by the bellicose Corinthians in urging their Spartan allies to 

declare war against Athens, in Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War (1.120.3).   
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employment of military force, the decision is not framed in terms of whether we wish to remain 

at peace or, alternatively, wish to enter a state of war.  Rather, the perceived dictates of justice 

define the calculus: Will military action advance justice, or will some other response hold greater 

likelihood of doing so?  Either way it is justice that animates public debate, drives political 

decision-making, and dominates the government statements issued to our own citizens, to allies 

and to adversaries to explain and support policy decisions.  I argue, accordingly, that justice is 

the actuating source of human decision-making in matters of peace and war.   

 

2.1 Peace: (Almost) Always Best 

Peace is an object of universal approval, and has been a declared the goal of American 

national security policy from the founding of our republic.  George Washington (1732-1799) felt 

an “obligation which justice and humanity impose on every nation … to maintain inviolate the 

relations of peace and amity towards other nations.”62  Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson 

(1743-1826) often cited national advantage in avoiding conflict, thus framing a talking point 

(though not an actual policy) retained by successive U.S. administrations to the present day: 

“Peace with all nations, and the right which that gives us with respect to all nations, are our 

object.”63  In Leaves of Grass, Walt Whitman describes the placid repose of night as a welcome 

respite to all, as the horrid exertions of day are left behind: “The wildest and bloodiest is over, 

and all is peace.”  He completes the thought: “Peace is always beautiful.”  So it is; but 

Whitman’s comment reminds us that the word carries different significance, depending on 

context.64  For the purposes of this discussion, peace is a socio-political condition during which 

                                                           
62 From the closing portion of the Farewell Address, published 19 September 1796.  
63 Thomas Jefferson to C. W. F. Dumas, 1793. ME 9:56. 
64 Whitman, Leaves of Grass: “Sleep-Chasings,” ll. 51-52. 
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government manages its international relations, including disputes, through measures short of 

war.65 

Like other treasured possessions, peace is never valued so much as when it is absent.  The 

prospect of restored peace after years of war inspires exuberant celebration like no other event in 

human experience.  We know this in our time from film and written records memorializing the 

end of World War II.  In Afghanistan, even fitful, highly uncertain negotiations between the 

United States and the Taliban in early 2020 inspired exuberant street celebrations, including the 

festive release of doves and balloons.66  In the eighteenth century, as a decade of bloody, world-

spanning conflict gave way to military stalemate and diplomatic initiatives to end the War of the 

Spanish Succession, English poet Alexander Pope (1688-1744) felt similar exuberance in the 

moment: 

… Hail, sacred Peace! 

… In brazen bonds shall barb’rous Discord dwell: 

Gigantic Pride, pale Terror, gloomy Care, 

And mad Ambition shall attend her there: 

There purple Vengeance, bathed in gore, retires, 

Her weapons blunted, and extinct her fires: 

There hated Envy her own snakes shall feel, 

And Persecution mourn her broken wheel: 

There Faction roar, Rebellion bite her chain, 

And gasping Furies thirst for blood in vain.’ 

… Peace descending bids her olives spring, 

And scatters blessings from her dovelike wing.67 

Oliver Cromwell marked the human longing for peace, and the longed-for transition from 

war to peace, in his personal motto – Pax quaeritur bello (“Peace is sought through war”).  His 

                                                           
65 George Kennan’s enduring phrase. See note 151. 
66 Such celebrations of peace, though sadly premature, demonstrate the pent-up yearning for 

peace among the peoples of Afghanistan. 
67 Excerpted from Windsor Forest, a wide-ranging 422-line poem that Pope began in 1704, as the 

war raged on four continents, and returned to in 1713, as the end of the war was being 

formalized. 
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catch-phrase highlights one element of the linkage between war and peace.  Peace “is sought,” 

but not because it is the combatant’s goal in war.  If it were, he could simply stop fighting and 

declare success (“Victory!”).  Rather, the combatant fights for a goal, a cause, a political 

objective which is to be perfected and enjoyed in the postwar interval of peace.  Both national 

leaders and military commanders characteristically hold up their war aims as just.  Thus in a 

sense every combatant claims to fight for justice (or at least his own conception of a desired 

outcome, deemed just, which is to be attained through victory in war), of which peace is a 

contingent condition.  It is precisely because peace provides the opportunity to experience and 

enjoy justice that it is universally “sought.”  Where war establishes justice, peace prevails.  

Justice is worth fighting for, and the peace that will ensue once it is won is worth waiting for. 

Indeed, for the ancient Greeks, the word for peace, eirené (εἰρήνη), derives from a root 

meaning linkage, stressing that peace is a state of order and coherence.  This etymology reveals 

the underlying connection between peace and justice: each depends on a proper, just link 

between persons, communities or states.68  Anthropomorphized as a goddess, Eirené was revered 

as the mother of Πλοῦτος/Ploutos/Plenty, reflecting the prosperity that normally prevails during 

peacetime.69  While Hesiod correctly divines this close connection between justice and peace, 

neither is best understood as a divine gift.  (See note 50.)  Western efforts to incorporate Biblical 

references into the understanding of peace as a sociopolitical condition are in any case 

problematic.  Some clearly have in mind not politics, but a heightened condition of spiritual or 

                                                           
68 See Bainton’s thoughtful and highly original chapter, “Ideals of Peace in Antiquity.” 
69 Eirené, goddess of peace, enjoyed a particular heyday from the beginning of the fourth century 

BCE as the patron of the new concept of “Common Peace,” a panhellenic ideal to counter the 

endemic warfare of the previous century.  
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psychological well-being: “[T]he peace of God, which surpasses all understanding.”70  Some 

seem obscure, as when Jesus weeps over the city of Jerusalem: “If thou hadst known, even thou, 

at least in this thy day, the things which belong unto thy peace! But now they are hid from thine 

eyes.”71  Others serve more to stir controversy than to resolve it: 

 “Do not think that I came to bring peace on the earth; I did not come to bring peace, but a 

sword.”72 

 “Do you suppose that I came to grant peace on earth?  I tell you, no, but rather division.”73 

Both the Old and New Testament offer ready rationalizations for war.  Among myriad examples, 

Psalm 139 seems to accept one’s own love of God as a valid casus belli:  

Surely thou wilt slay the wicked, O God: depart from me therefore, ye bloody men.  

For they speak against thee wickedly, and thine enemies take thy name in vain.  Do 

not I hate them, O Lord, that hate thee?  And am not I grieved with those that rise 

up against thee?  I hate them with perfect hatred: I count them mine enemies. 

Passages of this sort offer apparent support to the logic of the crusade, which will be discussed 

further in chapter three.   

In any case it is war, broadly speaking, that determines the shape of the political peace 

that follows it.  Once the war is won, as Cicero says, civilian governance again takes precedence: 

Cedant arma togae, concedat laurea laudi.  (“Arms yield to the toga [i.e. politics], and the laurel 

[used to crown triumphant military commanders] to civic praises.”)74  In fact peace is most 

                                                           
70 Philippians 4:7. The distinction between political peace and spiritual peace is important, 

though politicians in the United States and elsewhere often find advantage in blurring it 

intentionally. 
71 While Jesus’ elliptical statement is generally seen as an invocation of justice, the related Old 

Testament text, Isaiah 61, describes the "Year of the Lord's Favor" in triumphalist terms more 

relevant to settling scores than seeking reconciliation (see Psalms 110:1; Luke 20:43). 
72 Matthew 10:34. The citation of Biblical references in this thesis is intended to provide the 

broadest possible treatment of sources of Western thought about peace, justice and war, and 

does not signify bias for or against any religious belief. 
73 Luke 12:51. 
74 Cicero, On Duty, p. 78. 
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recognized and celebrated when it is new, as the nation first unbuckles its armament and dons the 

toga of domestic normality.  That point of transition marks the beginning of a familiar arc of 

experience. 

At first, celebrations of incipient peace (or, more properly, the termination of war) 

predominate.  Exhaustion from the rigors (and costs) of combat may be a defining state of mind, 

and this may for some time impede the active enjoyment or exploitation of peace.  This transitional 

moment, as war gives way to peace, reminds us that war and peace may be seen as the proverbial 

two sides of the same coin, but they are not really opposites. 

Henry Kissinger, in his masterful treatment of European diplomacy in the aftermath of the 

wars of the French Revolution, notes a common misconceptions about peace: 

Those ages which in retrospect seem most peaceful were least in search of peace.... 

Whenever peace – conceived as the avoidance of war – has been the primary 

objective of a power or a group of powers, the international system has been at the 

mercy of the most ruthless member of the international community. 

Kissinger cites instances in which “revolutionary chieftains” – like Napoleon and Hitler, whose 

“unlimited objectives” caused them to view of peace as synonymous with conquest emerged to 

challenge international order.  Thus, he concludes, “It is a mistake to assume that diplomacy can 

always settle international disputes….”75   

Once achieved, peace can be fleeting, elusive.  Its preservation requires ongoing 

management, including adjustment to shifting socioeconomic dynamics.  History shows us that 

postwar euphoria can give way all too easily to prewar hysteria, making “durable tranquility” 

(Thucydides’ modest term)76, to say nothing of “perpetual peace” (the far more ambitious goal 

                                                           
75 Kissinger, A World Restored, p. 1; 3; 176f. 
76 Thuc., 1.12.4 The term, from Crawley’s translation, offers a conceptual counterpoint to 

“durable disorder,” the trite bumper sticker coined by international relations scholar Sean 

McFate to describe the state of the contemporary world. Accepting “disorder” as newly 

normative, he would address the problem of endless U.S. wars by formulating a new, 
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conceived by Kant and other Enlightenment theorists), unobtainable.  In time, the absence of war 

means that resources and human capacity are again available for domestic priorities.  Ideally, 

peace then becomes a period of building.  Some priority goals of this constructive period may be 

derived from the preceding period of war or even the prior peace that gave way to that war.  

Constructive action in this time of peace can be shaped to ensure that the deficiencies that made 

the last peace give way to war are removed.  When Thomas Jefferson declared that “the state of 

peace is that which most improves the manners and morals, the prosperity and happiness of 

mankind,” he was referring to precisely this active, fervent phase of peace.77  The hope, always, 

is that this new peace will not prove as perishable as the last – indeed, that it might stretch into 

perpetual peace. 

Eventually stresses emerge and multiply.  External, precipitating events, most often either 

a perceived threat or a perceived manifestation of injustice, test the remedies available in 

peacetime.  Negotiation, bargaining (including through coercive diplomacy or appeasement, both 

entirely legitimate tools available to states that can manage or afford them) or other measures 

short of war may resolve the crisis, or at least reduce it to bearable proportions; but such peace is 

no longer similar to repose, as efforts to preserve a peace seen to be waning bring mounting 

anxiety.   

English parliamentarian and political theorist Algernon Sidney (1612-1683) embraced the 

seeming contradiction of struggle-for-the-sake-of-peace with poetic alacrity.  Following a 

                                                           

equivocal definition of victory. McFate broadly views war as something that happens, rather 

than a result of human agency and choice. Accordingly, in rationalizing a messy global status 

quo, he does not discern a need to justify the wars we choose to enter, or to set achievable war 

aims that would imbue the concept of victory with actual meaning. Rather, he emulates 

Procrustes by re-carving our notions of war, peace and victory to fit the world’s changing 

sociopolitical circumstances as he sees them.  
77 Thomas Jefferson to Noah Worcester, 1817. ME 18:299. 
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diplomatic mission to the Baltic in which he openly (albeit unsuccessfully) threatened military 

action to force concessions from the Swedish king, he signed the visitor’s book at the University 

of Copenhagen with a Latin epigram destined for immortality: “Manus haec inimica tyrannis 

ense petit placidam cum libertate quietem” (This hand, enemy of tyrants, by the sword seeks a 

quiet peace with liberty.)  In 1780 the Massachusetts assembly adapted the slogan into the design 

of the state flag.78  With similar intent, Jefferson tried a different course for shoring up a troubled 

peace.  He recognized that “war is not the best engine for us to resort to; nature has given us one 

in our commerce, which, if properly managed will be a better instrument for obliging the 

interested nations of Europe to treat us with justice.”79   

Yet if such stresses continue to mount over time, especially if peace has been long-lived, 

its end may come to be seen as a fearful likelihood.  The legendary sword of Damocles precisely 

conveys this sense of national peace troubled, perhaps even undermined, by the fearful prospect 

of its end.  It is an ancient sensation.  A sense of rising threat, or of rising injustice within the 

broader global system, will convince some that “it’s time” to take up arms again to restore justice 

and/or beat back threats.  Others may attempt to perpetuate the blessed state of peace at all cost, 

concluding that “it’s time” to reject war altogether.  As the contending, earnest arguments of 

militarism and pacifism begin to clash in an atmosphere of uncertainty, peace becomes 

threadbare, its comfort depleted and its enjoyment undermined even in the absence of war.   

                                                           
78 A passionate advocate of individual liberty, Sidney never stopped fighting for it throughout his 

life. Having joined the rebellion against Charles I, he also dressed down Cromwell for 

dictatorial conduct as Protector. Sidney was in the end beheaded under Charles II, in part for 

his writings opposing the divine right of kings. Sidney’s Discourses Concerning Government, 

along with Locke’s Two Treatises on Government, had enormous influence on Jefferson, 

Adams and the founding generation of American leaders. 
79 Thomas Jefferson to Thomas Pinckney, 1797. ME 9:389. 
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Peace tinged with fear and darkened by the visible prospect of injustice ceases to be a 

treasure.  As it loses its security it also begins to lose its savor.  Rousseau understood that such 

peace can become a source of horror, resembling “the peace of Ulysses and his comrades, 

imprisoned in the cave of the Cyclops and waiting their turn to be devoured.”80  As every rumor 

of war seems to portend disaster, the citizen may come to see the fading peace itself as assurance 

of a wheel that turns: war is finite, injustice beatable, peace will resume.  The idea of an interval 

of war to dispel the anxiety and remove the threat, may now become not only tolerable, but 

necessary – not as the end of current peace, but as a prerequisite of the next, better peace. 

John Adams (1735-1826) described this phenomenon of peace gradually fading gradually 

into war in his reflections on the American Revolution: “From 1760 to 1766, was the purest 

period of patriotism; from 1766 to 1776 was the period of corruption; from 1775 to 1783 was the 

period of war.”81  During a near-idyllic phase of social and political consensus in the American 

colonies, heavy British taxes appeared unjust to the colonists.  A period of increasingly fractious 

political contention ensued, as supporters of the rival British and American justice claims 

attempted to convince and cajole those on the other side.  Peace still persisted, even as happiness 

diminished and efforts at non-violent solution proved unavailing.  War came, not because (as the 

British would say) the Americans were treasonous or (as the Americans would say) the British 

tyrannical – but because both sides chose to resort to violence rather than acquiesce to a 

definition of justice imposed unilaterally by the other.  In opting for war, each side, for its own 

                                                           
80 Rousseau, The State of War, p. 125. He laments that in his own time the power of princes and 

monarchs was absolute, so they could unleash war or poison existing peace at a whim. 
81 John Adams, Writings (Vol. X); Letter to Jedediah Morse dated 1 January 1816 (p. 197). It is 

worth noting that Adams and his famous wife, Abigail (who deserves to be deemed a 

“founder” of the United States in her own right), never held enslaved persons and opposed 

slavery on principle. 
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reasons, and through the mechanisms of its own decision-making process, decided to set aside 

peace and go to war.  Both did so, not because they had come to prefer war to peace, but because 

each deemed its own vision of justice as more important than either.  Justice is worth fighting 

for.  Its unique value vindicates the exchange of peace for war.  That fact is the key to 

understanding the alternation of peace and war in human experience.82   

In his first Annual Address to Congress, President Andrew Jackson (1767-1845) declared 

with “unfeigned satisfaction” that 

We are at peace with all mankind, and that our country exhibits its must cheering 

evidence of general welfare and progressive improvement.  Turning our eyes to 

other nations, our great desire is to see our brethren of the human race secured in 

the blessings enjoyed by ourselves, and advancing in knowledge, in freedom, and 

in social happiness.83 

While celebrating peace, Jackson notes, with evident approval, Russia’s recent invasion of 

Turkey.  He acknowledges that this event has “awakened a lively sympathy for those who were 

exposed to the desolations of war,” but draws an upbeat conclusion: “[We] we cannot anticipate 

but that the result will prove favorable to the cause of civilization and to the progress of human 

happiness.”  Jackson assumes, correctly, that his audience will instinctively understand that 

peace is (of course) to be welcomed, but war can also be a source of (eventual) happiness. 

As much as human beings are conditioned to prefer peace, it may thus be that life on 

earth demands that we accept the perishability of peace as natural.  Fifteenth century Catholic 

                                                           
82 Of course a society’s assumptions about the acceptability of violence and war per se influence 

how easily or quickly such a decision can occur. The United States throughout its history has 

shown a relatively low threshold of willingness to go to war, but the normalization of war as a 

quasi-permanent condition is an innovation in the American way of war in the twenty-first 

century. 
83 Thorpe, ed., The Statesmanship of Andrew Jackson (p. 35f). Jackson noted later in the speech, 

however, that “The policy of keeping an adequate force in the Mediterranean, as security for 

the continuance of this tranquility [with the Barbary states], will be persevered in, as well as a 

similar one for the protection of our commerce and fisheries in the Pacific.” 
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scholar Thomas à Kempis explicitly cautions against complacency in time of peace precisely 

because it does not last: “He who wishes to be too secure in time of peace will often become too 

dejected and fearful in time of trial.”84  

Once the postwar normality of domestic governance is (re-)established, the legitimacy of 

the regime – that is, whether or not it is seen by the citizenry as governing justly – is one factor 

affecting the durability or perishability of peace.  A still more powerful indicator is the 

perception of threat (which is necessarily seen as unjust) or other injustice (e.g. an episode of 

genocide or other grave humanitarian abuse) in the naturally chaotic environment of international 

relations, as these necessitate a “war/no war” decision.  Substantial social science research since 

the 1960s has upheld at least some aspects of traditional “democratic peace theory” dating back 

at least to Immanuel Kant and the Enlightenment (see chapter three).  Notably, democracies are 

less likely to precipitate either domestic revolution or international incidents necessitating a 

war/no war decision by other states.    

Blainey argues that national prosperity and optimism can also prove surprisingly disruptive 

of peace.  Because the choice to exchange war for peace (or vice versa) depends on people – 

including leaders, who must make decisions; citizens, who must signal acceptance or rejection of 

those decisions; and military formations, whose availability and readiness are crucial to the success 

of any war effort – the mindset of all three groups are relevant variables in decisions of war and 

peace.  Because of this human element, pessimism often conduces to peace.  Whether due to 

economic downturn, domestic discord, pandemic illness or other causes, pessimism often makes 

leaders, citizens and military commanders alike less eager to reach a war decision.  If war is 

                                                           
84 Kempis, p. 72. Like most ecclesiastical writers, Kempis draws a distinction between earthly 

peace and inner, spiritual peace and is concerned primarily with the latter: “Seek true peace, 

not on earth but in heaven; not in men or in other creatures but in God alone.” (p. 120) 
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already underway, rising pessimism can make a combatant side more willing to negotiate and even 

accept a disadvantageous settlement.85  The pacifying effect of pessimism comes into play after an 

initial appraisal of the justness of a potential conflict. 

The notion of “peace through strength” a circumstance in which a country’s innate strength 

and/or willingness to fight deters potential enemies and renders fighting unnecessary, has a long, 

global pedigree.  The legendary strategist Sun Tzu declared that “supreme excellence consists in 

breaking the enemy's resistance without fighting.”86  In this regard, the Chinese genius for 

fortification, patiently developed over two millennia (and unknowingly imitated on a smaller scale 

by the Roman Emperor Hadrian on the frontier of Roman Britain), is a prominent example.  An old 

Roman slogan of uncertain origin – “If you want peace, prepare for war” (Si vis pacem para 

bellum) – seems to convey a similar outlook.  The adage enjoys high standing with contemporary 

American realists and neoconservatives; yet it deserves skepticism, not least because the policy it 

suggests did not visibly benefit the Romans, who found it necessary to employ their superlative 

preparations in nearly constant war.  In this regard, American military critic Colonel Andrew 

Bacevich argues to devastating effect that, for American neocons, “peace through strength” is 

indistinguishable from “peace through war.”  Indeed, in the contemporary United States, never-

ending readiness for war finds its most widely embraced justification not in a desire to avoid or 

deter war, but in unexamined acceptance of perpetual war as our country’s normative state.87 

                                                           
85 See Blainey, The Causes of War (pp. 53-55). Thus a decision to invade Iraq, chastise Iran or 

challenge China in the South China Sea would be less probable against a backdrop of domestic 

travail, such as the 2008 “great recession” or the coronavirus pandemic that began in 2020. By 

extension, because the latter continues to depress global commerce and disrupt the internal 

economy of all large and middle powers more or less equally, war is less likely on a global 

basis because all potential initiators of conflict will be less inclined to fight. 
86 Sun Tzu, p. 46. 
87 See Bacevich, Auto-Pilot Wars. The notion of “peace through strength” contains a kernel of 

logic because foreign powers with actual military capacity and potential hostile intent can 
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The story of Pyrrhus, third century BCE ruler of Thessaly, shows a “peace through 

strength” policy carried to an excessive degree.  Having subdued all nearby enemies, Pyrrhus 

conceived a plan to defeat distant superpower Rome, then more distant Carthage, and to occupy 

those empires along with Sicily and Libya.  He thus intended to achieve lasting peace by 

preemptively eliminating all imaginable threats to the peace of Thessaly.  Pyrrhus’ level-headed 

counselor, the Epicurean philosopher Cineas, questioned Pyrrhus closely about this ambitious 

peace-building strategy.  Most importantly, he asked Pyrrhus what he would do once all these 

victories were won.  Pyrrhus’ reply, according to Plutarch, was immediate: “We shall be much at 

ease, and we'll drink bumpers, my good man, every day, and we'll gladden one another's hearts 

with confidential talks.”  Cineas, having anticipated this reply, tried to turn the logic of peace to a 

different end: “Surely this privilege is ours already, and we have at hand, without taking any 

trouble, those things to which we hope to attain by bloodshed and great toils and perils, after 

doing much harm to others and suffering much ourselves.”  Pyrrhus did not take the 

philosopher’s advice, and died in battle.88 

Pyrrhus’ tale suggests that it might be possible to aspire to too much peace, or at least to a 

skewed and unattainable notion of peace.  Pyrrhus’ over-ambitious security goals are problematic 

                                                           

always be found.  But the saying is a poor guide to national security policy because it is open-

ended, demanding ever more “strength” without reference to the scale or scope of any genuine 

threat. In the American context, proponents of “peace through strength” demand ever-higher 

defense spending and ever-higher readiness to deter potential attackers, even though U.S. 

military strength is demonstrably without peer in today’s world and without precedent in 

human history. As Cook observed of other justifications cited for the “warfare state,” the 

notion of “peace through strength” is so superficially rational that it converts (see chapter 

one). 
88 Plutarch, pp. 320ff. Plutarch reports that Pyrrhus had entrusted Cineas with many sensitive 

negotiations, with the result that the philosopher/diplomat “had taken more towns with his 

words than he with his arms.” This accolade suggests a classical basis for greater U.S. 

investment in the cultivation of diplomatic capacity as a far less expensive alternative to 

military engagement. 
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because they project the lines of his justice-seeking Grand Strategy not only beyond the capacity of 

his military power, but too far into the future.  Life is short, and justice exists only in the present 

tense and solely for the benefit of the living.  While moral teachings and dynamic political 

processes (as opposed to laws or policies) may provide a basis for just resolution of disputes, and 

thereby conduce to peace over some extended period, military and political facts on the ground 

must necessarily change with the times, and with the changing circumstances and priorities of 

future generations.   

In any event, the case study of Pyrrhus is instructive because his world-view is 

uncomfortably close to that of the contemporary United States.  Blessed with non-threatening 

neighbors north and south, we scour the world in quest of monsters to destroy and maintain a vast 

and costly armament in anticipation of monsters who, though currently unknown and unseen, 

might one day be born.  We should heed the counsel of Cineas, and reshape foreign policy to 

address real threats abroad and domestic policy to address urgent needs at home. 

The deep and justified affection that we as human beings feel for peace invites over-

simplification.  Aristotle declared, “[We] make war that we may live in peace.” 89  Martin 

Luther, who was certainly no pacifist, called for peace, where it can be found, to be prolonged: 

“One must keep peace as long as one can, even though one must buy it with all the money that 

would be spent on the war or won by the war.”90  In his writings on peace and war, American 

ethicist Joseph Capizzi advances the undeniably appealing view that “the purpose of politics is 

peace.”91  Such broad statements conceal a more complex reality; but politicians around the 

world routinely declare a preference for peace.  American politics reflects a traditional 

                                                           
89 Nicomachean Ethics; Book 10, 1177b (p. 533). 
90 From Luther’s Commentary on Psalm 82, cited by Yoder (“Surrender,” p. 594) 
91 Politics, Justice and War, p. 7. 
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attachment to the idea of peace, though other democratic states have shown more success, at 

least in recent decades, in making it a reality.  The prevailing international consensus on peace is 

perhaps most succinctly summarized in the United Nations Charter, which commits member 

states to: 

 practice tolerance and live together in peace with one another as good neighbours, and 

 unite our strength to maintain international peace and security. 

In practice, this means avoiding war until injustice disrupts international comity, and in that case 

employing military force to re-establish justice which, in turn, will restore the contingent 

condition of peace.  That is a rational and realistic conception of how best to manage the cycle of 

peace and war not only for our country, but for the human species. 

The work of American poet Langston Hughes shows a profoundly American 

understanding of the vital but elusive symmetry between war and peace, and of justice as the 

foundation of a peace that is sustainable precisely because it is worth having: 

Give us a peace equal to the war 

Or else our souls will be unsatisfied, 

And we will wonder what we have fought for 

And why the many died. 

 

Give us a peace that dares us to be wise. 

Give us a peace that dares us to be strong. 

Give us a peace that dares us still uphold 

Throughout the peace our battle against wrong.92 

Peace may subsist as long as a government holds a monopoly of domestic military power, or as 

long as a combatant deems its military potential not yet ready for a new fight; but peace begins to 

fray, and its days are numbered, as soon as the citizenry come to see their government as unjust, 

or the moment a potential combatant regards national security as unobtainable by measures short 

                                                           
92 Excerpt from Give Us Our Peace, pp. 19-20.  
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of war.  A powerful tradition within Western thought regards peace as always preferable: the 

condition which, once lost, we instinctively aspire to regain.  In contrast, the realist view, 

associated with Hobbes and in recent decades with American neoconservatism, regards war, not 

peace, as the condition to which we inevitably return.  As American neoconservative historian 

Donald Kagan puts it: “I used to believe that peace was the normal situation for humanity, but 

the more I looked, the more I saw that peace was very rare. …Wars are happening all the time, 

so I had to ask, ‘Why is there ever peace?’”93  This thesis will further examine the realist/ 

neoconservative world-view in chapter five. 

Is peace better than war?  It is certainly preferable in that widespread destruction and 

death due to military operations do not occur in peacetime.  But peace in the narrowest sense, the 

mere absence of war, is not necessarily a desirable, ideal state, as it may be marred by injustice.  

This is the distinction between “a negative peace which is the absence of tension” and “a positive 

peace which is the presence of justice” that Dr. Martin Luther King rightly highlighted.94  As 

novelist Walker Percy has a protagonist discover, “Peace is only better than war when it’s not 

hell too.”95  The Roman historian Tacitus states the matter as a political aphorism: “Even war is a 

good exchange for a miserable peace.”96  Peace and war are thus not as distinct, or as distant 

from each other, as often imagined.   

Just as past war set the terms of present peace, current peace can provide an opening for 

mischief that will, in time, set the terms of future war.  Unless peoples and their governments 

                                                           
93 From an April 2002 interview with the Yale Alumni Magazine. 

(http://archives.yalealumnimagazine.com/issues/02_04/kagan.html). 
94 See Letter from a Birmingham Jail, composed in a jail cell by King on 16 April 1963. 
95 Percy, The Second Coming (New York: Pocket Books, 1980), p. 24. He sagely adds: “War being 

hell makes sense.” 
96 Tacitus, Annals, Book III, Chapter 44. 

http://archives.yalealumnimagazine.com/issues/02_04/kagan.html
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take advantage of peacetime to establish and fortify justice both domestically and internationally, 

peacetime can become merely an interval of marking time before the next war.  The business of 

peacetime must include a good faith effort to collaborate with other states to devise effective 

dispute resolution measures on the international level.  Failure in this obligation will leave world 

peace at the mercy of a despot willing to stoke international conflict to divert attention from his 

domestic failures.  As President Roosevelt could already say in 1939, “The world has grown so 

small and weapons of attack so swift that no nation can be safe in its will to peace so long as any 

other powerful nation refuses to settle its grievances at the council table.”97   

Furthermore, when hostile forces are on the move and attack is potentially imminent, 

rapid decision making is essential.  Neither the leader nor the citizen has time to reach for her 

copy of Civitas Dei or Vom Kriege in search of perspective.  As a result, peacetime is the best 

time – indeed the only time – to develop a perspective on war that is historically grounded, 

ethically informed, and strategically coherent. 

 

2.2 War: Worse than (Almost) Anything 

Whether viewed as a product of human nature or an aspect of the human condition (scholars 

disagree), war has been the most consequential social phenomenon across the span of human 

history.  It shows no sign of going away.  In moments of postwar exhaustion – after the Civil 

War, World War I, Vietnam – Americans and others have nurtured the hope that conflict could 

give way to a new epoch of (re)construction, stable power balance, diplomacy and magnanimity 

that would render war superfluous.  Such hopes have to date found, at best, only temporary 

fulfillment.   

                                                           
97 Annual Message to Congress, 4 January 1939. 
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The fact that the undeniable horror of war in every age is justly reviled, even by its most 

celebrated practitioners, necessitates the observation that the study of war need not be motivated 

by love of the subject matter. On the contrary, it is precisely because war is “synonymous with 

waste,” (Eisenhower) the “atrocity of atrocities,” (Twain) and “the greatest scourge of mankind” 

(Jefferson) that the rigorous, systematic study of war is essential not only to comprehending 

national security, but also to understanding ourselves.  While experiencing combat for the first 

time during the Mexican-American War, Robert E. Lee wrote to his teenage son, Custis: “You 

have no idea what a horrible sight a battlefield is.”98  

Lucretius, in his wide-ranging survey of nature and human experience, offers a casual 

comment on the evolution of war and its tools: “They fought at first with hands and nails and 

teeth, stones, branches, and (a little later) fire, and then they learned the use of iron and bronze.”  

After tracing the advantage gained by the discoverers of iron over those still wielding bronze 

weapons, he concludes with serene detachment: “When everyone has an iron sword, the odds 

again are even.”99  But even when the odds are balanced war holds much to dread, from the 

prospect of immediate death for combatants (and adjacent non-combatants) to the risk of 

financial catastrophe, conquest or dissolution for participating states.  War suspends the norms of 

civilization and reorients the arc of life, legitimating acts of violence and destruction prohibited 

in peacetime as grave crimes.  Peace-loving Thomas Jefferson understood it: “By nature’s law, 

                                                           
98 Lee wrote to his teenage son, Custis, following American victory in the April 1847 Battle of 

Cerro Gordo. (Cited (p. 59) in The Life of Robert E. Lee for Boys and Girls (Hamilton, J.G. de 

Roulhac and Mary Thompson Hamilton. Boston/New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1917 

(https://archive.org/details/lifeofrobertelee01hami/page/58/mode/2up), a Jim Crow era work of Lost Cause 

propaganda for young readers.) As commander of the Army of Northern Virginia during the 

Civil War, Lee became eminently acquainted with the horrors of combat. His battles accounted 

for roughly half the Americans, both northern and southern, killed in the war.  
99 Lucretius, Book V, ll. 1283-88 (p. 199). 
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man is at peace with man till some aggression is committed, which, by the same law, authorizes 

one to destroy another as his enemy.”100   

In theory those constraining norms are not abrogated, but only briefly suspended while 

(temporary) combat resolves a disputed issue that was (a) so consequential that solution was 

required, (b) so difficult that all other means (e.g. payment, negotiation, compromise) were 

unavailing, and (c) so urgent that delay in the hope of eventual solution (including emergence of 

a new idea for compromise, or a decrease in the perceived significance of the issue) is 

intolerable.  But when suspension is protracted it can become indistinguishable from abrogation.  

When President George Bush invoked World War II in connection with the war he had chosen to 

initiate in Iraq, he was making an explicit claim that the contemporary United States and its allies 

had the same right – under the law of war – to kill Iraqis and destroy their country’s 

infrastructure that the Allied powers had with regard to Axis combatants in World War II.  Such 

a sweeping assertion glosses over profound ethical hazard but is, nonetheless, typical of the self-

justifying rhetoric of U.S. national security policy. 

Ancient peoples found little to question in war.  Socrates notes casually in Plato’s Crito 

that he never left Athens except for military duty.  Multiple sources attest his participation in the 

extended siege of Potidaea (432 BCE), the attack on Delium (424) and the expedition to 

Amphipolis (422).  Greek and Roman acceptance of war as an entirely normal (albeit dreadful) 

aspect of human existence is roughly paralleled in the Hebrew scriptures, e.g. the famous 

passage in Ecclesiastes 3:8 proclaiming the diversity of life: “A time to love, and a time to hate; 

a time for war, and a time for peace.”  As recently as the eighteenth century, Frederick the Great 

could rally his wavering forces at the Battle of Kolín with a bold rhetorical challenge: “Rascals, 

                                                           
100 Thomas Jefferson to Edmond C. Genet, 1793. ME 9:136. 
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would you live forever?”  Contrary to logic (or at least the logic of peacetime), the troops’ 

raucous, emphatic answer was “No!”  They validated their commander’s personal choice to go to 

war by voicing their own.101  While willingness to die under orders is vital to military discipline 

in every place and time, Europe’s intertwined histories of war and ethical inquiry has led 

sovereigns and commanders to stress the justness of the casus belli, especially in the post-

Westphalia era.  Thus it is not willingness to die per se, but willingness to risk one’s brief and 

precious span of life on this earth for a cause deemed just, that defines the mindset of the 

contemporary combatant in the West. 

The just cause that motivates and legitimates the exchange of peace for war can take 

many forms, although self-defense tops the list.  In every instance war is costly and risky, but 

from the age of ancient Greek hero cults, history has venerated above nearly all others leaders 

seen as achieving great ends through war.  Accordingly, the new combatant is often eager to 

celebrate the justness of his war’s avowed cause and perhaps also the immensity of his/her own 

virtue at risking life and health (literally everything a human being possesses) in the service of 

that cause.  Cervantes elegantly portrays the mix of absurdity, self-deception and genuine 

nobility in this impulse to heroism, making it the moral motive, the “impossible dream,” behind 

Don Quixote’s great mission: “to be willing to march into hell for a heavenly cause.”102 

War is violent.  As Clausewitz notes with cool detachment befitting a career practitioner, 

“As a total phenomenon its dominant tendencies always make war a paradoxical trinity—

composed of primordial violence, hatred, and enmity, which are to be regarded as a blind natural 

                                                           
101 The 1757 battle near the Bohemian city of Kolín was a victory for Austria over Prussian 

forces early in the globe-spanning Seven Years’ War. Frederick’s famous exhortation 

(“Kerels, wollt ihr den euwig leben?”) is often imitated, and also lampooned, by students of 

military history. 
102 Don Quixote, Chapter 42. 
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force.”103  All who detest war’s intrinsic brutality are always, on humanitarian grounds, justified 

in doing so.  Any who glorify war and celebrate its violence reveal a failure of empathy.  The 

enemy is human, too; and the actions of one’s own forces are not inherently blameless.  A global 

consensus has taken shape over centuries on the permissible limits of war practices.  During the 

twentieth century a body of broadly supported “law” emerged to spare civilians and minimize 

collateral damage, though compliance and enforcement have been notoriously uneven.  

War is an enormously complicated undertaking, and the issue of battle seldom hinges on 

a single, decisive encounter as in Cannae, Austerlitz or Desert Storm.  Rather, victory (or defeat) 

usually emerges incrementally through multiple engagements over time. A ledger of battlefield 

factors – tactics, counter-tactics, weapons, logistics, innovation, leadership, morale, alliance 

dynamics and many more – gradually reveals an advantage for one side that can, over time, 

become decisive.  Prior study of history aids in the challenge of comprehending disparate details 

in context and recognizing important patterns as they begin to emerge.  Not unlike baseball, the 

sheer scale of war lends itself to statistical aggregation and numerical assertion: 

 The extreme lethality of the English crossbow resulted in a French/English casualty ratio of 

at least 9:1 at the Battle of Agincourt. 

 Napoleon’s army in 1800 included more men under arms than the combined population of all 

the thousand-plus fifth century Greek city-states engaged in the 27-year Peloponnesian 

War.104 

 American casualties in the two-day Battle of Shiloh (23,746) exceeded those in all 

engagements in all prior U.S. conflicts combined.  Eight larger Civil War battles lay ahead. 

 The number of American fatalities in the Civil War, around 750,000, exceeds the number of 

deaths in every other U.S. war combined 

 Allied strategic bombing deliberately caused the death of an estimated 900,000 civilians in 

the final six months of WWII.105 

                                                           
103 On War, p. 89. 
104 Cited by Victor Davis Hanson in his commentary on the Peloponnesian War: A War Like No 

Other (New York: Random House, 2005 (p. 25)). 
105 See note 378. 
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Such statistical declarations can express truth; but they can also mislead by obscuring the moral 

and physical peril of combat and reducing war, the most complex of human endeavors, to the 

mundane level of an on-base percentage or earned run average.  The seeming precision of 

statistics often deceives: team batting averages rarely align with championships, just as 

superiority in firepower or force numbers do not always bring victory land never confers moral 

clarity or adherence to justice.   

Kant, the most informative would-be guide to perpetual peace, acknowledges the 

necessity of war, catastrophe and pain in the production of culture: “Without them, men would 

sink back into the brute state of mere animal satisfaction.”  War can bring about progress – even 

progress toward peace.106  He observes that the temptation to conquest has been a goad to war 

through much of history, as large states aspired to absorb smaller states into a “world monarchy,” 

ultimately failed, and broke up into smaller states that commenced a new cycle of conflict with 

each other.  Kant sums up: “War is not so incurably evil as that tomb, a universal autocracy … 

but yet, as one of the ancients put it, war creates more evil men than it destroys.”107 

In spring 1786 Thomas Jefferson and John Adams traveled together to visit the West 

Midlands site of the 1651 Battle of Worcester, the final victory of Cromwell’s New Model Army 

over a mostly Scottish Royalist army led by Charles II.  The decisive outcome ended the English 

Civil War and sent Charles fleeing into exile for another nine years.  Though the monarchy had 

been back in power for more than a century when the two future American presidents visited the 

site, Adams was outraged that local residents did not sufficiently revere its legacy: 

The people … appeared so ignorant and careless at Worcester, that I was provoked, 

and asked, “And do Englishmen so soon forget the ground where liberty was fought 

for?  Tell your neighbors and your children that this is holy ground; much holier 

                                                           
106 Cited by Arendt, p. 26; 54f. 
107 Kant, Religion, Book I, Chapter 3, p. 29. 
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than that on which your churches stand.  All England should come here in 

pilgrimage to this hill once a year.”108 

Adams the revolutionary necessarily saw war waged by republicans against monarchists within the 

historical context of political power slowly but inexorably shifting from autocrats to citizens – a 

sentiment his local hosts in rural Worcester could not readily share.  But why should war appear 

different from a republican, as opposed to monarchist, viewpoint?  I believe this disparity of views 

reflects a significant pattern of ethical perspective, as I shall elaborate below.  First, let us consider 

a nineteenth century monarchist standpoint. 

The young Scottish soldier, military writer and (later) priest George Robert Glieg (1796-

1888) served with British forces in the main battles of the War of 1812.  Glieg’s detailed memoir 

of his wartime experience provides a revealing glimpse of values and politics shifting in the early 

decades of the nineteenth century.  Despite multiple wounds and feelings of shock and humiliation 

at the massive British casualties in New Orleans, Glieg not only urges immediate resumption of 

hostilities but coolly proposes a strategy to punish the Americans and secure North America for the 

crown.  He rebukes British commanders for sparing civilians and advocates wholesale destruction 

of America’s coastal cities: “America must be assaulted only on her coasts.  Her harbours 

destroyed, her shipping burned, and her seaport towns laid waste.”109 

Glieg insists that such a bloody strategy is justified and appropriate not because he is 

unaware of the Western tradition of “discrimination,” between combatants and non-combatants in 

                                                           
108 John Adams, Writings, p. 394. At the time Adams was the U.S. Minister to London and 

Jefferson about to take up his new appointment as Minister to Paris. It is remarkable to note 

that Jefferson would become within a few short years the political rival who defeated 

President Adams’ reelection bid.   

Military sacrifice sanctifies; but the question of which side, in which battles, deserves homage 

(and which censure or oblivion) is, par excellence, a challenge to the vital human notion of 

justice. 
109 Glieg, p. 375. 
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wartime, but because the Americans, by choosing a republican form of governance, have in his 

view placed themselves irretrievably outside the protection of this humane doctrine.   

To the plan which I propose of making desert the whole line of coast, it may be 

objected, that by so doing, we should distress individuals, and not the Government.  

But they who offer this objection, forget the nature both of the people whose cause 

they plead, and of the Government under which they live.  In a democratical 

Government, the voice of the people must at all times prevail.  …  [I]n absolute 

monarchies, where war is more properly the pastime of kings, than the desire of 

subjects, non-combatants ought to be dealt with as humanely as possible.  Not so, 

however, in States governed by popular assemblies.  By compelling the constituents 

to experience the real hardships and miseries of warfare, you will soon compel the 

representatives to a vote of peace; and surely that line of conduct is, upon the whole, 

most humane, which puts the speediest period to the cruelties of war.  There are 

few men who would not rather endure a raging fever for three days, than a slow and 

lingering disease for three months.  So it is with a democracy at war.  But their 

houses, plunder their property, block up their harbours, and destroy their shipping 

in a few places; and before you have time to proceed to the rest, you will be stopped 

by entreaties for peace.110  

Glieg’s book came to the attention of Secretary of State (and future President) John 

Quincy Adams, who was outraged by Glieg’s modest proposal for a new war intentionally 

targeting non-combatants:  

The animosity which we have now to encounter from Britain is purely national.  It 

is rather discountenanced than stimulated by the government, and is inspired by the 

two deepest and most malignant passions of the human hears—revenge and envy—

revenge for the national humiliation of two successive wars, envy at the 

unparalleled growth and prosperity which associate with all their thoughts of 

America the torturing terror of a rival growing every day more formidable to them.  

Can a stronger illustration of this truth be given than in the elaborate dissertation of 

[Glieg], to prove that in the next war with the United States, the only possible 

chance of successful warfare for Britain will be a systematic destruction of all our 

populous towns—a system which he admits would be too atrocious for a war with 

the people of a monarchy, but which he maintains would be perfectly justifiable 

against Republicans.  What a vulture must be pouncing on that heart which could 

heave up such a sentiment for the execration of mankind!111  

                                                           
110 Glieg, pp. 375-376. 
111 John Quincy Adams, Writings, p. 115 
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The traditional American view of war emphasizes its positive potential as a righteous 

scourge advancing temporal justice with divine sanction.  Accordingly, U.S. national security 

policy might almost be described as “a fiery gospel writ in burnished rows of steel,” in the 

starkly American phrasing of Julia Ward Howe’s Battle Hymn of the Republic.  Our early leaders 

were not so confidently militant, however.  In the spring of 1795, difficulty in U.S. relations with 

Great Britain led James Madison to muse on the awful nature of war: 

Of all the enemies to public liberty war is, perhaps, the most to be dreaded, because 

it comprises and develops the germ of every other.  War is the parent of armies; 

from these proceed debts and taxes; and armies, and debts, and taxes are the known 

instruments for bringing the many under the domination of the few.112  

Renowned above all as a practical politician, Madison naturally emphasized the ills of war from 

a public policy viewpoint.  

As a distinguished Enlightenment philosopher, Rousseau naturally tends toward a 

broader, conceptual perspective.  In his essay The State of War, Rousseau laments that in 

Enlightenment Europe the power to make war rests in the hands of sovereign monarchs, whose 

war-making whims entail monstrous cost for the people, who are powerless and must accept it 

without recourse: 

I see wretched nations groaning beneath a yoke of iron.  I see mankind ground down 

by a handful of oppressors.  I see a famished mob, worn down by sufferings and 

famine, while the rich drink the blood and tears of their victims at their ease.  I see 

on every side the strong armed with the terrible powers of the Law against weak.113  

More than war’s direct toll of destruction and death, Rousseau bitterly resents the fact that in his 

age the transformative power of war serves the acquisitive impulses of the crowned heads and 

not the interests of the people.  As a result, “brute force reigns under the empty name of justice.”  

He then carries the analysis a crucial, further step, pointing out that within the civil state a 

                                                           
112 Madison, Letters, vol. IV, p. 491f. At the time, Madison was a Virginia congressman. 
113 Rousseau, State of War, p. 125ff. 
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framework of law exists for the peaceful resolution of disputes and preservation of a just order.  

While hypocritical monarchs may abuse this structure, there is reason to hope that law can be 

strengthened over time.  But in the international sphere, each monarch’s authority is absolute and 

no structure of justice exists.  Rousseau reaches a glum conclusion: “The perfection of the social 

order lies, doubtless, in the union of force and Law.  But such a union is only possible when 

force is controlled by Law,” a condition not yet attained domestically (due to the lawlessness of 

princes) and utterly unattainable in the anarchic arena of international relations.  While the rule 

of law has become the touchstone of domestic governance, especially in the West, the weakness 

of what we call international law has frustrated hopes of “perpetual peace” (as we shall see in 

chapter three).  As a result, states, including our own, continue going to war in the hope (or, 

more often, the confident expectation) that force will redeem justice.   

This is deeply problematic.  Every war claims its toll of innocent victims, and this 

dreadful cost must be anticipated and remembered by any leader who would take her country 

into war as a heavy weight of accountability she must bear – a burden not diminished even by 

victory in a just cause.  Humanist intellectual and Holocaust survivor Primo Levi (1919-1987) 

reminds the powerful of this often forgotten multitude in one of his last poems, Song of Those 

Who Died in Vain (1985): 

[O]utside in the cold we will be waiting for you, 

The army of those who died in vain, 

We of the Marne, of Montecassino,  

Treblinka, Dresden and Hiroshima. 

And with us will be 

The leprous and the people with trachoma. 

The Disappeared Ones of Buenos Aires 

Dead Cambodians and dying Ethiopians, 

The Prague negotiators, 

The bled-dry of Calcutta 

The innocents slaughtered in Bologna. 

Heaven help you if you come out disagreeing; 
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You’ll be clutched tight in our embrace. 

We are invincible because we are the conquered. 

Invulnerable because already dead…. 

Though some would have it that justice is an illusion, precisely because the strong 

sometimes take what they can and compel the weak to suffer, history reveals a more complex 

pattern.  Human beings are by nature sociable, gathering together for friendship (identified by 

Aristotle as the highest good); and mindfulness of being in society makes us equally mindful of 

selfish impulses we willingly suppress in order to reap the benefits we gratefully receive from 

others.  Within society we organize this togetherness with the aid of law; but between nations 

what we call law lacks the monopoly of coercive force and the specificity of agreed law.  Law 

exists in the international sphere, though the analogy to the domestic rule of law is far from 

complete.  Grotius notes that this “law of nations” can be “derived from Nature, or instituted by 

Divine Commands, or introduced by Custom and tacit consent,”114 but it is weak and ineffectual 

by comparison to domestic law and order.  He frets that nations and their rulers often resolve 

differences “at the point of a sword and, worse, that “war is a stranger to all justice.”  Powerful 

men embarking on matters of political import repeat the words ascribed to Julius Caesar as he 

crossed the Rubicon: “Here I leave peace behind me and legality….  [N]ow I must seek the 

arbitrament of war.”115   

War disorders human experience.  As Croesus, sixth century BCE king of Lydia in Asia 

Minor, lamented after crushing defeat by Persia: “In peace sons bury fathers; in war fathers bury 

sons.”  As a result, “No one could be so foolish as to prefer war to peace.”116  And yet over the 

                                                           
114 Grotius, Rights of War and Peace (p. xiii). 
115 Lucan, Pharsalia, Book I, ll. 225-227 (p. 19). The title of Lucan’s epic poem on the Roman 

Civil War relates to the Battle of Pharsalus (Thessaly) in 48 BCE, Caesar’s decisive victory 

over Pompey. 
116 Herod. 1.87.4. 
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span of history our species has frequently chosen war despite its well documented evil.  While 

the rule of law, at least in concept, provides a means of eliminating violence within a society, 

recourse to war remains common at the intersocietal level.  War has become a familiar 

mechanism of human communication, part of our reaction to each other.  It clarifies uncertainty 

between combatants, and the victor proclaims the outcome to be just. 

Jostling interaction with others, individually with fellow citizens and collectively with the 

citizens of other states never ceases, as disputation over advantage, security and comfort is 

eternal.  Aristotle’s concept of human beings naturally drawn to life in a community (discussed 

further in the next section) does not suppose that citizens will agree on issues of vital concern to 

all.  On the contrary, it is precisely because disagreements and disputes are unavoidable that life 

in a polis necessarily gives rise to politics – norms and procedures of formal and informal 

interaction whereby citizens of resolve their differences.117  Our species devised language to 

facilitate mutual understanding through negotiation.  When communication yields mutual accord 

and accommodation we call it justice, and the shared task of building civilization advances.   

When language, including the myriad variant mechanisms fashioned to engage precedent, 

arbitration and the collective insight of others proves insufficient, however, then force – always 

understood as an option of last recourse – comes to the fore.  When force replaces discourse in 

individual interaction, we call it crime.  When force similarly comes to the fore in intersocietal 

                                                           
117 Capizzi misses the mark in his assertion that “the purpose of politics is peace.”  (Politics, 

Justice and War, p. 7) Strictly speaking, politics aims merely at providing a framework for the 

interchange of information, opinions and ideas, with a decisional framework from which 

broadly supported outcomes (e.g. decisions on national resource allocation) can emerge. The 

appearance of disagreements within society is not only inescapably normal, but profoundly 

beneficial. Only by putting our heads together do we, as citizens of a self-governing republic, 

come up with the best available options for addressing our shared problems and improving 

shared circumstances of life. 
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relations, we call it war.  The former is inherently unjust.  If waged with moral clarity for a just 

cause, the latter can be just; but it always entails exorbitant cost, including the moral cost 

incurred by removing customary constraints on killing and property destruction.  War, by 

temporarily legitimating force as the paramount instrument of communication between 

combatant sides, also creates enormous scope for moral confusion, as other goals can obscure or 

impinge on the fundamental (just) goal, and as fear seems to justify evil acts disproportionate to 

that goal.  The combatants in war seldom enter on a parallel footing, though each typically 

complains that the other’s provocation has necessitated his own responsive action.  Lincoln 

highlighted this asymmetric road to war in his Second Inaugural Address.  He looked back to his 

first inauguration, four years prior: “Both parties deprecated war, but one of them would make 

war rather than let the nation survive, and the other would accept war rather than let it perish. 

And the war came.”118  In that war as in so many others, the clash of arms demolished an 

intolerable status quo and set the stage for a new start down a different path.  It created a new 

necessity, one shaped to the preference of the victor but binding equally on both sides.   

                                                           
118 As it always does, the war “came” due to human agency: First, the culminating Confederate 

decision to attack Fort Sumter in South Carolina, and then Lincoln’s decision to respond 

militarily. 

The ramifications of those decisions linger. Ten current U.S. military bases are named for 

Confederate generals. The fact that one of them – Camp Beauregard in Pineville, Louisiana – 

is named for the Confederate officer who touched off the Civil War by directing the 12 April 

1861 bombardment of Fort Sumter – is especially galling. The naming reflects the desire of 

whites, northern and southern, to affirm “reconciliation” between themselves without regard 

for the country’s citizens of color. The widespread perception that southerners had shown 

loyalty through participation in the Spanish-American War contributed to this sentiment in the 

run-up to World War I, as the U.S. War Department accorded naming rights for new bases to 

the hosting states. This abhorrent historical anomaly is at last being corrected: The National 

Defense Authorization Act for fiscal year 2021 directed the Defense Department to create a 

commission to propose new names within three years. It is widely expected that the USS 

Chancellorsville, a guided missile cruiser commissioned in 1989, may also be rechristened, as 

its current name commemorates a Confederate battle victory. 
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The benefits of war, whatever form they take, thus typically accrue to the winning side.  

As American General Douglas MacArthur (1880-1964) famously emphasized in his 1951 

Farewell Address: “War’s very object is victory, not prolonged indecision. In war there is no 

substitute for victory.”119  Rousseau’s proposed definition of war, similarly, focuses excessively 

on an imagined tactical imperative to the neglect of the strategic aim underlying it: 

I say then that war between two Powers is the result of a settled intention, 

manifested on both sides, to destroy the enemy State, or at least to weaken it by all 

means at their disposal. The carrying of this intention into act is war, strictly so 

called so long as it does not take shape in act, it is only a state of war.120 

Yet such formulations overlook the vital fact that war is never properly an end in itself.  War 

represents cost and sacrifice invested behind a political goal.  This agenda-driven aspect of war is 

embodied in Clausewitz’ classic lines: 

It is clear … that war is not a mere act of policy but a true political instrument, a 

continuation of political activity by other means.  What remains peculiar to war is 

simply the peculiar nature of its means.  War in general, and the commander in any 

specific instance, is entitled to require that the trend and designs of policy shall not 

be inconsistent with these means.  That, of course, is no small demand; but however 

much it may affect political aims in a given case, it will never do more than modify 

them.  The political object is the goal….121 

The great Prussian theorist thus offers an explanation for war’s enduring appeal across three and 

a half millennia of recorded history: It is a powerful tool for achieving national goals that 

                                                           
119 Here MacArthur misconstrues Aristotle (Nicomachean Ethics, Book 1, 1094a, line 9). In 

discussing the ends of various arts and sciences, Aristotle notes that the end of strategy (or 

military science) is victory. He does not state directly that victory is the telos of war itself, 

though generations of military analysts and commentators have interpreted his statement 

expansively, just as MacArthur does here. Construed narrowly, however, Aristotle’s assertion 

is valid: Strategy is conceived to bring about success in war, and thereby to achieve the ends 

for which war was undertaken. Properly speaking, then, the telos of war is the achievement of 

said goals; and a war for which concrete, achievable goals have not been articulated is, 

perforce, a war with no purpose.  
120 Rousseau, The State of War, p. 121. His cited distinction between “act” and “state” of war is 

not helpful in this respect, as each is the result of a strategic decision.   
121 On War, Book 1, Chapter 1, p. 87.  (Emphasis added) 
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otherwise would be unattainable – goals typically formulated prior to, and apart from, the 

application of military science to their pursuit.  As the Syracusan statesman Hermocrates 

observes in the course of warning his countrymen of impending attack by an Athenian armada, 

“That war is an evil is a proposition so familiar to everyone that it would be tedious to develop it.  

No one is forced to engage in it by ignorance, or kept out of it by fear, if he fancies there is 

anything to be gained by it.”122  Rightly or wrongly, combatants always believe there I something 

to be gained by it.   

War and peace may appear, at first blush, as different as night and day; but, as noted 

above, it would be careless and wrong to think of war as merely the opposite, or even the 

absence, of peace.  Each is celebrated during periods of the other, and the direction of popular 

esteem – during war we value future peace, while during peace we eulogize prior war – reveals 

the importance of sequence in our typical thinking.  Even the gentle patriotic anthem America the 

Beautiful lauds past heroes “proved in liberating strife.”123  Heroes in war earn the gratitude of 

subsequent generations enjoying a peace forged by prior war.  Force, focused and amplified in 

war, can thus determine the vector of history.  With this perspective in view, Thucydides 

recognized the ability of individual states to unite in military alliance for a shared campaign – the 

                                                           
122 Thuc. 4.59.2. 
123 The song – combining the poem America, published in 1895 by prolific American writer and 

academic Katherine Lee Bates, with a hymn tune previously composed by Samuel A. Ward – 

infuses patriotism with reverent humility, and even its single martial element emphasizes a 

positive outcome, liberation, rather than violence or victory. I agree with those who argue that 

it should be our national anthem. The fact that, instead, the United States in 1931 selected as 

its national anthem the violent and arguably racist Star-Spangled Banner, composed by the 

inarguably racist Francis Scott Key, reveals much about our country’s emerging self-image in 

the first half of the twentieth century. (See note 58.) At the same time, America the Beautiful 

so perfectly conveys the country’s popular piety that it has been included in hymnals since its 

publication and remains popular. A future decision to jettison Key’s triumphalist rant and 

embrace America the Beautiful as the national anthem will mark a meaningful step toward an 

inclusive, self-aware nation that values self-control and law over military triumph per se. 
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Trojan War, an effort to restore long-established norms of hospitality among Greek city-states – 

as a significant milestone in human development.124  The historian emphasizes that war, ancient 

or modern, is not merely a collision of ships at sea and phalanxes on land.  It is not merely 

destruction, but purposeful movement of personnel and equipment, the construction of weapons 

systems, ports and fortifications, and constant reappraisal and innovation.  More than all that, 

war is a coming together of societal assets for great purpose.  It is a movement, a kinesis.  War is 

a process of violent, never-ending beginnings.125   

French political theorist Simone Weil similarly recognizes force “today as yesterday, at 

the very centre of human history,” and sees in the Iliad, Homer’s epic account of the Trojan War, 

“the purest and loveliest of mirrors” for humanity. (163)  The poem reveals the intoxicating 

appeal of force as a means of reordering the terms of our existence – by eliminating enemies and 

protecting interests – but also shows the combatant’s loss of perspective as he comes to believe 

that his power will never flag, and that his victories will never be reversed.   

In fact history preserves many instances in which the costly horrors of war impart no 

benefit at all because the casus belli was found, in the end, to be an illusion.  Euripides’ Helen, 

for example, reboots the Trojan War story with a startling and grimly comic twist: the Helen who 

abandons her husband turns out to be an eidolon, a phantom doppelgänger, fashioned by Hera to 

deceive Paris for choosing Aphrodite rather than her as “most beautiful.  Aphrodite bribes Paris 

with the promise of life with the world’s most beautiful woman; but her rivals send the real 

Helen to unhappy exile in Egypt while Paris absconds with a phantom.  Writing in the immediate 

                                                           
124 Thuc. 1.1.3; 1.3.1; 1.3.4; 1.4. 
125 The most succinctly penetrating description of war I have encountered, from American comic 

book creator (and World War II veteran) Jack Kirby (from New Gods #9, published by DC 

Comics in July 1972). 
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aftermath of Athens’ epochal defeat in the Peloponnesian War, Euripides thus exposes the 

Greek’s revered founding epic as a sham.  The destruction of Troy and the death and suffering of 

so many Greeks is rendered meaningless at a stroke.  Like the combatants at Troy, the Athenians 

and their allies ventured everything on a military campaign unprecedented in history – in this 

case the mounting of an enormous naval flotilla to transport the Athenians over 800 nautical 

miles (with cavalry horses) in an ultimately ruinous invasion of Sicily.  War can open the way 

for historic achievement; but when the goal of the conflict is illusory, war is a catastrophically 

destructive and costly fraud.  Even the greatest performance in battle imparts no kleos (κλέος), 

no glory, if the war itself is a lie.  As political theorist Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) emphasized, 

nothing in war is certain except massive cost:  

In war, we are as likely not to gain as to gain—as likely to lose as to do either: we 

can neither attempt the one, or defend ourselves against the other, without a certain 

and most enormous expense.  Mark well the contrast.  All trade is in its essence 

advantageous—even to that party to whom it is least so.  All war is in its essence 

ruinous; and yet the great employments of government are to treasure up occasions 

of war, and to put fetters upon trade.126 

Given such vagaries, can war really be worth the horror it unfailingly brings?  As 

Euripides has the Athenian King Theseus remark, “When you stand against the foe, it is hard 

enough to see what must be seen.”127  Yet the illusion of clarity seems virtually universal among 

combatants.  Upon entering the fight, every warrior imagines justice falling like a hammer of 

divine judgment on the enemy; but obviously no more than half ever see this image fulfilled.  It 

is equally likely that injustice will triumph, and that the hammer will fall on our own forces.  The 

arbitrament of war is most uncertain, yet the prospect of success is so intoxicating that it dulls 

                                                           
126 Bentham, “Plan for Universal and Perpetual Peace” (in Works, p. 999-1000). 
127 Euripides, The Suppliant Women, ll. 855-56 (p. 89) 
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objective reason.  And as Euripides argues, if the combatant, or the legislator, could see the 

future before voting for war, peace might remain unbroken: 

When the people vote on war, nobody reckons on his own death; it is too soon; he 

thinks some other man will meet that wretched fate.  But if death faced him when 

he cast his vote, Hellas would never perish from battle madness.  And yet we men 

all know which of two words is better, and can weigh the good and bad they bring: 

how much better is peace than war!128 

War’s hazards include not only the possibility of defeat or death, but the palpable risk of moral 

error.  The episode of the Melian Dialogue from Thucydides’ History offers a stark example.129  A 

period of armistice with Sparta enabled Athenians to devote substantial forces – in this case 38 

ships and more than 3,000 hoplites and auxiliary forces – to collect ”overdue” tribute from the 

nominally neutral Melians.  In response to the Melian complaint that invasion and extortion are 

unjust, the Athenian heralds speaking on behalf of Athenian generals Cleomedes and Tisias coolly 

reply that their immense military capacity entitles them to dictate what is, and is not, just: “Right, 

as the world goes, is only in question between equals in power, while the strong do what they can 

and the weak suffer what they must.”  

Scholars have differed sharply over this ice-cold Athenian Thesis.  Does it reflect sound 

Athenian strategy, Thucydides’ own view, and/or the way states normally behave; but American 

political theorist Hans Morgenthau and other founders of the realist school of international 

relations theory after WWII found in this section of the History a defining summation of the 

anarchy that they believe really, and inescapably, prevails in relations between states.130 

                                                           
128 Ibid., ll. 481-88 (p. 75). 
129 Thuc. 5.84.1 - 5.111. 
130 Whatever its implications for human nature, the Athenian atrocity against Melos did not 

achieve its avowed goal. Zimmern (p. 476) relates that the Melians hid a cache of coins from 

their local mint before rejecting the Athenian ultimatum and attempting the doomed defense 

of their city. The coins remained concealed until unearthed by archaeologists in 1907. The 

cache is now on display in Athens, so in a sense the Athenians did collect – albeit more than 
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I believe a more careful reading of Thucydides requires that the Melian Dialogue be 

juxtaposed with the idealistic rhetoric of Pericles’ Funeral Oration.131  Seen in this light, it 

becomes one more demonstration of the erosion of social order and moral standards both within 

and between states under the pressures of war.  In carrying out their horrible threat to slaughter 

the men of Melos and enslave the women and children132 the Athenians embody Thucydides’ 

striking insight into the corrosive influence of war on the character of those caught up in it:  

In peace and prosperity states and individuals have better sentiments, because they 

do not find themselves suddenly confronted with imperious necessities; but war 

takes away the easy supply of daily wants and so proves a rough master that brings 

most men’s characters to a level with their fortunes.133  

Later the same year Euripides produced The Trojan Women at the Dionysia in Athens, a 

tragedy deeply sympathetic to the suffering of the innocent in war and widely interpreted as a 

commentary on the Melian massacre.134  The theme of the play, consistent with Thucydides’ 

History, is that human beings are neither entirely heroic nor merely beastly – they are 

emphatically both.   

From the immensity of human experience with war we can distill the lines of a simple 

paradigm that may prove useful in thinking about the fundamental decisions that determine a 

war/no war outcome.  When a crisis in national security holds even the slightest prospect military 

action that might escalate to war, urgent decisions are required.  The source(s) of those decisions, 

                                                           

two millennia behind schedule. (Zimmern, Alfred.  The Greek Commonwealth. London: 

Oxford University Press, 1911). 
131 Thuc. 2.35-46.   
132 Melos thus joins the list of cities reported in the History as ethnically cleansed and resettled 

by new populations within Books 4 and 5: Anactorium (4.49.1) and Scione (5.32.1). These 

follow Aegina (2.27.1-2) and Histiaea (1.114.3) earlier in the History. 
133 Thuc. 3.82.2. 
134 The introductory narration of the memorable 1971 film version of the Trojan Women, starring 

Katherine Hepburn, Vanessa Redgrave and Geneviève Bujold, draws an explicit linkage 

between Melos and Euripides’ tragedy.  

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiF5a2im_rPAhUmilQKHTvIDUAQFggoMAE&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.imdb.com%2Fname%2Fnm0000991%2F&usg=AFQjCNEiIsYDYUGKiOhFpDGDyg_e6_IEkg&sig2=qzPMU2fJCbU3URicsSgknA
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and the processes through which options are formulated and final judgments made, play a role in 

determining whether or not a given crisis ends in conflict.   

Responses to the Perceived Threat of War 

Level One: Citizen Individual initiative: Personal action, private or public, 

either supporting (e.g. as public advocate, or perhaps as 

combatant) or opposing (e.g. as protester, or perhaps as 

conscientious objector) possible war.   

Decisions at this level are entirely my own to make. 

Level Two: Citizenry Collective initiative: Action through civil society, e.g. 

demonstrations or online comment/petition (pro or con); 

potential direct interaction with government decision-

maker(s).  

Decisions at this level involve collective statements or 

actions coordinated with other citizens 

Level Three: Government Official initiative: Determinative action, including 

direction of government diplomatic and military assets.   

Decisions at this level will be more, or less, dictated by, 

or coordinated with, citizens and citizenry depending on 

type and efficiency of political system.  

 

While all three levels of activity will occur in any state facing the prospect of war, the nature of 

the political system will determine the degree of mutual interaction among the three: 

 In autocracy, government will feel little or no constraint from the opinion of citizens or 

citizenry, and thus has maximum leeway to decide whether or not to enter war.  Attitudes of 

citizen and citizenry may diverge significantly from government position; 

 In democratic and republican systems, government must base its actions on the opinion of 

citizens and citizenry.  The means by which government determines public opinion (e.g. 

polls, meetings, elections, etc.) can vary.   

 In democratic and republican systems, divergence between citizen, citizenry and government 

opinion should be minimal. 

This simple heuristic chart reduces complex reality to schematic simplicity.  For example, even 

tyrants must take some note of public opinion, and democratic governments often seek to 

influence, rather than merely listen to and follow, public opinion.  Nonetheless, it is useful to 

conceptualize the lines of influence on determinative government decision making.   

As we shall see in the next chapter, some thinkers argue convincingly that unconstrained 

executive decision makers (tyrants) are inherently more likely to initiate or join war, and that 
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individual citizens are inherently more likely to avoid or reject war.  Thus the institutional 

greater influence of citizen and citizenry opinion in democratic and republican systems should, 

eo ipso, diminish the likelihood that circumstances of potential war will escalate to actual war.  

Similarly, the range of variance between citizen and government opinion would then become a 

significant indicator of the probability of war:  

 more variance = higher likelihood of war;  

 less variance = lower likelihood of war 

The priority and interaction of these three levels of action have evolved dramatically over the 

course of history.  For a citizen of classical Athens, the democratic character and small size of 

the state in effect unifies the three levels.  For a citizen of fourth century Italy religious norms, 

backed by some degree of coercion, influences decision-making.  For a citizen of Renaissance 

Spain, government decision-making is absolutist and opaque, and the citizen’s influence, either 

individual or collective, minimized.  Thus in various periods when thinkers and leaders talk 

about war and peace they are often addressing significantly different levels of concern and 

relevance to decisional outcomes, depending on prevailing political norms.  (Stoic) Cicero and 

(Christian) Augustine are both first concerned with the ethical decision of the individual to 

participate in war or refrain from doing so, with negligible regard for the second or third levels 

Does war bring about justice?  The victor will naturally say so.  But Kant points out that we 

can “recognize in the complacency with which victors boast their mighty deeds (massacres, 

butchery without quarter, and the like) that it is merely their own superiority and the destruction 

they can wreak, without any other objective, in which they really take satisfaction.”135  There is no 

                                                           
135 Kant, Religion, p. 28.  An extant fragment from a lost play by the Greek tragedian Sophocles 

(497–406 BCE) seems to summarize this self-aggrandizing world-view: “The most noble 

thing is to be just. The best thing is to live without sickness. But the most pleasurable is to 

have the power to take what you want every day.”  (Sophocles Fragment 256) 
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Euthyphro Dilemma here: Such actions must be seen for what they are: war crimes, whose 

perpetrators label them “just” in emulation of Thrasymachus. (See p. 93.) 

Objective analysis of the justness of past wars is often obscured by the asseverations of 

history written by the victor, who – at least in modern times – is apt to be deeply and sincerely 

convinced of the justness of his cause and perhaps also convinced that Providence laid a sword on 

the scales to ensure this “just” outcome.  This is deeply problematic, to say the least.  Both sides 

can be assumed to have expected victory, and to have argued the justness of their respective 

causes.  But as Kant notes, the positive value typically attached to “martial courage” tends to make 

war more likely because “war is often entered upon merely to exhibit this quality.”136 

Some past conflicts are widely seen as “settled” in accord with justice.  The outcome of the 

American Civil War brought the United States within the established Western consensus on 

slavery, and eliminated a virulent sectional dispute that, aggravated by conspiracy theories, 

paranoia and greed, had resisted peaceful resolution from the state’s earliest beginnings.  As Grant 

observed at the end of his life, “It is probably well that we had the war when we did.  We are better 

off now than we would have been without it, and have made more rapid progress than we 

otherwise should have made.”137 

The triumph of the Romans led by Flavius Aëtius over Atilla’s Hunnic invasion force in 

the Battle of the Catalaunian Plains (451 CE), similarly, is widely regarded as a just outcome 

despite the paucity of detailed information regarding the forces and tactics employed.  Other 

widely studied ancient engagements – e.g. the decisive victory of Seljuks over Byzantines at 

                                                           
136 Kant, Perpetual Peace, First Supplement, p. 151. 
137 Grant, Memoirs (vol. II), p. 544. He adds: “But this war was a fearful lesson, and should 

teach us the necessity of avoiding wars in the future.” Unfortunately the Civil War settled the 

question of slavery, but postwar Reconstruction was much too brief and stinting to resolve 

underlying issues of inequity, hatred and violence keyed to race. 
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Manzikert (1071 CE), or the conquest of Jerusalem in the First Crusade (1099 CE), remain 

intensely contested as to their ethical implications.  The same must be said of many recent 

conflicts, including the U.S.-led wars in Vietnam (from 1964) and Iraq (from 2003).   

It is thus clear at a glance that war “resolves” a disputed matter of justice primarily by 

obviating it.  History indicates that the outcome of war will certainly be hailed (first by the 

victors) as a manifestation of justice; but silencing, by violence, the advocacy of other possible 

outcomes cannot be construed as equivalent to a freely arrived-at consensus of all parties that 

those possibilities were all less desirable than the actual outcome.  This is not by any means to 

assert that the outcome of war is always unjust or morally suspect, but simply to highlight the 

fact that consensus achieved through agreement, rather than the elimination of dissenting voices, 

is ethically to be preferred, not least because the cost of achieving it (when possible) will always 

be a fraction of the cost of a war.   

Notwithstanding a profusion of praise for the virtues of peace over many centuries, the 

experience of history clearly shows that humans value justice even more highly.  This is reflected 

in the willingness of even the most rational and high-minded of peoples to exchange peace for 

the rigors and horrors of war in order to establish (or re-establish) an element of justice found to 

be missing in the pre-war status quo.  And if that war ends without reconciliation – i.e. without at 

least minimal consensus on the proper and expected terms of postwar peace – or, worse, if the 

end of hostilities leaves some previously identified injustice in place or is seen to give rise to 

new injustice – that peace will be short-lived.  History yields few clear lessons, but one of them 

is this: Peace without reconciliation – which, in turn, depends on justice – does not endure. 

Drawing on the bitter experience of the First and Second World Wars, we might describe 

this historic principle as the Compiègne Effect.  As a consequence of the harsh terms of the 
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Versailles Treaty that ended World War I, the defeated Germans came to resent the one-sided 

armistice they had been compelled to sign at Compiègne to end the fighting on the eleventh hour 

of the eleventh day of the eleventh month of 1918.138  Following the initial success of blitzkrieg 

in World War II, German commanders sought to expiate that humiliation by literally turning the 

tables on the French: a second armistice signed in the same location, in the same rail carriage, 

but with the seating reversed, marked French capitulation and the beginning of the Nazi 

occupation of France.  Recent history abounds in proof that reconciliation is indispensable to 

genuine peace, most conspicuously the Arab-Israeli dispute.  Although Israeli victory in the 1948 

war was no less decisive than Allied victory in World War I, the lack of postwar reconciliation 

has led many Palestinians to resent that outcome and imagine, against all probability, that it can 

somehow be reversed. 

Yet war can be just, and justice can yield social improvements that in turn produce the 

“better” peace it properly aims at.  War is a violent and costly way of conducting politics, of 

resolving differences between states or among the citizens of a single state; but it serves as a last 

resort for achieving such resolution where other means have fallen short and allowed discord, 

social disharmony and tensions to continue and fester.  As Luttwak emphasizes, forestalling war, 

e.g. through an internationally imposed ceasefire that serves only to allow exhausted combatants 

to reconstitute their forces and resume fighting with renewed vigor, “can systematically prevent 

the transformation of war into peace.139  With a proper appreciation for the mutuality of justice, 

                                                           
138 Compiègne in the northern Hauts-de-France region, has been the site of many important 

military and political events. Foremost among many: In May 1430, during the Hundred Years’ 

War, Joan of Arc was captured by the Burgundians (and subsequently executed by the 

English) as she commanded French forces defending the city. 
139 Luttwak, p. 37. Few would argue today, for example, that Germany and/or Japan should have 

been allowed to negotiate a temporary ceasefire once the strategic outlook in World War II 

shifted against the Axis side. This would have delayed the war’s end and certainly altered its 
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we can employ the Just War Tradition to hasten that transformation.  This is the justice that 

sustains the polis, within which the citizen enjoys the profound advantages of individual dignity, 

equal status before the law, and the potential to find friendship and happiness.  Luttwak 

concludes: “Although war is a great evil, it does have a great virtue: it can resolve political 

conflicts and lead to peace.”140   

Though we speak routinely of fixed attitudes toward war (pacifism; militarism; just war 

theory), the fact is that attitudes toward war are dynamic and constantly shifting.  The presence 

of anti-war sentiment in warring societies is attested by countless extant literary works, from 

Lysistrata in classical Athens (411 BCE) to Mother Courage and Her Children (Germany, 1939) 

and innumerable American plays and films.  

Numa Pompilius, the legendary second king of Rome, was proverbially aware of the 

complementarity of war and peace.  Mindful that force of arms had founded the young city-state, 

wise Numa aimed to ensure its long-term survival by solidifying the Roman identity in law, civic 

order and religious observance.  “These lessons, however, could never be learned while his 

people were constantly fighting; war, he well knew, was no civilizing influence, and the proud 

spirit of his people could be tamed only if they learned to lay aside their swords.”  Numa’s signal 

                                                           

final terms. Despite his repeated assertion that “the restraint of war is the beginning of peace,” 

Walzer acknowledges that humanitarian ceasefires do not always serve humanitarian ends, 

and that there is an “argument from justice that wars can end too soon.” (Just and Unjust 

Wars, pp. 123f; 334) 

Luttwak’s central argument – that, “Although war is a great evil, it does have a great virtue: it 

can resolve political conflicts and lead to peace. This can happen when all belligerents 

become exhausted or when one wins decisively.” – is indisputable. But his assertion that 

humanitarian assistance efforts in effect become inhumane if they impede progress toward a 

decisive battlefield outcome is ethically problematic.   

[NB: Colin Gray, in Fighting Talk, attributes the phrase used as the title of Luttwak’s 1999 

article, “Give war a chance” – a witty twist on the celebrated lyric of John Lennon’s 1969 

song, Give peace a chance – to American political satirist P.J. O’Rourke in 1992.]  
140 Luttwak, p. 36. 
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success in securing regional peace, and then making optimal use of it to strengthen the nation at 

home, won him immortality as an exemplar of national leadership.141 

It is important for us as citizens of a self-governing republic to look with the greatest 

possible clarity and comprehension at the benefits war can bring, as well as its exorbitant cost 

and inescapable horror.  It is not surprising that the latter is unappealing, or that some choose not 

to see it.  Russian artist Vasily Vereschagin won fame, and controversy, for his vivid rendering 

of Russia’s wars of the nineteenth and early twentieth century.  The thirteen paintings of his 

“Turkestan Series,” completed in Munich after his return from accompanying the Russian army 

on campaigns in central Asia against the Emirate of Bukhara, included ugly depictions: 

battlefields strewn with corpses after a major engagement; a wounded Russian soldier left behind 

by his comrades; and the severed heads of Russian soldiers being handled as trophies by Central 

Asian combatants.  Vereschagin’s most famous painting, The Apotheosis of War, depicts a 

documented scene from an earlier epoch of conflict: a pyramid of skulls, such as the Mongols 

erected following their thirteenth century reduction of Samarqand and Bukhara.  German and 

Austrian commanders forbade their troops from viewing an 1882 Berlin exhibition of the 

sensational paintings.142 

In one of his early short stories, science fiction writer Harlan Ellison imagined the 

graphic, wholesale slaughter of combatants using high-tech weapons in a future war.  When a 

                                                           
141 Livy 1.19 (p. 54). The early Roman approach to decisions of peace and war merits our 

attention. See chapter five. 
142 Vereschagin also accompanied Russian imperial forces in their joint deployment with U.S. 

Marines in Peking in 1900, and also visited Manila in 1901 during the Philippine Insurrection.  

He was sparing of American sensibilities, as his paintings depicted an American field hospital 

and a strikingly orderly scene of a Filipino “spy” being interrogated. This stands in contrast 

with a painting from his Central Asia works depicting British forces suppressing the 1857 

Indian Rebellion by securing captive sepoys to a cannon and firing through their bodies. 
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future soldier travels back in time and reveals the graphic horrors of the future battlefield, every 

country on earth votes immediately to outlaw war.  Despite the charm of the young writer’s 

romantic vision, the story is unconvincing for the simple reason that humanity has tasted the 

horror of war over many centuries – through poetry, prose, film, history, journalism and 

widespread personal experience – without flinching.  The evolution of battlefield tactics and 

weapon systems, from the Iliad to Gallipoli, Hiroshima and the latest sectarian slaughter of 

civilians in Central Asia, the Near East or West Africa has not visibly altered the prevailing, 

global view of war as an enterprise that is, its horror notwithstanding, at times necessary and just.  

The practical need, for our country and our world, is therefore to cultivate political mechanisms 

and modes of thought capable of judging, with the greatest possible objectivity, which potential 

wars are just – and should thus be prosecuted with due regard to the jus in bello requirements of 

discrimination and proportionality – and which are unjust, and should not be fought at all.  This 

poses an immense challenge, not only to our country but to human civilization. 

President Franklin Roosevelt’s famous Madison Square Garden Speech, delivered three 

days before the landslide electoral victory that secured his second term, offers an unlikely point 

of reference in charting American views of war.143  Certain of electoral victory, Roosevelt could 

have spoken on any topic.  He chose to structure his remarks around a simple statement: “I hate 

war.”  His speech reminds today’s generation that war, though sometimes necessary, must not 

become “business as usual.”  In a memorable passage Roosevelt lists “the old enemies of peace,” 

including “business and financial monopoly, speculation, reckless banking, class antagonism, 

                                                           
143 FDR spoke on 31 December 1936. The speech develops themes and concepts contained in 

Wilson’s Fourteen Points Speech on 8 January 1918. It is hard not to read his remarks as, at 

least in part, an attempt to rebut Smedley Butler’s fiery critique of American militarism. See 

chapter four. 



80 

sectionalism, war profiteering.” “They are unanimous in their hate for me — and I welcome their 

hatred.”   

Our country’s policy of the past seven decades, emphasizing the continuous 

modernization of our defense capacity and permanent readiness for action as ends in themselves 

does not compare favorably to Roosevelt’s ethically coherent rendering of U.S. policy only a few 

short years before World War II.  A course correction, to place equivalent emphasis on proactive 

diplomacy and progressive disarmament, is essential.  While our political class has found it 

fashionable in recent decades – especially since the 9/11 attacks – to embrace a militarized 

national ethos that actually embraces the notion of endless war, not only in Iraq or Afghanistan 

but in our national self-image.  Misled by a political class intent on reaping electoral benefit from 

“patriotic” war industry rooted in all 50 states, many Americans have come to regard conflict as 

inevitable, even desirable, and conflict avoidance as impractical, even illusory.  It thus falls to 

the American people to seize the constitutional initiative to demand a thoroughgoing reappraisal 

of the policy inertia that has transformed the United States from an admired “city on a hill”144 

into “the warfare state.”145   

 

2.3 Justice: The Vexing Problem of Our Togetherness 

War’s consequences inevitably include killing, destruction and other evil acts; but war can also 

serve positive ends and produce outcomes deemed just, including protection of the innocent, 

defeat of aggressors, and establishment (or preservation) of legitimate policies and political 

                                                           
144 A term revered by patriotic Americans, credited to English-born Puritan leader John Winthrop 

in a shipboard sermon in 1630 while en route to America. Winthrop used the language of 

Matthew 5:14-15 to characterize the colony he aimed to establish in New England.  
145 See Cook; Nelson. 
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systems.  While the pursuit of justice is consonant with nomocratic societal stability, it is also 

likely to lead to conflict: e.g. war or revolution to overthrow tyranny or forestall acts of 

aggression that emerge in peacetime.   

Hobbes would exclude all consideration of justice from his conception of war: “To this 

warre of every man against every man, this also is consequent; that nothing can be Unjust.  The 

notions of Right and Wrong, Justice and Injustice have there no place.”  Hobbes recognized the 

fundamental equality of all human beings, not as a basis for collaboration, but as an 

inexhaustible source of conflict and chaos:  

If any two men desire the same thing, which neverthelesse they cannot both enjoy, 

they become enemies; and in the way to their End, (which is principally their owne 

conservation, and sometimes their delectation only,) endeavor to destroy, or subdue 

one an other.  And from hence it comes to passe, that where an Invader hath no 

more to feare, than an other mans single power; if one plant, sow, build, or possesse 

a convenient Seat, others may probably be expected to come prepared with forces 

united, to dispossesse, and deprive him, not only of the fruit of his labour, but also 

of his life, or liberty.146 

For Hobbes, war is not a consequence of morally consequential human initiative, but an 

“ill condition, which man by meer Nature is actually placed in (emphasis added).”  Yet however 

much realists and war-mongering politicians might seek refuge in dark pronouncements from 

ancient sources, war and justice cannot be separated if either is to be understood fully.  In reality, 

war is always the result of human volition and decision.  Though war inevitably claims innocent 

victims and draws reluctant combatants into battle, the essential reality is that human beings are 

always the instigators and agents of war rather than merely its passive victims.  War does not 

happen to us.  We choose to make war, and that choice has far-reaching effect.147  Furthermore, 

justice governs a central component of that choice: the analysis of whether a war’s likely benefit 

                                                           
146 Hobbes, Leviathan, Chapter XIII, p. 63. 
147 Leviathan, Part I, p. 66.  
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will expiate its inherent evil.  Justice is thus the decisional hinge on which individuals and 

societies decide to swing between peace and war.  Recognizing that the term cardinal virtue is 

derived from the Latin noun cardo – “hinge” – justice is a cardinal virtue according to the literal 

meaning of the word.148 

While irrationality or pathology can impinge, human populations (or government 

decision-makers acting with (theoretically) legitimate authority on behalf of the population) 

typically explain a decision to go to war as an action deemed necessary because it is just.  

Rightly or wrongly, rationally or irrationally, they say they expect war to yield a just end and 

thus lead to a “better” postwar peace – a peace “nearer to the heart’s desire.”149  Accordingly, 

combatants from Ilium to Actium, from Marathon to Melos, Magdeburg and Mosul, routinely 

cite justice in support of their cause.150  Those who oppose entering a potential war often say 

they do so because they believe that this war (or perhaps all wars) will not advance justice.  Such 

critical voices may acknowledge the justness of declared ends while opposing actual war because 

“measures short of war”151 are available to achieve those ends.  Though typically few in number, 

pacifist citizens occupy a special place in such debates.  Whether motivated by religion or 

                                                           
148 Greek and Christian traditions include multiple formulations of the “cardinal virtues,” 

including this one set forth by the Athenian stranger in Plato’s Laws: “Wisdom (φρόνησις, 

phrónēsis) has first place among the virtues that are divine, and rational temperance of soul 

(σωφροσύνη, sōphrosýnē) comes second; from these two, when united with courage 

(ἀνδρεία, andreía), there issues justice (δικαιοσύνη, dikaiosýnē), as the third; and the fourth is 

courage itself. These four virtues take a natural precedence over the others.” (1.631b) In this 

model, justice is in effect an amalgam of all the traditional cardinal virtues.  
149 Cicero’s seminal insight, adopted by Augustine in City of God (XIX.12), and embraced (often 

unknowingly) by warriors and strategic decision-makers down to the present day. 
150 This tendency becomes even more explicit from the Enlightenment on, as leaders increasingly 

find it necessary to explain their recourse to war in order to engage public opinion in support 

of mobilization and combat. 
151 A useful phrase coined by American diplomat George F. Kennan in his 1946-47 lectures at 

the National War College laying out the conceptual foundations of the doctrine of deterrence. 
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humanism, pacifists characteristically hold that justice always prohibits a decision to enter war, 

and that no end, however desirable, suffices to justify war.152  Justice is thus, in one way or 

another, the centerpiece of every policy debate over war and peace.  It stands as the wellspring of 

both war and peace, and is invoked with equal passion and conviction by proponents and 

opponents of a potential conflict.   

The result, as reflected in ongoing debates over the U.S.-led wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, 

Syria and elsewhere, as well as related controversies over the American use of drones and (often 

undisclosed) deployments of Special Operations Forces (SOF) around the world to target groups 

and individuals designated as terrorist enemies, is a shadow-play in which discussion of justice is 

consigned to a sterile exchange of incommensurable set-piece arguments by anti- and pro-war 

partisans.  Chapter three will look further at the Just War Tradition in Western philosophy, which 

reflects the effort over more than two millennia to achieve optimal cross-referencing of war and 

justice.   

In this chapter I will review key strands of Western thinking about justice, its source(s), 

and the particular difficulty associated with formulating effective norms of justice for 

contemporary society.  A review of historical points of reference in the genealogy of Western 

notions of justice – including foundational concepts from Greek and Roman antiquity, 

Jewish/Christian/Islamic notions of transcendent ethical authority, and rationalist approaches 

associated with the Enlightenment – frames the analysis.   

                                                           
152 It is vital to note that all variants of the pacifist argument are predicated on abandonment of 

any effort to define what justice actually is, either conceptually or within a specific context. 

The pacifist argument that war is a paramount evil and, eo ipso, always unacceptable, entails 

acceptance of other evils – e.g. aggression, genocide – if war is the sole available remedy. 

Some critics of pacifism argue that this categorical judgment about war precludes debate of 

justice in terms intelligible to a non-pacifist. 
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In his 1845 eulogy for long-serving Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story, Daniel Webster 

proclaimed: 

Justice is the great interest of man on Earth.  It is the ligament which holds civilized 

beings and civilized nations together.  Wherever her temple stands, and so long as 

it is duly honored, there is a foundation for social security, general happiness and 

the improvement and progress of our race.153 

Webster’s grand rhetoric reveals nothing about the nature of justice.  He feels no need to define 

justice or to identify its source, as if such details are known to all.  Hesiod might agree, reflecting 

the fact that our species has shown itself over many centuries to be hard-wired to believe that 

justice prevails in the cosmos, or at least that it ought to.  The fact that we, furthermore, deem 

justice worth fighting for has been a wellspring of conflict within/between human populations 

through history.  As historian of religion Karen Armstrong puts it, “we are meaning-seeking 

creatures and, unlike other animals, fall very easily into despair if we fail to make sense of our 

lives.”  Neuroscience confirms another fundamentally human trait long evident in the 

development of philosophy in ancient cultures: Despite a strong instinct for self-preservation, we 

have also “evolved a substantial hard-wiring for empathy for other creatures, and especially for 

our fellow humans.”154  Such feelings can spur activism in support of some ideal of justice – a 

motivation heightened for some by a desire to avoid punishment in the afterlife for failure to do 

so.  I encountered such sentiment innumerable times in the course of research for this thesis, but 

nowhere more compellingly than in Thomas Jefferson’s published reflections on American 

slavery.  His 1727 Notes on the State of Virginia is strikingly personal: “I tremble for my country 

when I reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep for ever.”155  Jefferson names “total 

                                                           
153 Webster, Speeches, p. 533. 
154 Armstrong, Fields of Blood, p. 6f. 
155 Jefferson, Notes, p. 170. The wide-ranging book compiles Jefferson’s response, as Governor 

of Virginia, to a battery of questions on the state’s natural resources, history and social 

conditions from François Barbé-Marbois (1745-1837), who was then serving as Secretary to 
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emancipation” as the clear and necessary remedy to the injustice of chattel slavery, expressing 

uncertainty only over the question of whether such a societal transformation can be brought about 

peaceably.  Recognizing that justice is an enormously powerful influence, let us turn to an 

examination of the sources of justice in the Western intellectual tradition. 

Prevailing Western ideas of justice have evolved from foundational concepts rooted in 

Greek and Roman antiquity, Judeo-Christian notions of transcendent ethical authority, and 

rationalist approaches associated with the Enlightenment.  Aristotle observes that man is “by 

nature a political animal” because he requires community, a polis, within which to situate his 

life.156  Why?  Because only there can s/he find friendship, which, in turn, is essential to 

happiness, the ultimate goal of human life.157  John Quincy Adams celebrates these communal 

                                                           

the French Legation in Washington. In 1780 he sent a questionnaire to all 13 American 

governors. As Treasury Minister under Napoleon, Marbois negotiated the Louisiana Purchase 

in 1803, during Jefferson’s first presidential term. 
156 Aristotle’s intricately structured philosophical model examines first the nature of the physical 

world, then humanity’s place within it, and finally the way humans interact with each other. 

His argument is closely drawn: 

 “Nature is a cause, a cause that operates for a purpose.” (Physics,199b.32, p. 136). 

 Since a human being is part of Nature, s/he also has a purpose: happiness, the only end that 

“no one chooses … for anything other than itself.” It is “something final and self-sufficient, 

and is the end of action.” (Nicomachean Ethics, 1097b.7; 1097b.22, p. 317). 

 Happiness consists in a life characterized by “the good and noble performance” of actions 

chosen and ordered by reasoned understanding.156 (Nicomachean Ethics, (1098a.7, p. 318f). 

The philosophical reasoning tracks with the historical experience of the Greeks. During the 

three centuries from about 1050 to 750 BCE, adjacent families, clans and tribes across the 

Aegean region merged to form poleis to assure domestic peace for themselves and protection 

against outside enemies.  
157 Aristotle, Politics (1253a, p. 556). Moreover, since the state is shaped by discourse about 

what is right and good by citizens exercising reason and intuition as they act in pursuit of 

virtue and happiness, a human being is naturally attracted to live within a state and 

participate in civil society: 

Surely it is strange, too, to make the supremely happy man a solitary; for no one 

would choose the whole world on condition of being alone, since man is a political 

creature and one whose nature is to live with others. Therefore even the happy man 

lives with others. (Nicomachean Ethics (1169b.18, p. 511)) 
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bonds (which Americans revere as part of our traditional self-image) in his famous 1821 July 4 

speech: 

The tie which binds us to our country is not more holy in the sight of God, but it is 

more deeply seated in our nature, more tender and endearing, than that common 

link which merely connects us with our fellow-mortal, man.  These sympathies 

belong and are indispensable to the relations ordained by nature between the 

individual and his country.  They dwell in the memory and are indelible in the hearts 

of the first settlers of a distant colony.  

The essential plurality of life within a community creates the requirement for justice as a 

conceptual mechanism for keeping chaos at bay and rendering the myriad human interactions 

within the community functional and sustainable: “Justice is the bond of men in states, for the 

administration of justice, which is the determination of what is just, is the principle of order in 

political society.”158  More broadly, “justice consists in what tends to promote the common 

interest.”159  As George Washington observed in his celebrated Farewell Address, it is “the unity 

of government which constitutes [the citizens] one people.” 

                                                           

In fact, Aristotle describes any man who inclines, contrary to nature, to turn his back on the 

state and live as an outcast as “forthwith a lover of war.” Such a person is “like the ‘Tribeless, 

lawless, heartless one,’” whom Homer denounces in Iliad IX.63. 
158 Op cit., 1253a. The state, moreover, has purpose in its own right: It “aims at the good in a 

greater degree than any other, and at the highest good” (Nicomachean Ethics, 1252a.5, p. 

553), and is the locus of happiness precisely because it is the ideal place to meet potential 

friends. 

The elevated status of friendship is perhaps foreshadowed by Aristotle’s early discussion of 

political science, which he recognizes as aiming at the highest order of happiness (1097b.7, p. 

317). In any event, Aristotle thus reveals friendship to be the key both to individual happiness 

– “Without friends no one would choose to live, though he had all other goods.” (1155a.6, p. 

471) – and to the stability of the state as a whole: 

Friendship seems, too, to hold states together, … for unanimity seems to be 

something like friendship, and lawgivers to care more for it than justice; 

[unanimity] they aim at most of all, and repel faction as their worst enemy. 

(1155a.24, p. 471)  
159 Aristotle, Politics, 1282b, §1 (p. 129).   

Hobbes takes a darker, and simpler, view of the linkage between citizen and polis: The citizen 

is not collaborative, but prone to egoism, recalcitrance and excessive claim to finite goods. 

Accordingly, the state’s role is not to facilitate, but to restrain individual activity. Niebuhr 
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After extolling justice as the sum of all virtues (“‘Neither evening nor morning star’ is so 

wonderful”), Aristotle in the end offers a concept that is practical and transactional: Justice is “a 

kind of mean, … intermediate between acting unjustly and being unjustly treated.”  It is manifest 

in the citizen who acts intentionally to “give what is equal in accordance with proportion” to all, 

including to him/herself.160  On a personal level, for Aristotle it is education that inculcates 

personal habits and qualities of character that promote justice, and which benefits the community 

through the positive actions, and interactions, of educated citizens.161   

Community and justice are thus necessarily linked, and the need for both is a defining 

characteristic of our species.  In the Odyssey, it is this need – rather than size, strength, 

appearance or even intellect per se – that most distinguishes Odysseus and his civilized crewmen 

from the “lawless, outrageous” Cyclopes, who live alone in caves, have “no institutions, no 

meetings for counsels,” and are ignorant of justice.  Each Cyclops is a law to himself and “cares 

nothing about the others.”162  Cyclopean nature is devoid of any ethical impulse and lacks even 

the first building blocks of civilization as humans define it.  It is this deficit of values, far more 

than their grotesque appearance, that renders the Cyclopes literally inhuman. 

Justice also serves a vital moral function within the community that transcends the 

practical.  Dignity and psychic health depend on the perception that justice is either currently 

present, or at least potentially achievable, within society.  While citizens will certainly differ in 

their view of the proper or actual source of justice – whether divine edict, natural law, human 

                                                           

notes archly that Luther’s view parallels that of Hobbes (Children of Light and Darkness, p. 

44). 
160 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Bk. V, Ch. 1; 1129b (p. 399); Ch. V; 1133b-1134a (p. 410). 
161 Aristotle composed a dialogue, Concerning Justice, in the Platonic format (in four volumes, 

according to Cicero), but sadly it has been lost. See Politics, p. 386. 
162 Homer, Odyssey, Book IX, ll. 105f. (p. 140). 
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consensus or something else – all need to feel justice as a foundation under their feet.  Justice is 

indivisible: Either all involved feel and acknowledge it, or it is effectively not present; and as Dr. 

Martin Luther King reminded the American public during the civil rights movement of the 

1960s, “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”163   

Indeed, the motivating impulse of all human activity – namely the attempt to ameliorate 

prevailing conditions of life within the context of a search for meaning in finite human existence 

– either assumes justice as providing equitable norms for that search, or seeks the future 

establishment of justice in order to create such norms.  The human psyche recoils at the idea of 

life in an unjust society.164  A perception that justice is absent, over time, undermines dignity and 

gives rise to alienation, discord, dysfunction and despair.  Justice, whether deemed immanent or 

imminent within a given society, is thus indispensable to human life both individually and 

collectively.   

The human affinity for justice is in fact so deeply ingrained that its unifying, civilizing 

impact is at times taken for granted or overlooked.  Discussion of the concept of justice, to say 

nothing of the social and cultural constructs necessary for defining, dispensing and upholding it, 

often yields more questions than answers.  This results, in part, from a clash of incommensurable 

perspectives on the relative importance of justice as a social phenomenon or as a personal virtue, 

and from the practical fact that such discussion is often spurred by an individual’s personal 

                                                           
163 King, Letter from Birmingham Jail (16 April 1963). 
164 Of course unjust rulers – Assad, Castro, Chavez, Diaz, Hitler, Kim, Mao, Mugabe, Qadhafi, 

Stalin, Taylor and others from recent history and headlines come to mind – act purposefully to 

create the illusion of justice and to achieve and perpetuate mass self-deception. They claim to 

act on behalf of justice for all, and use the image-creating power of the state to portray critics 

and political rivals as agents of injustice. Yet the difficulty inherent in defining justice often 

entails a parallel difficulty in reaching a final judgment concerning the just/unjust actions of a 

given ruler until long after s/he has left office. 
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experience of (perceived) injustice perpetrated by others.  When justice is viewed through the 

narrow aperture of “rights talk” – e.g. a lawsuit formulated to obtain right, or entitlement, from 

fellow citizens determined to withhold it – it necessarily assumes an agonistic character that can 

confute “the just” with (mere) self-interest.  For this reason, among others, human beings often 

see eye to eye on the need for justice, but have difficulty agreeing on what it is.  Rhetorical 

appeal to justice as a universally supported virtue can thus conceal divergent aims of narrow self-

interest.  The concept of justice, while central to resolving the disputes that inevitably arise 

between individuals and groups within a community, is thus itself also a source of dissensus.  

This fact is especially consequential within the scope of the Just War Tradition, as we shall 

explore more fully below.   

Viewed in this light, justice presents a version of the ancient Euthyphro Dilemma: Do 

individuals agree in recognizing the justice of a given action (e.g. the outcome of a legal dispute) 

because it actually is just; or is that action just because individuals agree in recognizing it as 

such? 165  In terms of the old adage, “Let justice be done though the heavens fall,”166 this is the 

contrast between justice as a deontological imperative that must be obeyed even if some 

unwanted consequences ensue, or as a negotiated, consequentialist deal in which disputing 

parties collaborate to forestall unwelcome consequences.  A central question emerges: Does 

                                                           
165 In Plato’s dialogue of the same name, Socrates and Euthyphro discuss the nature of piety: Is 

pious action loved by the gods because it is pious, or is it pious because it is loved by the 

gods? Many philosophers, including Anselm (c. 1033-1109), Aquinas (1225-1274) and 

William James (1842-1910) have commented on this seeming dilemma. Liebniz (1646-1716) 

adapted it to examine the underpinnings of philosophical theism.   
166 A European law court slogan of uncertain origin: Fiat iustitia ruat cælum.  In his great 1795 

essay, Perpetual Peace, Immanuel Kant cites a popular variant – Fiat iustitia, pereat mundus 

(“Let justice be done though the world perish.”) – along with a wry, anti-utilitarian 

translation: “Let justice rule on earth, although all the rogues in the world should go to the 

bottom.” This is, he notes, “a good, honest principle of right cutting off all the crooked ways 

made by knavery or violence.” (Appendix 1; p. 179. See section 3.2.) 
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justice rest on a conceptual foundation that can be recognized and applied as needed?  In our 

current postmodern cultural context – one ill-disposed to ethical claims based on grand narrative 

and traditional notions of archetypal, objective truth, characterized by fractious politics and 

social stress, and increasingly dominated by profit-driven corporate interests rather than political 

institutions – the search for such a fundamentum inconcussum meets formidable obstacles.  Other 

queries follow: If no such reliable foundation can be adduced for evading the horns of the 

Euthyphro dilemma, does justice vanish into the mists of relativism?  What source of authority is 

available to evaluate rival ethical claims?  Is any dispute involving justice to be decided by the 

loudest, or the last, voice in the discussion (or argument)?  As we shall see in the next chapter, 

this intrinsic difficulty in the administration of justice assumes special significance in application 

of the Just War Tradition. 

In its application, the term justice carries an extraordinarily wide range of meaning, but is 

properly understood as a characteristic of intentional interaction (either individual or collective) 

between human beings.  Within a community, it is needed to maximize happiness (both 

individual and collective) and to resolve disputes when they arise.  Earthquakes, floods and other 

random, natural events (e.g. uneven seasonal rains that leave one farmer with a bumper crop, but 

his neighbor with a stunted harvest) constitute a necessity that might be deemed fortuitous or 

unwelcome, undeserved or even tragic, but not just or unjust.  If the human population were 

reduced to a single person, justice would become irrelevant.  Similarly, if humanity should 

evolve a hive mentality of the sort imagined by science fiction writers, such that dispute or 

disagreement became impossible, the very idea of justice would become meaningless, otiose. 

History records many thoughtful efforts to define justice; but those variants have all been 

assembled from a surprisingly short menu of assumptions and conceptual trade-offs: 
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 an assumption that justice is either personalist or impersonalist167; 

 an assumption that justice does/does not have some positive, objective basis; 

 an assumption either that human beings are naturally inclined either toward justice (and thus 

require only a framework within which to act justly), or toward narrow self-interest (and thus 

require incentive, or sanction, to act justly instead); 

 a trade-off between particularity and universality – i.e. between the freedom and inviolability 

of the individual and the well-being of the community as a whole.  (Typically this involves 

some version of the social contract concept.); 

 on the universal side, a trade-off between the well-being of others as individuals and as a 

collective; and  

 a trade-off between justice viewed as consequence (the justness of an action resides in its 

actual effect) or intention (the justness of an action resides in the intent with which it is 

undertaken). 

Selections from this justice menu, whether made by an autocratic ruler or by the people through 

some collective process, determine the relative weight of a citizen’s rights and duties, and the 

benefits and burdens due to each member of society.168  They regulate the mechanisms for joint 

action by citizens to create benefit, and also the distribution of benefits so produced.  Nothing is 

more consequential in shaping an individual’s life chances or one state’s relations with another. 

Of the many ways justice can be parsed analytically to frame selections from the menu, I 

shall touch on three: 

 Individual Justice (or commutative justice, involving intentional actions by and between 

individuals);  

                                                           
167 That is, whether justice consists in objective principles applicable on an equal footing to all 

(the traditional impersonalist Greek image of “blind,” i.e. impartial, Justice), or in an 

obligation to magnanimity based on the view that each human has an inherent worth that 

entitles him/her, by right, to certain concessions (the traditional personalist 

Jewish/Christian/Islamic view). Hybrid approaches are common in history and in 

contemporary world society, although the inherent tension within hybrid systems can be 

destabilizing over time. 
168 This “menu” is intended to highlight primary elements essential to any concept of justice, and 

is not deemed comprehensive or final in the form presented here. Certain combinations of 

primary elements have endured or recurred in history and thereby earned names: 

Utilitarianism, Libertarianism, Marxism, etc.   
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 Social Justice (or distributive justice, involving dealings between the state and its 

citizens);169 and  

 International Justice (concepts and related institutions involved in ordering relations, and 

resolving disputes, between states).170   

We will zero in on justice as conceived and applied within the Just War Tradition after a look at 

some important historical points of reference in the genealogy of Western notions of justice.  

These precedents are important, not least because some have reappeared, sometimes blended with 

later concepts, again and again over time. 

The Greek ideal of justice is impersonalist, originating in the inscrutable and inescapable 

necessity of nature.  For the Greeks, principles of justice are cold and abstract.  They apply 

equally to everyone for the simple reason that nature is indifferent toward humanity.  There is no 

notion of human entitlement or “rights” offsetting or limiting nature’s prerogatives. 

Faced with the implacable power of nature, the sophists of the classical period171 adopted 

a relativist view of justice which is elegantly expressed in the famous dictum of Protagoras: “Of 

all things the measure is Man, of the things that are, that they are, and of the things that are not, 

that they are not.”172 Plato, who revisits the topic of justice several times in the dialogues (Crito, 

                                                           
169 Aquinas (Summa Q61; a2 (p. 1935)) follows Aristotle (NE V, 2 (pp. 40-402)) in specifying 

two species of justice: 

 Commutative Justice, which is concerned about the mutual dealings between two persons; 

and 

 Distributive Justice, which distributes common goods proportionately. 
170 In the post-Westphalia world, the absence of a mutually agreed concept of international 

justice, and the consequent lack of coercive mechanisms analogous to a domestic legal 

system, were recognized early on as the greatest sources of difficulty in international relations. 

Despite the continued evolution of the JWT into international law, and the evolution of the 

perpetual peace projects of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries into international peace 

movements and organizations, they remain so. 
171 Coinciding more or less with the fifth century BCE. 
172 Quoted by Plato in Theatetus, and also cited by Sextus Empiricus (as recorded in the 

collection of quotations and references to the pre-Socratics, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker 

(Fragments of the Pre-Socratics), published by Diels in 1903 and subsequently revised and 
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Gorgias, Laws), emphatically rejects the slippery rhetoric and radical skepticism of the sophists 

and seeks a firmer foundation for justice.  The Republic, especially books I, II and IV, carries his 

most thoroughgoing investigation of justice.  Socrates must contend with five interlocutors 

before eventually revealing his own views173: 

 Cephalus: Justice is “telling the truth and giving back what one takes.”  (Socrates reveals such 

a business-oriented argument to be simplistic and inadequate.) 

 Polemarchus: Justice is “to give to each what is owed,” i.e. help to friends and harm to enemies.  

(Socrates discerns potential confusion in distinguishing friend from foe; danger in aiding a 

friend who is bad; intractable difficulty in deciding exactly what is “owed”; and doubtful 

justness in harming anyone.) 

 Thrasymachus: Justice is “the advantage of the stronger,” including exploitation of the 

powerless by the powerful.  It is “natural” to help oneself rather than to serve others.  (Through 

protracted argument Socrates demonstrates that the just life is wiser, more secure and happier 

than a selfish life of exploiting others.)174 

 Glaucon: Thrasymachus is right: As he says, self-interest is natural and beneficial.  “Even those 

who practice [justice] do so unwillingly, from an incapacity to do injustice.”  He relates the 

tale of Gyges’ invisibility ring, asserting that anyone able to do so would use it to commit 

injustice with impunity.  (Socrates’ rebuttal of the Gyges story is postponed until Book X.) 

 Adeimantus: Glaucon is right: As he says, justice is advocated solely for its contingent benefit, 

not because it is good in itself.  “Justice is someone else’s good.  …The unjust is one’s own 

advantage.”  

The main player here is Thrasymachus, the sophist, whose might-as-right concept also 

shapes the thinking of Plato’s brothers, Glaucon and Adeimantus.175  Socrates spends the 

                                                           

expanded by Kranz: DK 80B4). Protagoras’ incisive formulations, including on religion, align 

easily with modern humanism: “About the gods I am able to know neither that they exist nor 

that they do not exist nor of what kind they are in form: for many things prevent me from 

knowing this, its obscurity and the brevity of man's life.” 
173 Plato, Republic: Book I: Cephalus (327a-331d (pp. 3-7)); Polemarchus (331e-336a (pp. 7-

13)); Thrasymachus (336b-354c (pp. 13-34)); Book II: Glaucon (357a-362c (pp. 35-40)); 

Adeimantus (362d-368a (pp. 40-44)). 
174 Rousseau dismisses the alleged “right of the stronger” with the incisive observation that 

acceding to coercion is “an act of necessity, not of will,” and thus has nothing to do with right 

or principle: “If we must obey by force, there is no need to obey because we ought; and if we 

are not forced to obey, we are not obliged to do so. Clearly, the word right adds nothing to 

force….” (Du Contrat Social (Paris, 1903; cited in Knoles & Snyder, p. 433)). 
175 Plato’s effort to comprehend and promote justice comes a few short years after Athens’ 

devastating defeat in the Peloponnesian War (431-404 BCE), in which the defeated Athenians 
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remainder of Republic responding to this position by sketching the plan of an ideal polity, in 

which he and Glaucon, despite their sharply contrasting views, agree to seek justice together.  The 

rejected views of justice, all no doubt actually held in Athens, pertain to just behavior; but none 

provides a foundational concept for justice itself.   

In fact, Plato’s own two-part theory on the nature of justice, which Socrates finally reveals 

in Book IV, abandons the foundationalist quest altogether.  Specifically, he identifies justice as 

imposing two obligations on every citizen of the polis: 

 First, each must “practice one of the functions in the city, that one for which his nature made 

him naturally most fit.”  This notion of idiopragein (ἰδιοπραγεῖν) – a social state in which 

individual talents and aspirations align with the needs of society as a whole – enjoyed a long 

currency in Greek thought.  The term is typically translated as “minding one’s own business” 

or, more literally, “doing one’s own thing” – that is, the thing to which one’s character is best 

suited; and 

 Second, each citizen is to mind his/her own business and “not be a busybody.”  Specifically, 

they are to eschew polypragmosyne (πολυπράγμοσύνη), generally rendered as 

“meddlesomeness, activism or interventionism.”176 

                                                           

faced the real prospect of massacre and the destruction of their city. Thrasymachus’ argument 

closely tracks with the Athenian position in the notorious Melian Debate at the midpoint of 

that long conflict. While modern readers often regard Athens’ brutal reduction of Melos as a 

moral failure, postwar Athenians more likely regarded it as a tactical blunder by disordered 

leadership. Such concerns may have influenced Plato’s views of justice in the Republic.   

And there is another wrinkle: As Athenian generals Cleomenes and Tisias tell the plucky 

Melians, when force is the means of decision, justice “is only in question between equals in 

power, while the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must.” (Thuc 5.89) 

Thus it can be said that justice is a particular problem when citizens, or states, of unequal 

power are in dispute, because there is often no easy method of settling on an outcome 

accepted (i.e. mutually seen as just, or at least as less unjust than any other option) by both 

sides. Worse, at the state level, when the issue is between states of equal power the 

methodology of decision may be war. 
176 Plato, Republic, Book IV, 433a (p. 111). Commentators over time have tended to adapt the 

idiosyncratic Athenian notion of polypragmosyne to fit their own norms. For example Phillip 

Melanchthon (aide and successor to Luther in Germany) in his sixteenth century translations 

of the speeches from Thucydides’ History, attempts to shape the Peloponnesian War into an 

unambiguous moral parable for Christians. He uses the term to denigrate Athenians he 

deemed blameworthy in causing or perpetuating the war. The fact that he brands both 

Alcibiades and Pericles as embodying polypragmosyne – that “great and pernicious vice that 

displeases God and multiplies the troubles of human life” – suggests an anachronistic pacifism 

https://en.wiktionary.org/w/index.php?title=%CF%80%CE%BF%CE%BB%CF%85%CF%80%CF%81%CE%B1%CE%B3%CE%BC%CE%BF%CF%83%CF%8D%CE%BD%CE%B7&action=edit&redlink=1
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Even when combined with Plato’s vigorous endorsement of gender equality,177 this view of 

justice as a collective phenomenon to be achieved through the proper ordering of society retains 

no trace of the clash of foundational ideas with which the dialogue began. 

Rather than providing an aphorism or algorithm whose application to any dispute will 

mechanically guarantee a “just” outcome, Plato proposes to replace Aristotle’s emphasis on 

education and individual character building with a comprehensive and coldly abstract project of 

social engineering.  Aristotle is thus alone among pre-Christian authorities in recognizing 

benevolence as a factor relevant to the contemplation of justice, although he commends the citizen 

who goes beyond – [who] “is no stickler for his rights, but tends to take less than his share though 

he has the law on his side”178 – simply because such “equitable” action will augment the 

communal benefit of behavior which is merely just.  Benevolence will earn no civic or moral 

reward.  Neither Aristotle nor Plato posits a divine injunction behind the practice of justice (much 

less benevolence), which is mandated simply as the rational choice of a civilized person.179  Both 

                                                           

that would blame all war leaders irrespective of motive, character or performance. The fact 

that he lists the feckless Nicias among the “upright” demonstrates the complexity of both the 

war’s events and the language with which Thucydides reported it. 

Contemporary American Protestant theologian Peter Leithart chooses to place a positive, 

realist spin on polypragmosyne: “Every great civilization has some equivalent of what the 

fifth-century (BC) Athenians called polypragmosyne. As defined by [twentieth century 

American classicist] William Arrowsmith, that word connotes energy, enterprise, daring, 

ingenuity, originality, and curiosity; negatively it means restless instability, discontent with 

one’s lot, persistent and pointless busyness, meddling interference, and mischievous love of 

novelty. This is a wonderful description of Americans (at our best).” (Emphasis added) 

(https://theopolisinstitute.com/leithart_post/polupragmosune/) 
177 Plato’s endorsement of equal civil status for women is unique in the ancient world.  In this he 

is a postmodernist 2500 years ahead of his time, as gender equality does not become a 

mainstream position in the Western world until the postmodern period.  
178 Ibid., V, Ch. 10; 1138ᵃ (p. 421). 
179 While Aristotle, unlike Plato, posits an Absolute Being, the concept lacks personality or 

individualized intent and takes no special interest in man over other beings. 

https://theopolisinstitute.com/leithart_post/polupragmosune/
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regard justice as impersonalist and non-egalitarian, leaving existing inequality intact.180  Indeed, 

in the Politics Aristotle cautions that, although “general opinion makes [justice] consist in some 

sort of equality,” in fact this should be construed to mean equality toward others “proportionate to 

their merits.”181  Ultimately, both advance a concept of justice that places a high premium on the 

preservation of social stability. 

The (mostly Stoic) ethical writings of the Romans add little that is new.  Cicero, regarded 

across Europe for a millennium as history’s foremost exemplar of rhetoric and moral rectitude, 

conventionally suggests that the “true principle of justice” is “implanted in nature” for human 

beings to distill through reason.182  This sweeping view is notable solely because it articulates the 

                                                           
180 A comparison between Plato’s and Aristotle’s respective treatments of justice reveals 

considerable agreement but also notable divergence. Aristotle does not, for example, share 

Plato’s positive view of equality for women. Neither could conceive of a national economy 

not based on slavery, however, and both find philosophical justification for the practice. In the 

1550-1551 Valladolid Debate, theologian Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda cited Aristotle’s 

summation (Politics, 1254b, 16-21 (p. 13)) as a major supporting authority in his argument for 

Spanish subjugation of the indigenous peoples of the New World: 

All men who differ from others as much as the body differs from the soul, or an 

animal from a man (and this is the case with all whose function is bodily service, 

and who produce their best when they supply such service)—all such are by nature 

slaves, and it is better for them … to be ruled by a master. 

This argument reveals a dark side of idiopragein, the idea that every citizen’s 

aspirations and career choices should align perfectly with the interests of the state. 

Enslaving those deemed best suited to servitude would entail coercion rather than 

choice. (See p. 94.) 

Though law and social norms in the West (especially since the Enlightenment) 

generally acknowledge the equality of all persons, prejudicial views persist. For 

example, Heinrich von Treitschke’s sophisticated Politics, published in 1900 (with the 

first English edition in 1916), is virulently anti-Jewish and endorses an antique view of 

racial oppression disguised as: “The black races have always been servants, and looked 

down upon by all the others….” (p. 275). His grandiloquent advocacy of racism and 

militarism, as well as his appetite for kulturkampf, reflect views still widely nurtured 

today by extremists in the United States and elsewhere. 
181 Aristotle, Politics, 1282b, pp. 129f. This is a grave qualifier, and another echo of idiopragein: 

Aristotle sees a hierarchy of communities and individuals, some of whom deserve to be 

dominated by others. 
182 Cicero, On the Laws (De Legibus), I.vi.18-19. 
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reality within Western thinking that the perceived demands of justice differ little, in practical 

terms, whether one ascribes them to divine injunction, natural law, or the self-interested 

requirements of objective rationality.183   

The millennium of Church preeminence in European affairs184 brings a huge shift in 

Western thinking about justice, as the concept of God’s love for individual human beings 

introduces a personalist view of ethics.  Man now is seen to have special value as the favored 

creation of a God who is actively directing the cosmos.  This exalted status carries a certain 

entitlement, but also an exacting obligation of obedience.  When Aquinas declares that “right is 

the object of justice,” and that justice is “a certain rectitude of the mind, whereby a man does 

what he ought in any matters,” it is clear that the right that ought to be followed is contained in 

scripture and Church tradition.185  Justice is now viewed in the context of one’s relationship with 

God – heavily freighted with injunctions to obey Church instruction and offer kindness to all, 

including charity to the poor and disadvantaged – and leaving the rectification of injustice to God 

in the afterlife.  God’s justice is not the justice of this world.  The old Greek imperative to act 

justly toward others in the community now expands to include strangers as well, because the aim 

(i.e. the expected benefit) of justice has become eternal salvation, rather than mere enjoyment of a 

limited (though highly beneficial) sense of equality before the law in a temporal community.  The 

                                                           
183 As noted above, a conception of justice capable of transcending a secular/spiritual divide is 

useful not only in the discussion of broad notions of justice, but specifically to the notion of 

justice as applied within the Just War Tradition. (See note 53.) 
184 Roughly from the Edict of Thessalonica (380 CE) making Christianity the sole authorized 

religion in the Roman Empire up to the early decades of the 16th century, when theological 

movements coalesce in the Protestant Reformation and make permanent schism inescapable 

within the Western Church. 
185 Aquinas, Q57, a2 (p. 1907); Q61; a4 (p. 1136).   
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realm of justice now belongs to God, “the judge of all,” in part because “there is not a just man 

upon earth, that doeth good, and sinneth not.186 

At the same time, Christian thinkers make a highly sophisticated play to appropriate the 

corpus of ancient philosophy in support of the faith, including pre-Christian ideas of justice.  

Foremost among many, Augustine (working mainly with Plato) and Aquinas (working mainly 

with Aristotle) build Jesus’ simple gospel message into a complex philosophical edifice 

grounded in Hellenism.  For example, Aquinas follows Aristotle in heralding justice as one of 

the four cardinal virtues, and in characterizing justice as “a habit whereby a man renders to each 

one his due by a constant and perpetual will.”187  This intertwining of impersonalist and 

personalist ethical concepts, including justice, is the supreme intellectual achievement of the 

medieval Church, epitomized by Aquinas’ Summa Theologica.188 

                                                           
186 Hebrews 12:23; Ecclesiastes 7:20.   
187 Aquinas, Q58, a1 (p. 1911). Both Aristotle and Aquinas in this run parallel to one of the many 

calls for justice – meaning Christian charity – in the New Testament: “Render therefore to all 

their dues: tribute to whom tribute is due; custom to whom custom; fear to whom fear; honor 

to whom honor.” (Romans 13:7). 
188 Despite the unquestionable magnitude of the intellectual achievement represented in the 

works of Augustine and Aquinas, there is an inescapable incongruity in adapting the gospel 

message to condone the persecution of heretics, the positive endorsement of slavery and the 

denigration of women.  

Pope Leo XIII’s 1891 encyclical, Rerum Novarum, echoes the social engineering of Plato’s 

Republic in a way that explicitly renews the Catholic Church’s (continuing) claim to integrate 

impersonalist philosophy and personalist faith in authoritative instruction on justice: 

The entire body of religious teaching and practice, of which the Church is the 

interpreter and the guardian, can pre-eminently bring together and unite the rich 

and the poor by recalling the two classes of society to their mutual duties, and in 

particular to those duties which derive from justice. (Cited in Knoles & Snyder 

1960, 672). 

More broadly, the unapologetic hybridizing of abstract, impersonalist philosophy with the 

personalist Jewish/Christian/Islamic view remains widespread today, and not only in Christian 

churches. For example, Article 11 of the Saudi Basic Law of Government (constitution) 

states: “Saudi society is based on full adherence to God's guidance. Members of this society 

shall cooperate amongst themselves in charity, piety and cohesion.”   
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The scientific revolutions of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, spurred by the 

discoveries of Galileo (1564-1642) and Kepler (1571-1630), Bacon’s Novum Organum (1620) 

and Newton’s Principia (1687), herald a transformative, modern age: the Age of Enlightenment, 

generally reckoned to extend from the end of the Thirty Years War (1648) to the decade of the 

French Revolution (1789-1799).  The Enlightenment, infused with both Christian personalism 

and Greek impersonalism (the latter injected by the Renaissance humanists, who reclaimed the 

writings of Plato, Aristotle and other classical authors “lost” centuries earlier with the decline of 

Roman power), bring an upbeat, new spirit of confidence in the beneficial progress of science, 

and an altered focus on the question of justice.   

While keying his arguments to reason, Hobbes (1588-1679) adopts the relativist 

argument (following Glaucon) that people incline naturally toward self-interest and injustice, and 

must be coerced to act justly.  Also, Hobbes departs from Aristotle in emphasizing the role of 

fear as the force assuring the stability and cohesion of the state.  People do not choose citizenship 

because the polis is the locus of happiness.  Rather, it is fear that drives the individual from the 

chaotic state of nature to the order of civilization.  We are motivated to join the polis to escape 

the horror of life outside it, where “if one plant, sow, build, or possesse a convenient Seat, others 

may probably be expected to come prepared with forces united, to dispossesse, and deprive him, 

not only of the fruit of his labour, but also of his life, or liberty.”  As a result, one faces 

“continuall feare, and danger of violent death; And the life of man [is] solitary, poore, nasty, 

brutish and short.”189  But in Hobbes’ grim telling, by joining the polis the citizen merely 

exchanges one species of fear for another, as the fear of coercive civil authority is all that 

preserves order within the state.  While that may well reflect the reality of life in Hobbes’ time – 

                                                           
189 Hobbes, Chapter XIII, p. 63f. 
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the enormously uncertain era of the English Civil Wars, in which threatened monarchy invited 

overstatement of its teetering legitimacy, and plague also menaced social order every decade or 

so – but not that of the ancient Greeks, and still less our own.   

Most Enlightenment thinkers make more upbeat selections from the justice menu.  

Descartes (1596-1650) sets ethical choices on a foundation of immutable, objective truth 

revealed by reason.  John Locke (1632-1704) emphasizes the human tendency toward tolerance 

in developing the social contract formula.  The writings of Alexander Pope, and Rousseau (1712-

1778) exude the melioristic optimism190 that typifies the Enlightenment: a confident expectation 

that reason will reveal the secrets of nature (whose power had posed an imponderable necessity 

for the Greeks) to the betterment of human life, including in the realm of ethics.  David Hume 

(1711-1776) makes the consequentialist choice from the justice menu – “Public utility is the sole 

origin of justice, and … reflections on the beneficial consequences of this virtue are the sole 

foundation of its merit” – in expounding Utilitarianism.191  

German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), the preeminent voice of the 

Enlightenment, also seeks a fundamentum inconcussum rationalis for moral action, as his 

“universal law of justice” makes clear: “Act externally in such a way that the free use of your will 

is compatible with the freedom of everyone according to a universal law.”  Kant’s deontological 

turn rejects consequentialism: Just behavior toward others is a rational person’s duty.  For Kant, 

                                                           
190 One of the six defining characteristics of the Enlightenment cited by James C. Livingston in 

his classic Modern Christian Thought (Volume 1): The Enlightenment and the Nineteenth 

Century, first published in 1971 (New York: Macmillan) and expanded to two volumes in the 

1997 second edition (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall).  
191 Hume, An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, Section III, Part I. 
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“acting justly is a requirement that Ethics, [rather than jurisprudence] imposes on me.”192  John 

Stuart Mill (1806-1873) turns back toward the Utilitarian view: “Actions are right in proportion as 

they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness.”193  Like 

Cicero, these Enlightenment thinkers see reason as the means of a accessing a natural law that 

prescribes a permanent, immutable model of justice applicable to all humanity.  They see reason 

as uniting all people; but their disparate arguments about justice represent prima facie evidence 

that, in fact, reasonable men can disagree.   

Finally, the modern period gives rise to a profusion of “grand narratives” vying to shape 

the direction of Western cultural and intellectual evolution.  The idea of a social contract as 

fundamental to justice within a state gains virtually universal acceptance.  Internationally, 

fascism, communism and capitalism become titanic, world-altering forces in the 19th and 20th 

centuries against a backdrop of optimism in the benign advance of objective science.  

Unfortunately the same period brought global warfare on a hitherto unimagined scale followed 

by more than half a century of sporadic conflict and protracted insurgencies that seem to offer no 

end.  In the United States this meant successive transitions from an era of conceiving war as 

distant and unwanted (prior to World War I), to an evil that might be eliminated from world 

affairs (in the interwar period), to an inescapable, global status quo with no end in sight (since 

World War II). 

When states go to war the question of justice is, in effect, submitted to the metric of 

Thrasymachus.  The outcome of war will determine which side’s preferred concept of justice 

                                                           
192 Immanuel Kant, The Metaphysical Elements of Justice, p. 35. Kant’s view of “acting justly” 

does not countenance slavery, but it explicitly denies equal personhood to women. He extends 

his framework to the international dimension of justice as well. See chapter four. 
193 Pomerleau, p. 28. 
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will settle the dispute that precipitated the war; or, if war does not yield total defeat or victory for 

either side, will set the range of possible compromise between the two conflicting views.  Does 

this mean that the victor’s diktat actually is just?  The point is difficult, and must be assessed 

case by case, over time.  If the battlefield outcome is not reversed by a second war, history shows 

an overwhelming tendency to find grounds on which to judge the outcome to be, if less than fully 

just, at least preferable to the complications that would ensue from any subsequent effort to undo 

or improve it.  Consider these examples: 

 The Ottomans occupied Athens in 1458.  The Greeks deemed the occupation unjust; but it is 

only because they sustained resistance, gathered allies and managed to expel the Turks and 

achieve independence in 1827 that the occupation today is globally recognized as unjust.     

 The Ottomans conquered Constantinople in 1452, and restoration of Greek sovereignty over 

the city eventually was accepted as impractical.  Accordingly, the re-named city of Istanbul is 

widely seen as justly Turkish.   

 The American Civil War became necessary when the issue of slavery proved insoluble by 

political means.  As Grant recalled, “One side or the other had to yield principles they 

deemed dearer than life before it could be brought to an end.”194  Union victory rendered 

slavery conclusively unjust.  If the Confederacy had won, would slavery today be regarded 

more benignly?  

 Following the 1660 Restoration of Charles II to the English throne, three of the 59 

Commissioners who had signed the 1649 death warrant of his father, Charles I, escaped 

prosecution by fleeing to the American colonies.  The town of New Haven, Connecticut 

harbored the three and later honored them as forefathers of the American Revolution.   

Thrasymachus provided a conclusive outcome in the first three cases.  In the third, the question 

of whether the fugitives are justly remembered as heroic advocates of individual liberty, or as 

regicidal traitors remains debatable, in part because force could not settle the matter. 

The voice of Thrasymachus has never gone silent over the intervening millennia.  Grotius 

was motivated to codify and buttress international law partly in response to Richelieu’s assertion 

                                                           
194 Grant, Memoirs (vol. II), p. 554. Lincoln was equally vivid in his Second Annual Message: 

“One section of our country believes slavery is right and ought to be extended, while the other 

believes it is wrong and ought not to be extended. This is the only substantial dispute. 

…Without slavery the rebellion could never have existed; without slavery it could not 

continue.” 
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that “the weakest are always wrong in matters of state.”195  But if selfishness is a familiar human 

trait, attraction to justice is no less so.  As Niebuhr says, individuals can be moral:  

They are able to consider interests other than their own, … and are capable, on 

occasion, of preferring the advantages of others to their own.  They are endowed 

by nature with a measure of sympathy and consideration for their kind, the breadth 

of which may be extended by an astute social pedagogy.  Their rational faculty 

prompts them to a sense of justice which educational discipline may refine and 

purge of egoistic elements until they are able to view a social situation, in which 

their own interests are involved, with a fair measure of objectivity.196 

This brief and necessarily selective review of Western thinking about justice reveals 

something important, and perhaps surprising, about the interconnectedness of peace and war.  

First, neither is an end in itself.  Both are contingent conditions; and human beings seek justice 

not only within each condition, but in making the choice to shift from one to the other.  During 

peace, we pursue this objective through the politics, i.e. the range of procedures established 

within the polis to resolve disputes and maximize happiness.  During war, we use military force 

to compel implementation of our war aims, which comprise our proposed solution to the clash of 

value claims that precipitated the war.  While it may seem positive that justice remains our 

motivating virtue during both peace and war, the surprising but inescapable conclusion is that 

humanity’s record of justice promotion during both conditions is fitful and problematic.  

Preparation for future war reflects a nation’s expectation (or fear) that measures available for the 

resolution of international disputes will eventually fail, such that war will become necessary.  As 

on the domestic level, it is to be expected that disputes will arise.   

                                                           
195 Cited by Jon Miller. The pronouncement that “The lion doesn’t concern himself with the 

opinions of the sheep,” voiced by Tywin Lannister, a brutal patriarch in the first season of the 

Game of Thrones television series (adapted from the Song of Ice and Fire books by American 

novelist George R.R. Martin), confirms the enduring familiarity and perverse appeal of 

Thrasymachus’ view of justice. 
196 Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society (p. xi).   
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War thus emerges, not because of such disputes eo ipso, but because the combination of 

(a) weak dispute resolution mechanisms and (b) a determination by one or more potential 

combatants that using military force is necessary because doing so will advance justice.  The 

second variable, which constitutes the human agency referred to above as war’s actual cause in 

every case, is independent of the first.  Once war comes to be seen as the instrument of justice, 

concern over its exorbitant cost and grotesque human toll gives way to a new logic that ennobles 

conflict en principe.  The shrill pro-war appeal of the Editorial Board of North American Review 

just days before President Wilson called for a declaration of war against Germany provides a 

stunning example: “What we need is a test—a test of body, of mind and of spirit—a trying-out 

by fire while yet there is time to make America fit for any real emergency; yes, and able, through 

universal service; because simply and finally, in such a case, war is curative, not destructive, a 

blessing not a curse.”  Failure to enter the World War would result, they argued, in the 

“impoverishment of the human race for centuries to come.”197 

The compelling weight of the logic of war alters the ethical context of national decision-

making.  Had the Hutus of Rwanda not decided that their dispute with the Tutsis demanded 

violence (e.g. if they had decided to pursue their justice claim through a social campaign, or 

within the context of a future election), the international community would not have been faced 

with the necessity of deciding whether or not humanitarian intervention under some variant of 

the right to protect doctrine, was necessary in turn.  Had the Serbs of former Yugoslavia not 

decided to undertake military action to advance their justice claim against the Bosnians, 

Madeleine Albright would not have been prompted, in turn, to consider whether the injustice 

perceived by the U.S. government and its NATO partner nations necessitated a military response.   

                                                           
197 Editorial Board, North American Review. 
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Again, it is during peacetime that circumstances emerge that defy peaceful resolution and 

in time pose a war decision.  In the consequent period of war, the clash of arms will “resolve” the 

dispute; but there is no basis whatsoever for asserting that in every case the military outcome is 

just.  World War I and, more so, World War II are typically held up as paradigmatic just military 

outcomes; yet the patchwork of treaties the ended World War I contained poison pills that 

repeatedly caused violent upheaval over the next century198 

We can now venture some tentative conclusions about sources and uses of justice.  First, 

government is not the source of justice, but is the indispensable mechanism for adjudicating the 

above-referenced controversy, and for implementing instances of agreement when they occur.199  

Every political transition is thus important because it potentially alters the mechanism of 

adjudication and implementation.  When consensus on justice breaks down (e.g. due to stasis), 

restoring any vision of justice can become difficult.  Long-held confidence in justice and the rule 

of law is, conversely, often difficult to break.  Social stability is thus a precious commodity in 

politics, because it facilitates consensus on justice.   

Furthermore, justice exists only in plurality.  It is impossible to live alone “justly,” as the 

concept is simply not applicable.  Justice is, in the colorful phrase of theologian Reinhold 

Niebuhr (1892-1971), foremost among the “vexing problems of our togetherness.”200  As such, 

                                                           
198 The Versailles Treaty concluding the Great War, as World War I was known in its day, 

papered over or ignored numerous disputed justice claims among the peoples of the former 

Ottoman Empire, in addition to conflicting value claims produced, but not resolved, by the 

war itself.  The frailty and unreliability of dispute resolution mechanisms (including the 

League of Nations) ensured that violence, eventually, would result. The 2010-2012 Arab 

Spring uprisings unmistakably reflected holdover social and political issues from the First 

World War, although many Western politicians were slow to recognize this reality. 
199 As Madison summed up the matter: “Justice is the end of government. It is the end of civil 

society. It ever has been and ever will be pursued until it be obtained, or until liberty be lost in 

the pursuit.” (Federalist 51). 

 200Niebuhr, Augustine’s Political Realism (p. 138). 
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the methodologies of justice are two: concord and conflict.  The perceived absence of justice is 

the source of war, while the perceived presence of justice is the only basis for sustainable peace. 

The drive for justice, combined with disagreement over what it actually looks like, is thus 

the wellspring of conflict in human society.  Within a state it steers politics; and between states it 

actuates (at best) diplomacy and (at worst) war.  Thinkers from the dawn of the Western tradition 

have grappled with the need to comprehend and cultivate justice, grounding their approaches in 

reason, revelation or some admixture of the two.  From our brief survey of Western thinking 

about justice we can see that, irrespective of which traditions or foundations might be invoked, 

justice is most often dialogically mediated.  That is, it emerges from good faith communication 

within the framework of a hermeneutical process in which all interested parties speak 

responsibly and are heard dispassionately.201  The creation and preservation of such a framework 

is naturally the paramount obligation of every state.  Participation in hermeneutical discourse 

within that framework, with the goal of achieving justice together, is naturally the paramount 

obligation of every citizen of a self-governing republic.  Just as Socrates and Glaucon were able 

                                                           
201 While a full discussion of hermeneutics is outside the scope of this thesis, the concept, as 

substantially developed by German philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900-2002), refers 

broadly to a theory of interpretation through which something foreign, strange or seemingly 

incomprehensible is “brought to understanding” and rendered familiar. Gadamer’s model is 

adapted from Heidegger, who in turn had followed approaches developed by Dilthey and 

others tracing back to Schleiermacher’s effort to discern the “historical reason” within a text. 

Gadamer stressed the linguisticality of human experience, recognizing that, rather than 

describing experience, language is experience and constitutes human reality.  

Hermeneutical dialogue is thus no casual conversation. Gadamer’s hermeneutics provides a 

conceptual framework in which citizens, networked in a dialogic community dedicated to 

joint problem-solving, can unite to become the source of truth and justice. Participants must 

regard each other as equals, not only in dignity, but in their status of membership in the 

community within which, and about which, dialogue occurs. Each strives to convince, but also 

admits the existence of better options and is thus willing to be convinced. All eschew the 

resort to force if their arguments fail to persuade. Participants in hermeneutical dialogue 

employ phronesis (φρόνησις/practical reason, a tern borrowed from Aristotle) to analyze the 

facts and draw on the repository of human experience retained in history. (See Palmer, p. 13f) 
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to set aside fundamentally conflicting outlooks and achieve consensus on the meaning of justice 

in their own society, we as citizens of a modern, self-governing republic can meld disparate 

maxims and values to achieve just national decision-making.  As we shall see in the next chapter, 

this obligation assumes a heightened importance in framing decisions of peace and war. 

In seeking justice, our instinctive standard is high: The human heart yearns for the perfect 

attainment of justice.  Nothing less is worth seeking or, when the image of justice is to be 

sculpted by war, worth fighting for.  But the human plurality embedded in the idea of justice 

necessitates flexibility.  There is no one-size-fits-all justice formula whose application to a given 

fact-set will mechanically yield a just outcome.  Despite yearning for perfect justice, we must in 

all instances settle for the most perfect available.   

The same applies in wartime.  If a state’s military strategy fails its leaders may still not 

regard the victory of the other side as just; but the calculation that their survival, defeat 

notwithstanding, equates with the best available outcome (at least at present) can be quickly 

made.  They retain their own idea of what justice is, but also understand full well that consensus 

– achieved either through negotiation or conflict, rather than my unilateral preference – will 

pronounce the final word.  Dialogue is essential; and in the end justice will come to be seen as 

what all agree it is (even when agreement is grudging, or partial).   

Justice is also indivisible.  As Dr. King often reminded the American people, if there is 

not justice for all, then justice is not present.  As a consequence, the presence/absence of justice 

is a subject of endless controversy both between communities and among the citizens within a 

community.  Justice is never settled, and never secure.   
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Above all, justice is possible; and in philosophical terms, we must recognize justice as the 

actuating point of origin, the αρχή (arche), of human action as it pertains to peace and war, both 

of which are properly regarded as contingent conditions rather than ends in themselves. 

=======================================================  

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/%E1%BC%80%CF%81%CF%87%CE%AE
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CHAPTER THREE 

CONSTITUTIONAL FOUNDATIONS: JUST WAR AND PERPETUAL PEACE 

The problem of applying justice to matters of peace and war is not new.  Our species has 

been talking, praying and thinking about how best to set the standards and limits for the 

justifiable (and unjustifiable) use of collective violence for as far back as we can read the 

historical record, and ancient reflections on the justness of war and its tactics remain relevant to 

the national security challenges of today.  As Bainton notes, “the moral problem of killing 

masses of men to vindicate justice and restore peace is not basically different from what it was in 

the time of Joshua or Jesus.”202  Accordingly, this chapter builds on the foregoing review of 

Western thinking about justice and examines the origins, and continuing relevance, of two major 

strands of ethical perspective that have come down to us from antiquity.  Both are rooted in the 

widespread human desire to mitigate the horror or war and, if possible, eliminate it altogether. 

The first is the Just War Tradition (JWT), which had its origins in Greek philosophy, took 

shape as an elaborated concept during the late Roman Republic, and evolved as a theological 

imperative of the Catholic Church over the ensuing millennium.  As Europe’s secular and 

ecclesiastical authorities adapted to widening and permanent separation from the sixteenth 

century, the concepts embodied in the JWT passed incrementally from clerics to jurists, and were 

                                                           
202 The destructive power of nuclear weapons poses an exception to this observation, although 

this power makes nuclear weapons difficult to use at all and is itself regarded by some as the 

main reason they have not been employed since the two atomic bombs in 1945. The very 

nature of nuclear weapons would appear to overwhelm and vitiate JWT notions of 

discrimination and proportionality, entering the realm of what Kant refers to as a “war of 

extermination,” which “would bring about perpetual peace only in the great graveyard of the 

human race.” Accordingly, Kant declares that “such a war, …and therefore also the use of all 

means which lead to it, must be absolutely forbidden.” (Perpetual Peace, I.6, p. 115.) 
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largely subsumed under the heading of the Law of Nations.203  International law, as we know it 

today, accepts the impossibility of abolishing war and, instead, aims to minimize its frequency 

and regulate its practice.   

As modern political norms began to coalesce after Westphalia and the religious wars of 

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, however, a small group of philosophers attempted to 

expand the logic of the JWT in pursuit of a more ambitious goal: the elimination of war and the 

establishment of paix perpetuelle.  The forward-looking optimism of the Enlightenment 

encouraged visions of a positive future, spurred by nostalgia for Pax Romana, in which violent 

political passions would give way to a world order shaped by cooperation, commerce and reason.  

The narrator of Tennyson’s Locksley Hall limns the expected transformation as dispute 

resolution becomes a civil proceeding rather than a violent encounter: 

[T]he war-drum throbb’d no longer, and the battle-flags were furl’d 

In the Parliament of man, the Federation of the world. 

There the common sense of most shall hold a fretful realm in awe, 

And the kindly earth shall slumber, lapt in universal law.204 

Despite widespread support at the popular level, a succession of perpetual peace projects offered 

mainly during the eighteenth century were doomed by the reluctance of Europe’s rulers to put 

their crowned heads together and agree on any cooperative framework that would deny them 

recourse to war as a final resort.  Nonetheless, the Enlightenment ideal of perpetual peace, 

                                                           
203 The JWT retains a life of its own, however, both as a religious doctrine and as a secular tool 

of international relations. Because international relations as the practice of peaceful interaction 

among states long ago transcended the dealings of nominally Christian European states (and 

their nominally Christian kings), diplomats today routinely invoke the principles of the JWT 

without using its name or mentioning its religious origins. 
204 Written in the 1830s and published in 1842, this great work of Alfred Lord Tennyson (1809-

1892) embodies the enduring appeal of the Enlightenment. American historian Arthur 

Schlesinger Jr. wrote that Winston Churchill saw Locksley Hall as “the most wonderful of 

modern prophecies,” and that Harry Truman actually carried a copy of the poem in his wallet.  

(Wall Street Journal, 27 October 1993, p. A16.) 
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especially as conceived by Kant, retained a potent appeal up to the eve of World War II and 

continues to inspire international peace movements today.205 

 

3.1. The Just War Tradition: What Is It Good For? 

War is never an end in itself, and the telos of war is not victory per se.206  The combatant’s 

purpose may be mere conquest or rapine; but, as noted above, war can be just if its purpose and 

methodology are just.  The logic of war frames human interaction as a violent agon, or struggle, 

whose outcome will settle a specific dispute and thus set a foundation for postwar peace: Where 

will the boundary run?  What conditions will govern access to water or other vital resources?  

What principle or process will guide government decision-making?  While the contest itself can 

be so compelling in human terms that its impetus, by definition a problem that proved insoluble 

by measures short of war, can fade from public awareness, the responsible leader, and no less the 

thinking citizen, never loses sight of the reason(s) that impelled (at least) two populations to 

decide to exchange peace for war.  Moreover, the basis and methodology of that decision are 

matters of the utmost importance.   

Consider the example of the American Revolution.  In the Declaration of Independence 

Jefferson levels a heavy charge against the King of England: “He has waged cruel war against 

human nature itself….”  Yet, if asked, George III might have defended the actions Jefferson 

censures – specifically, the use of coercive authority to administer taxation – as the routine 

exercise of a monarch’s legitimate, sovereign right to rule.  Author Karen Armstrong 

                                                           
205 One example among many: Kant’s essay is the avowed basis of the Perpetual Peace Project, a 

consortium of European and American organizations aiming to “conceptualize a peace 

movement” that can spur political action based on Kant’s vision. 

(http://perpetualpeaceproject.org/.) 
206 Aristotle’s narrow aperture on this subject notwithstanding. See note 119. 

http://perpetualpeaceproject.org/
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underscores a more contemporary example of colliding analyses: “We routinely and rightly 

condemn the terrorism that kills civilians in the name of God, but we cannot claim the high 

moral ground if we dismiss the suffering and death of the many thousands of civilians who die in 

our wars as ‘collateral damage.’”207  How can such collisions between prima facie obligations – 

including protection of the innocent from unjust attack, restoration of rights wrongfully denied, 

and establishment of a just order – be fairly resolved?  This is precisely the role of the Just War 

Tradition in statecraft.  In practical terms, its criteria provide a framework for deciding whether 

or not to employ the military instrument of national power in support of national interests and 

goals.  In ethical terms, the JWT aids in the supremely difficult task of weighing those 

conflicting obligations.  Because war involves overriding the universal prohibition on injuring or 

killing others, it demands the most weighty and significant reasons and the utmost degree of 

objectivity.208  Without some such established evaluative framework, the powerful feelings 

associated with a collision of fundamental obligations would cloud objectivity and obscure 

recollection of relevant precedent and context precisely when they are most needed.209 

Given the historical persistence of war, it is hardly surprising that human beings began 

early on to ponder how best to engage the concept of justice to ensure that only “just” wars 

                                                           
207 Armstrong, p. 391. Much of Armstrong’s invaluable body of writing examines historical, 

cultural and religious elements that serve to cause or constrain violence in human society. 
208 See Childress, p. 435f. 
209 As Childress frames the problem: 

When two or more prima-facie obligations appear to come into conflict, we have 

to assess the total situation including various possible courses of actions with all 

their features of prima-facie rightness and wrongness to determine what we actually 

ought to do.  The phrase "prima facie" indicates that certain features of acts that 

have a tendency to make an act right or wrong claim our attention; insofar as an act 

has those features, it is right or wrong.  But our actual obligation depends on the act 

in its wholeness and entirety. (p. 430) 
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would be fought.210  Indeed, since international disputes by definition involve conflicting justice 

claims, it is hardly surprising that states have sought a mechanism for resolving such disputed 

claims in order to avoid unnecessary conflict.  The JWT has been honed over centuries to 

provide a matrix for dispassionate, cross-referenced appraisal of the ethical and practical 

dimensions of war and its likely short- and long-term consequences.  It is, however, a necessarily 

complex and intellectually demanding analytical tool that, at best, requires rigorous effort to 

employ and, at worst, lends itself to manipulation by the self-serving and unscrupulous.  

Furthermore, the difficulty of employing the JWT is immensely increased by the fact that the 

effort to master it must be undertaken during peacetime, when war is the last thing most citizens 

want to study.  The fact that Americans, like citizens of other Western democracies, are largely 

ignorant of both the tenets and origins of the JWT further contributes to weak and superficial 

public debate.  Misconceptions about the JWT – e.g. that it is a “Christian” concept ill-suited to 

secular political debate, too convoluted to be practical, or too old-fashioned to address 

contemporary security challenges – further tend to exclude the JWT from current national 

security decision-making.  A brief examination of the history of the JWT is therefore in order.  

Ancient Greek acceptance of war as a normal (albeit horrid) aspect of human existence is 

roughly paralleled in Old Testament writings from the same period: “To every thing there is a 

season,” including “a time for war, and a time for peace.”211  Though institutional mechanisms 

designed to facilitate decision-making and dispute resolution both within and between 

                                                           
210 Emphasis here on the JWT is not intended to discard other cultural approaches seeking 

similar ends.  Indeed, Michael Walzer emphasizes that the formulation of just war concepts is 

not a uniquely European phenomenon: “As long as men and women have talked about war, 

they have talked about it in terms of right and wrong.” (Just and Unjust Wars, p. 3) Islamic, 

Chinese and ancient Egyptian traditions are well known. 
211 Ecclesiastes 3. 
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communities (including robust procedures for binding arbitration and direct bilateral or 

multilateral negotiation conducted by plenipotentiary diplomats treated as personally inviolable 

non-combatants) were well-developed in fifth century Greece, both intra-community and 

interstate war were common among the Greek poleis.  The Athenians at the peak of their fifth 

century BCE glory were at war two out of every three years, never enjoying more than ten 

consecutive years of peace.   

This experience taught the Greeks that war, a political act undertaken by the polis, 

generates internal stresses that can erode or destroy a state’s prewar political institutions and 

behavioral norms.  One of Thucydides’ most powerful insights is his recognition of the corrosive 

impact of factional infighting – stasis – on sociopolitical stability within the state.212  Over the 

course of the 27-year Peloponnesian War (431-404 BCE) it affected nearly every city-state in 

Greece, including Athens.  Thucydides notes that stasis, marked by plotting, mistrust and 

“frantic violence,” had been a recurring problem for Greeks in earlier ages as well.213  He 

recognizes it as a pattern of human behavior likely to recur in times of societal tension “as long 

as the nature of mankind remains the same.”214  Thucydides’ revelation of the morally corrosive 

influence of war complements Herodotus’ description of its blithe brutality on the battlefield: 

                                                           
212 In Thucydides’ time, stasis typically arose within a polis due to no-holds-barred rivalry 

between (pro-Spartan) oligarchs and (pro-Athenian) masses; but the potential for extreme 

partisanship to undermine the cohesiveness of the citizenry and even destroy the state is a 

hazard well-documented in many historical epochs and highly relevant to the contemporary 

United States. 
213 Both Niccolò Machiavelli (1469-1527) and Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) were influenced by 

Thucydides’ analysis of stasis, and their views, in turn, have cast a dark shadow over the 

worldview of realists in recent decades.  See chapter five. 
214 Thuc., 3.82.2ff. Thucydides observes that a tendency toward internecine conflict seems to be 

an enduring feature of human nature, as the most sophisticated and enlightened Greeks in his 

own time seem no less prone to it than their primitive forebears. His vivid portrayal of the 

moral collapse resulting from stasis – revealed incrementally over the course of the History – 

highlights the interplay between human nature, the human condition, and war: “In peace and 
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The Hellenes are in a habit of starting wars without the slightest forethought, out of 

obstinacy and stupidity.  For whenever they declare war with one another, they seek 

out the finest and most level land and go there to fight, so that the victors depart 

from the field only after great damage has been done and I won't say anything at all 

of the defeated, for they are completely destroyed.215 

The justness of war per se long remained unquestioned, however.  Socrates was celebrated in 

antiquity not only as a philosopher but as a citizen-warrior.216  Even the ill-fated people of Melos 

do not think to question the legitimacy of war per se, even as they denounce the Athenians’ 

genocidal designs on their island as unjust and unpolitic.217  

Aristotle’s fourth century inquiry into the “why” behind the persistence of war begins 

with a profound observation: “[We] make war that we may live in peace.”218  His further 

examination of causes justifying war is fleeting and problematic, however.  While we can readily 

agree with his view that national self-defense is legitimate, his approval of war to impose 

“despotic power over those who deserve to be slaves,” is incomprehensible to modern ears.219  

                                                           

prosperity states and individuals have better sentiments, because they do not find themselves 

suddenly confronted with imperious necessities; but war takes away the easy supply of daily 

wants and so proves a rough master that brings most men’s characters to a level with their 

fortunes.” (Thuc. 1.2.4ff; 1.18)  
215 Herodotus, Histories, 7.9. The historian goes on to deride the Greek states’ proclivity for 

needless combat conducted under ancient conventions that maximized slaughter: “Since they 

speak the same language, they should end their disputes by means of heralds [i.e. diplomats] 

or messengers, or by any way rather than fighting.” Herodotus’ frustration at the persistence 

of unnecessary war sounds strikingly modern. 
216 Socrates fought in numerous engagements, and won commendation for his heroic rescue of 

Alcibiades, the roguish future leader of Athens, at the Battle of Potidaea (432 BCE), a 

qualified victory for Athens.   
217 Thuc. 5.84.1-5.111. See also notes 175 and 480. 
218 See note 89. 
219 Aristotle, Politics, 1256b; 1333b; 1334a. The Greeks could not imagine an economy without 

slaves, or international relations without war; and easy acceptance of the necessity, or at least 

inevitability, of slavery and war remained the rule in the West and throughout much of the 

world until the nineteenth century. Even Utopia, the “ideal” state imagined in Thomas More’s 

enigmatic 1516 masterpiece, provided each family with two slaves and imposed enslavement 

as the punishment for a range of offenses, including adultery and even unauthorized domestic 

travel. 
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The story of the JWT itself properly begins much later, with Cicero (106-43 BCE).  Only 

with his analysis of centuries of unremitting, expansionist warfare by the Roman Republic do we 

see a systematic effort to understand war conceptually and to constrain it with the bridle of 

justice.  Cicero discerns two major conditions for legitimating war: benefit to the state; and 

conformity with the “natural law” decreed by a transcendent god.220  His framework places 

priority on the state because natural law, recognized by Stoics as the basis of justice in human 

affairs, impels humans to live together in a commonwealth, where they act in partnership for the 

common good.  Cicero echoes Aristotle: “Our species is not a solitary and wandering one.”  

Rather, a “social principle innate with man” motivates us to associate – to become citizens 

together – “by common consent.”221 

Because the state is thus a human institution of paramount importance, its survival is 

desired as an end in itself.  The state, accordingly, can justly wage war to prevent its own 

destruction; to defend its honor; to protect its citizens from wrongdoing; or to punish such 

wrongdoing.  For Cicero, the purpose of just war is clear: “to secure peace as a means to promote 

the temporal welfare of the citizens of the commonwealth.”222  

The dawn of Christianity spurs a comprehensive reevaluation of personal ethics, including 

the legitimacy of war and the status of military service.  While the new sect substantially adopted 

the metaphysics of Plato and Aristotle along with Greco-Roman societal norms (including 

slavery), it also injected a resilient new anti-war ethos into the Western tradition. 

                                                           
220 Cicero has in mind an impersonalist, Stoic god who is unconcerned with the welfare of 

believers. It is clearly not the Christian God, as Cicero died before the advent of Christianity; 

but the structure and phrasing of his argument facilitated Augustine’s broadly successful effort 

to “Christianize” it four centuries later. 
221 Cicero, Republic, I.XXV. 
222 Van Neste, p. 51. 
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Christians differed from the beginning over whether or not Jesus was a pacifist, and this 

fundamental dispute remains “a matter of perhaps unresolvable debate.”223  Early adherents to 

the new faith found scriptural warrants for a pacifist world-view: 

 Put up again thy sword into his place: for all they that take the sword shall perish with the 

sword.224 

 Ye have heard that it hath been said, An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth: But I say unto 

you, That ye resist not evil: but whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the 

other also;225  

 If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.226 

 And fear not them which kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul: but rather fear him 

which is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.227 

 Put up again thy sword into his place: for all they that take the sword shall perish with the 

sword;228  

 Love your enemies, do good to them which hate you, Bless them that curse you, and pray for 

them which despitefully use you;229  

 My kingdom is not of this world: if my kingdom were of this world, then would my servants 

fight, that I should not be delivered to the Jews: but now is my kingdom not from hence.230  

 Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall be called the children of God.231 

Jesus’ seeming renunciation of violence aligns with his theological message that “the 

supreme good ultimately lies not in this life but the (absolutely peaceful) ‘after-life’ in heaven, 

such that there is everything to be gained by suffering evil pacifically on earth.”232  Accordingly, 

some prominent figures in the early Church articulated an anti-war theology.  Tertullian (c150-

c225) saw the faith as incompatible with the profession of arms:  “How will a Christian man war, 

                                                           

 223 Evans, 2. 
224 Matthew 26:52. 
225 Matthew 5:38-39. This verse echoes the Old Testament sentiment of Lamentations 3:30: “Let 

[a man] give his cheek to him that smiteth him….” 
226 Romans 12:18. 
227 Matthew 10:28. 
228 Matthew 26:52. 
229 Luke 6:27-28. 
230 John 18:36. 
231 Matthew 5:9. 
232 Evans, p. 2. 
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nay, how will he serve even in peace, without a sword, which the Lord has taken away?”233  

Preacher and theologian Hippolytus of Rome (170-235) took a similar view: 

A soldier of the civil authority must be taught not to kill men and to refuse to do so 

if he is commanded, and to refuse to take an oath; if he is unwilling to comply, he 

must be rejected [for baptism].  A military commander or civic magistrate that 

wears the purple must resign or be rejected.  If a catechumen or a believer seeks to 

become a soldier, they must be rejected, for they have despised God.234 

Revered theologian Origen (184-254) reportedly heard Hippolytus preach and came to 

share his conviction that a Christian must not serve in the military.235  Clement of Alexandria 

(c150-c215), Constantine’s religious affairs advisor Lactantius (c250-c325), and Basil of 

Caesarea (c329-379) held similar opinions.  St. Maximilian of Tebessa (274-295) was summarily 

beheaded when he cited his conversion to Christianity as grounds for rejecting conscription into 

the Roman army.  He is esteemed the first Christian conscientious objector.236   

Martin of Tours (316-397) narrowly avoided similar martyrdom.237  Pressed to follow his 

father into a military career, Martin served as a Roman cavalryman, first under Constantine (306-

337) and later in the Imperial Horse Guard of Emperor Julian the Apostate (361-363).  His 

                                                           
233 Tertullian, Chapter XIX (Concerning Military Service). 
234 Hippolytus, 16:9ff. The uncompromising Hippolytus was out of step with his age, and far 

more so with subsequent Christian centuries. Outraged at what he saw as a falling away from 

essential Christian belief and practice, he was at odds with the Popes of his time – including 

Zephyrinus (199-217 CE), Callixtus I (217–222), Urban I (222–230) and Pontian (230–235) – 

and was elected the first Antipope. He was exiled together with Pontian under the persecution 

of Maximinus I, and reconciled with Pontian shortly before dying as a martyr in Sardinia. 

Hippolytus’ uncompromising view on the patent incompatibility of the military profession and 

Christian faith did not (and has not, so far) carried the way within any mainstream strand of 

Christianity. Most of his writings are lost. 
235 Morey. Both Origen and Tertullian acknowledged the state’s right to defend itself, however, 

and are thus cited on both sides of the continuing debate over pacifism within the Christian 

tradition.   
236 Lecky cites others who would “turn from the army to the monks,” including Saint Ferreol, 

Saint Tarrachus and Saint Victricius. 
237 Gregory of Tours (c548-594) in his lively History of the Franks calls Martin “that most 

eminent and indeed incomparable man.” (II.1 (p. 104)). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_Callixtus_I
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_Urban_I
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_Pontian
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biographer, Sulpicius Severus, records two celebrated incidents that epitomize both the saint’s 

noble character and the early Church’s ambivalence toward military service: 

 While stationed in Amiens, Martin met a beggar near the city gate.  The saint impulsively 

drew his sword and sliced his own military cloak in half in order to offer clothing to the 

indigent man.  That night he dreamed of Jesus wearing the half-cloak.  The half-cloak Martin 

retained became a famous relic, preserved in the oratory of the Merovingian kings at 

Marmoutier Abbey, near Tours.238  

 On the eve of a frontier battle near Borbetomagus (now Worms), Martin declined the 

customary donative from Julian, declaring: “Hitherto I have served you as a soldier: allow 

me now to become a soldier to God: let the man who is to serve thee receive thy donative: I 

am the soldier of Christ: it is not lawful for me to fight.”  Accused of cowardice, Martin 

offered to enter battle unarmed; but the barbarians unexpectedly surrendered.  As Sulpicius 

notes, “In these circumstances who can doubt that this victory was due to the saintly 

man?”239 

Such bloodless “victories” never became common, however, and the Roman Church 

argued over pacifism for centuries.240  James Turner Johnson argues that early Christian rejection 

of war and violence was largely premised on happy expectation that the day of final judgment 

was imminent.  In such a time, many Christians saw little salience in matters of politics and 

national security, though many also continued to find employment with the Roman army.241  

As years passed and this hope dimmed, the problem of how to deal with the fact of war 

on earth could no longer be so easily sidestepped.242  As Evans notes, by the end of the second 

century the sizeable presence of Christians in the Roman Army indicated that Jesus’ pacific 

                                                           
238 The Merovingian kings used Martin’s miraculous cloak—the cappa Sancti Martini—as a 

holy relic upon which oaths were sworn, and even carried it into battle. The priest who cared 

for the cloak in its reliquary was known as a cappellanu and a temporary church built for it 

was a capella (“little cloak”), hence the English terms “chaplain” and “chapel.”  
239 Sulpicius Severus, chapter IV. 
240 Bachrach, Religion, p. 9. 
241 In a reference to Byzantine Emperor Julian the Apostate (reigned 361-363 CE), best known 

for his effort to reverse Constantine and restore the official status of traditional Roman 

polytheism, Grotius notes the paradox: “Yet his army was almost all Christians.” Grotius cites 

Gregory Nazianzen (329-390) as his source. (Grotius, Book I, Chapter 4 (p. 110)) 
242 Johnson, “The Broken Tradition,” pp. 14-17. 
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legacy had become “significantly problematized”: monks may have developed a form of 

existence in which its teachings could be lived to their ascetic full, but those Christians in 

“ordinary” life could not so easily avoid the need to confront war in other ways.  It is also worth 

noting that early Christian debate over pacifism related to the behavior, and thus the salvation, of 

individual Christians within a small community.  But when Christianity became a religio licita in 

the Roman Empire – with Galerius’ Edict of Toleration in 311 and the Edict of Milan, issued 

jointly by Constantine and Licinius two years later – that began to change.  After Emperor 

Theodosius I made Christianity the official religion of the Empire in 380, and barbarian 

invasions beginning early in the fifth century brought new uncertainty to the Western Empire, it 

became necessary for Christian theology to consider the interests of the population as a whole 

and of the state itself.  Indeed, the Church was now melded to the state, and required a new 

outlook consonant with this new reality.  The challenge, then, was to work out which way of 

taking up arms could be rendered sufficiently compatible with Jesus’ teachings.243   

The Church’s official view of war, defined as “a contention carried on by force of arms 

between sovereign states or communities having in this regard the right of states,” evolved along 

just such lines – away from denying the legitimacy of war per se, toward narrowing the scope of 

war to include only conflict that could somehow be reconciled with scripture, doctrine and the 

sovereignty of God.244  Even Origen composed a popular prayer that seems to legitimate the 

service of “those fighting in a righteous cause, and for the King who reigns righteously, that 

whatsoever is opposed to those who act righteously be destroyed.”245   

                                                           
243 Evans, loc. cit. 
244 Mary, op cit. 
245 Morey, op. cit. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Migration_Period
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Migration_Period
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While Ambrose (c340-397), the fourth century Bishop of Milan, is widely seen as the 

first Christian thinker to articulate an “ethics of war” rather than an ethic against war, it was his 

student, Augustine of Hippo (354-430), who finally tipped the doctrinal scales in favor of 

accepting war – provided it is guided and constrained by high purpose as assessed through an 

analytical framework that gradually took shape as the Just War Tradition.  He provides the 

building blocks for a coherent view of just war in patristic thinking.   

It is important to note, however, that Augustine’s profoundly influential analysis of war, 

documented in his correspondence and summarized masterfully in Book XIX of City of God, 

draws heavily on Cicero’s pre-Christian framework.  The JWT thus originated in the improbable 

stitching together of an impersonalist, pagan analysis that deems most wars to be just and seeks 

to explain why, and a personalist, Christian analysis proceeding from the view that all war is 

unjust except under certain restrictive conditions.  The combination is seamless; and close 

examination reveals that Augustine had a fairly short distance to go to “Christianize” Cicero’s 

Stoic logic.  Augustine draws a key distinction between the City of God (Civitas Dei: the 

perfection that is heaven) and the Earthly City (Civitas Terrena: the fallen condition of mortal 

life on earth).  This enables him to defend the disjunction between “pure” Christian principles 

and the less-than-pristine norms, including war, prevailing in the tainted here-and-now.246   

While Cicero’s analysis of course lacks a theological component (e.g. no reference to 

active divine oversight, salvation or an afterlife), Augustine can appropriate his framework 

virtually in toto.247  Moreover, the social and political implications posited for both are 

practically indistinguishable.  Augustine legitimates war in defense of the state (the Earthly City) 

                                                           
246 Evans, p. 3. 
247 Perhaps Augustine’s most original contribution is to justify the use of coercive force against 

heretics who refuse to convert to mainstream Christianity.   
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by investing that state with theological significance: Its well-being is desired because it will 

enable the ruler(s) to advance the spiritual welfare of citizens.248  This is the crucial distinction 

between Augustine and pacifists both before and after his time.  For the pacifist, whatever value 

the Earthly City may have is emphatically insufficient to justify violence or killing. 

Both Cicero and Augustine posit a model state and argue that it has the right to use force 

against an outside group “not capable of exercising justice.”  Cicero’s commonwealth closely 

parallels Aristotle’s conception of the state as a human institution of paramount importance, prior 

even to the family.  Its survival is thus valued as an end in itself.  Cicero argues, accordingly, that 

“the commonwealth should be so constituted as to be eternal.”249  Because of its surpassing 

importance to the citizens’ well-being, the commonwealth can justly wage war to prevent its own 

destruction; to defend its honor; to protect its citizens from the wrongdoing of another party; or 

to punish such wrongdoing.   

                                                           
248 Van Neste, p. ii. Van Neste goes on to argue that Augustine takes on Cicero’s line of 

reasoning virtually in toto, a connection that Church accounts of the JWT often overlook. 

Augustine entitled his book City of God (Civitas Dei), but it made sense for it to be written in 

his time – and not in the prior ages of Lactantius or Tertullian – because the Church in the 

early fifth century was for the first time required to assume a measure of responsibility for the 

security and well-being of the earthly city.  

The shift from Cicero to Augustine is, above all, a move from an impersonalist to a personalist 

ethical framework. Aquinas himself leaves the door open for acceptance of such a 

“Ciceronian” framework, as he invokes both reason and revelation as mutually supportive 

sources of insight in such matters. Perhaps Augustine’s major innovation is to legitimate the 

use of force against heretics who refuse to convert to mainstream Christianity. 

In developing his own concept of Christian Realism, Reinhold Niebuhr argues that 

“Augustine's realism prompts him to challenge Cicero's conception of a commonwealth as 

rooted in a ‘compact of justice.’ Not so, declares Augustine. Commonwealths are “bound 

together by a common love, or collective interest, rather than by a sense of justice; and they 

could not maintain themselves without the imposition of power,” [which always entails an 

element of injustice]. (Niebuhr, Augustine’s Realism, p. 127). 
249 Cited by Augustine in City of God, XXII.vi. Augustine’s accurate summary here was the only 

extant source on Cicero’s just war theory for many centuries until the recovery of a substantial 

portion of Cicero’s Republic (De Re Publica) in 1819.   
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Augustine, in contrast, recognizes in war the means of improving the prewar status quo 

by establishing a “peace nearer to the heart’s desire.”250  He insists that this goal is both 

achievable and, more importantly, consistent with Christian ethics: “A good ruler will wage wars 

only if they are just,” and would be prohibited from waging war at all “if there were not such 

things as just wars.”251  In Contra Faustum Augustine adds explicit acknowledgement that war is 

not inherently evil:  

The real evils in war are love of violence, revengeful cruelty, fierce and implacable 

enmity, wild resistance, and the lust of power, and such like; and it is generally to 

punish these things, when force is required to inflict the punishment, that, in 

obedience to God or some lawful authority, good men undertake wars.252 

City of God, following Cicero, enshrines self-defense as a central consideration: “[A] just war … 

is justified only by the injustice of an aggressor.”   

Augustine found new scriptural interpretations, even enlisting the Beatitudes in support 

of his coalescing just-war theology: “Do not think that it is impossible for any one to please God 

while engaged in active military service.”  On the contrary, Augustine argued, it is soldiers 

themselves who are the peacemakers and children of God lauded by Christ: “Even in waging 

war, cherish the spirit of a peace-maker, that, by conquering those whom you attack, you may 

                                                           
250 Augustine, City of God XIX.12. Stipulation that postwar conditions must in some respect be 

“better” than the status quo ante is vital. War, by definition, is an attempt to disrupt and 

discard one model of peace in favor of another. Mere restoration of a prewar situation would 

not be a coherent goal, as that situation contained some element of discord or injustice that 

prompted one or more combatants to initiate war. Elimination or correction of that element is 

thus indispensable to a just and sustainable postwar order. The common interpretation of 

Aristotle, from the Nicomachean Ethics to the effect that “peace is the end of war” (See note 

119.) is inadequate, as is Capizzi’s parallel statement that “the purpose of politics is peace.” 

(See note 117.). 
251 Ibid., p. 447. 
252 Contra Faustum XXII (p. 75). Augustine expresses similar sentiments in City of God’s book 

XIX, a theoretical treatise on war that should be read beside Clausewitz, Sun Tzu and 

Thucydides.  
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lead them back to the advantage of peace.”253  This newly conceived balance between (just) war 

and piety refuted advocates of Christian pacifism and also absolved Christianity of blame for the 

“fall” of Rome to Alaric’s Visigoths in 410.254 

The era of the crusades, set in motion by the bellicose élan of Pope Urban II’s Clermont 

speech in November 1095, carried the Just War concept to a perverted extreme: deadly combat as 

a sanctified act performed in the name of Jesus.  The papal call to arms, backed by an open threat 

of excommunication for any who failed to honor a crusading vow, would have been unthinkable 

for popes of an earlier era.255  The Church had jettisoned Christianity’s early emphasis on 

pacifism as a Christ-like virtue and transformed Christendom into a mobilized military force with 

Urban II, the 159th in the official line of Roman Catholic Popes, as its commander-in- chief.256   

Fear and passion generated by the Crusades served to galvanize Western acceptance of 

war as a morally legitimate enterprise.  Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153), in his wildly popular 

twelfth century pamphlet entitled In Praise of the New Knighthood, made this transformation 

vivid and unequivocal: The miles Christi – literally “soldier of Christ” – is a heroic paladin of the 

faith.  He uses the weapons of war to kill and compel; but actions that would otherwise be 

deemed sinful are sanctified by his noble intention and personal piety.  Unlike vain and wantonly 

                                                           
253 Letters, CLXXXIX, 4. 
254 Augustine’s argument set the course of orthodox theology in his own time, but was then 

neglected for centuries while Church policy fused with Frankish warrior values as successive 

popes sought to dominate the post-Roman politics of Italy. 
255 When the Visigoths under Alaric I invaded Italy in 410, for example, Pope Innocent I (401-

417) issued no edict for able-bodied Christians to take up arms in Rome’s defense.   
256 A procession of men and women later regarded as saints upheld this remarkable view, 

including Thomas Aquinas, Brigit of Sweden, Catherine of Siena, John of Capistrano, and 

even Francis of Assisi. See Riley-Smith, History, p. xxxiii. 
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violent secular knights, the Christian knight does not commit homicide, but malicide.  He exalts 

Christ by killing evil-doers and defending Christians.257   

Bernard follows Augustine in stressing the intention of the Christian combatant: “Danger 

or victory for the Christian are weighed by the focus of the heart, not the fortunes of war.”258  

But whereas Augustine had stressed the importance of restraint – particularly the need to 

consider multiple, interconnected criteria to assess the justness of war, and to observe ius in bello 

constraints when war becomes a necessity – Bernard buttressed the popular notion that 

unlimited, unconstrained violence is not only just but obligatory provided the cause is just.  In 

doing so he opened a door that has proven difficult to close. 

The era of crusading against Muslims in the Near East and North Africa continued until 

the last European knights were expelled from Syria in 1302.  But the Church did not invoke the 

crusading ethos solely against Islam.  Throughout the Middle Ages ecclesiastical authorities 

waged sanctified warfare within Europe with the aim of eliminating heresy and converting the 

hitherto un-Christianized. 

In the Baltic region, last redoubt of pre-Christian religion in Europe, the failure of 

eleventh century proselytizing led to military campaigns against the Finns and others from the 

twelfth.  Along with the Swedes and Danes, the German knights of the Teutonic Order (formed 

                                                           
257 Bernard of Clairvaux, pp. 35; 39; 47. Bernard drafted his remarkable Liber ad Milites Templi 

de Laude Novae Militiae between 1120 and 1136, at the request of Hugh of Payens to define 

the discipline the new order of Knights Templar. While the work won recognition for the 

Templars as “a living ideal of Christian chivalry,” it was also widely embraced as an 

expression of the crusading ethos (See Barber, p. 46f). The influential treatise no doubt also 

contributed to the reputation for piety and intellect that prompted Dante to select Bernard as 

his final guide to the Empyrean in the Divine Comedy. 
258 Bernard of Clairvaux, p. 35. 
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in Outremer in 1192 with the declared aim of assisting European pilgrims to the Holy Land) took 

a leading role in these northern crusades, which also Christianized Prussia and Lithuania. 

In France, Pope Innocent III’s 1209-1229 Albigensian Crusade against the Cathars of 

Languedoc became an open campaign of genocide.  Arnaud Amaury, the Papal Legate 

commanding crusader forces taking the city of Béziers, embodied the crusading spirit.  Asked 

how his men could distinguish between Catholic and Cathar residents, he responded with the 

grotesque sanctimony of the holy warrior: “Kill them all; the Lord knoweth them that are his.”259   

Augustine’s more constrained view of war re-emerges in Gratian’s Decretum in the mid-

twelfth century, however.260  It then fell to the medieval Scholastics, beginning with Thomas 

Aquinas (1225-1274), to revisit the sources of Catholic theology – beginning with scripture, but 

                                                           
259 Caesarius, p. 346. Arnaud’s remark was recorded by Caesarius of Heisterbach (his eventual 

successor as Abbot of Cîteaux), who reports without disapproval that “countless numbers in 

that town were slain” as a result. Arnaud claimed in his report to the Pope that his force put 

20,000 to the sword, a number generally seen as exaggerated. Though the objectivity of his 

history is suspect, Caesarius faithfully preserves the mindset of his time: “The errors of the 

Albigenses spread to such an extent that in a short time it had infected more than a thousand 

towns, and if it had not been cut back by the swords of the faithful, I think it would have 

corrupted the whole of Europe.” (p. 345)  
260 Evans, p. 3 (and passim) cites Johnson on this point. It is therefore inaccurate to posit 

Augustine as the starting point of a single, continuous, just-war narrative. 

The long shadow of Augustine’s influential works tends to obscure the erudite and earnest 

views of other early Christian figures who took a different view of war. The contrasting views 

of Origen and Augustine offer an especially notable divergence. Augustine, influenced by 

Manichaeism, perceived a cosmic struggle between good and evil. In urging believers to 

“fight a good fight” against evil he creates a conceptual basis for accepting the justness of 

war. Origen, on the other hand, held a pacifist view that war (with perhaps a few exceptions) 

was illegitimate. He is thought to have inclined toward some variant of the extreme 

antinomian doctrine of universal reconciliation, which holds that all, including unrepentant 

sinners and perhaps even Satan himself, can be saved. Belief that the outcome of a “good 

fight” against evil would be of no consequence – because God’s grace extends equally to the 

just and the unjust – could support a pacifist world-view and could make it harder to regard 

any war as “just.” Controversy over Origen’s complex views led to his excommunication 

centuries after his death, and his theological legacy remains contested among Christians 

today. 
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also including Aristotle, Plato and even respected Islamic authorities on Greek philosophy, like 

Ibn Rushd (aka Averroës: 1126-1198 CE) and Ibn Sina (aka Avicenna: 980-1037 CE) – and 

devise a systematic expression of Just War thinking closer to Augustine’s vision.261  It became 

the formal doctrine of the Catholic Church and was retained by most Protestant denominations 

after the Reformation. 

The Just War Tradition thus culminates in a fully articulated doctrine in Aquinas’ Summa 

Theologica in the thirteenth century.262  Aquinas lays out specific criteria that must be met – 

including a just cause, direction by legitimate authority, and right intention263 – in order for any 

war to be deemed just.  Subsequent scholars, especially Francisco de Vitoria (c 1483-1546) and 

Francisco Suárez (1548-1617), refined the model, including by sharpening the criteria somewhat 

and eliminating religious differences as a grounds for just war.  Evans notes that Vitoria took 

credit for clarifying the distinction between ad bellum and in bello for his time.264 

The disappearance of the Roman Empire and the gradual transition to a multiplicity of 

nation states in Europe shaped debate over Just War criteria, especially from the sixteenth 

century, in new directions, shaped by new political reality: “the pluralism of the nation-state 

system, a multitude of ‘peoples’ … aware of themselves and asserting themselves in claims to 

                                                           
261 The great Islamic scholars Ibn Sina (980-1037) and Ibn Rushd (1126-1198), better known in 

the West by their Latinized names Avicenna and Averroës, were full participants in an 

astonishing moment in history, when theologically minded philosophers in Christian Europe 

and in Muslim Andalusia were pursuing substantially parallel (though necessarily separate) 

lines of inquiry based in Greek sources. 
262 Aquinas had access to the scholarship of many less famous predecessors, including English 

theologian Alexander of Hales (c. 1185-1245), whose own Summa included a variant 

formulation of just war thinking. He included “peace for all” as a paramount grounds for the 

declaration of a just war. The Christian view of Just War would be revisited and further 

refined in response to general revulsion at abuses committed by the Spanish against the 

indigenous peoples of the New World in the sixteenth century. 
263 Aquinas, Summa, Second Part of the Second Part (Secunda Secundæ Partis), Question 40. 
264 Evans, p. 241.  
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absolute sovereignty.”265  A trend toward the secularization of international law as a concept 

culminates in the systematizing efforts of Dutch theorist Hugo Grotius (1583-1646).  His great 

work, On the Law of War and Peace, published in 1625 in the middle of the 80-year war 

between Spain and the United Provinces of the Netherlands, is widely seen as marking the 

emergence of a secular Law of Nations distinct from theology.  In fact, Grotius “virtually created 

the framework of thinking about international relations, about war and peace, within which 

consciously or unconsciously we still function.”266  He brought new perceptions and 

interpretations of the JWT, including a “modern” phenomenon that would astound Origen and 

Augustine: committed proponents of pacifism, or of Just War, whose ethical views are not 

grounded in religion.  Grotius’ voluminous mustering of the views of historical figures as 

“arguments from authority” is out of step with contemporary methods of philosophical 

argumentation, but reflects his conviction that there is a basic, normative understanding 

underlying ethics, law and politics across the span of human history.   

Today six recognized criteria for ius ad bellum – Legitimate Authority; Just Cause; Last 

Resort; Likelihood of Success; Proportionality; and Right Intention – define the central lines in 

the continuing debate over Just War.267  All are formulated as presumptions against violence, 

thus preserving a link to the broad pacifist inclination of the early Church.  The maxims they 

                                                           
265 O’Donovan, p. 12ff. 
266 Michael Howard, pp. 23f. Howard points out that Grotius wrote out of his own experience of 

almost continuous warfare in northwest Europe. As Jon Miller observes, Grotius “is interested 

in picking out the fundamental principles which lie at the basis of all normativity.” His 

cataloguing of ancient thinkers engaged in related inquiry thus remains relevant. 
267 There is no single, “official” version of the JWT criteria. Right Intention is downplayed in the 

contemporary, secular model of JWT that reflects the development of international law from 

the time of Grotius. I argue, however, that Right Intention – understood as synonymous with 

grand strategy, and not as the practical manifestation of a pious personal disposition – is in 

fact vital to reclaiming the JWT as an ethical touchstone that can help us escape the 

aimlessness and endlessness of our current wars. 
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embody, considered together, rather than as a checklist of discrete “boxes” to be ticked, provide 

a basis for prioritizing among the competing ethical obligations that typically attend a national 

security crisis.  Thanks to the Just War Tradition we need not begin de novo in gauging the 

justness of every new potential conflict.  It is vital to note, at the same time, that the JWT itself is 

not so much a foundational source of ethical judgment as it is a framework for hermeneutical 

discourse among informed citizens (and also elected officials acting on behalf of the citizenry) 

facing the most consequential of political choices: whether or not to go to war. 

Each of the principles merits a few words of perspective. 

Legitimate Authority.  This criterion logically precedes the others, as war must be just 

as regards its auspices.  Only a legitimate leader can be entrusted with the ethical challenges of 

war and peace, including the consequential task of accessing the other JWT criteria in an 

evaluative process.  Ambrose and Augustine would hold that only the ruler of a state holds the 

power to take life, as a private citizen may not employ violence, even in self-defense, without 

passion, self-assertion and a loss of love.268  This criterion could limit the citizens’ right to resist 

or overthrow a tyrant, and many pre-modern thinkers (including Luther) deemed revolution as 

inherently unjust.  Contemporary thinking has developed transparent criteria for a leader’s own 

legitimacy, with selection through democratic vote as a leading factor.  More broadly, 

legitimacy, like justice, has come to be seen as residing in the eye of the (disinterested) beholder.  

While the bar must necessarily be high, a citizen mobilizing fellow citizens against a tyrannical 

leader can be accepted as satisfying the requirement. 

Just Cause.  This requirement should eliminate trivial, transitory, abstract or tendentious 

concerns from consideration as a potential casus belli.  One logical test, as the framers of the 

                                                           
268 See Grimsrud’s thoughtful analysis. 
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United Nations Charter understood, is the degree to which a potential cause is supported by other 

states.  As I shall demonstrate, however, this criterion has become a deeply problematic shortcut 

to U.S. military action that is widely recognized (both internationally and domestically) as self-

righteous but not just.269 

Last Resort.  The JWT relates to just war, but this criterion requires that every 

conceivable non-military means of reversing a perceived injustice or resolving an interstate 

dispute be fully explored before the possibility of war enters the picture.  Diplomacy can yield 

creative compromise deals that quiet even the most explosive confrontation.  Above all, there 

must be no rush to war.  War must be the ultima ratio; but this is conceivable only if policies 

other than war are feasible and available.  Unfortunately, Americans who are constantly told that 

their country is permanently threatened, and that U.S. military capacity is globally preeminent, 

have been influenced to regard war as both inevitable and potentially easy.  The so-called 

Albright Doctrine, from Secretary of State Madeleine Albright’s exasperated 1999 statement – 

“What's the point of having this superb military that you're always talking about if we can't use 

it?” – twists the realist world-view into a lazy, ethically corrosive and self-fulfilling guarantee of 

endless war.  Nonetheless this perspective forms a powerful undercurrent in U.S. opinion.  This 

thesis stresses the importance, inter alia, of a formal declaration of war incorporating clear, 

                                                           
269 Sovereignty and common sense accord every state the latitude to defend itself and its 

territory, citizens, interests and allies. While appraising the justness of military action is, par 

excellence, a complex judgment in which the interests and agendas of other states could 

potentially cloud objectivity, international opinion normally weighs in favor of peace and 

against aggression and is, moreover, able to filter for the jaundiced views of interested parties. 

The consistent U.S. practice of claiming always to act on behalf of “the international 

community” or “international legitimacy” – while at the same time ignoring or rejecting 

multilateral action or opinion not fully supportive of, or (more often) orchestrated by, 

Washington – embodies a reflexive hypocrisy routinely recognized by others, including our 

allies. 
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ethical and attainable goals linked to verifiably significant national interests.  Such a declaration 

is an important part of a state’s action to satisfy this criterion.  Childress points out, on the other 

hand, that the Last Resort criterion does not necessarily mean that all conceivable measures must 

be attempted and exhausted if there is no reasonable expectation that any will succeed, nor does 

it always mean that the side that first resorts to armed force should be condemned.  Christian 

ethicist faPaul Ramsey notes that, of all the JWT criteria, Last Resort conveys a presumption 

against violence that is similar to that of pacifism, although it is inherently qualified by political 

practicality.  It could not mean, for example, allowing Hitler to take the Rhineland and thus 

necessitating far greater violence and destruction to stop him later (as Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

realized inside Germany at the time).  Thus “the presumption against violence built into ‘last 

resort’ is set within the larger context of the presumption against injustice within the Just War 

Tradition.”270  Finally, it is worth noting that Sir John Chilcot, in announcing the findings of the 

British government’s formal inquiry into the origins of the 2003 invasion of Iraq, stated, “We 

have concluded that the UK chose to join the invasion of Iraq before the peaceful options for 

disarmament had been exhausted.  Military action at that time was not a last resort.”271 

Likelihood of Success.  While objective assessment of future combat poses obvious 

difficulty, a sober appraisal of available intelligence regarding the capability of one’s own forces 

and those of the adversary is a baseline obligation of every military commander.  The concept is 

enshrined as a hieratic component of ancient Roman war preparation; and Grotius points out that 

this criterion is explicitly cited in the New Testament: “[W]hat king, going to make war against 

another king, sitteth not down first, and consulteth whether he be able with ten thousand to meet 

                                                           
270 Ramsey, Speak Up (p. 51f). 
271 From 6 July 2016 remarks on public release of the Chilcot Report. 
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him that cometh against him with twenty thousand?  Or else, while the other is yet a great way 

off, he sendeth an ambassage, and desireth conditions of peace.”272  This is no theological 

abstraction, but a simple matter of hard-headed, strategic common sense.  War always occurs as a 

result of human action and human choice.  If a war holds no prospect of success, it must not be 

chosen.  Judgment under this criterion carries a degree of linkage to the next.   

As U.S. Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes (1862-1948) declared at the 1921-22 

Washington Naval Convention, “The power to wage war is the power to wage war successfully.”  

His remark reveals the seldom noted fact that arms control measures may serve to reduce the 

likelihood of war intrinsically insofar as they diminish the ability of both/all sides to wage war 

successfully.  This reality is routinely overlooked in the cynical realist view that arms control 

measures are based on delusion and always useless because an enemy may violate them. 

The American “way of war” resolutely ignores the indispensable obligation this criterion 

entails, as reflected most vividly (but not exclusively) in the 20-year conflict in Afghanistan.  

While a compelling argument can be made that the initial U.S. intervention in Afghanistan on 7 

October 2001 (only 26 days after the unprecedented al-Qaida terrorist attacks in New York, 

Pennsylvania and Washington, DC) satisfied all the criteria of the JWT, no such argument made 

then can be applied to the conflict as conducted over the ensuing two decades.  The absence of 

transparent, fully articulated U.S. war goals made it relatively easy to redefine the prime 

“enemy” as, not al-Qaida, but the Taliban, and later ISIS.  As a result, lethal U.S. military force 

throughout the 20 years of combat overwhelmingly targeted individuals with no visible 

connection to the 9/11 attacks.  The absence of stated war goals (apart from a vague and shifting 

assertion that perpetuation of the conflict would deprive an unnamed, unknown, hypothetical 

                                                           
272 Luke 14:31-32; and Grotius, Book II, Chapter XXIV.IV.1 (p. 279). 
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terrorist adversary of ungoverned space from which to undertake possible terrorist attacks against 

the United States or its allies) served, furthermore, to stymy any earnest attempt to assess 

whether or not the continuing war was winnable.273 

It is a tragedy and a travesty that habituation to never-ending military engagement around 

the globe has blurred the meaning of military “success” in the mind of many Americans.  In the 

context of current warfare in Yemen, Libya, Syria, Iraq, or East Africa (or, until recently, 

Afghanistan), what exactly would success look like?  Our failure to articulate concrete, 

achievable war aims as a means of gauging success has embroiled the United States in wars (e.g. 

Vietnam, Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Yemen) in which success and failure are so blurred that “war 

termination” is contemplated with an abstract, clinical detachment not linked to either.   

Proportionality. We can deem a war “just” only if we find reason to believe that it will 

result in more good being done than undone, or a greater measure of evil prevented than caused.  

                                                           
273 Juan Zarate, who served as Deputy National Security Advisor for Combating Terrorism 

during the George W. Bush administration, offered a smooth rendition of the familiar 

argument in an interview following the October 2017 Niger incident: 

These groups in West Africa have been brutal in their campaigns, not just in their 

attacks against security forces, but also against hotels, against civilian sites.  …I 

think the concern for the U.S. is that this is another jihadi playground where if they 

are not contained early, if they are not fought off, this is a problem that can 

metastasize and grow more regionally and more globally in terms of the threat. 

Asked about the significance of the fight in Niger, Zarate coolly observed that “It 

demonstrates that the war on terror is migrating.” Zarate’s reference to the “brutal” nature of 

targeted terrorist groups in West Africa serves, in post-9/11 discussions of the “Global War on 

Terror,” as a blanket justification of any military action undertaken against them.  The enemy 

is evil, and must be fought.  Zarate’s too-casual reference to a “jihadi playground” echoes the 

familiar argument that “ungoverned spaces” abroad – in Afghanistan, Somalia, Yemen or 

West Africa – can serve as the point of origin for the next 9/11 style attack against the United 

States. As usual, the analysis includes no actual justification or specific goals for the U.S. 

action: Tautology and insinuation stand in for concrete, factual argument: U.S. military 

engagement in Niger is justified because the war on terror has migrated; Action against these 

particular (unnamed) adversaries is necessary because they are evil, and also because failure 

to do so might contribute to further 9/11-style attacks. (Zarate is cited in Dilanian et al.) 
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Ramsey points out that, of all the tests for judging whether to resort to war, Proportionality is 

open to the greatest uncertainty.  This is not only because reckoning evil effect against good 

effect is inherently problematic, but because the calculation must attempt to take into account the 

welfare of all countries and peoples likely to be affected by an impending conflict, not merely 

one’s own.274   

In his Second Inaugural Address, Lincoln acknowledged the faulty vision of both Union 

and Confederacy in weighing both Proportionality and Likelihood of Success: “Neither party 

expected for the war the magnitude or the duration which it has already attained.  Neither 

anticipated that the cause of the conflict might cease with or even before the conflict itself should 

cease.  Each looked for an easier triumph, and a result less fundamental and astounding.”  

(Despite his carefully balanced rhetoric, Lincoln’s broader appraisal of the American Civil War 

weighs heavily against the South for going to war in support of a cause – slavery – that was 

manifestly unjust and morally indefensible.)  It is striking that Robert McNamara, in reflecting 

on his prominent role in the Allies’ World War II aerial bombardment of Japan, cited it as an 

ethical touchstone: “Proportionality should be a guideline in war.  Killing 50% to 90% of the 

people of 67 Japanese cities and then bombing them with two nuclear bombs is not proportional, 

in the minds of some people, to the objectives we were trying to achieve.”275  Proportionality sets 

                                                           
274 Ramsey, The Just War, p. 195f. In light of the unique difficulty of rendering judgment of this 

sort (“How much freedom is worth how many lives?”), Yoder calls Proportionality a “mode 

of reasoning” rather than a criterion: “[I]t points behind itself to prior definitions, almost 

always left unspoken and therefore untested, as to how “greater” and “lesser” evils and values 

might be quantified in order to be weighed against each other.” (“Surrender,” p. 584) 
275 McNamara’s critique of LeMay, and acceptance of his own personal guilt, are both 

remarkable: 

Why was it necessary to drop the nuclear bomb if LeMay was burning up Japan? 

And he went on from Tokyo to firebomb other cities.  8% of Yokohama. Yokohama 

is roughly the size of Cleveland. 58% of Cleveland destroyed. Tokyo is roughly the 

size of New York. 51% percent of New York destroyed. 99% of the equivalent of 
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a hard standard for the evaluation of war tactics: Unethical action merits condemnation whether 

carried out by the winner or the loser.  While a detailed discussion of nuclear weapons is outside 

the scope of this thesis, I would add that the conceptual trade-off envisaged under this criterion is 

in fact easy to apply in the case of nuclear war.  Quite simply, the non-discriminating character 

and massive power of nuclear weapons render them unacceptable under any reasonable moral 

framework.  As American theologian and social activist Thomas Merton (1915-1968) puts it, 

Those who think there can be a just cause for measures that gravely risk leading to 

the destruction of the entire human race are in the most dangerous illusion, and if 

they are Christian they are purely and simply arming themselves with hammer and 

nails, without realizing it, to crucify and deny Christ.276 

Right Intention.  While each of the Just War criteria is essential, Right Intention (RI) 

stands with Just Cause (based on a proper concept of justice) as supremely important.  Properly 

understood, RI encompasses the full scope of both ius ad bellum and ius in bello considerations 

more comprehensively than any of the other JWT criteria.  Whereas the others attempt to gauge 

aspects of an impending war, RI looks further ahead to the conditions expected and – more 

importantly – desired after that war.  Recalling that justice is the arche of human thinking about 

war and peace, RI frames the vision of a just (and achievable) future solution to the (perceived) 

injustice that has set the disputant parties on a course toward war.  Lincoln, again, in his Second 

Inaugural demonstrates keen awareness that the postwar environment provides unerring 

                                                           

Chattanooga, which was Toyama. 40% of the equivalent of Los Angeles, which 

was Nagoya. This was all done before the dropping of the first atomic bomb, which 

by the way was dropped by LeMay's command. (Wikiquote Contributors, The Fog 

of War.) 
276 Merton, Cold War Letters, pp. x-xi. It is notable that the United States is currently fitting the 

F-35A joint strike fighter aircraft to deliver a tactical nuclear weapon. This will create a new 

and theoretically more flexible delivery capability which could, in turn, make U.S. first use of 

nuclear weapons more likely.  Nevertheless, creation of this potentially game-changing new 

nuclear capability has received virtually no media or public attention, and no unclassified 

congressional debate. (https://news.yahoo.com/why-pentagon-equipping-f-35-181300606.html) 

https://news.yahoo.com/why-pentagon-equipping-f-35-181300606.html
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testimony as to the justice or injustice of the war that gave rise to it: “With malice toward none, 

with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to 

finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation's wounds, to care for him who shall have borne 

the battle and for his widow and his orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and 

lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations.”   

As such, Right Intention provides a direct connection between the JWT and the carefully 

considered grand strategy that aligns ends and means and shapes the national security policy of a 

well-ordered state.277  Grotius deemphasized Right Intention because in his time it had come to 

seem tied to Church doctrine and, as such, superfluous to a body of secular, international law.  

Yet Right Intention can equally be conceived in secular terms, as a cool rationality that makes 

objective, forward-looking decision-making possible even under the threat of potential conflict.   

Properly understood, RI entails not merely a benign, merciful inward disposition as 

stipulated by Augustine, but a serious attempt to envision, and on that basis work to bring about, 

the “better peace” that war properly aims at.  The spirit of Right Intention – a fundamental 

outlook sustaining mindfulness of a better future as the earnest and achievable objective of 

current war.  RI in the conduct of war thus enables a combatant party to keep sight of (and, as 

possible, strengthen) the likely basis of postwar peace.  Though he does not employ the term, 

Kant underscores the centrality of the RI concept in his Perpetual Peace essay.  Two of his six 

functional concessions required of those who sign war-ending agreements relate specifically to 

postwar intentions: 

 “No treaty of peace shall be regarded as valid, if made with the secret reservation of material 

for a future war”278; and 

                                                           
277 See Gaddis, pp. 21-22; 203.) 
278 Kant, Perpetual Peace, First Section (p. 108ff). The sole exception to Kant’s prohibition on 

secret treaties is his wry stand-alone provision (in the Second Supplement) that politicians 
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 “No state at war with another shall countenance such modes of hostility as would make 

mutual confidence impossible in a subsequent state of peace: such are the employment of 

assassins (percussores) or of poisoners (venefici), breaches of capitulation, the instigating 

and making use of treachery (perduellio) in the hostile state.” 

Kant even includes the eventual elimination of standing armies as a tangible sign of good faith.  

He stresses, logically, that “some kind of confidence in the disposition of the enemy must exist 

even in the midst of war, as otherwise peace could not be concluded, and the hostilities would 

pass into a war of extermination.”279 

Waging war with Right Intention entails constant mindfulness that the actions comprising 

war (from combat and logistics to intelligence and diplomacy) are never ends in themselves and 

that, moreover, the casus belli – no matter how grave – will one day lose its salience.  The JWT 

does not permit us to forget that “war as injury, killing, and destruction is not an end in itself but 

a means to another end—a just or better peace.”280  Since that peace must, necessarily, involve 

(in whatever form, and on whatever future date) reconciliation with the enemy, the entire 

enterprise must be orchestrated with one eye on that better future.  Even Achilles, the most 

implacable warrior known to Western literature, accepted the need, eventually, to lay aside wrath 

and pursue reconciliation: “We will let all this be a thing of the past, and it was not in my heart to 

                                                           

involved in peace-making should hear – albeit without obligation to heed – the advice of 

philosophers. Of course the advice of philosophers would not constitute materiel for a future 

war, but must nonetheless remain secret to avoid bruising the ego of politicians.   
279 Loc. cit. Arendt notes that this prohibition on non-conventional modes of violence is the 

“most important and the most original” of the stipulations Kant would build into the 

federation preserving perpetual peace. Measures that would by their very nature scupper 

prospects for stable postwar relations with the enemy are – also by their very nature – 

inconsistent with Right Intention and (ergo) grand strategy. This prohibition would almost 

certainly preclude the now-common American practice of targeted killing, especially when 

undertaken with aerial drones certain to cause collateral damage and civilian casualties. It 

might also prohibit covert operations calculated to undermine non-state organizations and/or 

achieve regime change, such as the United States practiced widely during the cold war.  
280 Childress, p. 439. 
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be angry forever.”281  Accordingly, philosopher John Rawls (1921-2002) is correct in the 

observation that in war “the means employed must not destroy the possibility of peace.”282  

Thomas Merton expresses a parallel insight in terms closer to the original formulations of 

Augustine: 

Instead of hating the people you think are war-makers, hate the appetites and 

disorder in your own soul, which are the causes of war.  If you love peace, then hate 

injustice, hate tyranny, hate greed – but hate these things in yourself, not in 

another.283  

Wars and rumors of wars, each posing unique challenges to values and interests and 

provoking fears that obscure rational analysis, are certain to continue.  As a self-governing 

republic, the United States would enhance national security by adapting our national security to 

incorporate the JWT principles, including an educational initiative to inculcate every citizen with 

the knowledge and critical thinking skills necessary to analyze and debate national security 

policy with a clear eye to upholding justice and avoiding involvement in unjust conflicts.  A 

mere predisposition to oppose nearly all war as both ethically suspect and excessively costly (as 

some European states apparently do today) or to accept nearly all war as probably necessary 

irrespective of costs or ethical implications (as the United States has done since World War 

II284), is insufficient.  As Lincoln discerned in leading the United States through the Civil War, it 

is justice, and not mere avoidance of conflict, that must serve as the ethical touchstone of 

                                                           
281 Homer, Iliad, XVI.69-79. 
282 Rawls, p. 379. 
283 Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation (p. 112). 
284 Of course the U.S. record is not entirely weighted to the side of illegitimate intervention. The 

American government’s decision to take no action to stop the genocide in Rwanda between 

April and July 1994 is now widely regarded as an ethically problematic failure to respond to 

palpable injustice. Partly in response to Rwanda, a principle of “humanitarian intervention” 

has elicited immense attention from policy makers in Washington and many other countries in 

recent decades.   
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national security policy.  Eliminating war from human experience is not a realistic goal; but it is 

entirely realistic, if monumentally ambitious, to imagine a shift in the prevailing American 

world-view that would preclude (at least) U.S. participation in an unjust war in the future.  Such 

an outcome will require the objectivity, strategic coherence and moral clarity that only a proper 

understanding of justice, conceived and applied through hermeneutical discourse among 

politically empowered citizens mindful of the stipulations and prohibitions built into the Just 

War Tradition, can provide. 

 

3.2 Perpetual Peace Projects: What Kant & Co. Got Wrong 

Immanuel Kant’s 1795 “philosophical sketch” entitled Perpetual Peace (PP) has cast a long 

shadow over the centuries.  Kant did not generally write political philosophy, but this late work 

has become an essential point of reference in the continuing debate over war and the human 

condition.  Kant’s cosmopolitan vision provided the basis for the Concert of Europe, Woodrow 

Wilson’s doctrine of Liberal Internationalism, the League of Nations and the United Nations.  His 

essay is also one of the founding documents of peace studies as a post-WWII academic discipline.  

It diverges in important ways from the Law of Nations that emerged in the previous century, and 

also offers an important alternative to the realism that has come to dominate international 

relations theory, especially in the United States, since World War II. (See chapter five) 

In this section I will examine Kant’s essay within the context of other peace projects of 

the Enlightenment and comment on its continuing importance.  Kant surpassed other European 

thinkers in the practicality, philosophical coherence and, consequently, the continuing impact of 

his treatise.  At the same time, in certain respects he misread the implications of the spread of 

republican forms of government following the Enlightenment and underestimated the potential 
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for self-absorption and political lassitude among the citizens of future republics, including our 

own.   

Kant did not consider the challenges of continental peace in a vacuum.  Enormously 

destructive wars dominated life in Europe for more than a millennium following the decline of 

Roman power.  Even before Odoacer’s overthrow of Romulus, the last Emperor, expunged the 

Western Empire in 476, a pattern of chronic instability and endemic conflict – involving the 

Church, local/regional actors and external powers (eventually including the Holy Roman Empire, 

France, Spain, the Umayyad and Abbasid Caliphates and the Ottoman Empire) projecting force 

into Italy and central Europe – was well established.  The Reformation brought a virulent 

acceleration of sectarian conflict.  The religious factor tended to shift the participants’ view of 

these wars away from the ancient Just War framework toward the logic of crusade, which asserts 

preternatural sanction, brooks no ethical evaluation, and denies the adversary any claim to 

justice.285  Peace agreements ending major wars showed incremental progress toward religious 

tolerance, however.  The 1555 Peace of Augsburg ended a long-running conflict between the 

Catholic Emperor Charles V and Lutheran princes within the Holy Roman Empire, granting legal 

status to Lutheranism within the Empire under the principle of cuius region, eius religio.  This 

novel concept diminished, but did not eliminate, religion as a persistent casus belli.  A century 

later, the 1648 Peace of Westphalia concluding the horrific Thirty Years’ War built further, 

incremental innovation.286  Westphalia established an enduring concept of state sovereignty and 

                                                           
285 See Bainton, p. 242f. 
286 The Thirty Years’ War surpassed all previous European conflicts in the monstrous scale of its 

human costs. The long duration of regional campaigns and the large size of combatant armies 

exposed civilians to exaction and abuse as never before. For example the May 1631 sack of 

the Protestant city of Magdeburg by the forces of the Catholic League, the single most 

heinous atrocity of the war, resulted in the death of some 24,000 people – nearly the city’s 

entire population – with many more killed by fire than by direct military action.  See Bonney. 
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marked the end of confessional warfare in the continent, though France and Spain remained at 

war and religious friction continued within the borders of individual states.  Germany, in 

particular, remained a “profoundly militarized society with a strong potential for internecine 

conflict.”287 Nevertheless the old world of absolutist monarchs was beginning to cede ground to 

modern notions of statehood and individual rights, and creative, new thinking about peace, 

justice and war reflected the coming period of Enlightenment.   

The impulse toward generalized peace found early expression in The Complaint of Peace, 

a dramatic treatise published in 1521 by Dutch scholar Desiderius Erasmus (1466–1536).  

“Peace” speaks out directly, proclaiming her own value and upbraiding monarchs, Church 

leaders, noblemen and even ordinary soldiers for waging unjust and unnecessary wars: 

If I [am] the fountain, the parent, the nurse, the patroness, the guardian of every 

blessing which either heaven or earth can bestow; [and] if, on the contrary, war is 

one vast ocean, rushing on mankind, of all the united plagues and pestilences in 

nature [at whose] deadly approach every blossom of happiness is instantly blasted 

… and every thing that was sweet by nature is turned into bitterness; I ask, how in 

the name of God, can I believe those beings to be otherwise than stark mad; who, 

with such a waste of treasure, with so ardent a zeal, with so great an effort … 

endeavor to drive me away from them, and purchase endless misery and mischief 

at a price so high?288 

The end of religious wars encouraged the dream of a Christendom at peace.  Dynastic, 

commercial and colonial frictions remained potential goads to war, however, and the absence of 

a mechanism for peaceful dispute resolution posed an obvious impediment to making any peace 

“perpetual.”  Each state’s justice system could use both its articulation of law (usually reflecting 

the consensus of the population, and thus enjoying their support) and its monopoly of coercive 

authority to settle disputes; but, absent some analogous mechanism at the inter-state level, a 

substantive dispute engaging the vital interests of two monarchs could easily escalate to war.  In 

                                                           
287 Bonney, p. 90. 
288 Erasmus, Querela Pacis, pp. 2-3 



142 

response, a series of philosophical treatises from the late sixteenth century through the end of the 

eighteenth offered variant proposals for a dispute-resolving federation of European states as the 

centerpiece of a program to bring perpetual peace to the continent. 

The first appeared in 1623, penned by French monk Émeric Crucé (1590–1648).  Little is 

known of his life beyond his status as the first to conceive a model of federation as an alternative 

to war among European states.  Crucé’s Nouveau Cynée invokes the classical paradigm of 

Cineas, exemplar of diplomacy (See p. 49f.), to propose a consultative structure – a “Council of 

Ambassadors” – representing all the crowned heads of Europe.  His concept clearly endures 

today in the structure of the United Nations Security Council.  The Ambassadors were to be 

empowered to negotiate with authority, or if necessary to use force against any member who 

refused peace on just terms.  Remarkably for the time, Crucé proposed to expand the Council to 

include all regions of the world – even Turkey, Africa and China – in order to make the peace 

truly comprehensive: 

Why should I a Frenchman wish harm to an Englishman, a Spaniard, or a Hindoo?  

I cannot wish it when I consider that they are men like me, that I am subject like 

them to error and sin and that all nations are bound together by a natural and 

consequently indestructible tie, which ensures that a man cannot consider another 

a stranger, unless he follows the common and inveterate opinion that he has 

received from his predecessors.289 

Crucé’s vision of enduring, global peace reflects the vital distinction between the Enlightenment 

peace projects and the JWT: While the latter accepts war as inevitable, seeking only to restrain it 

within limitations deemed just, the projects aspired to the effective abolition of war. 

This pacifist aspiration was naturally shared by the Quaker movement of England and its 

best known leader, William Penn (1644-1718).  Penn emigrated to North America in 1682 to 

take up management of the group’s vast colonial holdings, including the modern states of 

                                                           
289 Crucé, pp. 84-85. 
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Pennsylvania and Delaware.290  Spurred by the far-flung violence of the Nine Years’ War (1688–

1697) – which involved action in Europe, India and the New World, and is widely seen as the 

first global war – in 1693 Penn published his own provocative peace treatise: An Essay Towards 

the Current and Future Peace of Europe.  In elegant and succinct lines of argument, Penn lays 

out a logical basis for peace: recognizing that peace is desirable; that justice, not war, leads to 

peace; and that justice is the very “fruit of government.”  He appeals to the rulers of Europe, 

motivated by the same “love of peace and order” that inclines human beings to group together in 

nations, to agree on the creation of an “Imperial Parliament” to agree on binding dispute 

resolution procedures that will obviate the need for war.  This supranational body would require 

a vote of “Three Quarters of the Whole, at least Seven above the Ballance” to decide any 

disputed matter.291  Penn devotes several pages to rational refutation of objections he imagines 

might be voiced against creation of the Imperial Parliament (e.g. the end of war might cause 

“effeminacy” due to “disuse of the trade of soldiery.”)292  

After the 1713 Peace of Utrecht ended the War of the Spanish Succession, a durable 

balance of power in the continent began to seem a genuine possibility.293  This hope inspired a 

class of thinkers marked by a deep knowledge of history and the melioristic optimism that 

                                                           
290 King Charles II granted the land to Penn in 1681 to discharge the crown’s debt to Penn’s 

father.   
291 This would require a higher degree of unanimity than today’s United Nations Security 

Council, which adopts its resolutions by a vote showing at least nine (of 15) members in 

support, and none of the five veto-wielding Permanent Members in opposition. 
292 Penn, Essay (p. 12f).  Saint-Pierre goes further, preemptively refuting hundreds of imagined 

objections.  Both Penn and Saint-Pierre place their faith in reason; but dependence on a 

decision by the rulers of Europe to embrace reason at the expense of their own power 

undermined the noble intentions of both. 
293 The resulting surge of optimism in England inspired English poet Alexander Pope in 1713 to 

complete his poem, Windsor Forest – begun in 1704, while the war raged – with fervent 

celebration of an expected, durable peace.  See note 67.  
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characterized the Enlightenment.  They saw themselves as the vanguard of a new, future-oriented 

movement capable of devising novel modes of social and individual behavior to eliminate the 

scourge of war.294  French archbishop and writer François Fénelon (1651-1715) shared the 

conviction of the age: that durable peace was both necessary and possible, and that the crowned 

heads of Europe should abandon the warring ways of their predecessors and bring it about.  As 

tutor to Louis, Duke of Burgundy (also known as the Petit Dauphin, who for a time was heir 

apparent to Louis XIV), Fénelon sought to inculcate his young charge with a sense of humility 

and obligation to the people that would differentiate him from the grand Sun King.  For Fénelon, 

humanity was a single society, and all wars thus civil wars.295 

French cleric Charles-Irénée Castel de Saint-Pierre (1658-1743) was the first to state the 

alliterative idea of “perpetual peace” as the goal of his “project.”  Even before taking part in the 

Utrecht negotiations as secretary to one of the French ambassadors, he had seen the potential for 

a new political age and begun conceiving designs for long-term European peace.  He published 

the first version of his Projet pour rendre la paix perpétuelle en Europe in 1712, revising and 

expanding it to two volumes in 1713 and eventually adding a third.  As one of the early, 

transformative voices of the Enlightenment in France, Saint-Pierre aimed to apply Cartesian 

logic to understanding the state and devising mechanisms to subject its functioning to the dictates 

                                                           
294 A more ambitious goal, be it noted, than that of the Just War Tradition, which accepts the 

necessity of war provided that interlocking, restrictive criteria governing the resort to war (ius 

ad bellum) and the conduct of war (ius in bello) are satisfied. See section 3.1.   

The Reformation is commonly reckoned to date from Luther’s delivery of the ninety-five 

theses in October 1517, though schism between Luther and the Catholic Church was not 

formalized until issuance of the papal bull Exsurge Domine in 1520 and, more importantly, the 

1521 Edict of Worms. 
295 Cited by Tomaselli, pp. 10-11. In his writings, including Les Aventures de Télémaque (1699) 

and Examen de Conscience Pour Un Roi (1734), Fénelon underscores the monarch’s duty to 

seek a position of equality with other rulers so as to maintain a peaceful equilibrium beneficial 

to their subjects, as well as to the rulers themselves. 
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of reason.  Above all, he offered the first proposal for a “federation” of European states to 

safeguard these advantages.  The idea of a peaceful community of states seems commonplace 

today, but marked a huge innovation in the theory of politics.  While not explicitly diluting the 

sovereign authority of each individual ruler, Saint-Pierre’s treatise introduced the concept of 

shared responsibility for establishing peaceful norms of interaction between states.  This offers, 

for the first time, an institutional alternative to war, and thus an escape from the violent state of 

nature in which (as Saint-Pierre accepted from Hobbes) rulers, governments and peoples found 

themselves.  Because most European states were still ruled by kings, Saint-Pierre framed his 

arguments to stress royal self-advantage: perpetual peace will lower military costs and bring both 

social stability and lucrative commerce.  Furthermore, each member-monarch could count on the 

aid of his fellow federation members in case of some external or internal security threat.296   

The Abbé de Saint-Pierre “was so confident in the reasonableness of his proposals that he 

always believed that, if they were fairly considered, the ruling powers could not fail to adopt 

them.”297  While none did, his sophisticated and voluminous analysis was widely read and 

critiqued.  Though himself a sharp critic of war’s cruel irrationality, Voltaire (1694-1778) 

ridiculed Saint-Pierre’s work as prolix, naïve and unrealistic, which remains the prevailing 

judgment on his work.  

Like many Enlightenment figures, the young Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) was 

taken with Saint-Pierre’s vision, including the idea of a federation to create, at the international 

level, a partial analogy of domestic order.  A friend of Saint-Pierre persuaded him to review the 

                                                           
296 Saint-Pierre’s federation would thus pose an impediment to any revolt against tyranny, no 

matter how egregious.  He judged peace, rather than freedom or justice, to be the paramount 

goal of reform. 
297 Comment by historian and classical scholar J.B. Bury in his 1920 book, The Idea of Progress: 

An Inquiry into Its Origin and Growth. Cited by Carr (The Twenty Years’ Crisis, p. 25). 
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late Abbé’s manuscripts and produce an abridged and updated edition of the Projet.  In his 

Confessions Rousseau records his hesitation and misgivings over the task, chiefly because he 

found the texts repetitive, unfocused and unwieldy.  He eventually produced an unusual diptych: 

a concise and readable Abstract of Saint-Pierre’s work (published in 1761 as A Lasting Peace 

Through the Federation of Europe), and a separate essay conveying Rousseau’s own Judgment 

of Saint-Pierre’s project (published posthumously in 1782) that was combined with the Abstract 

in later editions.298   

Though Rousseau sharpened the Abstract with his own ideas and eliminated the “endless 

repetitions” that burdened Saint-Pierre’s original arguments, its analysis still rested on optimistic 

assumptions about the likelihood that all European rulers would choose simultaneously to join an 

interlocking mechanism that would forever narrow their scope for political maneuver.  Rousseau 

closes the work with an elegantly ambiguous discourse lamenting the irrationality of Europe’s 

sovereigns without quite appearing to do so.  While they would adopt the federation plan, he 

declares, “if they consulted their true interests,” who can know what another will decide?: 

We have not supposed men to be such as they ought to be—good, generous, 

disinterested and loving public good from motives of human sympathy—but such 

as they are, unjust, greedy and preferring their own interests to everything else.  The 

only thing we assume on their behalf is enough intelligence to see what is useful to 

themselves, and enough courage to achieve their own happiness.  If, in spite of all 

this, this project is not carried into execution, it is not because it is chimerical, it is 

because men are crazy and because to be sane in the midst of madmen is a sort of 

folly.299 

                                                           
298 As Rousseau explains in his Confessions (written in 1769, about a decade after the Abstract), 

his goal “was to give separately my own ideas and those of the author and, for this purpose, to 

enter into his views, to set them in a new light, to amplify, extend them, and spare nothing 

which might contribute to present them in all their excellence.” (p. 270) In this way he could 

put forward the best possible pitch for Saint-Pierre’s admirable vision without appearing to 

overlook the plan’s impracticality.  
299 Rousseau, Abstract, p. 95. 
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Voltaire disparaged Rousseau’s Abstract as a scant improvement on an unworthy 

original, but might have found more to admire in the Judgment had he lived to see it.  While the 

Abstract reflects Rousseau’s best effort to present Saint-Pierre’s project in a positive light, in the 

Judgment he lays out his own view of why the federation project could not be implemented.  It is 

not primarily because of Saint-Pierre’s “sane folly,” but because European princes in fact do not 

possess the wisdom or the courage to act in their own interest to federate for the sake of peace.300  

It is, furthermore, pointless to ask or expect them to act in a common interest with either their 

own citizens or with other rulers, because “all the business of kings … is concerned with two 

objects alone; to extend their rule abroad or to make it more absolute at home.  Any other view is 

either subservient to one of these objects, or a mere pretext for obtaining them.”301  Rather than a 

Hobbesian state of nature in which violence is instinctive, Rousseau finds that Europe is a 

cultured, prosperous zone in which the ruling class consciously chooses to pursue personal 

power, including through war.  In reality war can exist only between sovereigns, and their actions 

bring misery to all: “It is the Sovereign which causes the injury and the State which suffers it.”302  

For Rousseau, then, the insurmountable obstacle to peace in Europe is thus the character of those 

                                                           
300 In the Confessions, Rousseau frames his candid appraisal of the Abbé in extravagantly faint 

praise: 

This extraordinary man, an honor to the age in which he lived, and to the human 

species, and perhaps the only person, since the creation of mankind, whose sole 

passion was that of reason, wandered in all his systems from error to error, by 

attempting to make men like himself, instead of taking them as they were, are, and 

will continue to be. He labored for imaginary beings, while he thought himself 

employed for the benefit of his contemporaries. (p. 270) 
301 Rousseau, Judgment, p. 103. 
302 Rousseau, The State of War, p. 21. As elsewhere, here Rousseau sees the state as (a) 

comprising land, money and, most importantly, people; and (b) distinct from the sovereign 

monarch. It is precisely because the advance of republican forms of governance has bridged 

this distinction that we as American citizens can realistically aim to align national policy with 

the popular will. Madison recognized this progress in his own essay on “Universal Peace” 

only a few decades after Rousseau’s own. See note 316. 
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who rule the states that comprise it.  The Seven Years’ War, a global conflict engaging the 

European powers in an intense struggle for control of colonial territories, including in India and 

the New World, no doubt fueled Rousseau’s invective.303  Where Saint-Pierre and Penn 

presumed that rational persuasion could prevail upon the princes to have their war-making power 

pared (at least, as Penn quips, insofar as “the great fish can no longer eat up the little ones”) 

Rousseau is outraged by the patent inadequacy of rational rhetoric to change the heart of 

princes.304 

While Rousseau takes evident satisfaction in recognizing this impassible barrier which 

Saint-Pierre, “like a child,” presumed to overcome through reason, he offers no alternative.  

Remarkably, the only glimpse of a potential path to perpetual peace in Rousseau’s Judgment 

comes in his lengthy encomium to French King Henry IV (1553-1610).  Rousseau lauds Henry 

as an exemplary ruler and suggests he was planning, just prior to his assassination, a great 

military campaign that would have brought not only victory for France, but also the blessing of 

peace to the continent.  Unable to imagine Europe’s princes agreeing to join a voluntary peace, 

Rousseau suggests that benevolent tyranny could conceivably get the job done!  His shocking 

conclusion highlights the paradox imbedded in his argument: 

Without doubt Perpetual Peace is at present an absurd dream; but when another 

Henry IV and Sully appear, Perpetual Peace will come back again as a reasonable 

project; or rather, while we admire so fair a scheme, let us console ourselves for the 

fact that it was not carried into execution, by the reflection that it could only have 

been done by a violent means which would have staggered humanity.305 

                                                           
303 The Seven Years’ War erupted in 1756, as Rousseau was completing his review of Saint-

Pierre’s manuscripts. This was another global conflict, with engagements spanning five 

continents. 
304 Penn, Essay, p. 13. 
305 Rousseau, Judgment, p. 129. Maximilien de Béthune, 1st Duke of Sully, chief minister to 

Henry IV from 1589 to 1611, was widely admired as a just and effective administrator. 

William Penn, in his own peace treatise written more than half a century before Rousseau’s 

Judgment, also expresses effusive praise for the peace-making intentions of Henry and Sully. 
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Rousseau reasons himself into an unenlightening knot: While insisting on the wisdom of the 

federation concept (and its author), he cites pacification through military conquest – which 

would inevitably be regarded as unjust by some, perhaps many, of those subjected to it and 

would thus no less inevitably lead to further war to “restore” the pre-conquest model of justice – 

as the only conceivable means of achieving “perpetual” peace.  He then concludes with a lament 

that even this violent route to (at least nominal) peace is unavailable!  Rousseau insists that 

perpetual peace is not Utopian, as such, but is, like More’s Utopia, a destination that can be 

described and admired, but whose location cannot be found on any map.306   

Within a decade of the publication of Rousseau’s Judgment on Saint-Pierre’s Projet, 

English philosopher and social reformer Jeremy Bentham took up the theme with his own Plan 

for an Universal and Perpetual Peace.  It remained unpublished during his lifetime, however, and 

was eventually incorporated in his Principles of International Law, published in 1843.307  True to 

his utilitarian convictions, Bentham stresses that peace would benefit the greatest possible 

number, and that rulers would also benefit from investing their capital closer to home.  He 

provides a clipped typology of war’s causes, including boundaries, commerce, conquest, passion, 

ambition, insolence and rapine, and poses concrete remedies for each.  His lawyerly analysis 

unfolds crisply, eschewing abstraction in favor of reason within narrow, casuistic limits fitted to 

each suggested category.   

                                                           
306 Thomas More’s (1748 – 1535) celebrated work of social satire, Utopia, was published in 

1516. Some English translations of Rousseau’s Judgment on Saint-Pierre’s Projet aptly 

substitute the word “utopian” in place of “chimerical” in the passage cited above (even though 

Rousseau’s French text uses the term chimérique.) 
307 Bentham notes 1789 as the year he wrote the essay. Within an immensely productive career, 

Bentham coined the term “international law” as a more suitable replacement for the traditional 

“law of nations” (ius gentium). 
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Bentham was no pacifist.  He acknowledges that in rare cases “prudence and reason may 

join with passion in prescribing war as the only remedy”; but he sets a high bar for the use of 

force.  The always exorbitant cost of war demands forbearance, he asserts, even in the face of 

undeniable aggression, if further depredations are not likely: “If the aggression, how unjust 

soever it may appear, … does not appear accompanied with mala fides on the part of the 

aggressor, nothing can be more incontestable than the prudence of submitting to it, rather than 

encountering the calamities of war.”308  

Bentham’s Plan identifies the pursuit of overseas colonies as the primary disruptor of 

continental peace and aims, accordingly, to convince European rulers that colonies in reality 

yield a poor return on the capital required to acquire and retain them.  He would also have 

regional peace enforced by a “common court of judicature” empowered to resolve what he terms 

bona fide disputes between states.  Notably, Bentham stresses tangible factors, including the 

commercial benefit of peace, which he expects not only to spur leaders to make a rational choice 

for peace (as had Saint-Pierre), but to exert a sort of impersonal, systemic influence on the 

direction of societal action.  As noted in the previous chapter, this Benthamite appeal to 

                                                           
308 Bentham, Principles of International Law, Essay 3. His argument is consonant with Yoder’s 

controversial (though incontrovertibly valid) argument that surrender can become a moral 

imperative: “[I]f the only way to defend even a just cause is by a fundamentally wrong means, 

it is then morally mandatory to surrender and to pursue further the defense of one’s valid 

interests through other means.” (Yoder, Surrender, p, 578). Yoder notes that Clausewitz 

draws a parallel conclusion: “Where the disparity of strength is so overwhelming that no 

limitation of one’s objectives will provide protection from failure, [and] where success is out 

of reach, an honorable defeat will at least grant one the right to rise again in days to come.” 

(On War, Book 5, Chapter 3, p. 284) Though unencumbered by ethical scruple, the practical-

minded Machiavelli praises the parallel reasoning of Lucius Lentulus, a Roman legate in the 

Samnite War, who convinced the commanders of a defeated Roman force to accept 

ignominious terms of capitulation rather than fight to the death. He saw that humiliation could 

later be redeemed, whereas loss of the army would have meant the end of Roman 

independence. (Discourses, Book 3, Chapter 41 (Works, p. 519)) 
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economic interdependence achieved some prominence, especially in the United States and the 

United Kingdom, in the years immediately preceding World War I. 

German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) brought the brief heyday of the 

perpetual peace projects to a worthy climax with his 1795 essay.  He was well aware of the 

proposals of Saint-Pierre and Rousseau, and structures his arguments so as to remedy some of 

their evident shortcomings.  There is no imitation, as he strikes a distinctive tone from the first 

line.  Far from the ponderous pleonasm of Saint-Pierre or the severe earnestness of Rousseau, 

Kant opens with a snippet of gallows humor: He reveals that his use of the term perpetual peace 

is cribbed from the caption posted by an unnamed Dutch innkeeper over the picture of a church 

cemetery.309  Analysts differ on the significance of this ambiguous, satirical touch.310 

Structurally, moreover, Kant dispenses with his usual narrative style and constructs the 

main portion of his text much like a contract ready to be adapted for signature by European rulers 

willing to embrace perpetual peace by signing up for a federative structure broadly similar to the 

proposals of Saint-Pierre and Rousseau.  Such purposeful action is required, he says, because 

[t]he state of peace among men living side by side is not the natural state (status 

naturalis), which is rather to be described as a state of war: that is to say, although 

there is not perhaps always actual open hostility, yet there is a constant threatening 

that an outbreak may occur.  Thus the state of peace must be established.  For the 

mere cessation of hostilities is no guarantee of continued peaceful relations, and 

unless this guarantee is given by every individual to his neighbour—which can only 

be done in a state of society regulated by law—one man is at liberty to challenge 

another and treat him as an enemy.311 

                                                           
309 Santayana employs similar imagery in a widely quoted passage: “Only the dead are safe; only 

the dead have seen the end of war. Not that non-existence deserves to be called peace; it is 

only by an illusion of contrast that we are tempted to call it so.” (Santayana, Soliloquies, p. 

102.) The internet stubbornly insists on ascribing the line, “only the dead have seen the end of 

war,” to Plato, whose extant writings contain no such line. 
310 See Arendt, p. 52. 
311 Kant, Perpetual Peace, Second Section (p. 117f). Here Kant is acknowledging, at least 

perfunctorily, Hobbes’ dark view of the creation of the state. See Leviathan, Chapter XIVVV 

(p. 66ff).  
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The six discrete provisions of Kant’s First Section, including a mutual pledge of non-interference 

in the internal affairs of other states, are calculated to embody such assurance from each 

signatory prince to his fellows.  Unlike Rousseau and (especially) Saint-Pierre, however, Kant 

does not emphasize such nuts and bolts.  In fact, while his focus on the idea of a federation 

seems to parallel the proposals of Saint-Pierre and Rousseau, by comparison with his 

predecessors Kant’s actual description of the transformative federation is almost perfunctory. 

I believe Kant’s minimal emphasis on the actual specifications for a federation of 

peaceful states reflects his realization that such details are secondary, both in importance and in 

the sequence of steps leading to peace.  Prior to setting the minutiae of reciprocal concessions 

and procedures for future decision-making, each signatory must make a good faith commitment 

to this shared innovation.  If such commitment is solid, the details will define themselves.  

Otherwise, any amount of persuasion (e.g. Saint-Pierre’s voluminous positing and rebutting of 

possible objections) will be unavailing.  Accordingly, Kant does not (like Saint-Pierre) attempt to 

convince the princes that joining a peace federation is in their interest or (like Rousseau) revile 

the princes for refusing to do so.  Focusing instead on the element of commitment, he looks to 

the future when altered political circumstances will remove current obstacles and actively foster 

peace at the expense of war. 

Kant’s distinctive conceptual move, which sets his peace proposal apart from its 

predecessors, thus comes in the First and Second Definite Articles of the Second Section.  

Extrapolating from changes already emerging in his own day, Kant prefigures Tennyson in 

anticipating the transformative effect of profound changes yet to come.  Above all, “every state” 

will, in time, freely adopt a republican constitution.  That, in turn, will spur creation and growth 

of the hoped-for “federation of free states.”  As he explains: 
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[I]f Fortune ordains that a powerful and enlightened people should form a 

republic—which by its very nature is inclined to perpetual peace—this would serve 

as a centre of federal union for other states wishing to join, and thus secure 

conditions of freedom among the states in accordance with the idea of the law of 

nations.  Gradually, through different unions of this kind, the federation would 

extend further and further.312 

Kant’s observation that a republic, by its nature “is inclined to perpetual peace,” stands out as an 

Enlightenment article of faith.  French political philosopher Montesquieu (1689-1755) aptly 

summed up the judgment of the age: “The spirit of monarchy is war and enlargement of domain: 

peace and moderation are the spirit of a republic.”  For Kant, also, this is a self-evident truth 

requiring no elaboration.313   

Departing further from the tone of diplomatic entreaty adopted by Rousseau and Saint-

Pierre (and, for that matter, Crucé and Bentham – although it is unknown whether Kant read the 

former and virtually certain that he did not read the latter), Kant proceeds in his Appendices to 

reveal the philosophical wellsprings of the collective human progress (as opposed to discrete 

decisions by individual rulers) from which he believes perpetual peace will emerge.  In 

Appendix I, he ties his broader philosophy to the specific political problem of perpetual peace by 

introducing the Categorical Imperative and its deontological mandate to abide by the Moral Law 

as a duty.  For Kant, duty is an inescapable obligation.  Having identified perpetual peace as a 

                                                           
312 Kant, Perpetual Peace, pp. 134-135. It is at least possible that Kant, known as a proponent of 

American independence, would have regarded the United States as potentially capable of 

anchoring an international federation as described here. His stated focus is on Europe, 

although the philosophical arguments in the two Appendices are universal. 
313 Kant’s critics, especially postmodern thinkers focused more on the human condition than 

human nature, question Kant’s reliance on reason as a fundamental source of justification and 

arbiter of human affairs. Evaluation of such controversy is outside the scope of this thesis. 
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duty, he reveals the pursuit of peace as the obligation of every politician.314  Moreover, “nature 

has contrived things so as to guarantee perpetual peace, eventually”: 

Nature guarantees the coming of perpetual peace, through the natural course of 

human propensities: not indeed with sufficient certainty to enable us to prophesy 

the future of this ideal theoretically, but yet clearly enough for practical purposes.  

And thus this guarantee of nature make it a duty that we should labour for this end, 

an end which is no mere chimera.”315  

Nature’s instrument in bringing about this gradual-but-inexorable transformation shall be the 

spread of the republican form of government.  When citizens, rather than princes, exercise 

sovereignty and set the parameters of national security policy, war will give way to civilized 

debate as a final, practical means of dispute resolution.  Since no population would collectively 

choose to invade a neighbor, aggressive war will cease, and defensive war will thus be rendered 

superfluous.  Though the timeline is uncertain, Kant holds the outcome to be in no doubt. 

One more treatise from the era of Enlightenment peace projects merits our attention.  

In1792, barely three decades after Rousseau, and three years before Kant, James Madison 

published a brief essay entitled Universal Peace.  Because he is responding directly to 

Rousseau’s Judgment, and more because he offers insights that eluded his fellow peace analysts, 

Madison’s voice must be heard in this discussion.316 

First, Madison takes Rousseau to task because his peace proposal would tend “to 

perpetuate arbitrary power wherever it existed; and, by extinguishing the hope of one day seeing 

                                                           
314 Any ruler or other political official who feels uncertain in this regard would be put right by 

the advice offered in the Second Supplement: “Those acting within the decision making 

apparatus of the state should avail themselves of the useful works of philosophers.” 
315 Kant, PP, p. 157. It is worth noting that Thomas Paine, in the spirit of the age, drew a similar 

distinction between Europe’s monarchies and republics – the latter being “all (and we may say 

always) at peace” – in Common Sense (1776). 
316 Madison’s essay appeared 2 February 1792 in The National Gazette, a partisan newspaper 

supporting the Democratic-Republicans. It operated from October 1791 to October 1793. Kant 

may not have read Madison’s essay, but the fact that it is little known in our own country is 

surprising. 
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an end of oppression, to cut off the only source of consolation remaining to the oppressed.”  It 

seems extraordinary that Rousseau, of all people, would fail to note the fact that perpetual peace, 

at least as envisioned by Crucé, Saint-Pierre and himself, would freeze autocratic government in 

place and deny citizens any right to protest, much less change, their government.  After centuries 

of one brutal war after another, for some Europeans a future of perpetual autocracy with no war 

offered an acceptable model of perpetual peace.  Still, if it was (as Rousseau asserts) naïve for 

Saint-Pierre to imagine that all European rulers could be persuaded to join a federation that 

would necessarily shrink their power, it was no less so for Rousseau and the others to imagine 

that all European citizens could, for their part, agree to abandon forever any hope of domestic 

liberty.  Madison’s criticism underscores the point that peace per se is not a proper goal of 

politics, lest the politician be tempted to purchase it a ruinous price. 

In a significant further insight, Madison identifies two “classes” of war: “one flowing 

from the mere will of the government, the other according with the will of the society itself.”  

This dualism provides a possible explanation for the odd failure of earlier theorists to consider 

the people’s own view of the peace to be instituted as “perpetual.”317  Rousseau and his 

predecessors focus exclusively on the level of government action for the very good reason that in 

their time decisions of war and peace lay entirely in the realm of monarchs and ministers.  

Madison, in contrast, had spent his adult life devising a republican constitution that substantially 

shifted decision-making power from a remote class of government elites to representatives 

selected by, and accountable to, the people themselves.  While Kant can predict that the future 

spread of republican governance will make peace feasible, Madison can proclaim he has already 

                                                           
317 Madison’s two-class typology of war is consistent with my heuristic chart in section 2.2. 
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seen it: “Had Rousseau lived to see the Constitution of the United States and of France, his 

judgment might have escaped the censure to which his project has exposed it.”318 

Uniquely positioned as a master of political praxis who is also steeped in theory, Madison 

could summarize, more succinctly and precisely than either Rousseau or Kant, the practical key 

to perpetual peace.  The central requirement is neither to convince kings to join a federation (a 

fool’s errand) or (merely) to await the expected benefit of a rising international tide of republican 

values.  Madison alone sees that “government itself must be regenerated.  Its will must be made 

subordinate to, or rather the same with, the will of the community.”  Aligning government with 

the opinions and values of the community will, in Madison’s view, provide a sufficient safeguard 

against war.  Once the “government” and “public” levels on the hierarchy of Responses to the 

Perceived Threat of War (see p. 72) are unified – as should happen under a republic – the people 

will have the national security policy they want, and will no longer be yearning for a policy 

denied them by war-addicted princes; and Madison, like Kant, has no doubt that the people want 

peace.  Elevating the power of the people will curtail the first cause of war – which was the 

exclusive concern of every other theorist, including Kant – as there will be no princes left with 

the power to ignore the people’s will.   

Madison acknowledges that the people themselves might, under certain circumstances, 

stand for war.  Such instances would be limited, however, “by subjecting the will of the society 

to the reason of the society; by establishing permanent and constitutional maxims of conduct 

which may prevail over occasional impressions and inconsiderate pursuits.”319   

                                                           
318 Madison, Peace, p. 89. 
319 Madison, Peace, pp. 89-90. 
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Madison’s logic is razor-sharp and crystal-clear: “War should not only be declared by the 

authority of the people, whose toils and treasures are to support its burdens, instead of the 

government which is to reap its fruits: but [also] each generation should be made to bear the 

burden of its own wars, instead of carrying them on, at the expence of other generations.”  He 

offers a piquant closing thought: If the republican state is to declare war and bear its expenses, 

the taxes for this purpose should be both high enough to “keep the people awake” and also 

disaggregated from other public funds.  If the cost of war is “wrapped up in other payments, the 

bliss of ignorance “may leave them asleep, to misapplications of their money.”   

For Madison, this is the best we can hope for.  On the other hand, we can, realistically 

hope for it.  This is no wistful exercise in futility, as Rousseau saw Saint-Pierre’s original 

perpetual peace project.  It is realistic, and achievable; but it will depend on the willingness of 

citizens to act in their own interest, just as the war-making princes of the 18th century refused to 

do in the face of the peace treatises of the day.  In that epoch, the princes often did reap benefits 

from war.  There is no parallel case to be made that complacent contemporary citizens benefit – 

apart from the poisoned freedom of subsisting in a state of self-selected ignorance and delusion 

while the government, not constrained by the will of the sovereign people, pursues irresponsible 

policies that undermine long-term prospects for happiness or, indeed, survival.] 

Ultimately both Madison and Kant share Rousseau’s dour conclusion – The crowned 

heads of Europe are not likely to sign up for perpetual peace – as well as his suggested remedy: 

The spread of republican principles of governance will, in time, strengthen the voice of the 

people at the expense of the old ruling classes and thus shift the odds decisively against war.  

Both also note that this history-changing trend is already underway, e.g. in the rise of the Dutch 

Republic, the French Republic and, of course, the United States.  But Madison goes a vital step 
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further than Kant, stipulating precisely why he believes the spread of republicanism will bring 

the extinction of war: Republican governance will unify the state’s decision-making with the will 

of the people; and since the people do not want war, the expanding zone of republicanism will 

also be a zone of perpetual peace, in which the war-drum throbs no longer and the battle-flag is 

furled.320  Madison thus distills the essence of the concept so beautifully and persuasively 

articulated by Kant. 

The future as foreseen by Kant is a cosmopolitan world in which republican states, each 

retaining its own distinctiveness, choose to eschew standing armies (in favor of militias 

controlled directly by the people) and at the same time embrace supra-national federation to 

ensure that law orders human affairs both at home and, crucially, within the international 

sphere.321  In such a world, perpetual peace becomes, not a chimera, but a palpable, realistic 

possibility.   

The fact that this optimistic vision remains unfulfilled scarcely diminishes Kant’s 

immense achievement in framing a perspective on the universal aspiration for perpetual peace 

that continues to inform, challenge and inspire more than two centuries after its creation.  His 

optimism was rational, and the evolution of Western social and political norms and institutions 

since his time is demonstrably less so.  In fact a close examination of what Kant got “wrong” 

obliges us to look to shortcomings in ourselves, more than faults or omissions in his analysis.   

When we look at the actual course of politics from Kant’s age to ours, the results are 

mixed.  While the Vienna System and the so-called Concert of Europe preserved an image of 

                                                           
320 See note 204. 
321 Kant draws a hard distinction between a republic, in which law, rationality and orderly 

decision-making are expected to prevail, and a democracy, in which he expects erratic 

decision-making marked by tyranny of the majority.  Democratic values are not, in his view, 

republican values, and only the latter are conducive to perpetual peace. 
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durable peace for a century, its catastrophic breakdown in 1914 revealed both the fragility of 

consensus among rulers and the absence of the people’s voice from critical decisions.  Within the 

United States the performance of our republican government in matters of peace and war has 

been uniformly poor and has deteriorated over time.  From the end of World War II, the people’s 

participation in decisions of peace and war has virtually disappeared.  The Vietnam War, which 

provoked significant antiwar sentiment and a vigorous protest movement, is an exception that 

proves the rule.  That war also spurred many in the political class, in both major parties, to work 

consciously to promote war – for objectives they deemed just, of course – and to systematically 

delegitimate anti-war views and exclude the citizenry from decisions of war and peace.  Their 

world-view coalesced around an anti-communist consensus through the years of the cold war, 

embracing new assumptions embodied in doctrines described as “realist” and, increasingly from 

the 1980s, “neoconservative.”   

Subsequent chapters will look further at American decision-making before and after 

World War I, and the ascendance of pro-war political ideologies in the twentieth century.  For 

now these concluding remarks about our own country will suffice.  It is fair to say that Kant did 

not anticipate: 

 the emergence of mass media powerful and pervasive enough to mold popular opinion, but 

also subject to manipulation and bias that can actually diminish the transparency of 

governance and (a) often leave the American public effectively ignorant of military actions 

taken in their name and thus (b) help government avoid accountability for such actions;  

 the lassitude of the American citizenry in allowing the lines of government authority to be 

redrawn to the advantage of a self-serving class of political partisans; in permitting the 

creation of a colossal military apparatus vastly exceeding the scope of any actual threat and 

thus serving, not national security, but the business interests of a small commercial class; and 

in acquiescing to the unprovoked invasion and destruction of a distant country; or  

 the emergence of elected leaders (as opposed to the war-loving hereditary rulers of pre-

Enlightenment Europe) and political parties willing (or able, given the supposed republican 

constraints on executive power) to subject the nation to the unnecessary perpetuation of war 

for the ethically barren goal of retaining power for a further, brief term of years or, indeed, to 

neglect domestic priorities (e.g. environment, education, health care, infrastructure) in order 
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to undertake the covert or overt overthrow of foreign governments and direct the targeted 

killing of individuals (including American citizens) or other violent actions despite well-

documented popular opposition to such policies. 

I believe Kant would be dumbstruck to see the United States widely mistrusted and feared as the 

world’s “warfare state” and taking on the burden of titanic, ever-escalating levels of peacetime 

military spending while inequality, injustice and ill health afflict a large percentage of the 

American people and undermine any possibility of genuine domestic tranquility.  America’s 

political leaders have collectively fallen into the sort of torpor that Kant warns of, deeming it 

their business “only to apply existing laws and not to investigate whether these are not 

themselves in need of improvement.”322  By ignoring the American people’s aspiration for 

perpetual peace, our elected leaders ensure the perpetuation of endless war. 

 

3.3 The American Constitutional Concept of War 

Centuries of violent European history made America’s founding fathers wary of both armies and 

the political authority to mobilize and command them.  It is thus not surprising that wrangling 

between Congress and president over when, where and for what reason to commit U.S. forces to 

war has thus been a recurring element in American governance since the beginning.  On one 

major point, however, there was virtual unanimity among the founding generation of American 

leaders: The United States of America should not establish a standing army.  In Federalist 41, 

“Father of the Constitution” James Madison (1751-1836) argues that standing military forces in 

peacetime are hard to reconcile with democratic governance: 

                                                           
322 Kant, Perpetual Peace, Second Supplement (p. 160). Kant might share the indignant 

perplexity of American rap artist and activist Tupac Shakur (1971-1996), who observed in one 

of his most influential compositions that “they got money for wars but can’t feed the poor.” 

(Keep Ya Head Up, 1993). Eisenhower certainly did. As he declared in 1953: “[E]very gun that 

is made, every warship launched, every rocket fired signifies, in the final sense, a theft from 

those who hunger and are not fed, those who are cold and are not clothed.” See note 430.  
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Security against foreign danger is one of the primitive objects of civil society....  

[But a] standing force is a dangerous, at the same time that it may be a necessary, 

provision.  On the smallest scale it has its inconveniences.  On an extensive scale 

its consequences may be fatal.  On any scale it is an object of laudable 

circumspection and precaution.  A wise nation will combine all these 

considerations; and, whilst it does not rashly preclude itself from any resource 

which may become essential to its safety, will exert all its prudence in diminishing 

both the necessity and the danger of resorting to one which may be inauspicious to 

its liberties. 

Alexander Hamilton (1757-1804) held a similar view: “‘The Congress shall have the 

power to declare war’; the plain meaning of which is, that it is the peculiar and exclusive duty of 

Congress, when the nation is at peace, to change that state into a state of war.”  He became the 

first President to freely acknowledge this plain constitutional provision as an explicit constraint 

on his own authority: “The constitution vests the power of declaring war in Congress; therefore 

no offensive expedition of importance can be undertaken until after they shall have deliberated 

upon the subject and authorized such a measure”323  This meant, at a minimum, full participation 

by Congress in decisions regarding the use of military force in all but the most exigent 

circumstances.  A president acting alone was authorized only to repel sudden attacks (hence the 

decision to withhold from him only the power to “declare” war, not to “make” war, which was 

thought to be a necessary emergency power in case of foreign attack).324 

                                                           
323 Hamilton Papers, Examination Number I, 17 December 1801; Letter from George 

Washington to William Moultrie, 28 August 1793. Both quotations were cited in H.R. 4140 

(The No Unconstitutional Strike Against North Korea Act) introduced in the House by Rep. 

John Conyers, Jr. (D-MI) on 26 October 2017. The draft bill was referred to the Foreign 

Affairs Committee and the Armed Services Committee for further review, but never voted on. 

The text is available online at: https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/4140. 

Hamilton presents a similar line of analysis in Federalist 28. The trade-off between legislative 

and executive war powers is also analyzed extensively in the 1793-94 Pacificus-Helvidius 

debates between Hamilton (Pacificus) and Madison (Helvidius), which keyed on President 

Washington’s Neutrality Proclamation of 1793. 
324 Woods. It is curious to note that Lenin’s theory of communism is equally hostile to the idea of 

a standing army as a “parasite” that “clogs every pore of existence.”  (The State and 

Revolution, Chapter II) 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/4140
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The American tradition of civilian authority over the military is in keeping with the 

Clausewitzian view of war as “a continuation of political activity by other means.”325  Noted 

anti-Federalist Samuel Adams concurred with Adams and the Federalists on this point, and on 

standing armies:  

A standing Army, however necessary it may be at some times, is always dangerous 

to the Liberties of the People.  Soldiers are apt to consider themselves as a Body 

distinct from the rest of the Citizens.  They have their Arms always in their hands.  

Their Rules and their Discipline is severe.  They soon become attachd to their 

officers and disposd to yield implicit Obedience to their Commands.  Such a Power 

should be watchd with a jealous Eye.”326  

Elbridge Gerry, later a delegate to the 1787 constitutional convention, went further: 

“[S]tanding armies in time of peace are inconsistent with the principles of republican 

Governments, dangerous to the liberties of a free people, and generally converted into 

destructive engines for establishing despotism.”  During the convention Madison remained 

forceful on the topic, ensuring that the American national consensus came to align with his view: 

In time of actual war, great discretionary powers are constantly given to the 

Executive Magistrate.  Constant apprehension of War, has the same tendency to 

render the head too large for the body.  A standing military force, with an 

overgrown Executive will not long be safe companions to liberty.  The means of 

defence against foreign danger, have been always the instruments of tyranny at 

home. 327 

American patriot and activist Josiah Quincy provided a corresponding metaphor: “What a 

deformed monster is a standing army in a free nation.”328  This early American distaste for 

                                                           
325 Clausewitz, p. 87. 
326 Adams, Letter to James Warren, 7 January 1776 (in Writings (vol 3), p. 250).  
327 Madison, Debates, pp. 185-186. As President 25 years later, Madison was shocked that the 

governors of the northeastern states declined to deploy their state militias in support of his 

plan to invade Canada at the beginning of the War of 1812. At that moment he may have 

wished for a standing national army capable of that mission, or at least able to defend 

Washington. 
328 Thoughts On Standing Armies, an essay published in Boston 14 May 1774 (quoted in part by 

Lepore).  
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standing armies tracks with Kant’s own view that standing armies (miles perpetuus) must be 

abolished “in course of time.”  He regarded the elimination of both standing armies and 

mercenary forces as an essential means of diminishing “the ease … with which war may be 

made,” and also “the inclination of rulers towards it.”329 

In his own peace treatise, Bentham notes that standing armies can be a goad to “tyranny 

of one nation towards another.”  Conventions limiting the number of troops to be maintained (as 

well as the number of ships) are thus beneficial, and eliminating standing forces more so.  

Bentham cites the practical benefit with characteristic deadpan: “There may arise difficulty in 

maintaining an army; [but] there can arise none in not doing so.”330 

As the young Republic evolved into a continental empire in the 1830s, even populist 

Andrew Jackson, whose political career rested on the foundation of his dramatic military success, 

maintained a formal posture of opposition to the idea of a standing army.  In his first Inaugural 

Address, he declared: “Considering standing armies as dangerous to free governments in time of 

peace, I shall not seek to enlarge our present establishment, nor disregard that salutary lesson of 

political experience which teaches that the military should be held subordinate to the civil 

power.331 

Accordingly, the early republic did not establish a standing army, and the U.S. 

Constitution apportions war-making powers between the executive and legislative branches with 

the obvious intent that neither be able to take the country into war without the concurrence of the 

other.  While Congress alone has the authority to “declare War,” “raise and support Armies” and 

                                                           
329 Kant, Perpetual Peace (First Section, p. 110f). 
330 Bentham, Principles of International Law, Essay 3. 
331 4 March 1829. (Thorpe, p. 33f.) 
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“provide and maintain a Navy,” the president is named “Commander in Chief of the Army and 

Navy.”   

In addition, the constitutional provision that funds appropriated for armies shall not “be 

for a longer Term than two Years” represents a bar to protracted war, and to the sort of “auto-

pilot wars” that have become a routine aspect of U.S. national defense policy in the twenty-first 

century.332  This arrangement clearly reveals the bedrock aim of the constitutional separation of 

powers: each branch can challenge the power of the other, and the prosecution of an extended 

war is impossible without basic concurrence between them.  Tension between the Congress and 

the president over these war powers provisions began almost immediately after ratification of the 

Constitution in 1789. 

In seeking to rally Congress against what he saw as the war-mongering policies of 

President John Adams, Madison expressed to Thomas Jefferson his understanding of the 

Constitution’s intent:  

The Constitution supposes, what the History of all Governments demonstrates, that 

the Executive is the branch of power most interested in war, and most prone to it.  

It has accordingly with studied care, vested the question of war in the Legislative 

(Branch).  But the Doctrines lately advanced strike at the root of all these 

provisions, and will deposit the peace of the Country in that Department which the 

Constitution distrusts as most ready without cause to renounce it.  For if the opinion 

of the President not the facts and proofs themselves are to sway the judgment of 

Congress, in declaring war, and if the President in the recess of Congress create a 

foreign mission, appoint the minister, and negociate a War Treaty, without the 

possibility of a check even from the Senate, untill the measures present alternatives 

overruling the freedom of its judgment; if again a Treaty when made obliges the 

Legislative (Branch) to declare war contrary to its judgment, and in pursuance of 

the same doctrine, a law declaring war, imposes a like moral obligation, to grant 

the requisite supplies until it be formally repealed with the consent of the President 

and Senate, it is evident that the people are cheated out of the best ingredients in 

                                                           
332 Congressional war powers are spelled out in Article 1, Section 8, Sections 11-16. Article 2, 

Section 2 defines the command authority of the president. Military critic Colonel Andrew 

Bacevich coined the term “auto-pilot wars” and has written extensively on the opacity, 

mendacity and dysfunction with which they are prosecuted.  
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their Government, the safeguards of peace which is the greatest Of their 

blessings.333 

His words are no less relevant today, as the constitutional debate over national security policy, 

and the allocation of war powers is ongoing. 

In warning against embroilment in old European conflicts, John Quincy Adams branded 

Europe an akeldama – a field of blood – to be avoided at all costs.334  World War I proved that 

the sixth U.S. President, more than 90 years before the fact, chose the most grotesquely a propos 

characterization of what was to come.   

As a friend of the young American republic, Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1859) fretted 

that the constitutional system was riven by discord and prone to capricious initiatives driven by 

momentary popular passions: “I hold it to be an impious and an execrable maxim that, politically 

speaking, a people has a right to do whatsoever it pleases.”  A democratic system is prone to step 

beyond the restraint it ought to observe: “The rights of every people are … confined within the 

limits of what is just.”335  He warned against “despotism of public opinion”336 through tyranny of 

the majority and, worse, the seductive appeal of militarism in Washington.  Tocqueville 

perceived the latter threat embodied in the election (1828) and reelection (1832) of President 

Andrew Jackson whom he disparaged as  

a man of a violent temper and mediocre talents; no one circumstance in the whole 

course of his career ever proved that he is qualified to govern a free people….  But 

he was raised to the presidency … solely by the recollection of a victory which he 

                                                           
333 Madison’s letter to Thomas Jefferson dated 2 April 1798, during the presidency of John 

Adams, is cited by Kurland and Lerner in their comprehensive and user-friendly online guide 

to the U.S. Constitution. The text is also available on the website of the Library of Congress: 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/mjm.06_0540_0542/?sp=1&st=text. 
334 The term, cited in Adams’ 1821 Independence Day speech while he was Secretary of State, 

echoes Biblical usage: either Acts 1:18-19 or Matthew 27:7 (with possible reference also to 

Zechariah 11:12, Jeremiah 18:2-3 and Jeremiah 32:6-15). 
335 Tocqueville, pp. 280-290. 
336 Ibid., p. 316. Tocqueville’s worry over the potential for majoritarian tyranny mirrors Kant’s 

negative view of democracy, as opposed to republicanism. 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/mjm.06_0540_0542/?sp=1&st=text
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gained, twenty years ago, under the walls of New Orleans; a victory which was, 

however, a very ordinary achievement, and which could only be remembered in a 

country where battles are rare.”337 

In praising the good sense of Americans and discussing what he saw as the country’s favorable 

prospects (“[A] thousand circumstances, independent of the will of man, concur to facilitate the 

maintenance of a democratic republic in the United States.”), Tocqueville reflected favorably on 

American founding fathers’ judgment that standing armies serve no purpose other than to make 

war more likely.  He compared the Spanish colonists of South America who, though “no less 

isolated by nature” than their counterparts in North America, “yet their position has not relieved 

them from the charge of standing armies.  They make war upon each other when they have no 

foreign enemies to oppose; and the Anglo-American democracy is the only one which has 

hitherto been able to maintain itself in peace.”338 

Madison’s incisive arguments have enduring significance, not only due to his preeminent 

role as architect of the Bill of Rights, advisor to the first President (Washington), and top 

political ally of the third (Jefferson), but also because he, as fourth President, was the first 

American chief executive to lead the country into a major conflict: the War of 1812.  His adroit, 

hands-on pre-war diplomacy nearly succeeded in averting war altogether; but after negotiations 

collapsed President Madison at every turn sought close collaboration with Congress.  After 

receiving his formal notification of complaints against Britain, Congress deliberated four days 

before voting on 18 June 1812 for the first American declaration of war.  The text was strikingly 

spare and simple: 

                                                           
337 Tocqueville, First Part, Chapter XVII (p. 316). Today Jackson is also remembered for burning 

down Creek Indian settlements and hounding the survivors of the Creek War of 1813-14; for 

signing into law the 1830 Indian Removal Act; and for his personal engagement in the broad 

effort to transform the “voluntary” relocation of American Indian tribes into compulsory 

expulsion from their ancestral lands east of the Mississippi. 
338 Ibid., p. 349. 
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Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of 

America in Congress assembled, That war be and is hereby declared to exist 

between the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland and the dependencies 

thereof, and the United States of America and their territories; and that the President 

of the United States is hereby authorized to use the whole land and naval force of 

the United States to carry the same into effect, and to issue to private armed vessels 

of the United States commissions or letters of marque and general reprisal in such 

form as he shall think proper, and under the seal of the United States, against the 

vessels, goods, and effects of the government of the said United Kingdom of Great 

Britain and Ireland, and the subjects thereof.339 

The war ended in a strategic stalemate, but notable American victories late in the conflict both on 

land and (especially) at sea created a wave of national euphoria that lasted a decade or more.  

Madison joined in celebrating the war as an honorable undertaking and a national success, but 

did not attempt to shift the equilibrium of war-making power away from Congress and toward 

the executive.   

That push began in earnest three decades later, however, as President James Polk (1795-

1849) steered the country into the Mexican-American War.  The highly partisan and 

confrontational Polk managed to expand the power of the chief executive as the architect and 

(micro-) manager of national security at the expense of both Congress and his military 

commanders in the field.340  Critics like Senator Daniel Webster (1782-1852) echoed Madison 

                                                           
339 It is notable that the declaration does not endorse, or even refer to, the grievances it had just 

received from the executive. It also sets no ethical standard for the conduct of war, simply 

authorizing the president to act “in such form as he shall think proper.” The absence of stated 

war aims or prescribed ethical standards has the effect of maximizing the president’s war-

making latitude – desirable from a commander’s viewpoint – since s/he is thus not obliged to 

demonstrate that any military move s/he might undertake is specifically authorized.   

Madison’s habitual deference to Congress did not shield him form criticism. Since the 39 

Whigs in Congress all opposed the war, the vote was close – in the Senate, 19 in favor and 13 

opposed (59%); in the House, 79 in favor and 49 opposed (62%) – so partisan critics were 

able to refer to the conflict as “Mr. Madison’s War.” 
340 Allen. Typical of American educational institutions, the University of North Carolina at 

Chapel Hill proudly claims Polk as an accomplished alumnus without ethical appraisal of his 

conduct in office. 
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and Hamilton – “No power but Congress can declare war, but what is the value of this 

constitutional provision, if the President of his own authority may make such military 

movements as must bring on war?” – to little effect.341  Congressman Abraham Lincoln (R-IL; 

1809-1865), who would become arguably the country’s most powerful, and most successful, 

wartime leader, agreed: “Allow the President to invade a neighboring nation, whenever he shall 

deem it necessary to repel an invasion, and you allow him to do so, whenever he may choose to 

say he deems it necessary for such purpose—and you allow him to make war at pleasure.”342  

Predictably, critics aimed similar criticism at Lincoln himself in the run-up to the Civil War.  

Reflecting years later on his own role as a junior infantry officer in the Mexican War, Ulysses 

Grant (1822-1885) noted with typical candor that it was not only “one of the most unjust ever 

waged by a stronger against a weaker nation,” but also “an instance of a republic following the 

bad example of European monarchies, in not considering justice in their desire to acquire 

additional territory.”  It is not known whether Grant read Bentham, but his analysis here reflects 

a Benthamite sentiment that other writers of the perpetual peace movement would have 

approved. 

Grant’s seasoned political judgment by the time he wrote his memoirs in the final year of 

his life enabled him to see the political machinations behind the war: “[T]he same people—who 

with permission of Mexico had colonized Texas, and afterwards set up slavery there, and then 

seceded as soon as they felt strong enough to do so—offered themselves and the State to the 

United States, and in1845 their offer was accepted.  The occupation, separation and annexation 

                                                           
341 Webster voiced his criticism in a widely celebrated speech at a dinner in his honor hosted by 

“merchants and other citizens of Philadelphia” on 2 December 1846. 
342 Excerpt from Lincoln’s 15 February 1848 letter to his law partner and biographer, William 

H. Herndon, dated 15 February 1848.  
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were, from the inception of the movement to its final consummation, a conspiracy to acquire 

territory out of which slave states might be formed for the American Union.”  It is not necessary 

to overlook war crimes by Santa Anna to recognize that American claims that the war was 

necessary to defend Americans threatened on U.S. soil was a cynical pretense.  As Grant 

recognized at the end of his life, this deficit of Right Intention in U.S. strategy in the war with 

Mexico had palpable consequences: “The Southern rebellion was largely the outgrowth of the 

Mexican war.  Nations, like individuals, are punished for their transgressions.  We got our 

punishment in the most sanguinary and expensive war of modern times.” 343 

The dispute between the Congress and the President over war powers took on new 

significance in the waning years of the nineteenth century, as rising prosperity and a dawning 

sense of global status propelled the United States into the Spanish-American War.  Sympathy for 

the Cuban people’s revolt against Spain and outrage at Spain’s alleged sinking of the USS Maine 

in Havana Harbor in February 1898 stoked public fervor for the war and, more generally, a new 

enthusiasm for imperialism as a virtuous campaign to deliver the “blessings of civilization” to 

Spain’s former overseas possessions – especially Cuba and the Philippines.  The war would 

become the chief legacy of President William McKinley (1843-1901), whose term in office was 

cut short by assassination.344 

                                                           
343 Grant, Memoirs (vol I), p. 53f.  
344 McKinley came to office in 1897 as an advocate of imperialism, including the annexation of 

Hawaii (which had just become a “republic” following the overthrow of the monarchy by 

American business interests in 1893). There was strong American support for annexation, and 

the value of Pacific bases in wartime became clear after the Battle of Manila. The fact that 

American troops fighting in the Philippines were available to participate in the Eight-Nation 

Alliance – a decisive Western military alliance to defeat the Boxer Rebellion in China in 1900 

– underscored the point. 
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Like many Americans, renowned American humorist Mark Twain (1835-1910) was 

caught up in the excitement of the war with Spain, and became a self-described “red-hot 

imperialist: I wanted the American eagle to go screaming into the Pacific.  It seemed tiresome 

and tame for it to content itself with the Rockies.  Why not spread its wings over the Philippines, 

I asked myself?  And I thought it would be a real good thing to do.”345  Victory in Cuba required 

less than four months; but the fight in the Philippines evolved from a mission to help Filipinos 

expel an embattled Spanish garrison to a protracted, bloody campaign to impose American 

imperial rule, as the First Philippine Republic declared war on the United States.   

The Philippine Insurrection dragged on for more than three years and brought credible 

charges of American war crimes.  On the island of Samar heavy U.S. casualties elicited brutal 

reprisals, including torture and attacks on civilians.  There were also reports of rape and robbery.  

Twain was outraged: “I have seen that we do not intend to free, but to subjugate the people of the 

Philippines.  We have gone there to conquer, not to redeem.  …And so I am an anti-imperialist.  

I am opposed to having the eagle put its talons on any other land.”346  Theodore Roosevelt (1858-

1919), who became President upon the assassination of McKinley in September 1901, did much 

to popularize the idea that American military action abroad was needed to defeat, and civilize, 

“barbarous” enemies.  Twain, in contrast, lamented American “pirate raids” that besmirched the 

reputation of Christianity, denounced Washington for joining Europe’s colonial “game,” and 

drew attention to American atrocities: 

We have crushed a deceived and confiding people; we have turned against the weak 

and the friendless who trusted us; we have stamped out a just and intelligent and 

well-ordered republic; we have stabbed an ally in the back and slapped the face of 

a guest; we have bought a Shadow from an enemy that hadn’t it to sell; we have 

robbed a trusting friend of his land and his liberty; we have invited our clean young 

                                                           
345 Column published in the New York Herald, 15 October 1900. 
346 Ibid. 
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men to shoulder a discredited musket and do bandits’ work under a flag which 

bandits have been accustomed to fear, not to follow; we have debauched America’s 

honor and blackened her face before the world.347 

Twain’s withering criticism helped rouse public opinion against the conflict. 

In his own contemporaneous critique of the war, Spanish-born American philosopher 

George Santayana (1863-1952) heaped further opprobrium on American liberals, including his 

fellow professors at Harvard, for easily rationalizing the grotesque violence in the Philippines.  

Santayana’s satirical poem, Young Sammy’s First Wild Oats, skewered American imperialism as 

a dark, cynical deterioration of the country’s high-minded founding ethos:  

First he bought her, then he kicked her; 

   but the truth is, he was drunk, 

For that day had crowned him victor, 

   and a Spanish fleet was sunk. 

 

He’s not Uncle Sam, the father, 

   that prim, pompous, honest man, 

Yankee, or Virginian, rather: 

   Sammy’s an American348,  

The Philippine-American War was among the first major conflicts following the 1899 

Hague Convention, which adopted a series of provisions to regulate the conduct of war on land 

and sea.  U.S. forces violated many of the prohibitions, however, and maintained afterward that 

                                                           
347 Twain, “To the Person Sitting in Darkness.” The essay is a devastating assault on both the 

venality and hypocrisy of American and other foreign missionaries in China, as well as the 

shocking brutality of the war in the Philippines. Twain asks sardonically: “Shall we go on 

conferring our Civilization upon the peoples that sit in darkness, or shall we give those poor 

things a rest?” Mark Twain’s razor-sharp critique of the American war effort in the 

Philippines makes painful reading today. His writings contributed to the enduring negative 

image of this first large-scale U.S. military undertaking on the world stage. 

Twain’s contempt for Theodore Roosevelt is echoed by Reinhold Niebuhr two decades later: 

“Theodore Roosevelt belonged to a little junta which foisted the Spanish-American war upon 

the American people.” This could occur, raged Niebuhr, due to the “frustrated impulses of 

pugnacity and martial ardor of the pitiful little “men in the street,” which led Americans to see 

Roosevelt in heroic terms. (MMIS, p. 163) 
348 Composed in 1900. See The Genteel Tradition, pp. 26-36. 



172 

the Convention could be applied only in war against “civilized” nations.  The American position 

also held that the agreed legal principles governing ius in bello could not properly be related to 

combat against the forces led by Philippine leader Emilio Aguinaldo, who was not a signatory to 

the Convention.   

Such blatant cynicism about the nature of justice in wartime also typified British conduct 

in the Second Boer War (1899-1902), and that of the Eight-Nation Alliance (which included U.S. 

Marines) against the Boxer Rebellion in China at about the same time.  Western theological 

debates throughout the nineteenth century and into the twentieth descried a perceived loss of 

consensus on the ethical foundations of justice as a consequence of declining religious faith since 

the Enlightenment.  Political leaders of the United States, and the West more broadly, grew 

comfortable allowing self-justifying hypocrisy to substitute for serious ethical inquiry in the 

formulation of national security decisions.  As a result, justice, invoked as a touchstone for 

evaluating the legitimacy of a distant war, began the long (but perhaps not irreversible) slide 

toward its current status of rhetorical throwaway.  At the same time, a steady accretion of 

executive war-making power has fundamentally altered the original constitutional structure. 

The war with Spain left a deep impression on young Woodrow Wilson.  After early 

doubts about the wisdom of the war, came to see it as a natural outgrowth of the growing 

American profile on the world scene.  In particular, he recognized that the war had shifted the 

“balance of parts” within the U.S. government and permanently raised the profile of the 

president: 

The battle of Trenton was not more significant than the battle of Manila. The nation 

that was one hundred and twenty-five years in the making has now stepped forth 

into the open arena of the world.  Our new place in the affairs of the world has 

[placed the President] at the front of our government….  The President and his 

advisers stand upon our chief coign of observation, and we mark their words as we 

did not till this change came.  The President can never again be the mere domestic 
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figure he has been throughout so large a part of our history….  Our President must 

always, henceforth, be one of the great powers of the world, whether he act greatly 

and wisely or not….349   

In chapter four we will see how this expanding view of presidential power influenced American 

decision-making in facing the next foreign war. 

=======================================================  

                                                           
349 Link, pp. 8-9. From Wilson’s 26 December 1901 speech marking the 125th anniversary of the 

Battle of Trenton. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

EXECUTIVE OVERREACH: AMERICA’S WARS AND WAR POWERS  

Early in his second inaugural address, President Abraham Lincoln notes, as an aside, that 

“The progress of our arms, upon which all else chiefly depends, is as well known to the public as 

to myself (emphasis added), and it is, I trust, reasonably satisfactory and encouraging to all.350  It 

is striking that no American president in this century, or in the latter half of the previous one, 

could make the same statement.  Lincoln was speaking after nearly four years of all-

encompassing national war on a scale hitherto unimagined in the United States; yet today, in 

what is nominally a time of peace, Americans routinely acquiesce in the use of “our arms” in 

deployments and operations without the knowledge (and, still less, the approval) of the Congress 

or the public.  When U.S. military operations abroad are undisclosed, the American people have 

no basis for judging them “satisfactory” or otherwise.351   

This chapter will examine historic shifts in the prevailing American attitude toward war, 

from strict constitutional allocation of war powers and the rational restraint of Washington, 

Madison and Hamilton, to today’s sweeping executive authority to initiate and prosecute war.  

Wars and discussions of wars have been common enough throughout our history, but through the 

first American century the founders’ lack of interest in slaying distant monsters mostly kept U.S. 

military forces close to home.  The wars with the Barbary pirates through the first two decades of 

the nineteenth century mark an exception that proves the rule: The preeminent U.S. goal was to 

                                                           
350 Lincoln delivered his Second Inaugural Address, a masterpiece of erudition second only to 

the Gettysburg Address, on 4 March 1865 – two months before the official end of the Civil 

War (9 May 1865).  The final shot of the war, fired by the Confederate commerce raider CSS 

Shenandoah, came nearly six weeks later, on 22 June. 
351 Current reported strength of U.S. overseas deployments of all sorts, about 200,000, 

significantly exceeds the size of the largest force deployed under the American flag during the 

Civil War (134,000, at Chancellorsville). 
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eliminate an acute threat to American citizens and commerce and return to normal, i.e. go forth 

minimal, direct engagement with the affairs of Europe.  Through a brief review of complex 

events over a substantial period I will demonstrate both the magnitude of the transformation in 

American attitudes toward war-making and the remarkable speed with which it occurred.  In 

addition to setting a clearer context for historical analysis, I will demonstrate that the expansive 

view of American “exceptionalism” embraced by many Americans today is incompatible with 

the founding values its proponents claim to cherish. 

The Second World War, in particular, transformed Washington’s thinking about national 

security, convincing many that a defense posture keyed narrowly to coastlines and land 

boundaries was insufficient to about the American role in global stability.  Because the war 

ended in unconditional surrender for the enemy and intoxicating triumph for America and its 

allies, it created a (so far) indelible template for contemporary just war that left little scope for 

ethical assessment of postwar national security policy. 

 

4.1 WWI and After: From Storm of Steel to Disarmament and Outlawry of War 

The wars of the late nineteenth century and the opening of the twentieth left popular opinion 

divided in the United States and the West.  Some grew enamored of military power as a means of 

expanding national prosperity and prestige on the global stage (including Germany and other 

European states pursuing colonial expansion in Africa along the lines set by the 1884-85 Berlin 

Conference).  Others, hoping to make the new century an era of peace, adopted an 

uncompromising anti-war outlook.  Prominent among the latter was American industrialist 

Andrew Carnegie (1835-1919), who in 1910 donated $10 million to create a new kind of 

organization: the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, designed “to hasten the abolition 
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of international war, the foulest blot upon our civilization.”  This was a staggering sum, the 

equivalent of five billion dollars today.352  The popularity of Carnegie’s much-heralded initiative 

is reflected in the fact that President William Howard Taft (1857-1930) joined him for the 

groundbreaking ceremony for this visionary enterprise.  The avowed goal of this organization 

was (and remains) 

to advance the cause of peace among nations; to hasten the renunciation of war as 

an instrument of national policy; to encourage and promote methods for the 

peaceful settlement of international differences and for the increase of international 

understanding and concord; and to aid in the development of international law and 

the acceptance by all nations of the principles underlying such law.”353   

Today such goals appear highly improbable, if not quixotic; but less than a decade before world 

many perceived them to be within reach.  At the same time, clerical peace activists like Charles 

Edward Jefferson also saw imminent danger.  He worried that, just “when peace and arbitration 

and conciliation societies were multiplying in every land, and when men seemed to hate war with 

an abhorrence never known in any preceding era, there should be a deluge of war-talk flowing 

like an infernal tide across the world.354 

When Woodrow Wilson was elected president in 1912, the focus of American attention 

was overwhelmingly domestic.355  He charted a course of neutrality between the Allied and 

Central Powers when World War erupted in August 1914, and was reelected in 1916 largely on 

the strength of one first-term achievement: “He kept us out of war.”  Anti- and pro-war 

                                                           
352 Carnegie’s decision was heavily influenced by prominent academic and peace activist 

Nicholas Murray Butler (1862-1947), who received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1931 for his 

work to promote the Kellogg-Briand Pact.  
353 The organization’s history is recounted on its website: http://carnegieendowment.org/. 
354 “The Delusion of Militarism.”  
355 References in this thesis to politically significant statements and actions by Woodrow Wilson 

in the fields of foreign policy and national security should not be construed as ignoring 

Wilson’s notorious record of support for racial discrimination throughout his career, including 

at Princeton and in the White House. 

http://carnegieendowment.org/
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supporters kept up a vigorous debate throughout the period, 356 and public opinion set a high bar 

against a presidential decision to enter the European conflict.  Even as Wilson edged toward the 

conclusion that American intervention would be necessary, the preponderant majority of 

Americans “did not believe that their interests and security were vitally involved in the outcome 

of the war.  …The prevalence and astounding vitality of neutralism, in spite of the severest 

provocations and all the efforts of propagandists on both sides, formed at once the unifying 

principle of American politics and the compelling reality with which Wilson had to deal from 

1914 to 1917.357   

Events prompted Wilson to alter course only five months into his second term, however: 

in April 1917 he asked Congress to declare war on Germany.358  Following the declaration, 

                                                           
356 Against a panoply of traditional pacifist arguments emphasizing religious and/or humanitarian 

principles, the editors of the conservative magazine North American Review stressed the 

expected benefit of war as “a test of body, of mind and of spirit—a trying-out by fire while yet 

there is time to make America fit for any real emergency. They urged Wilson to fight because 

“war is curative, not destructive, a blessing not a curse.  
357 Link, p. 32. It is, again, striking to note that the prevailing U.S. public attitude toward war 

was so profoundly different a century ago.   

Kennan provides a succinct distillation of the traditional view of the Great War’s origins: “It 

was a tragic, helpless sort of war from the beginning. Poor old Europe had got herself into a 

box. The structure of her international life had a weak spot. The shot at Sarajevo struck into 

that weak spot—and suddenly no one knew how not to go to war.” (Kennan, American 

Diplomacy (p. 59)) 
358 In addressing a joint session of Congress on 2 April 1917, Wilson cited Germany’s violation 

of its pledge to suspend unrestricted submarine warfare in the North Atlantic and the 

Mediterranean, as well as its attempts to entice Mexico into an alliance against the United 

States (as revealed in Britain’s disclosure of the Zimmerman Telegram), as grounds for 

declaring war. The Senate voted its support on 4 April. The House concurred two days later. 

The United States separately declared war on German ally Austria-Hungary on 7 December 

1917.  

Some observed that U.S. mobilization for the Great War had a lenitive effect on old domestic 

regional estrangements held over from the Civil War; but new cleavages emerged. Anti-war 

sentiment remained strong in Washington through the first two years of carnage in Europe. As 

late as February 1917, several anti-war senators conducted a filibuster to delay congressional 

action on Wilson’s request for the authority to arm U.S. merchant ships with U.S. navy 

personnel and equipment. In response Wilson issued an executive order to arm the ships, 
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Americans embraced the war effort with an outburst of patriotic fervor.  German policies, 

particularly unrestricted submarine warfare and the well-publicized abuse of civilians in neutral 

Belgium, transformed widespread American admiration of Germany into overt hostility – even in 

the Midwest, where descendants of German immigrants accounted for up to half the population 

and religious-based pacifism remained widespread.359 

After a brief moment of national euphoria over the American Expeditionary Force’s vital 

role in the decisive Allied victory, anti-war voices resurged in the United States (and also 

throughout Europe, with the exception of Germany).  This was largely due to the unprecedented 

carnage of the war.360  The post-Versailles American peace movement, overwhelmingly backed 

by liberal Protestant denominations nationwide (particularly in the Midwest), demanded quick 

postwar demobilization, an end to conscription, and drastic reductions in U.S. military capacity.  

                                                           

citing an old anti-piracy law as his legal authority to do so. See “U.S. Entry into World War I, 

1917.” 
359 The formal end of the Great War did not end combat. Dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian 

and Ottoman Empires entailed large-scale combat for years, in addition to the Russian Civil 

War, in which over 1.5 million soldiers and eight million civilians died. President Wilson 

even deployed American troops to Siberia, where they took more than 150 combat deaths as 

part of a multi-national force fighting Bolshevik forces until mid-1920. This postwar U.S. 

campaign is largely forgotten today. 
360 The most widely accepted estimates place the number of World War I deaths among military 

personnel between nine and 11 million: about six million for the Allies and about four million 

for the Central Powers. It was by far the most destructive war in Europe since the Thirty 

Years War (1618-1648); and unlike wars of prior centuries a majority – about two-thirds – of 

the military deaths occurred in battle rather than from disease.  (With the benefit of hindsight, 

it is clear that the extraordinarily high casualty rate in the 1904-05 Russo-Japanese War due to 

the first-time widespread use of modern weapons – including machine guns, rapid-fire 

artillery and accurate carbine rifles – was a precursor of what was to come in the First World 

War.) 

The American Expeditionary Forces, from a mobilization of 4,734,991, recorded 53,402 

combat deaths and 63,114 deaths not related to combat, along with 204,002 wounded. These 

totals are comparable to those of the major European combatants for the period of American 

participation in the war (21 October 1917 – 11 November 1918; U.S. forces were fully 

committed in combat operations for about half that period), but small by comparison to 

British, French and German losses over the entire war. See DeBruyne.  
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Congress, being far more independent than now, rebuffed a proposal by the Army General Staff 

providing for a large standing army and compulsory military training for teenage boys, and the 

total personnel of the Army, Navy and Marines shrank to a mere 354,366.361 

 “Never again” became a prevalent sentiment in American politics.  In fact many liberal 

Protestants came to regret their prior support for the war, though their support had lacked the 

genuine fervor of Catholic mobilization for “war work” during the conflict.362  A 1935 statement 

by the Federal Council of Churches was stark: “We look back with shame upon the blind 

servility with which the Christian church gave itself to the government of the United States in 

1917 and 1918.”363  Anti-war Protestants also felt a sense of betrayal at the Versailles Treaty’s 

failure to deliver on the promise of a just postwar settlement for the peoples of Europe (still less 

to residents of the former Ottoman territories and former German colonies in Africa).  This 

resentment led to the U.S. Senate’s 19 November 1919 vote to reject the Covenant of the League 

of Nations.364 

                                                           
361 Fred J. Cook, The Warfare State (p. 42ff). Though Congress did not approve proposals to 

retain a much larger force, the post-World War I posture still marked a shift to a military 

establishment much larger than before the war. By comparison, from the Civil War to the 

Spanish-American war the U.S. military averaged about 25,000 men, the majority billeted in 

forts scattered across the west.  
362 Within weeks of the U.S. Declaration of War, Cardinal James Gibbons of Baltimore, the de 

facto head of the U.S. Catholic Church, issued a letter instructing all Catholics to support the 

war. Founding of the U.S. Bishops’ “National Catholic War Council,” a precursor of the U.S. 

Catholic Conference of Bishops, soon followed. See Dear; Fox; Mary. 
363 Cited by Bullert (p. 273). The nationalist fervor that led many pacifist-leaning Protestant 

churches to back U.S. entry into World War I is somewhat analogous to the 4 October 1914 

Manifesto of the Ninety-Three, whereby prominent German intellectuals – including several 

Nobel laureates and prominent Lutheran theologian Adolf von Harnack – expressed 

foursquare support for the German war effort and dismissed well-documented reports that 

German forces had committed egregious abuses against civilians. 
364 Opposition in the Senate, spurred by Majority Leader Henry Cabot Lodge (R-MA) and Frank 

Bosworth Brandegee (R-CT), focused primarily on Article X of the Covenant, which 

committed signatories to come to the aid of states targeted by aggression. The peace 

movement, which explicitly valued avoidance of war above considerations of international 
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While thus rejecting Wilson’s proposal to share in attempting to manage international 

relations to minimize conflict, many Americans remained willing to engage with other countries 

for the purpose of advancing peace.365  The war thus gave rise to a remarkable period of U.S. 

leadership in the promotion of international peace and conflict resolution.  Convinced that 

armaments, per se, led to war, post-1919 advocates of the pacifist-internationalist approach made 

sea, air and land disarmament the preeminent focus of international diplomacy for fifteen years 

following the signing of the Versailles Treaty and the Covenant of the League of Nations.366  As 

writer and political activist Emery Reves (1904-1981) put it:  

Tremendous amounts of propaganda were poured into the public ear by printed and 

spoken word, to the effect that “armament manufacturers” were the real culprits 

responsible for wars, that no nation should build battleships bigger than thirty-five 

thousand tons, that the caliber of guns should be reduced, submarine and gas 

warfare prohibited, military service shortened, and so forth.367 

Concrete results ensued.  The Washington Naval Conference of 1921-22 yielded an array 

of sweeping agreements to limit the number and tonnage of the world’s major naval powers.  It 

effectively ended the expansion of battleship fleets, and the follow-on London Conference of 

1930 curtailed great power competition in the construction of smaller warships as well.  More 

                                                           

justice, could consider supporting some aspects of the League’s mission to promote peaceful 

dispute resolution, but not this explicit requirement for military action if peaceful efforts failed. 
365 American philosopher and educational theorist John Dewey (1859-1952) expressed the 

ethereal aspiration that led many Americans to reject the practical mechanism of the League 

of Nations in favor of an imagined, ideal alternative: 

The peoples of the world are not yet educated enough in international affairs to 

guarantee the successful workings of a political League, even supposing the idea is 

inherently desirable. And any present scheme is bound to make much of the sanction of 

physical force against recalcitrant nations. In that way, it continues the old tradition of 

the lawfulness of war. What the world now needs is enlightenment and a concentration 

of moral forces. (Levinson, p. 7) 
366 Both came into effect on 10 January 1920. 
367 Reves, p. 123. Throughout his adult life Emery Reves advocated tirelessly for some form of 

global sovereignty that would yield “peace by law.” He was nominated for the Nobel Peace 

Prize in 1950. 
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broadly, on 27 August 1928 President Calvin Coolidge (1872-1933) signed the Kellogg-Briand 

Pact, under which the leaders of 65 countries joined to “solemnly declare in the names of their 

respective peoples that they condemn recourse to war for the solution of international 

controversies, and renounce it as an instrument of national policy in their relations with one 

another.”  The Pact, which grew out of a message from French foreign minister Aristide Briand 

and his American counterpart marking the tenth anniversary of the end of the Great War, 

committed signatory governments to resolve disputes solely “by pacific means.”  Though 

previously a critic of America’s domestic peace movement, U.S. Secretary of State Frank 

Kellogg was hailed as the world’s foremost warrior for peace for his work in negotiating the 

agreement, and received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1929.  Kellogg-Briand remains a part of U.S. 

and international law, though its continuing relevance is seldom remarked.368 

Even though limitations in the efficacy of the Pact were evident from the beginning 

(interpretation of its meaning varied from one signatory to another; and it was the key concession 

that each state would judge for itself whether a war genuinely reflected “self-defense” that 

enabled Japan and other large military powers to sign) the Pact was a triumph for the domestic 

movement to outlaw war – the “outlawry movement” – which enjoyed immense grassroots 

                                                           
368 Apart from providing part of the legal basis for the Nuremburg Tribunal and the Tokyo 

Tribunal for prosecuting war crimes at the end of WWII, the practical impact of Kellogg-

Briand has been negligible. The 1931 Japanese invasion of Manchuria and the 1935 Italian 

invasion of Abyssinia demonstrated that the treaty would not actually constrain states 

determined to wage war and annex conquered territory.  

Kellogg-Briand nonetheless subtly altered the procedural norms attending conflict. Since 1928 

states initiating warfare have typically invoked motives of self-defense or collective defense, 

thus preserving at least the illusion of compliance. (Such declarations today are keyed to the 

UN Charter, a successor to the Pact in spirit, and partly in letter.) This pattern applies today to 

Iranian forces in Syria and Iraq, Saudi forces in Yemen, Emirati forces in Libya and Yemen, 

Russian forces in Georgia and Ukraine, and U.S. and coalition forces in Iraq, Syria and 

elsewhere. 
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support.  Charles Clayton Morrison, editor of the liberal Protestant flagship journal The Christian 

Century, announced that the agreement signified that “today international war was banished from 

civilization.”  The General Conference of Southern Methodism declared, “The Kellogg Briand 

Treaty is shot through with the light that shone in Bethlehem.  The inspiration is the man of 

Galilee.”  The World Alliance for International Friendship Through the Churches (an 

interdenominational peace organization active from 1914 to 1947), observed that the agreement 

marked “a step forward in human history—one of the greatest steps ever taken, perhaps the 

greatest governments have ever taken.”369  Levinson’s 1921 pamphlet on the outlawry of war, 

though a product of its time, expresses an aspiration that remains strong in the United States and 

elsewhere: 

Outlawry of war is not intended as a panacea nor does it underwrite a millennium 

(sic).  It seeks to apply the tried and effective methods of civilization to international 

relations.  It seeks to put a final end to the theory of force and violence for the 

determination of right in any human dispute. It does not claim that it will usher in 

the era of brotherly love nor create a United States of the World.  It merely seeks 

to abolish the worst form of violence and crime existing among men. 

Postwar debate over how best to turn the horrific experience of the war into a basis for 

long-term peace was jolted from an unexpected source: in 1920 German officer Ernst Jünger 

published a memoir, Storm of Steel, which appeared in English for the first time in 1924.  

Jünger’s stone-cold narration of his ghastly personal experience of war – including 14 combat 

wounds in close action at the Somme, Ypres and Cambrai, among other major engagements – 

provides a galvanizing portrait of war that can still shock the contemporary reader: 

You cower in a heap alone in a hole and feel yourself the victim of a pitiless thirst 

for destruction.  With horror you feel that all your intelligence, your capacities, your 

bodily and spiritual characteristics, have become utterly meaningless and absurd.  

While you think it, the lump of metal that will crush you to a shapeless nothing may 

                                                           
369 Bullert, p. 273. 
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have started on its course.  Your discomfort is concentrated in your ear, that tries to 

distinguish amid the uproar the swirl of your own death rushing near.370 

In the aftermath of the war liberal notions of tolerance, self-determination and free trade 

gained ground, and peace campaigners sought to further narrow the government’s ability to wage 

war by requiring a national referendum prior to any conflict.  The concept had been talked about 

as early as 1914, and its popularity surged in the interwar years.  Three-time Democratic 

presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan371 (D-NE), as well as Senators Robert M. La 

Follette (R-WI) and Thomas P. Gore (D-OK) embraced the idea; and in the elections of 1924 

both the Democratic and Progressive Party platforms endorsed the requirement for a popular 

vote except in case of actual invasion of the United States.372  Gauging the popular mood of the 

time, Representative Louis Ludlow (D-IN) proposed a constitutional amendment to enshrine the 

referendum concept permanently in the U.S. Constitution.  The key provision of the so-called 

                                                           
370 Jünger, Storm of Steel, p. 180. In later years, the hard-boiled Jünger became a thoughtful 

peace advocate, and his provocative essay, The Peace –written during World War II and first 

published in English in 1948 – won a broad readership among peace activists in Europe and 

the United States.  
371 Like Mark Twain, William Jennings Bryan (1860-1925) was initially an enthusiastic 

supporter of the Spanish-American War and the spasm of imperialism that followed it, but 

became disillusioned by the postwar course of events. Having run unsuccessfully as the 

Democrats’ presidential nominee in 1896, 1900 and 1908, Bryan, now an ardent opponent of 

foreign war, was named Secretary of State by newly elected President Woodrow Wilson in 

1912. Even after the sinking of the Lusitania by a German U-boat on 7 May 1915, Bryan 

remained opposed to U.S. entry into World War I. Seeing that he could not sway Wilson from 

demands on Germany that appeared likely to lead the country into war, he resigned his 

position as Secretary of State on 9 June 1915. (Colin Powell’s failure to emulate Bryan’s 

principled action in the run-up to the unjust and unpopular 2003 U.S.-led invasion of Iraq 

mars his otherwise exemplary record of national service.) 
372 La Follette’s forthright anti-war positions had deep support across the Midwest, but also drew 

criticism. His April 1917 denunciation of Wilson’s decision to enter WWI sparked censure in 

Wisconsin and a serious effort to expel him from the Senate. Undaunted, La Follette 

advocated for free speech in wartime, denounced postwar U.S. militarism – including a public 

complaint that “in 1921 the American military budget was twice that of Germany in 1913” – 

and backed the Ludlow amendment. 
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Ludlow Amendment, introduced in the House Judiciary Committee several times between 1935 

and 1940, 

Except in the event of an invasion of the United States or its Territorial possessions 

and attack upon its citizens residing therein, the authority of Congress to declare 

war shall not become effective until confirmed by a majority of all votes cast 

thereon in a nationwide referendum.  Congress, when it deems a national crisis to 

exist, may by concurrent resolution refer the question of war or peace to the citizens 

of the States, the question to be voted on being, “Shall the United States declare 

war on ________?” 

The proposal sparked bitter controversy in Congress, although it enjoyed widespread popular 

support throughout the 1930s.373  Ludlow’s effort also drew sharp disapproval from Secretary of 

State Henry Stimson, who saw it as “a congressional abdication of all responsibility for foreign 

affairs” epitomized in the misguided “isolationism and irresponsibility” of the country’s interwar 

“ostrich era.”374 

The campaign to restrict the government’s war-making power received further impetus 

from an unlikely source: Marine Major General Smedley Butler, one of the most highly 

decorated military officers in American history.  After his 1931 retirement following an 

astonishing 34-year military career, Butler became the country’s foremost anti-war 

campaigner.375  His 1935 pamphlet, War is a Racket, captivated popular opinion at the time and 

is still widely read by peace activists and military officers alike.  Butler’s unique patriotic 

                                                           
373 The high-water mark of congressional support for the Ludlow Amendment came in the 

aftermath of Japan’s sinking of the gunboat USS Panay near Nanjing, China on 12 December 

1937. President Roosevelt initially considered retaliatory measures, but desisted when it 

became clear that the “Panay incident” had actually stiffened anti-war resolve in Congress. 

The situation was dramatically different when North Korea seized the intelligence ship USS 

Pueblo, with its crew aboard on 23 January 1968. Congress pressed for military retaliation, 

which President Johnson stoutly resisted through 11 months of diplomatic negotiation until 

the crew was released. 
374 Stimson, p. 313; 598. 
375 Butler received the Medal of Honor twice: first for the capture of the Mexican city of 

Veracruz (1914), and also for the capture of Fort Rivière in Haiti (1917).   
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credentials lent unique credibility to his plainspoken denunciation of wartime propaganda, war 

profiteering, disarmament conferences (“They don’t mean a thing.”) and the activist foreign 

policy that came to be known as “Wilsonianism”:  

When our boys were sent off to war they were told it was a “war to make the world 

safe for democracy” and a “war to end all wars.”  Well, eighteen years after, the 

world has less of democracy than it had then.  Besides, what business is it of ours 

whether Russia or Germany or England or France or Italy or Austria live under 

democracies or monarchies?  Whether they are Fascists or Communists?  Our 

problem is to preserve our own democracy. 

Butler added a particular spin to the powerful idea behind the Ludlow Amendment: 

Another step necessary in this fight to smash the war racket is the limited plebiscite 

to determine whether a war should be declared.  A plebiscite not of all the voters 

but merely of those who would be called upon to do the fighting and dying.  …Only 

those who would be called upon to risk their lives for their country should have the 

privilege of voting to determine whether the nation should go to war.  …They 

should be the ones to have the power to decide – and not a Congress few of whose 

members are within the age limit and fewer still of whom are in physical condition 

to bear arms.  Only those who must suffer should have the right to vote. 

While the Ludlow Amendment never received more than 188 of the 290 votes needed to 

gain consideration by the entire House of Representatives, it reflected a major current of U.S. 

public opinion.  That current was also evident in the Neutrality Acts passed by Congress – in 

1935, 1936, 1937 and 1939 – with the intent of distancing the United States from the rising 

discord in Europe and Asia that would eventually culminate in World War II.  Non-

interventionism and isolationism (not identical) became political rallying cries.  President 

Franklin Roosevelt supported American neutrality as early as 1935 and consistently stressed 

domestic priorities over foreign policy.376 

                                                           
376 It was only in the late 1930s that Roosevelt’s views shifted, as he began to see American 

involvement in European affairs as an inescapable necessity. The Neutrality Acts, in turn, 

were largely repealed in 1941 as Congress acted in response to German submarine attacks on 

U.S. vessels and the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.  See Cairo. 
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In time the course of events on the world stage, rather than self-examination, swung the 

pendulum of American opinion away from the anti-war crescendo of the 1920s and 30s.  Japan’s 

invasion of Manchuria in September 1931 proved a fateful demonstration of the persistence of 

war notwithstanding the seemingly ironclad commitments to collective security and “pacific 

means” embodied in the Covenant and the Pact.  In a pattern that would become routine in the 

post-World War II world, Japan contrived a grievance – a small railway bombing falsely 

attributed to Chinese dissidents – to justify military action construed as an act of self-defense.  In 

seeming compliance with Kellogg-Briand, Japanese authorities refused to acknowledge the 

invasion, and subsequent establishment of a hostile occupation throughout Manchuria, as 

“war.”377  The October 1935 Italian invasion of Abyssinia further demonstrated the impotence of 

both the League of Nations and the Kellogg-Briand Pact.  As discussed further below, the 

Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor completed the demolition of the post-Versailles peace 

movement and set the stage for a new post-World War II consensus to come. 

 

4.2 WWII and After: From Mobilization to Permanent Deployment 

The Second World War vastly exceeded all previous wars in scope and destructive impact.  It 

directly affected more than 100 million people in over 30 countries around the globe, causing the 

largest number of deaths recorded to date in any conflict: estimated variously between 15 million 

and 85 million.  American losses were huge – 405,399 killed (of whom 291,557 died in combat) 

and 670,846 wounded, from a mobilized force of 16,112,566 – but modest by comparison to 

                                                           
377 It is notable that the 1931 Japanese invasion reflected Japan’s displacement of Russia as the 

dominant power in Manchuria as a result of the 1904-05 Russo-Japanese War. The “Mukden 

incident,” staged by the Japanese on 18 September 1931, bears a certain analogy to the Gulf 

of Tonkin incident involving the USS Maddox off the coast of Vietnam on 2 August 1964. 
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those of Russia and China.  The tactics of the conflict, especially the widespread use of aerial 

bombardment, blurred the distinction between combatants and civilians to an unprecedented 

degree.  As a result, the casualties inflicted by U.S. forces were also without parallel in a century 

and a half of American military history.  In only the last five months of the war, American 

bombing raids (excluding the atomic bomb attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki) claimed the 

lives of more than 900,000 Japanese civilians.  This is more than twice the total number of 

combat deaths the United States has suffered in all its foreign wars combined.378  

In his televised address to the American people following the atomic bomb attack on 

Hiroshima, President Truman glossed over the indiscriminate nature of the bomb.  His precise 

phrasing appears calculated to ensure that Americans would perceive, wrongly, that the United 

States continued to honor the convention of “discrimination” (see section 3.1), which prohibits 

the intentional targeting of non-combatants in war:  

We are now prepared to obliterate more rapidly and completely every productive 

enterprise the Japanese have above ground in any city.  We shall destroy their 

docks, their factories, and their communications.  Let there be no mistake; we shall 

completely destroy Japan's power to make war. 

                                                           
378 Mead, “The Jacksonian Tradition” (p. 5ff). The total cited by Mead does not include deaths 

resulting from the atomic bomb attacks on Hiroshima (6 August 1945: estimated 20,000 

soldiers killed; 70,000–126,000 civilians killed; 70,000 injured) and Nagasaki (9 August 

1945: estimated 39-80,000 killed, and 60,000 injured). War Secretary Henry Stimson’s 

decision to drop “Little Boy,” the first deployed atomic munition, on Hiroshima and spare 

Kyoto – “a shrine of Japanese art and culture” – marked an odd, and unseen, humanitarian 

gesture. Stimson and his wife had honeymooned in Kyoto in 1893. (See Stimson, p. 624f.) 

The cited total of 900,000 civilian deaths does include those caused on the nights of 9 and 10 

March 1945, when 234 heavy bombers dropped 1,167 tons of incendiary bombs over 

downtown Tokyo. The number of civilian casualties on those two nights – recorded as 83,793 

– exceeds the number of combat fatalities – 80,942 – sustained by the United States in the 

Korean War and the Vietnam War combined. 
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Truman did not acknowledge that the very nature of the bomb meant that any effort to target 

war-making capacity would also mean, perforce, targeting the civilian population.379  His only 

reference to “Japanese people” came in an oblique expression of merciful intent that blamed 

Japan’s leaders for civilian deaths: 

It was to spare the Japanese people from utter destruction that the ultimatum of July 

26 was issued at Potsdam.  Their leaders promptly rejected that ultimatum.  If they 

do not now accept our terms they may expect a rain of ruin from the air, the like of 

which has never been seen on this earth.380  

Having relentlessly criticized successive atrocities and inhumane acts by Japanese forces 

starting with the Pearl Harbor attack, the United States at the height of its military achievement 

chose to acknowledge no ethical constraint whatsoever on its own tactics.  In fact General Curtis 

LeMay (1906-1990), architect of the U.S. bombing campaign against Japan, was glib about 

civilian casualties in a postwar interview: “I’ll tell you what war is about.  You’ve got to kill 

people, and when you’ve killed enough they stop fighting.”381  Like William McKinley and 

Theodore Roosevelt, LeMay, along with other U.S. leaders in World War II, implicitly justified 

all American actions by stressing that Japan was a dishonorable enemy.  This suggests an 

entirely new ethical framework for assessing ius ad bellum and ius in bello which, though 

unstated, becomes clear enough: The fact that the United States is acting in a just cause against a 

barbarous opponent not only legitimates the war itself, but also renders any and all tactics 

permissible.  Justice, inherently a matter of balancing conflicting claims of entitlement and right, 

does not apply to them.  Lacking rights, they have no claim to the protection of justice. 

                                                           
379 In his chapter on nuclear weapons (Speak Up, p. 51ff) Ramsey masterfully lays out the 

impossibility of “discrimination” in the use of nuclear weapons. 
380 Truman, Hiroshima statement. 
381 Quoted by Mead, “The Jacksonian Tradition,” p. 8. 
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Acknowledgement of this self-vindicating LeMay concept of “just war” – in effect a 

conviction that, “My war is just because it is mine.” – should dismay any American citizen who 

actually believes (or at least prefers) that U.S. forces fight justly and only in support of causes 

objectively determined to be just.  Robert McNamara (1916-2009), a civilian aide to LeMay in 

World War II and U.S. Secretary of Defense during the Vietnam War, later recalled that LeMay 

himself understood the ethical implications of incinerating nearly a million civilians in the fire-

bombing of Japanese cities late in the war:  

LeMay said, “If we’d lost the war, we'd all have been prosecuted as war criminals.”  

And I think he's right.  He, and I’d say I, were behaving as war criminals.  LeMay 

recognized that what he was doing would be thought immoral if his side had lost.  

But what makes it immoral if you lose and not immoral if you win?382 

(We shall revisit that question, and the continuing ramifications of the LeMay concept of just 

war, below in chapter five.) 

The lingering impact of the Second World War itself – both the unprecedented savagery 

of its prosecution and the collision of starkly different war aims articulated on both sides – 

caused enduring changes in popular perceptions of what is “normal” in war.  The aftermath also 

proved exceptional, as the cold war accustomed Americans and others around the world to 

never-ending mobilization and permanent invocation of the nomenclature of war, even in the 

absence of combat.  In congressional testimony during the closing months of the war, Secretary 

                                                           
382 McNamara offers candid reflections on his career in Errol Morris’s award-winning 1983 

documentary film, The Fog of War: Eleven Lessons from the Life of Robert S. McNamara. 

Dialogue from the film is extensively excerpted online by Wikiquote contributors: “The Fog 

of War” (https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/The_Fog_of_War). 

Like LeMay, Arthur Harris, head of Britain's Bomber Command through much of World War 

II, remains a controversial figure. Harris oversaw the “area bombing” of German cities, and 

maintained through the end of his life in 1984 that the resulting civilian casualties, estimated 

at more than 100,000, were strategically justified. Despite protests, in 1992 a statue 

commemorating Harris was erected in London’s borough of Westminster. It has repeatedly 

been defaced with graffiti, and calls for its removal have intensified in recent years. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Fog_of_War
https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/The_Fog_of_War
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of War Stimson presented a hard list of requirements for postwar global stability and American 

security.  The acquisition of naval bases on Pacific islands previously held by Japan was 

essential, as “World War II had made wholly evident the fact that the United States must be the 

principal guarantor of the peace of the Pacific.”  Stimson propounded a remarkably complex and 

unprecedented argument in favor of this new, vastly expanded view of America’s role as the 

linchpin of global stability.  No less remarkably, that view remains substantially intact, and 

unquestioned, at the heart of U.S. national security policy today.   

On the matter of Pacific bases, Stimson explained to Congress that President Roosevelt 

championed de-colonialization for all former colonies at war’s end.  This would mean that not 

only those previously held by Japan or Germany, but also those held by the United States, would 

be held as “trust” territories under international tutelage.  Stimson argued, however, that 

Japanese island possessions occupied by U.S. forces in wartime should not be treated similarly. 

They do not really belong in such a classification.  Acquisition of them by the 

United States does not represent an attempt at colonization or exploitation.  Instead 

it is merely the acquisition by the United States of the necessary bases for the 

defense of the security of the Pacific for the future world (emphasis added).  To 

serve such a purpose they must belong to the United States with absolute power to 

rule and fortify them.  They are not colonies; they are outposts, and their acquisition 

is appropriate under the general doctrine of self-defense by the power which 

guarantees the safety of that area of the world.383 

Furthermore, Stimson declared, “swords of ice” and “spears of straw” would not suffice.  

Rather, a policy of universal peacetime conscription would be necessary for the first time in the 

country’s history.  Overall, the United States must show both its commitment to peace – by 

supporting the United Nations organization being planned at the San Francisco Conference – and 

                                                           
383 Stimson, p. 600f. Stimson, then Secretary of War, conveyed this argument in detail in a memo 

to Secretary of State Edward Stettinius.   
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by retaining “a part of [its] present military readiness.”  Stimson’s words galvanized the House 

Committee on Postwar Military Policy:  

“The people who … have got to preserve the peace are the people who have brought 

about the peace by the victories in this war.  The fact that those people keep their 

armor girded on will be the best deterrent in the world against any one aggressor in 

the future, and such an aggressor would know, at the same time, that we had shared 

in forming this new organization at San Francisco and we were prepared to defend 

it and to make it work.384 

Military capacity was now to serve as the visible token of both U.S. support for peace and 

readiness for war.  Indeed, the two became conceptually inseparable.  Even as the Defense 

Department rapidly shrank manpower from 7.5 million deployed troops at war’s end to only 1.5 

million in mid-1947, the U.S. commitment to military engagement around the world actually 

expanded – and troop levels would soon rise again.  This seepage of war and peace into each 

other385 obscured and eroded the practices and ways of thinking about war that had been deemed 

axiomatic in previous ages, including the need for a formal declaration of war accompanied by 

the articulation of concrete, achievable aims for war as a finite, temporary undertaking.  On a 

conceptual level the United States never demobilized after World War II, as it embraced global 

commitments and engagements the American people would have previously rejected.  The 

ideological baggage of the cold war obscured the logic of conflict, producing a variant of 

Rousseau’s stag hunt in which hunting itself, rather than eating, is seen as the necessary end.386 

The expanded vision of U.S. national security was enshrined in the Truman Doctrine, 

which was articulated by the President in a speech to a joint session of Congress on 12 March 

                                                           
384 Stimson, pp. 598-599. 
385 Capizzi’s useful phrase (p. 12). 
386 Rousseau introduced the stag hunt logic problem in his 1755 Discourse on Inequality. It 

involves two hunters who must decide (each independently) whether to hunt a stag or a hare.  

Each knows that she could successfully hunt a hare alone, but that hunting a stag – far more 

valuable game – would require the combined effort of both hunters.  
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1947.  The immediate cause for the speech was the British government’s announcement that, as 

of 31 March, it would no longer provide military and economic assistance to the Greek 

government in its civil war against the Greek communist party.  In declaring that the United 

States would provide massive financial assistance and deploy military personnel to support the 

beleaguered governments of Greece and Turkey against communist insurgency, Truman made it 

crystal clear that a new policy of postwar war was essential to preserve the triumph of World 

War II:  

The United States contributed $341,000,000,000 toward winning World War II.  

This is an investment in world freedom and world peace.  The assistance that I am 

recommending for Greece and Turkey amounts to little more than one-tenth of 1 

percent of this investment.  It is only common sense that we should safeguard this 

investment and make sure that it was not in vain.  …The free peoples of the world 

look to us for support in maintaining their freedoms.  If we falter in our leadership, 

we may endanger the peace of the world—and we shall surely endanger the welfare 

of our own Nation.  Great responsibilities have been placed upon us by the swift 

movement of events.387 

The government progressively formalized and fleshed out its new, global defense policy, 

though formal decisions were often not disclosed for many years.  Foremost among many, 

National Security Council Paper NSC-68 – formally entitled “United States Objectives and 

Programs for National Security” – was a Top-Secret report completed by the U.S. Department of 

State’s Policy Planning Staff on April 7, 1950. The 58-page memorandum is among the most 

influential documents composed by the U.S. government during the cold war, and was not 

                                                           
387 Announcement of the Truman Doctrine ended, any possibility of postwar rapprochement 

between the United States and the Soviet Union, but the Soviets effectively forced Truman’s 

hand through four actions during 1946:  

 Failure to withdraw their troops from northern Iran (as required under terms of the 1943 

Tehran Declaration); 

 Attempts to pressure the Iranian Government to granting oil concessions while stoking 

rebellion by Azerbaijani separatists in northern Iran;  

 Efforts to force the Turkish government into granting base and maritime transit rights; and 

 Rejection of the Baruch plan for international control over nuclear energy and weapons. 
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declassified until 1975. NSC-68’s  powerfully argued warning against the implacably “hostile 

design” of the Soviet Union framed U.S. national security thinking throughout the subsequent 

four decades of cold war, and its call for a massive build-up of U.S. military capacity became a 

Pentagon article of faith.   

Within a few years the United States had built a global network of military alliances and 

settled into a cold war stalemate in which 25 active-duty NATO divisions faced 150 Soviet-led 

Warsaw Pact divisions along the Iron Curtain at the heart of Europe.  Central Intelligence 

Agency, a wartime apparatus deactivated at the end of World War II, was soon reconstituted to 

conduct this new “fight” on a covert front only occasionally glimpsed by the public.  The CIA 

quickly became a go-to instrument of war for Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson and 

Nixon, as it enabled them, more than their predecessors, to wage war with no constraints 

whatsoever from the citizens (who were uninformed, if not quite unaware) or members of 

Congress (whose bipartisan cold war consensus provided virtually unlimited funding, and whose 

“oversight” of CIA operations was at best passive, and at worst sycophantic).  Both major parties 

marginalized members who dissented from the new orthodoxy.388  The United States was now 

truly the warfare state, and the president enjoyed unprecedented latitude to conduct war with no 

concerns about constitutional prerogative.389 

                                                           
388 Senator Robert A. Taft (R-OH), for example – who voted against the 1949 creation of the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) as “an undertaking by the most powerful 

nation in the world to arm half the world against the other half” which would 

provoke, rather than deter, the Soviets – failed in three attempts to win the Republican 

presidential nomination (1940, 1948 and 1952). Taft, a son of President William Howard Taft, 

was also the only U.S. Senator who opposed the internment of American citizens of Japanese 

origin during World War II. 
389 Woodrow Wilson observed in 1907 that “The initiative in foreign affairs, which the President 

possesses without any restriction whatever, is virtually the power to control them absolutely.” 

He could not imagine the enormous expansion of executive power that would occur five 

decades later (Link, p. 23) 
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Conservative commentator William F. Buckley, Jr., a vocal advocate of “small 

government” throughout his life, registered and welcomed the transformation in 1952: “We have 

got to accept Big Government for the duration — for neither an offensive nor a defensive war 

can be waged, given our present government skills, except through the instrument of a 

totalitarian bureaucracy within our shores.”  Thus, he went on, we must endure “large armies and 

air forces, atomic energy, central intelligence, war production boards and the attendant 

centralization of power in Washington — even with Truman at the reins of it all.”390 

Two major wars, in Korea and Vietnam, defined the concept of a “long twilight 

struggle”391 in which defeat was unthinkable, but victory (or even peaceful resolution) appeared 

impossible, with the result that war was – for the first time in U.S. history – perceived as eternal.  

President John Kennedy (1917-1963) articulated the paradox of pursuing peace as an objective in 

an age of atomic weapons: 

I speak of peace because of the new face of war.  Total war makes no sense in an 

age when great powers can maintain large and relatively invulnerable nuclear forces 

and refuse to surrender without resort to those forces.  It makes no sense in an age 

when a single nuclear weapon contains almost ten times the explosive force 

delivered by all of the allied air forces in the Second World War.  It makes no sense 

in an age when the deadly poisons produced by a nuclear exchange would be carried 

by wind and water and soil and seed to the far corners of the globe and to 

generations yet unborn. 

Kennedy’s 1963 vision of peace had little in common with the widely held vision of 

peace as a global pacifist consensus that had accompanied demobilization at the end of World 

War I.  With the United States now in a position of world leadership, the fear and suspicion of 

                                                           
390 Cited by Gonigam. 
391 President Kennedy coined the evocative phrase in his 20 January 1961 inaugural address: 

“Now the trumpet summons us again, not as a call to bear arms, though arms we need; not as 

a call to battle, though embattled we are – but a call to bear the burden of a long twilight 

struggle....”  
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the military that had prevailed in the nineteenth century and the early twentieth was largely 

replaced by an understanding and appreciation for the role of military force in American foreign 

policy.  Continuing U.S. deployments and wars in distant theatres were widely accepted as 

necessary to preserve the success and honor the sacrifice of World War II.  Success in preserving 

the non-communist government of South Korea, despite nearly 34,000 combat fatalities, seemed 

to validate this new paradigm of national security.   

It was the war in Vietnam that tested the new, expanded U.S. national defense doctrine.  

U.S. intervention in Vietnam initially enjoyed broad domestic support as the newest example of 

the now-familiar postwar logic of national defense.  First, U.S. military commanders found that 

tactics (especially large-scale aerial bombardment) employed successfully in World War II were 

ineffective in Southeast Asia.  By 1966 American planes had flown 148,000 sorties and dropped 

millions of bombs with no visible impact on the Viet Cong’s offensive in the South.  A wave of 

covert operations by the CIA and Army Green Berets planned as an adaptation to the 

asymmetrical nature of the war also had negligible battlefield effect.392  Decades later Robert 

McNamara, Secretary of Defense under Kennedy and Johnson, admitted that ignorance of the 

region and its peoples caused U.S. leaders to underestimate both the power of nationalism in 

motivating the enemy and the limitations of high-tech weaponry against this new enemy.393  

                                                           
392 The November 1970 Son Tay raid, in which special forces attempted to free U.S. prisoners 

held in North Vietnam, had lasting significance. The operation failed, in the sense that the 

prisoners had been moved elsewhere prior to the raid; but successful implementation of a 

complex, unorthodox plan burnished the reputation of Special Operations Forces (SOF). In 

Afghanistan and other theatres in recent years, the nighttime attack by SOF – who arrive 

suddenly and depart immediately after executing against a planned target – has become a 

template for American war. 
393 McNamara’s Memoir, In Retrospect, was published in 1995. We are beginning to hear similar 

judgments about Afghanistan, including from a few of the senior military leaders whose false 

assertions of incremental success helped perpetuate that war for two decades.  
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The desultory progress of the war effort turned public opinion increasingly against the 

war.  While 61 percent of Americans backed the war in August 1965, that number had shrunk to 

40 percent by April 1968.  The shock of peaceful protesters gunned down by National Guard 

troops at Kent State University in 1970 stoked further public skepticism about the war.394  Public 

approval of the war had shrunk to only 28 percent by mid-1971, even before the electrifying leak 

of a classified study commissioned by McNamara in 1967 and completed just before Johnson left 

office in January 1969 confirmed that skepticism had been well justified.  The New York Times’ 

June 1971 publication of the “Pentagon Papers” showed the American people a portrait of 

military action in their name such as they had never seen before.  It exposed a catalogue of 

blunders and lies under Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy and (especially) Johnson, including 

undisclosed operations in Cambodia and Laos.   

Though presiding over a war the American people did not want and the American 

military could not win, Richard Nixon did not act to heed the will of the people, honor the troops 

or shore up national security by cutting unnecessary losses.  Rather, as revealed in his secret 

audio recordings, the President made 

a cold, hard political calculation.  Nixon assumed that he would lose his reelection 

bid if South Vietnam fell before Election Day 1972.  To avoid being rejected at the 

polls as a president who lost a war, Nixon kept American troops fighting and dying 

in Vietnam through all four years of his first term.  It was a policy that all patriotic, 

God-fearing, peace-loving, troops-honoring, war-hating Americans would have 

gladly joined in opposing, had they but known.395 

Having cut troop numbers from 500,000 to “only” 50,000 and initiated the Paris Peace Talks 

during his first term, Nixon was able to create the appearance of progress toward peace.  His 

                                                           
394 The 4 May 1970 Kent State shootings occurred when an Ohio National Guard unit opened 

fire on a student peace rally, killing four and wounding nine others. 
395 Analysis by Ken Hughes, a researcher at the University of Virginia’s Miller Center for Public 

Policy who has spent decades working with the presidential tapes of Lyndon Johnson and 

Richard Nixon. 
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appalling decision to prolong the war was disclosed only later, when tape recordings of his Oval 

Office conversations came to light after Watergate.  (What was immediately evident was the 

emptiness of the peace agreement: Within hours of the 1973 ceasefire, heavy combat erupted 

between communist and South Vietnamese forces, continuing at varying levels of intensity until 

South Vietnam was conquered in a dramatic spring 1975 offensive by 20-plus divisions of the 

North Vietnamese army.) 

In the light of hindsight, Nixon’s notorious political maneuver offers instructive insight 

into our country’s post-World War II national security policy.  We know from Nixon’s later 

writings that, as early as his 25 July 1969 “Guam Doctrine” speech, (a call for Asian allies to 

shoulder more of the burden of their own security) he had already concluded not only that the 

Vietnam War had become unduly expensive, but that the country did not represent a “domino” 

genuinely relevant to U.S. regional interests.  Yet his unconstrained war-making power enabled 

him to proceed, confident that Congress would appropriate necessary funding even in the 

absence of a declaration of war or any real say in the conduct of the war, with his ghastly 

reelection scheme.  The President himself treated the global responsibility invoked to justify the 

U.S. military build-up after World War II as a sham, gaming the war for partisan political 

benefit.  This is an unintended side-effect of untrammeled executive authority that that the 

citizens of a self-governing republic must not permit.  Even as Nixon was betraying the 

beleaguered troops under his authority in Vietnam, many patriotic citizens at home redoubled 

their own support for the war for the defense of a freedom now threatened by hostile action 

abroad and unpatriotic protests at home.  Only days after the Kent State shootings, 150,000 pro-

war marchers went unopposed through the streets of Lower Manhattan.  The profound domestic 

discord caused by the Vietnam war remains with us, reflecting the seductive appeal of a national 
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defense policy that holds up every foreign war as a noble and indispensable sacrifice for the sake 

of world stability and our own domestic security.  It embodies a self-justifying outlook that 

transmogrifies not only every military intervention, but every covert act of sabotage or political 

subversion into a heroic and necessary act of selfless service to a global good beneficial to 

“mankind,” the free world or, in recent decades, “the international community.”396  As Irving 

sums up,  

Of course, blind support of a catastrophic war did not stop with Vietnam.  But it is 

that conflict which, in its numerous escalations and miscalculations, best reveals 

the persistent flaw in American political leadership—in both parties—that curses 

us to this day: the multiplication of error, the doubling down on mistakes.397 

Indeed it is important to remember that U.S. operations against “terrorist” targets abroad 

began long before the 9/11 attacks.  The 1979-1981 Iran hostage crisis, followed by the 1982 

bombing of the barracks housing French and American forces serving as peacekeepers in Beirut 

– resulting in the needless death of 241 U.S. service members – seemed to open a new phase of 

shootings and bombings across the region.  Congress increased military appropriations to meet 

this new threat, even though the military instrument of national power frequently was ill-suited 

to the task and failed to hit the intended mark.  Two examples will suffice to show the 

dysfunction of the American way of war in the run-up to 9/11. 

                                                           
396 The “free world” is an anachronism held over from the cold war era. In the 1950s it was 

understood as a collective reference to the non-Communist countries that supported a 

Wilsonian, rules-based international order managed through the United Nations and other 

supranational organizations. Today the term is best understood in American usage as a 

reference, not to any particular region or group of states, but to all states currently (at any 

given time) not at odds with U.S. policy on a given issue. It is thus highly malleable, able to 

encompass any state from any region, even those governed by repressive autocrats, if bilateral 

relations are currently friendly. Even China or the Russian Federation have at times been seen 

as potential future members during moments of bilateral goodwill.  The term has been 

superseded in recent decades by the even more malleable term, “international community.” 
397 See Irving’s lucid mapping of this consistent theme from Johnson to Trump. 
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First, the 1991 war to liberate Kuwait from Iraqi occupation, widely known as the first 

Gulf war, brought stunning military success that served to lighten the lingering malaise that 

haunted U.S. military leaders since Vietnam.  At the same time, the bombastic rhetoric and 

savage internal repression of the Iraqi regime after being expelled from Kuwait created a 

regional quagmire scarcely less exasperating.  Continuing sanctions (including military 

enforcement of some strictures), intended to weaken the regime of Saddam Hussein had the 

actual effect of punishing the Iraqi people on a horrific scale.  In a 12 May 1996 television 

interview, journalist Lesley Stahl posed the following question to Secretary of State Madeleine 

Albright: “We have heard that half a million children have died.  I mean that’s more children 

than died in Hiroshima.  Is the price worth it?”  Without even pausing to question the huge 

estimated death toll, stress America’s positive aim to alleviate the suffering of Iraqi people under 

a repressive regime, or even express remorse, Albright glibly offered: “I think this is a very hard 

choice, but the price—we think the price is worth it.”  That response still incenses Middle 

Eastern, European and Asian allies of the United States who remember it, including Iraqis; yet 

Albright has never retracted or modified it.  Her response reflects the enduring effrontery and 

lack of empathy characteristic of U.S. officials discussing foreign civilian casualties, whether in 

Iraq, Afghanistan, or elsewhere.398  

A second example dates from 1998.  Following the 7 August terrorist bombing of the 

U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, one retaliatory operation was named Operation Infinite 

Reach: cruise missile strikes on 20 August 1998 targeting Osama bin Laden (mastermind of the 

                                                           
398 Stahl was referring to a 1995 U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) report that 

567,000 Iraqi children under the age of five had died as a result of the sanctions established by 

the United Nations Security Council and enforced by an international coalition led by the 

United States. See Mahajan’s summary. 
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East Africa bombings) in Khost, Afghanistan, and a large pharmaceutical plant in Khartoum, 

Sudan.  The former missed bin Laden.  The latter elicited an international outcry over the death 

of one employee and destruction of humanitarian infrastructure in an impoverished country.  The 

White House claimed to have solid evidence that the site had been involved in chemical weapons 

production.  Over subsequent days, however, such claims were revised, then withdrawn, and it 

became apparent that the U.S. had made a tragic error.  A majority of UN Security Council 

members called for on-site investigation to ascertain the facts; but the United States was able to 

delay action on the proposal until, months later, rain in Khartoum rendered the point moot.  

Some Western diplomats later reported a shortage of certain drugs due to the destruction of al-

Shifa. 

Though largely forgotten today, the al-Shifa attack illustrates the arrogance and injustice 

of a U.S. national security policy that shoots without understanding; alienates the local 

population by harming civilians; achieves no tactical or strategic benefit beyond the 

demonstration of that U.S. weapons citizens could strike a distant target with precision (which 

was never in doubt); and in the end refuses to admit even the most egregious mistake.  This is the 

logic of our Vietnam debacle in microcosm.  It is also the same logic that undergirds U.S. 

national security policy today, including the use of armed drones to target individuals, despite the 

fact that such attacks routinely cause extensive, well documented collateral civilian casualties.  .   

It is difficult to overstate the transformative impact of the Second World War on 

American national security policy.  The events of the war, including massive aerial 

bombardment and the first use of atomic weapons, seemed to remove any practical limit on what 

was possible – and permissible, since the American cause is always just – in war.  No less 

important, postwar policy decisions with little or no public visibility created a formal doctrine 
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that not only legitimated, but necessitated, a huge, globally configured military establishment 

including atomic weapons and also conventional forces to be kept ever at the ready.  Events, 

including the first Soviet atomic detonation in 1949, Korea, Vietnam, Sputnik in 1957 and the 

Cuban missile crisis in 1962 precluded any broad peace efforts of the sort that had followed 

World War I.  Military readiness on a hitherto unimagined scale had become the watchword of 

American national security.  Yet the goals of the new, pious strain of U.S. militarism were at 

once universalist and so vague as to be unmeasurable at best and unattainable at worst.  As 

maverick Senator J. William Fulbright (1905-1995) acidly remarked at the height of the 

wrenching Vietnam era, humility and practicality were (and still are) lacking from U.S. national 

security policy: 

I don’t question the President’s sincerity, but I very much doubt the ability of the 

[U.S. government] to create stability where there is chaos, the will to fight where 

there is defeatism, democracy where there is no tradition of it, and honest 

government where corruption is almost a way of life.399  

Since the adduced justification for the postwar U.S. military build-up was containment 

and deterrence of Soviet-led world communism, many expected that the end of the cold war – 

marked by the fall of the Berlin Wall starting 9 November 1989, and creation of the 

Commonwealth of Independent States on 21 December 1991 – would bring a military pullback 

and a “peace dividend” after decades of high defense spending.  Among those voices, arch-

conservative thinker and partisan Jeanne Kirkpatrick argued pointedly that American “victory” 

in the cold war should bring a global retrenchment of force levels and commitments.  In a 

provocative article she offered a common sense analysis: 

The United States performed heroically in a time when heroism was required, 

altruistically during the long years when freedom was endangered.  The time when 

America should bear such unusual burdens is past.  With the return of “normal” 

                                                           
399 Fulbright, Arrogance of Power (p. 15).  Of course the same can be said today of U.S. military 

operations in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria and literally a hundred other places around the world. 
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times, we can again become a normal nation.  …A good society is defined not by 

its foreign policy but by its internal qualities…  Foreign policy becomes a major 

aspect of a society only if its government is expansionist, imperial, aggressive or 

when it is threatened by aggression.  One of the most important consequences of 

the half century of war and Cold War has been to give foreign affairs an unnatural 

importance. 

Kirkpatrick closed her provocative essay with an assertion that collides with the 

prevailing consensus of nominally conservative realists today: “It has become more important 

than ever that the experts who conduct foreign policy on our behalf be subject to the direction 

and control of the people.”400  No American administration at that time or since has been seen to 

consider such a dramatic policy shift.  In fact the example of the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization, created in 1949 for the sole purpose of deterring war and maintaining peace with 

the Soviet Union, shows that the drift of U.S. policy over the past three decades has been in 

precisely the opposite direction.  Though NATO’s stated mission was fully achieved with the 

collapse of the Soviet state, the alliance was given a new, post-cold-war rationale and slated for 

eastward expansion rather than retirement.401 

On the thirtieth anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall in 2019, those looking for 

shrinkage of U.S. military entanglements abroad found themselves asking the same that 

Kirkpatrick and other conservatives had asked in 1989: “Why is the United States still mobilized 

for war?”  In apparent response, neoconservative analyst Robert Kagan provided a thoughtful 

article updating the realist catalogue of justifications for American global military engagement 

into the indefinite future.  His title highlights the lede: “Superpowers Don’t Get to Retire.”   

                                                           
400 Cited by Gonigam. 
401 Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic joined in 1999, despite Russian complaints. 

Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia came aboard in 2002, 

followed by Albania and Croatia in 2009. The most recent new members are Montenegro 

(2017) and North Macedonia (2020). The process continues. Bosnia-Herzegovina is an 

“official candidate” for membership, with Georgia and Ukraine waiting in the wings. 
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In the absence of leaders able or willing to inject a balanced perspective, the military 

facet of U.S. national security policy grew, seen as the source of past glories and the surest 

means of shaping a secure future.  By the dawn of the twenty-first century, the deep strain of 

pacifism that had pervaded Middle America at the beginning of the twentieth had shrunk to 

vanishing.  The American public, with a fading memory of the Soviet nuclear threat and a 

popular culture ready to forget the Vietnam War protests and embrace victorious national unity, 

was enabled to see military expenditures as a positive investment.  The need to assess a potential 

war and weigh its justness became a thing of the past. 

 

4.3 Twenty-First Century: Terror and Apathy 

After a decade of post-Cold-War uncertainty over national security policy, and insistent 

questions about how large a “peace dividend” (typically imagined in the form of lower military 

spending and a smaller military apparatus) might be reaped in conjunction with the dissolution of 

the global communist threat, the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 provided an urgent new 

impetus for mobilization.  While obviously lacking the capacity to pose a material threat to 

American society on a par with the old Soviet Union’s nuclear arsenal, Osama bin Laden, 

Ayman al-Zawahiri and the acolytes of al-Qaida emerged from the 9/11 attacks with the cachet 

of a hostile superpower.402  If unable to menace every city in America, they had the potential to 

target any of them as the Soviets had never threatened to do.  President George W. Bush decided 

that this new, mostly unseen and unlocatable threat justified a retooling of America’s military 

organization and tactics, and urgent cultivation of regional allies to collaborate in a new 

                                                           
402 Although bin Laden had been active for decades and had previously attacked Americans (and 

vice versa), the 9/11 attacks crystallized both his new image as a globe-spanning threat and 

American acceptance of a new “global war on terror” as both just and necessary. 
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worldwide “fight.”  Though unexamined and seldom stated, the LeMay concept of “realist” war 

provided a ready conceptual paradigm.  Here was a truly “barbarous” enemy whose wanton 

targeting of civilians surely justified any and all countermeasures.  By normalizing the use of 

drones and small raids by SOF troops to carry out the “targeting killing” of terrorist suspects in 

foreign countries, the Bush administration introduced a vastly heightened tempo into America’s 

military engagements abroad.  But his 29 January 2002 condemnation of Iran, Iraq and North 

Korea as an “Axis of Evil” (echoing McKinley, Roosevelt, LeMay and others in impugning the 

moral standing of an adversary in order to affirm the legitimacy of American military measures) 

revealed an underlying continuity.  Use of the contrived term “unlawful combatant” to describe a 

detained terrorist suspect falls under the same heading: it highlights the adversary’s failure to 

satisfy the criteria for a “lawful” combatant under the Geneva Conventions in order to create a 

rationale for the United States to invent procedures for his detention without any restraints 

imposed by the laws of war.403     

The legitimate national imperative to respond, including militarily, to the terrorist attacks 

of 1 September 2001 should have yielded a new defense approach closely adapted to the 

asymmetrical nature of this new threat from non-state enemies using improvised tactics because 

they lack traditional, large weapons systems.  Indeed, this excerpt from the unclassified portion 

                                                           
403 As legal scholar Allen Weiner argues, the moral equality of combatants – including equal 

entitlement to certain protections when captured – is a central element of the law of war and 

the Just War framework; but how (and whether) to adapt such principles to the reality of 

asymmetric war between a state and a non-state group is “profoundly unsettled.”  It is, 

nonetheless, an act of Thrasymachus – one deserving of international opprobrium – for the 

U.S. government to jettison even the most basic norms of the law of war – as it did in 

torturing Iraqi and Afghan prisoners in the early 2000s, and continues to do by incarcerating a 

rump group of 39 alleged unlawful combatants at the Guantánamo Bay Naval Base. A state 

committed to the rule of law cannot legitimately cite the problem of potential recidivism as a 

sufficient basis for perpetual detention and denial of due process.  
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of the 2002 U.S. National Security Strategy mentions a “radically different” security 

environment, but proceeds to offer nothing more than tweaked boilerplate verbiage to describe a 

familiar post-World War II security mindset: 

The security environment confronting the United States today is radically different 

from what we have faced before.  Yet the first duty of the United States Government 

remains what it always has been: to protect the American people and American 

interests.  It is an enduring American principle that this duty obligates the 

government to anticipate and counter threats, using all elements of national power, 

before the threats can do grave damage.  The greater the threat, the greater is the 

risk of inaction – and the more compelling the case for taking anticipatory action 

to defend ourselves, even if uncertainty remains as to the time and place of the 

enemy's attack.  There are few greater threats than a terrorist attack with WMD.  To 

forestall or prevent such hostile acts by our adversaries, the United States will, if 

necessary, act preemptively in exercising our inherent right of self-defense.  The 

United States will not resort to force in all cases to preempt emerging threats.  Our 

preference is that nonmilitary actions succeed.  And no country should ever use 

preemption as a pretext for aggression. 

“Anticipatory” (and often covert) military action even outside the scope of international 

law was nothing new.  The change that was evident in the Bush administration’s military 

interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq was an attitude of expanded willingness to act without 

international support and take actions guaranteed to cause significant civilian casualties and elicit 

broad, worldwide condemnation, often from friends and nominal allies.to preempt potential 

enemy initiatives was nothing new.  Indeed, in light of the subsequent U.S. invasion of Iraq the 

final two sentences cited above read like an unsuccessful attempt at dark humor. 

The U.S. military response to the 9/11 attacks stressed unilateralism and preemption: The 

United States would use military force, even on the basis of intelligence known to be incomplete 

or in some way not fully dispositive, and would not wait for the approval or assistance of allies.  

President Bush’s 2005 Veterans Day speech404 provided a polished, confident rendering of this 

“Bush Doctrine.”  The occasion coincided with the sixtieth anniversary of victory in World War 

                                                           
404 11 November 2005, at Tobyhanna Army Depot in Pennsylvania. 
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II, and the President explicitly invited comparison of both that war and the cold war with the Iraq 

invasion and the broader global war on terror: “It is courage in the cause of freedom that will 

once again destroy the enemies of freedom.”  He stressed the implacable, morally disordered 

nature of the enemy – “We're facing a radical ideology with inalterable objectives: to enslave 

whole nations and intimidate the world.” – and the moral rectitude of American forces through 

history: “[T]he defense of freedom is worth our sacrifice, we do know the love of freedom is the 

mightiest force of history, and we do know the cause of freedom will once again prevail.”  Bush 

concluded with a succinct political message: 

As our troops fight a ruthless enemy determined to destroy our way of life, they 

deserve to know that their elected leaders who voted to send them to war continue to 

stand behind them.  Our troops deserve to know that this support will remain firm 

when the going gets tough.  And our troops deserve to know that whatever our 

differences in Washington, our will is strong, our nation is united, and we will settle 

for nothing less than victory.405  

The words drew raucous applause from his audience of mostly young, enlisted military personnel, 

but the admonition was of course directed not to them but to critics in Washington.  Willfully 

misconstruing any criticism of the war as “failure to support the troops” proved to be a masterful 

ploy to deflect scrutiny of (and accountability for) the policy that had deployed those troops. 

Neither the President nor anyone in his administration fully acknowledged, much less 

apologized for, the fact that the putative rationale for the Iraq invasion – Saddam Hussein’s 

possession of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) – proved to be false.  Furthermore, even if 

the WMD reports had proven true, that fact would not have provided a rational basis for invading 

                                                           
405 American audiences, especially since 9/11, have typically welcomed such rhetoric, 

notwithstanding the obvious fact that no existing group is capable of “destroying our way of 

life,” and the equally obvious difficulty that “victory” has no clear meaning in the context of 

asymmetric war against a non-state enemy. Of course government rhetoric exaggerating both 

the iniquity of an enemy and the uprightness of one’s own forces and intentions is not new, as 

Hume recognized in 1739. See note 486. 
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the country.  The administration’s success in shifting the debate to center on “the intelligence,” 

and how credible one or the other official considered it to be, was itself a triumph of mendacity.  

The simple fact is that the Bush administration conceived a desire to invade Iraq for reasons 

unrelated to the 9/11 attacks and, with the advantage of virtually unlimited executive authority in 

the security realm, fulfilled that desire. 

Following the intervention in Afghanistan and the invasion of Iraq two years later, 

Americans quickly grew accustomed to steady military operations abroad, though most with a 

small “footprint.”  The Bush administration relentlessly touted terror as a generic, omnipresent 

threat, suggesting, falsely, that U.S. military operations in Iraq, Afghanistan, South Asia, Africa, 

the Near East and Oceania were somehow the integrated strands of a strategy to eliminate the 

command structure and fighting capacity of a globally integrated enemy.  Yet the signature 

weapon of the “war on terror” was the aerial drone, a weapon system ideally suited to highly 

personalized action against a targeted individual.  The American public accepted, with minimal 

complaint, both the continuous targeting of individuals for assassination by drone, and also the 

civilian deaths that accompany such operations as “collateral damage.”   

The trend continued under President Obama.  Though he dropped the term “global war on 

terror” (which a few critics had long denounced as confusing and inaccurate, since war cannot 

truly be waged against a tactical methodology), Obama acted with alacrity to increase the 

number and lethality of drone attacks, especially against vestiges of al-Qaida or the Taliban 

located in Pakistan.406  In doing so, the administration rarely offered any public 

acknowledgement of the actions or explanation of who the enemy was or why he needed to be 

killed.  Despite his campaign pledge to close the detention center established at Guantánamo for 

                                                           
406 Bronner. See also Mendel. 
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prisoners taken in the “war on terror,” the Obama administration continued Bush policies on 

indefinite detention and denial of habeas corpus to those prisoners.  American citizens readily 

believe, as Obama proclaimed in a 2011 speech on the way forward in Afghanistan, that “we are 

a nation that brings our enemies to justice while adhering to the rule of law.”407  The reality of 

our national security policy argues otherwise.  The expanded use of drones for the “targeted 

killing” of individuals (including American citizens) suspected of terrorist involvement, without 

any trial or formal charge, spurred political theorist Noam Chomsky to remark that “the [Obama] 

Justice Department explained that the constitutional guarantee of due process, tracing to the 

Magna Carta, is now satisfied by internal deliberations in the executive branch alone.  King John 

(1199-1216) might have nodded with satisfaction.”408 

The shift to a wholesale, global policy of targeting specified individuals reflects adoption 

of the religious ethos that has guided Israel’s military and security services for many decades: “If 

someone comes to kill you, get up early to kill him first.”409  Though Donald Trump during his 

2015 presidential campaign harshly criticized Obama’s continuation of “forever wars,” his 

administration continued the same military approach, emphasizing drones and small, 

unannounced SOF deployments in many countries.  In fact, within eight months of coming to 

office in January 2017 Trump had bombed every country that Obama had struck over the span of 

                                                           
407 Obama, Address to the Nation, 22 June 2011. 
408 Chomsky, Who Rules the World, p. 87. 
409 The application of this saying, drawn from the Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 72:1, to 

national security policy, is widely accepted in Israel. Nevertheless, some scholars lament that 

it reflects a willful misinterpretation of a religious injunction by the country’s early leaders – a 

historical act of myth-making that cannot now easily be undone. In any event, this ethos of 

preemptive murder without either judicial process or the application of any criterion of justice 

– beyond the untested assumption that a targeted individual deserves to die because he harbors 

hostile intent and therefore might commit a future act of violence – does not align with any 

Western tradition of justice. See Bronner; Mendel; Afterman and Afterman. 
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his eight years in office.  Within another month, the United States surpassed the 26,172 bombs 

dropped from U.S. aircraft in all of 2016.  Through the end of December 2017, Trump had 

authorized more airstrikes in Somalia in one year (33), than George W. Bush and Obama had 

since the United States first began intervening there in early 2007 (30).410 

The combat death of four U.S. Army Special Operations commandos in a remote corner 

of Niger in October 2017 provoked a flurry of controversy in Washington.  Senators from both 

major parties protested angrily that the administration had left them in the dark about U.S. 

military deployments abroad.  They fired many urgent questions at the White House: How many 

American troops are in Niger?  What is their mission?  How did hostile forces successfully target 

the four victims?  How many American troops are operating elsewhere in Africa?  Do the 

benefits of their mission(s) justify the costs and risks involved?   

Senate Armed Services Committee (SASC) Chair John McCain (R-AZ) fumed that 

“Americans should know what's going on in Niger.  We should know what kind of operations 

we’re engaged in.”  Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer (D-NY) and SASC member 

Lindsey Graham (R-SC) complained pointedly that they had been unaware that U.S. forces were 

operating in Niger at all.411  Ranking Democratic SASC member Jack Reed (D-RI) joined 

                                                           
410 See Zenko. 
411 The four American Green Berets killed in the 4 October 2017 engagement were Army Staff 

Sgt. Bryan Black; Staff Sgt. Jeremiah Johnson; Sgt. La David Johnson; and Staff Sgt. Dustin 

Wright. Senator Jack Reed (D-RI) called for an investigation: “I think the administration has 

to be more clear about our role in Niger and our role in Africa and other parts of the globe. 

They have to connect it to a strategy. I think the inattention to this issue is not acceptable.” 

Following Pentagon briefings for the House and Senate Armed Services Committees Senator 

Graham, in contrast, pronounced himself satisfied:  

[T]he war is now morphing, it's going to places that we haven't heard of before. 

We're going to follow the terrorists wherever they go. We're going to use whatever 

means we need to, with partners, to destroy them. And whatever time it takes, it 

takes. And most people are not ready for that, but I am. (Meet the Press, 22 October 

2017). 
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McCain in calling for consideration of tighter reins on congressional Authorization for the Use of 

Military Force (AUMF), a deeply controversial idea long championed by a few Senators and 

House members – notably including Representative Barbara Lee (D-CA), the only U.S. legislator 

to vote against the AUMF resolution adopted by Congress only three days after the September 

11 terrorist attacks in 2001.412  Over the ensuing two decades, the Bush, Obama and Trump 

routinely  that resolution as the legal basis for its continuing military operations abroad nearly 

two decades years later. 

In response, Defense Department briefings over subsequent weeks offered a shifting 

picture of the deadly encounter: The four soldiers died while engaged in counterterrorism 

training; or conducting a reconnaissance patrol; or acting to build trust (and perhaps operational 

collaboration) with local leaders; or operating in support of a second team of Green Berets on an 

                                                           
412 The AUMF, passed by both the Senate (Joint Resolution 23) and House (Joint Resolution 64) 

on Friday, 14 September 2001, authorizes the president to 

use all necessary and appropriate force against those nations, organizations, or 

persons he determines planned, authorized, committed, or aided the terrorist attacks 

that occurred on September 11, 2001, or harbored such organizations or persons, in 

order to prevent any future acts of international terrorism against the United States 

by such nations, organizations or persons. 

In his 2011 memoir former Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld describes the AUMF as 

“amounting to a declaration of war.” (Known and Unknown, p. 350) It does not. His assertion 

glosses over an important legal distinction: A congressional declaration of war is a 

constitutional act, and brings the war-making provisions of the constitution into play. Use of 

an ad hoc legislative contrivance like the AUMF has the effect, certainly intended, of 

allowing war to be conducted without the constraint of constitutional formality. Furthermore, 

the narrowly framed 2001 AUMF obviously cannot logically or legitimately be cited in 

connection with operations in other countries (e.g. Iraq, Syria, Somalia, Niger, Libya, Yemen, 

etc.) against “terrorist” suspects with no known connection to the 9/11 attacks. 

During a 19 December 2019 Democratic presidential debate at Loyola Marymount University, 

Senator Bernie Sanders (I-VT) made an extraordinary statement about the AUMF: “Only one 

person, my good friend, Barbara Lee, was right on that issue. She was the only person in the 

House to vote against the war in Afghanistan. She was right. I was wrong. So was everybody 

else in the House.” Lee reiterated her stance in August 2019 when President Trump said he 

would keep U.S. troops in Afghanistan despite his campaign promise to the contrary. 
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even more sensitive clandestine mission.  Within a few short weeks, these variant narratives, 

loosely tied to a broad, conceptual storyline – “U.S. Forces are in Niger to provide training and 

security assistance to the Nigerien Armed Forces, in their efforts to counter violent extremist 

organizations in the region” – sufficed to mute the congressional outcry.  Some in Congress also 

welcomed unattributed reports that the U.S. military was pressing the government of Niger to 

authorize armed drones as an appropriate response to the four deaths.  Yet such reports reflect 

nothing more than self-aggrandizing circularity: casualties are cited as a justification for 

retaliation on a larger scale – escalation in lieu of elucidation – while no actual explanation is 

provided for the original deployment that led to the casualties.413 

Journalist Ed Kilgore has argued that “an American public whose support for military 

interventions overseas is flagging, even as its intolerance for U.S. casualties is stronger than 

ever, could react powerfully to additional “isolated” incidents like the deaths in Niger.”  In a 

similar vein, the New York Times editorial board subsequently issued a strong call for 

transparency in American military operations overseas: 

It’s time to take stock of how broadly American forces are already committed to 

far-flung regions and to begin thinking hard about how much of that investment 

is necessary, how long it should continue and whether there is a strategy beyond 

just killing terrorists.  Which Congress, lamentably, has not done.414 

                                                           
413 Washington’s reaction to the Niger episode broadly mirrored the aftermath of other U.S. 

special forces members killed abroad in recent memory, including: Iraq (October 2015; 

October 2016); Jordan (November 2016); Mali (April 2012; June 2017); Somalia (May 2017); 

Syria (August 2016; November 2016; May 2017; March 2018; January 2019; April 2019; 

January 2020); and Yemen (January 2017).   

21 Americans were killed in Afghanistan during 2019 (including 17 combat deaths), the 

highest toll in five years. The figure for 2020 was 8, including four combat deaths.  Thirteen 

service members died in 2021 while assisting in the chaotic final evacuation from the Kabul 

airport during August. See also Dilanian et al.   
414 New York Times Editorial Board, 22 October 2017. Full facts of the four U.S. combat deaths 

in Niger were never fully clarified. An ABC News documentary film released in November 

2021 summarized a three-year investigation.  It alleges that the Army lied and concealed 
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Continuing atrocities in West Africa, following a summer 2020 series of civilian 

massacres committed by Islamist militants in Nigeria’s northeastern Borno state, lends itself to 

continuing the self-decreed U.S. campaign of military assistance to states deemed fellow victims 

of post-9/11 terrorist carnage.  The grotesque patchwork of violent epicenters in Africa, the Near 

East, Central Asia and elsewhere conjures the image of a rampaging monster; but the question 

for the American people, at least since John Quincy Adams delivered his controversial 

Independence Day speech a century ago, is whether we should choose to perpetuate limitless 

military spending and send American men and women in uniform to risk death, crippling injury 

or mental impairment in an open-ended quest to slay it.  Release of the “Afghanistan Papers” in 

December 2019 revealed public, for the first time, that a succession of senior U.S. military and 

diplomatic officials serving in Afghanistan deemed the U.S. intervention as a catastrophic 

failure.415  Corruption of Afghanistan’s own politicians and military commanders was a 

pervasive theme, including the conclusion that 40 percent of U.S. aid to Afghanistan starting in 

2001 was siphoned off by corrupt officials, warlords, criminals and insurgents.  Noted political 

scientist (and prominent realist) Stephen Walt published a scathing analysis: 

We can palaver about peace terms and residual forces ... as long as we want, but 

the cold, hard reality is that the United States has lost the war in Afghanistan.  All 

we are debating—whether in talks with the Taliban or in op-ed pages back home—

is the size and shape of the fig leaf designed to conceal a major strategic failure in 

which thousands of lives have been lost, and hundreds of billions of dollars 

squandered.416 

                                                           

information in order to shield senior officers from responsibility for the catastrophic failure in 

Niger. The film should have provoked outrage, but received scant public attention. 
415 The Afghanistan Papers included dossiers compiled by the Special Inspector General for 

Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) which the Washington Post obtained through the 

Freedom of Information Act. The Post released the documents in a series of articles beginning 

on 9 December 2019. 
416 Walt. 
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Publication of the Afghanistan Papers confirmed the worst in two ways.  First, they showed that 

U.S. goals in Afghanistan were not achievable.  Second, their disclosure showed, after the fact, 

that even such authoritative confirmation of policy failure was not enough to spur the American 

people to demand an end to the fiasco or compel the U.S. government to change course.   

The Trump administration’s use of a drone to carry out the 3 January 2020 assassination 

of Iranian General Qassem Soleimani, the head of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps and 

architect of numerous attacks against the United States and its allies over many years, marked a 

high profile departure.  President Trump asserted that “the strike against Soleimani,” which 

occurred in Iraq, “was fully authorized by law, including by the Authorization for Use of 

Military Force Against Iraq Resolution of 2002 and article 2 of the Constitution.”417  That 

assertion is false.  No objective reading of the 2002 AUMF supports such an extreme and 

unprecedented interpretation, and (as we shall examine further in the next section) the 

Constitution imposes explicit boundaries on the presidential power to make war.   

Having failed to find a legal authorization for the attack, the administration was 

no more successful in adducing a practical explanation of why Soleimani’s killing was 

necessary at this time.  Trump claimed on 3 January that Soleimani had been “caught 

in the act” of “plotting imminent and sinister attacks on American diplomats and military 

personnel.”  In fact no confirmation of “imminent” attacks forestalled by assassinating Soleimani 

was ever provided.418  In an equally striking act of fabulation, Vice President Mike Pence sought 

to justify the Soleimani operation by linking it to 9/11: “[Soleimani] assisted in the clandestine 

                                                           
417 Excerpt from President Trump’s 6 May 2020 statement explaining his veto of S.J. Res. 68, 

which would have barred military action against Iran in the absence of clear and significant 

provocation. 
418 See Hoffman. 
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travel to Afghanistan of 10 of the 12 (sic) terrorists who carried out the September 11 terrorist 

attacks in the United States.”  In fact Soleimani’s name does not appear in the published report of 

the 9/11 Commission, and no information has come to light connecting Soleimani in any way 

with any of the 19 attackers who conducted the September 11 attacks.   

Some Trump supporters argued that Soleimani’s assassination was justified by 

analogy to the U.S. Navy’s April 1943 “Operation Vengeance,” in which sensitive 

intelligence enabled U.S. pilots to shoot down the bomber transport of Japanese 

Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, commander of the Japanese fleet, in Papua New Guinea.   

Targeting individuals is a point of great sensitivity under the laws of war; but the fact 

that Yamamoto was targeted within the context of hostilities authorized by a 

congressional declaration of war is a crucial distinction, at least within the context of 

American domestic law.  The simple and inarguable truth is that Trump approved the 

Soleimani attack despite the absence of any legal authority for  military action against 

Iran or any Iranian official.419  The justifications asserted by the Trump Administration in 

support of the Soleimani assassination amount to a presidential claim of authority to take any 

preemptive military action he wishes, with no legal, constitutional or geographic limit.  Trump 

declared: 

We live in a hostile world of evolving threats, and the Constitution 

recognizes that the president must be able to anticipate our adversaries’ next 

moves and take swift and decisive action in response.  That’s what I did!” 

                                                           
419 The assertion that “Soleimani is Trump’s Yamamoto,” widely repeated in right-wing media 

outlets, is so wildly illegitimate that, far from conveying a valid argument, it expresses 

contempt for the very idea that war should be constrained by law, either domestic or 

international. Instead, it suggests a warped syllogism of emotive jingoism: 

All U.S. military actions in World War II were legitimate. 

The U.S. military today is identical to the U.S. military in World War II. 

Therefore all U.S. military actions today are legitimate. 
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On the one hand, such a statement by a serving president of the United States is 

outrageous.  This is not the worldview of a republican leader, but the shrill, sniffing 

hauteur of an eighteenth century European monarch who will brook no challenge to his  

universal majesty.420  On the other hand, the decades-long accumulation of de facto 

war-making authority by the executive branch provides a context in which Trump’s 

claim, though illegitimate, is at least intelligible.421   

The tepid domestic political response seemed to legitimate Trump’s action.  

Republican politicians and commentators mostly praised the killing of Soleimani, and 

even critics mostly complained about the timing of the attack or the likelihood of 

regional escalation, with no mention of the patent illegality of the assassination.  

Remarkably, both the House and Senate approved measures denouncing the Soleimani 

attack and seeking to bar further hostilities with Iran but failed to rein in White House 

rhetoric treating it as an important victory in a war already underway.  In sum  the 

Soleimani killing underscores a dispiriting and confounding truth: Americans have 

                                                           
420 As president, Trump often touted the unrestricted nature of his executive power. At times he 

misrepresented Article II of the Constitution (“I have an Article 2, where I have the right to do 

whatever I want as president.” (23 July 2019)), but grew even more expansive over time: “I 

have the ultimate authority. ...When somebody is the president of the United States the 

authority is total, and that’s the way it's got to be.” (13 April 2020) Stephen Miller, one of 

Trump’s closest White House advisors, struck a similar posture in a 12 February 2017 

appearance on the CBS weekly television news show, Face the Nation: “The powers of the 

President to protect our country are very substantial and will not be questioned.” 
421 As discussed in section 3.2, the authors of Enlightenment “peace projects” (including Crucé, 

Saint-Pierre, Rousseau and Kant) blamed self-willed monarchs for the persistence of 

war in Europe, and trusted that the spread of republican governance would bring 

leaders inclined (and constitutionally required) to align their policy decisions with 

the will of the citizen and the citizenry. While Donald Trump’s bu ffoonish manner 

invites personal scorn, his underlying conviction that the president possesses and 

should possess untrammeled war-making power is broadly similar to that of every 

president elected since World War II.  
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grown accustomed to presidents who employ deadly force abroad with no warning and 

only cursory explanation.  Worse, many of us have come to simply assume the 

necessity and legality of such actions.    

In this connection we must also bear in mind the so-called “assassination ban” embodied 

in President Gerald Ford’s 1976 Executive Order 11905.  Ford issued the directive in response to 

the so-called Church Commission Report in 1975.  Senator Church (D-ID) and his colleagues 

concluded that the CIA had attempted to assassinate the leaders of Cuba (several times) and the 

Congo, and that it had aided assassination plots in the Dominican Republic, Chile, and 

Vietnam.422  The operative language of Ford’s directive states: “No employee of the United 

States Government shall engage in, or conspire to engage in, political assassination.”  While the 

Bush and Obama administrations had at least provided legal reasoning (albeit tortured) to show 

that their drone attacks were in compliance, Trump broke new ground in claiming his war-

making power was, in effect, unlimited.  

Joe Biden repeatedly declared during his presidential campaign that “Staying entrenched 

in unwinnable conflicts only drains our capacity to lead on other issues that require our attention, 

and it prevents us from rebuilding the other instruments of American power.”  With his 14 April 

announcement that U.S. forces will depart Afghanistan by 11 September 2021 (the twentieth 

anniversary of the 9/11 attacks) and his 26 July 2021 statement that U.S. troops in Iraq will end 

their combat role by year’s end, Biden began to deliver the action suggested by that statement. 423  

In announcing the impending withdrawal of forces, Biden declared that “war in Afghanistan was 

                                                           
422 The Senate Select Committee To Study Governmental Operations With Respect To 

Intelligence Activities, chaired by Senator Frank Church (D-ID), issued its interim report on 

20 November 1975. 
423 We shall return to Biden’s courageous and laudable decision in the concluding chapter. 
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never meant to be a multi-generational undertaking.”  He was right, of course; but the 

generation-spanning impact of the war will not cease when U.S. and coalition forces depart.  

According to the Costs of War Project at Brown University’s Watson Institute the U.S. “War on 

Terror” had already cost at least 801,000 lives and $6.4 trillion by late 2019.  Project director 

Catherine Lutz elaborated: “If fewer soldiers are dying and the U.S. is spending a little less on 

the immediate costs of war today, the financial impact is still as bad as, or worse than, it was 10 

years ago.  We will still be paying the bill for these wars on terror into the 22nd century.”424 

Because executive opacity, congressional lethargy and media inattention leave most 

Americans ignorant of where or why lethal military force is being employed in their name, U.S. 

forces are routinely deployed on hazardous foreign missions without the broad popular and 

political support they should be able to count on.  Their efforts affect the security balance in many 

regions, elicit reaction from hostile forces and international public opinion, and influence the 

image of the United States with a weight of consequence disproportionate to the brief, intermittent 

angst that bubbles up in Washington when an American soldier dies in a hitherto unpublicized 

                                                           
424 The project's $6.4 trillion figure includes Overseas Contingency Operations (OCO) 

appropriations, interest for borrowing for OCO spending, war-related spending in the 

Pentagon's base budget, medical and disability care for post-9/11 veterans (including 

estimated future obligations through FY2059), and Department of Homeland Security 

spending for “prevention” of and “response” to terrorism.  

[NB: After the 9/11 attacks, Congress added a new category – Overseas Contingency 

Operations – to the annual National Defense Authorization Act to cover operational costs of 

the wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria and elsewhere. OCO funding totaled $1.8 trillion from 

2001 through 2019, over and above the $8.9 trillion Defense Department base budget over 

that period. Congress initially expected OCO funding to be temporary and brief; but the 

Congressional Budget Office found that by 2019 more than two-thirds of activities supported 

by OCO funds were not temporary, and would likely continue even if current wars ended. The 

continuing use of OCO contrasts with practices during the Korean, Vietnam and 1990-1991 

Gulf Wars, when funding was shifted entirely to the Pentagon base budget after only one year. 

OCO thus reflects a significant, permanent increase in defense spending masquerading as a 

temporary funding mechanism.] 
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military operation abroad.  The fact that U.S. military personnel today are routinely assigned to 

activities neither approved nor supported (or, all too often, even noticed) back home stands in 

blatant contradiction to the letter and spirit of the U.S. Constitution, whose war-related provisions 

have been largely ignored since 1941.  Lacking clear, achievable goals, war today has become a 

self-perpetuating end in itself.  No citizen of this country should accept the ethical burden, to say 

nothing of the titanic financial costs, of such a policy.  Americans have come to regard questions 

of war and peace as if they arise in a vacuum, lacking legal or historical context or ethical 

complexity.425 

The idea that the United States must fight “there” so that we don’t have to fight “here” is 

an utterly ludicrous shibboleth manufactured by the Bush administration’s misinformation 

machine.  There is no evidence that U.S. military action in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Niger, 

Somalia, Syria, Yemen or elsewhere has prevented a terrorist from traveling to the United States 

to carry out an attack.  And to rebut the implied-but-unstated part of the Bush fabrication: There 

is no serious case to be made that U.S. military intervention in any or all of those locations prior 

to September 2001 would have prevented the 9/11 attacks.  There are innumerable means for 

rendering borders and airports more secure, but deploying troops abroad is not one of them.  A 

sober glance reveals, furthermore, that “prevent[ing] attacks of the terrorist networks before they 

occur” is not a goal achievable through military action abroad.   

The ugly politics of tyranny and extremism in today’s world provides a wide array of 

repressive regimes and violent militias against whom war can easily be construed as a “just 

                                                           
425 The 2007 song Frail Grasp of the Big Picture by the American band the Eagles offers an on-

the-nose satire of the self-referential sanctimony that inheres in the popular American self-

image: “And we pray to our Lord/Who we know is American/…He supports us in war/He 

presides over football games…” 
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cause.”  But the Just War Tradition includes numerous other tests: Are goals achievable?; 

success likely?; costs proportionate?; other approaches available?  Is war necessary as a last 

resort to defeat injustice that must be defeated?  Only an impulsive leader lacking the rationality 

and discipline to employ such tests, who is instead motivated by emotion and an impulse for 

revenge, would choose to deploy the 101st Airborne on a mission unsuited to that storied unit’s 

skills and capabilities.  Only a cynical government would then attempt to dress up this 

deployment as a necessary act of just war.  And only a vain and inattentive citizenry would allow 

all this to be done in their name without demanding a much higher standard of rational, objective 

analysis and goal-setting.   

We Americans have convinced ourselves, primarily on the basis of a mountain of 

tautology built up over the past half-century, that endless war is not only inescapable, but also 

necessary and noble.  We have thus swindled ourselves out of the opportunity, bequeathed by 

our fallible forefathers, to make the conscious choice to craft a national security policy based on 

justice and to shape our necessary military readiness to that goal rather than to the profit motive 

of the great military technology firms and the empty rhetoric of politicians whose careers prosper 

through the embrace of an eternal fight for freedom.  In fact we need most of all to free ourselves 

from our own self-deception.  As Pip tellingly remarks in Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations, 

“All other swindlers upon earth are nothing to the self-swindlers.”426   

Restoration of a properly transparent decision-making process in matters of war and 

peace must therefore begin with the reclaiming of a fundamental tenet of the founding fathers’ 

intent: War must not begin until a congressional declaration proclaims and legitimates it.   

                                                           
426 From the melancholy opening lines of chapter 28 of Dickens’ great 13th novel. 
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The success of past presidents (including Polk, McKinley, (Lyndon) Johnson and 

(George W.) Bush) in manipulating congressional and public opinion to take the country into 

war under false pretenses underscores the need for Congress to reclaim its constitutional mandate 

to declare and, no less important, oversee the cost and conduct of the country’s wars.  But even 

that is not enough.  The Constitution does not specifically require the articulation of war aims; 

but in an age of (often preemptive) military mobilization against diffuse, non-state threats rather 

than specified enemy nations, the absence of defined goals has repeatedly made conflict 

termination virtually impossible.  Congress must correct this in any future war.427   

The perception of standing threat both during the cold war, and far more so in the 

subsequent period of the “global war on terror,” has undermined the sense of ongoing 

responsibility that the objective moral weight of war objectively imposes (whether or not they 

comprehend or accept it) on both leaders and citizens.  The script of the next war seemed written 

in advance, and unending military adaptation in the name of perennial readiness seemed 

automatic.  Strategic thinkers were absolved of the need to think strategically, and armed forces 

came to seem “more like minders of weapons-systems than guardians of international peace.”428 

As military critic Andrew Bacevich has cataloged in his uniquely insightful reporting 

over the past decade, an infatuation with military technology in recent decades has fostered a 

dangerous belief that war, as conducted by contemporary U.S. forces, is increasingly exempt 

from the difficult variables – including Clausewitz’s insights on friction, fog, and chance – that 

                                                           
427 It is common in war for perpetuation of a costly and unsatisfactory status quo to appear 

preferable to the fear of something worse that attaches to every visible alternative.  In the 

absence of another standard against which to evaluate options for conflict termination, fear 

constrains every decision. As Thucydides observes, “[I]t is a habit of mankind to entrust to 

careless hope what they long for, and to use sovereign reason to thrust aside what they do not 

desire.” (Thuc. 4.108.4.  See also 4.106; 6.11.4) 
428 O’Donovan, p. 50. 
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bedeviled military operations in the past.429  At the same time, the American public has ceased to 

care about the more or less permanent combat waged in their name in multiple distant theatres of 

war over the past two decades.  A collective ennui has replaced the societal upheaval and 

breathless public attention that attended our country’s wars in the Philippine war, and the two 

world wars.  Bacevich suggests several explanations for the lack of media or popular attention to 

the mission, progress or fate of American forces deployed abroad today, including: 

 American (though not foreign civilian) casualties are relatively low, and costs (though huge) 

are ignored.  During World War I, both supporters and critics of the war worried publicly 

about costs; but no longer.  Eisenhower’s declaration in 1953 that “every gun that is made, 

every warship launched, every rocket fired signifies, in the final sense, a theft from those 

who hunger and are not fed, those who are cold and are not clothed” now seems quaint;430 

 Americans have come to see “honoring our troops” as consisting in empty civic ritual (e.g. 

pro forma remarks at the beginning of sporting events) and unquestioning deferral to the 

president in all matters relating to war made in the name of the American people’ 

 Especially since 9/11, the vacuity of our country’s popular discourse on foreign policy has 

left us with a vague caricature of “international terrorism” as an inchoate but implacable 

threat justifying permanent enmity and permanent war; 

 In that vein, all political parties endlessly cite the “indispensability” of American “leader-

ship” in the fight, but then substitute partisan electioneering – elect our candidate, and she 

will bring military success after the election – instead of any actual discussion of war (e.g. 

explaining why the U.S. military has not prevailed, or when the war will end); and 

 Powerful reluctance to criticize U.S. military personnel also deters substantive discussion of 

U.S. policy, lest criticism of endless, costly, unpopular, unsuccessful and (insofar as visible 

benefit to national security) irrelevant wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, Libya, Yemen, Niger, 

Somalia, and elsewhere be perceived as criticism of the troops themselves.  Though unable to 

win the wars they were sent to fight, U.S. military personnel thus unfailingly shield the 

president from accountability.431 

                                                           
429 Bacevich’s writings argue persuasively that Washington’s belief in the invincibility of 

American technology contributed to over-confidence and under-performance in Iraq and 

Afghanistan: “Why bother studying Clausewitz when Shock and Awe could make a clean 

sweep of things?” (Le Vien, p. 178f; p. 181. 
430 Citation from President Eisenhower’s celebrated Chance for Peace speech on 16 April 1953, 

shortly after the death of Joseph Stalin. The speech, which was broadcast to the nation from 

the Statler Hotel in Washington, is also known as the Cross of Iron speech – with a nod to 

William Jennings Bryan – because the President likened military spending to a cross of iron 

on which humanity was hanging. 
431 Bacevich, “Auto Pilot Wars”; “The Long War.” 
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As we have become acclimated to endless war, the distinction between war and peace has 

become blurred.  How could American troops be deployed abroad without the American people 

paying attention?  Are we really at war or not?  Such a question would have made no sense to the 

ancient Greeks or Romans or, indeed, to the Americans of a century ago.  Charles Edward 

Jefferson and his fellow World War I-era peace advocates would be scandalized and incredulous 

to see it, but Bacevich’s conclusion is inescapable: “A collective indifference to war has become 

an emblem of contemporary America.”432 

The arc of U.S. national security policy from 9/11 to today shows a persistent willingness 

to use military force, including targeted assassination by aerial drones, with no regard for 

international law or – in the case of the Soleimani assassination – American law.  The Biden 

administration has disclosed only a single missile attack since coming to office, representing a 

greatly diminished op tempo compared to the previous three administrations.433  Yet the U.S. 

entitlement to launch such attacks remains unquestioned.  The president retains the authority to 

launch attacks at will, and the American people have become blasé about such attacks and 

unconcerned about the risks (to say nothing of the unconstitutionality) of unchecked presidential 

power to make war.  Apathy has filled the space where outrage ought to be.  A Santayana poem 

mourning the death of mobilized Oxford undergraduates on the Western Front in World War I 

laments that “the world’s too vast for hope.”  In pondering the far-flung, post-9/11 deployment 

                                                           
432 Bacevich, “Auto Pilot Wars.” 
433 On 25 February 2021 President Biden authorized a cruise missile attack on a site in Syria 

described as a depot used by Kata’ib Hezbollah and Kata’ib Sayid al-Shuhada, two Iranian-

backed Iraqi militias reportedly responsible for a 15 February attack on a U.S. base in 

northern Iraq and a 22 February attack against the U.S. embassy in Baghdad. Typical of such 

attacks, reports from media outlets and international organizations operating in Syria provided 

only a vaguely estimated report of casualties, ranging from 1 to 22 killed. The attack, and 

possible civilian deaths, elicited no visible public response in the United States. 
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of U.S. military personnel to fight mostly faceless, unnamed adversaries, American people seem 

to have reached a different conclusion: The world’s too vast to care.434   

Like Hector in the Iliad, “trusting in his own strength too far,” we have come to believe 

that war will always result in victory, that today’s victory will never be reversed, that all our 

wars are just, and that the prestige conferred by the possession of force will never fade.435  But as 

Charles Edward Jefferson warned during the First World War, “physical armor saves no nation. 

All the perished nations of history went down to death with their armor on.”436 

======================================================= 

  

                                                           
434 From Santayana’s poem, The Darkest Hour (1917). 
435 See Weil, “Iliad,” in Anthology, p. 178f. 
436 Charles Edward Jefferson, “Military Preparedness,” p. 230. French political theorist Simone 

Weil underscores the point: “Those who have force on loan from fate count on it too much 

and are destroyed.” (“Iliad,” in Anthology, p. 174) 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

SEEKING JUSTICE: CONCEPTUAL AND CONSTITUTIONAL REMEDIES 

We can now return to the seemingly straightforward question from the first page of this 

thesis: Is war, or peace, the normative state of human society?  The answer is not 

straightforward, because the linkage between war and peace is not straightforward.  The two 

cannot be seen as incompatible opposites, nor can the one be defined as simply the opposite of 

the other, nor can either be understood fully without keeping justice in the picture.  As I have 

argued, justice is typically enjoyed in peace, though it is often established, and given the 

opportunity to take root and thrive, by war.  The American leaders of the revolutionary period 

risked all (“We mutually pledge to each other our lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor”) on 

the chance that war, in this way, would yield a just and happy outcome for the people of Britain’s 

erstwhile colonies in North America. 

Such a conceptual framework suggests that neither war nor peace can be considered 

normative to the exclusion of the other.  Furthermore, our normative aspiration to justice, and our 

conviction that it is worth fighting for, places both peace and war within the familiar ambit of 

human experience; and it is justice – specifically the way we choose to approach the challenge of 

defining justice within the context of human plurality – that determines when and how we are 

likely to make the choice to shift from peace to war, or vice versa. 

Emotion has a legitimate place in the mechanism; but the decision to go to war requires 

far more than an emotional response to provocation (even extreme provocation, like the 9/11 

attacks).  Accordingly, the qualifications of political and military leaders must include great self-

restraint, in addition to the historical awareness, strategic understanding, tactical knowledge and 

ethical clarity needed for sound decision making even under intense pressure.  While it goes 
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beyond the scope of this thesis to dwell in detail on this point, the mechanism envisioned here 

must emphasize selection of leaders who possess the necessary qualities of character and 

intellect to lead in time of war and, no less important, participate in the decision-making 

processes that lead to the responsible, ethically coherent national decisions on both the initiation 

and the termination of war. 

With these considerations in view, it becomes clear that our approach to war (on those 

infrequent occasions when we determine it to be just, and therefore necessary) must be 

conceived and prosecuted with the conscious goal of reaching a just outcome.  Jomini’s belief 

that war can be reduced to geometry and graphs thus misses a vital point.  Clausewitz, who noted 

the need for leaders to remain calm even under extreme stress and to possess a “strong character” 

that “will not be unbalanced by the most powerful emotions, comes much closer to producing an 

analysis that accords with the historical experience of war.”437   In this regard, the citizen’s self-

aware cultivation of a political philosophy that seeks justice in the outcome of our society’s 

political decisions, including national security policy, is a matter of utmost importance. 

Ending the epoch of endless wars will require a reappraisal of the conceptual 

underpinnings of national security policy, including currently fashionable habits of thought about 

war.  This includes pacifism and realism, which offer oversimplified, putative alternatives to the 

hard work of concrete, fact-based war planning.  On those rare occasions in which the sovereign 

people of our self-governing republic determine war to be just, and therefore necessary, is 

indispensable.  Thoughtful appropriation of past wisdom, including early Rome’s exactitude in 

setting war aims (and using them to advantage in diplomatic engagement), stands in stark 

contrast to the increasing American tendency to declare only vague, hortatory objectives even for 

                                                           
437 Clausewitz, Book 1, Chapter 3 (p. 106). 
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protracted war.  Mindful planning of the ends of war will enable us to escape the current cycle of 

wars without end. 

 

5.1 Pacifism, Realism and Reality: Thinking Coherently, and Ethically, About War 

Precisely because war always occurs as a consequence of human agency and not at the behest of 

nature, our attitude toward the idea of war is a matter of great importance.  War is reviled as the 

greatest moral evil known to humanity, but also celebrated as the ultimate means of advancing 

just governance and protecting the dignity and rights of human populations.  These seemingly 

incompatible views have endured, side-by-side, for centuries; and each is buttressed by 

compelling examples both ancient and modern, and by the testimony of respected thinkers over 

many centuries.  Our contemporary challenge is to move toward a widely shared political 

philosophy conducive to terminating endless wars, restoring constitutional discipline with regard 

to war powers and committed to a rigorous evaluative framework, like the Just War Tradition, to 

ensure that all future American wars are just wars, justly fought.  I will argue that realism, 

despite its pervasive influence since World War II, contributes to the normalization of endless 

war, clashes with foundational American values, and is incompatible with a national security 

policy oriented toward justice.   

Many Americans follow one of three broad trends in political philosophy.438  Pacifists are 

convinced that the costs of war, both human and material, are never justified.  Realists, in 

contrast, deemphasize justice and hold that war is an irreducible aspect of the human condition 

and must be embraced as normal.  The JWT, which regards peace as an entitlement of every 

                                                           
438 Apathy is widespread, however, and many American citizens have no political philosophy 

beyond vague attachment to an overheard political catchphrase.   
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human being but also accepts war as occasionally legitimate and necessary as the response of 

one state to the unjust action of another, might be said to fall conceptually in between pacifism 

and realism.  These three distinct attitudes toward war and peace align substantially439 with 

Bainton’s typology of pacifism, just war and crusade as the three fundamental, recurring 

positions developed and preserved in Western thought over the past two millennia.440   

The mediocrity of American public education and the poverty of American public 

discourse on matters of war and peace has deprived American citizens of the knowledge and 

perspective necessary to adopt deeply considered positions of principle in this vital matter.  As a 

result, many have been attracted to a vaguely realist orientation because it is not only fashionable 

but practically indistinguishable from the actual national security policy of the United States 

since the Second World War.   

In order to participate in the republic’s most consequential decision-making, the citizen 

must be equipped to consider both national values and current facts and reach practical 

conclusions in matters of peace and war.  This requires an orienting political philosophy to 

define the “standard of goodness or justice” underlying the practice of citizenship.  As Strauss 

says,  

All political action aims at either preservation or change.  When desiring to 

preserve, we wish to prevent a change to the worse; when desiring to change, we 

wish to bring about something better.  All political action is then guided by some 

thought of better and worse.  

                                                           
439 Though not quite fully. 
440 Bainton (p. 14ff) and Potter (p. 47ff) both offer rich analytical perspective keyed to human 

values. Much depends on the word “occasionally”: Realists say war is often necessary because 

human nature (irrespective of justice) produces it; pacifists say never; and JWT advocates 

(from Augustine to Grotius and beyond) hold a bias against war, but see criteria which can 

justify it rarely. As Grotius says, “The iniquity of men may make wars just, and even 

necessary, but this iniquity is a thing to be lamented….” (On the Rights of War and Peace, 

II.X.1; p. 282.) 
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Political philosophy is, then, “the attempt truly to know both the nature of political things and the 

right, or the good, political order.” 441  By choosing to align with one of these three outlooks – 

pacifism, just war, realism– a citizen reveals the human values that underlie her participation in 

the processes of self-government and, more narrowly, the evaluative framework she will employ 

in deciding matters of peace and war.  Accordingly every participating citizen needs to 

understand the meaning and significance of these labels and strive for objectivity and self-

awareness in making use of the insight and analysis that each offers. 

Whether motivated by religion or humanism, pacifists hold that justice prohibits a 

decision to enter war, and that no end, however desirable, suffices to justify war.442  Pacifism 

thus makes justice, narrowly defined as peace, the centerpiece of every policy debate over war 

and peace in a distinctive way.  Though passionately advocated by a “peace community” 

comprising several Protestant Christian denominations and a patchwork of secular groups, 

pacifist views are far less widespread than a century ago and are largely ignored in national 

security debates.443  

The advent of nuclear weapons broadened the pacifist argument.  Since considerations of 

Proportionality, and perhaps also Likelihood of Success, raise serious doubt about the justness of 

nuclear war under any conceivable circumstances, the new category of “nuclear pacifist” has 

                                                           
441 Strauss, p. 10ff. 
442 The many variants of the pacifist argument generally share a recognition of peace as the 

highest good and war as a paramount evil. Other evils, e.g. aggression, rapine, or even 

genocide, are secondary and, moreover, to be accepted if war is the sole available remedy. 

Some critics of pacifism argue that such a categorical judgment about war precludes debate of 

justice in terms intelligible to a non-pacifist. 
443 The triumphal afterglow of victory in World War II was a powerful recruiting tool for 

realism. The influential writings of Reinhold Niebuhr from the 1930s, advocating a “Christian 

realism” purporting to be both true to the gospel and necessary to oppose fascism and other 

evils abroad in the modern world, also contributed to the receding of pacifism as the default 

political philosophy of the American public. 
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attracted broad attention over the past half century.  The risk of nuclear war prompted Bertrand 

Russell and Albert Einstein in 1952 to issue an extraordinary appeal to the peoples of the world, 

asking them “to set aside” set aside other matters and consider themselves “only as members of a 

biological species which has had a remarkable history, and whose disappearance none of us can 

desire.”  The two great thinkers posited a “stark and dreadful and inescapable” choice facing the 

world: “Shall we put an end to the human race; or shall mankind renounce war?”444 

An aphorism attributed to President Theodore Roosevelt would recast that dilemma: “I 

value peace above all other things except righteousness. When the two conflict, I choose 

righteousness.”  The pacifist outlook rejects the possibility of any such “conflict,” as peace (and 

rejection of war) is deemed synonymous with righteousness.  For many today, acceptance (or 

non-acceptance) of that conclusion determines whether (or not) one deems the pacifist argument 

morally coherent and acceptable.445   

Following the war, as exultation over VE- and VJ-day gave way to a half century of cold 

war with the Soviet Union and China, German-American theorist Hans Morgenthau (1904-1980) 

in parallel with British theorist E.H. Carr (1892-1982) provided a conceptual framework for 

making sense of a new global status quo seen as perpetually menacing.446  Their work provided 

                                                           
444 Cited by Chomsky, Failed States (p. 3; 14). 
445 Whereas pacifism reflects a categorical presumption against violence, the prudential ethics 

woven into the Just War Tradition reflects, instead, a presumption against injustice. It is 

important to note that the moral logic of Just War does not depend on overcoming or 

invalidating the moral logic of pacifism. In fact the JWT retains a predisposition against 

violence; but the JWT’s attachment to justice as cardinal virtue creates a new grounds for 

avoiding war except where it can be fully aligned with high moral purpose. 
446 Carr’s seminal book, The Twenty Years’ Crisis, appeared in 1939. Morgenthau’s great work, 

Politics Among Nations, appeared in 1948 and quickly became a standard text in the study of 

international relations. Their influential work defined a new, contemporary doctrine of realism 

drawn from the aggressive, expansionist, realpolitik maneuvering of early modern European 

monarchies. It came to dominate international relations theory, and the mindset of the 

American governing class, after World War II.   
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the basis for the postwar realist “school” of international relations theory, which is predicated on 

the insight that all international relations is based on competitive self-interest and competition for 

power.  Realists, supposedly aligned with human nature, contrast their doctrine with the 

Enlightenment concept of liberalism, which presumed that the nature of the human species 

contained, along with a willingness to pursue political goals by killing in war, a desire to 

cultivate institutions and mores conducive to peaceful dispute resolution and respect for human 

rights.  Realists maintain that previous efforts to limit war, like the JWT, have lost their 

relevance due to the advance of modern technology (especially aerial bombardment): 

With war taking on in recent times … a total character, the moral limitations upon 

killing ae observed to an ever lessening degree.  Indeed, their very existence in the 

consciences of political and military leaders as well as of the common people 

becomes ever more precarious and is threatened with extinction.”447 

Carr, in particular, ridicules the very idea that treaties or institutions of international law (e.g. the 

League of Nations or its successor, the United Nations) could bring order to the inherent chaos of 

international relations.  Such “moralism,” he declares, is “flagrantly divorced from reality.”448  

His captious critique would jettison the ancient brocard of pacta sunt servanda (“agreements 

must be kept”) in favor of a Roman slogan erasing in bello constraints:  in arma silent leges (“in 

war the law is silent”)449  He thus discovers that the significance of the Kellogg-Briand pact is, 

fact, minimal:  

[Kellogg-Briand] is not, as is sometimes loosely said, a legislative act prohibiting 

war.  It is an agreement between a large number of states “to renounce war as an 

instrument of national policy in their relations with one another.”  International 

agreements are contracts concluded by states with one another in their capacity as 

                                                           
447 Morgenthau, p. 245. 
448 Carr, p. 34ff; 219ff. 
449 A slogan coined by Cicero in a court proceeding (Pro Milone), and also famously echoed by 

Henry David Thoreau in his 1849 essay Civil Disobedience: “The clatter of arms drowns out 

the voice of the law.” Generations of Latin students have also enjoyed a slightly deformed 

variant translation: “In a time of arms, legs are silent.” 
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subjects of international law, and not laws created by states in the capacity of 

international legislators.  International legislation does not yet exist.450 

Lacking the status of legislation, international law is not really an obligation and need not be 

“obeyed,” and even the attempt to begin building a “rule of law” in the international sphere is 

fatuous.   Thus, whereas Franklin Roosevelt, with an eye to Right Intention, expected the world 

war to open a path to global order based on free participation and new, agreed legal structures of 

law, realist theory takes the world back to Hobbes’ lawless state of nature: 

To this warre of every man against every man, this also is consequent; that nothing 

can be Unjust.  The notions of Right and Wrong, Justice and Injustice have there 

no place.  Where there is no common Power, there is no Law: where no Law, no 

Injustice.  Force, and Fraud, are in warre the two Cardinall vertues.451 

The doctrine of realism, purporting to reflect the way power-hungry human beings really behave, 

in effect gave a measure of retrospective respectability to LeMay’s breezy wartime estimation of 

the efficacy of indiscriminate killing on a large scale.452   

Realism thus absolves each state from any actual obligation to abide by law or treaty at 

the international level.  He justifies this remarkable move by positing a “fundamental 

divergence” between “utopians” – those who regard law primarily as a branch of ethics” – and 

realists – “those who regard it primarily as a vehicle of power.”  The former, who find the 

wellsprings of law and justice in some variant of natural law, reason, utility, objective right, 

fundamental norms or some other such wishful benchmark, are portrayed as out of step with the 

world as it is.  They stand condemned by a “paradox” apparent (to Carr, at least) in both 

domestic and international politics: “Where practice is least ethical, theory becomes most 

utopian.”453  Realists, in contrast, see themselves as clear-eyed, hard-headed, strong-willed and 

                                                           
450 Carr, p. 221. 
451 Hobbes (Leviathan, XIII; p. 63). See note 148. 
452 Section 4.2. 
453 Carr, p. 223. 
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hands-on.  Carr holds up the triumph of realism as not only the outcome, but the very purpose of 

law: “Law is thus divorced altogether from ethics.  …It is regarded as binding because there is an 

authority which enforces obedience to it.  It is an expression of the will of the state, and is used 

by those who control the state as an instrument of coercion against those who oppose their 

power.  The law is therefore the weapon of the stronger.”454  The realist alliance with 

Thrasymachus is revealed. 

Neoconservatism, a realist spin-off born in rejection of the domestic counterculture and 

Vietnam war protests of the 1960s, is marked by an exaggerated hawkishness in international 

relations and corresponding antipathy toward traditional “liberal” efforts to mitigate international 

disputes through negotiation, treaty, or structures of international law.  Neocons might be 

described as proactive realists.  Central to the neocon worldview is the idea that the United 

States, through the active use of military power to coerce, compel and (at least occasionally) 

conquer should set the direction of economic and (especially) political development around the 

world.  They explicitly compare critics and adversaries abroad with the Axis Powers of World 

War II, regarding them as irredeemably evil and implacably hostile such that pre-emptive 

military action against them is just and necessary.455  Realism and its neoconservative variant are 

nourished in American politics and society by a reinforcing network of rituals and rhetoric 

calculated to invoke past military success to validate contemporary practice.  From singing the 

national anthem at sporting events to fireworks marking Independence Day, all receive a military 

tinge and are casually and vaguely linked to current military activities.456  Historical memory of 

                                                           
454 Carr, p. 226. 
455 In neocon usage this pair of descriptors serves as an ill-matched team that calls to mind the 

enigmatic prohibition in Deuteronomy 22:10: “Thou shalt not plow with an ox and an ass 

together.” We will revisit the neocon yoking of just and necessary below. 
456 See note 123. 
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overwhelming popular support for the U.S. war effort in World War II is thus routinely equated 

with current warfare in Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria, as well as open-ended deployment of 

American forces in West Africa and myriad other locations, many of them undisclosed. 

It is tempting to characterize pacifism and realism as opposites, especially since neocons 

actually are the closest thing to anti-pacifists.  However a more important distinction is revealed 

by reference to the heuristic chart in section 2.2.  Pacifism as a doctrine relates to individual 

action: One can practice pacifism for oneself, e.g. by refraining from participating in or 

supporting national defense; but the rights of individual dignity and autonomy forbid the 

imposition of such values on a community that includes non-pacifist citizens.  Realism, on the 

other hand, is strictly a way of understanding collective action, e.g. by the community or, most 

commonly, by the state.  The success of realism is thus apparent in its success in promoting and 

legitimating a huge and consequential shift in U.S. national security policy – from a heavy bias 

against war to acceptance of permanent, auto-pilot war – even though most individual citizens do 

not wish to see their country take on the role of the warfare state on the world stage..   

Underlying factors, rather than objective analysis of history and human behavior, help 

explain the appeal of the hawkishness characteristic of the realist outlook.  In a famous Foreign 

Policy article Nobel laureate in economics Daniel Kahneman and government researcher 

Jonathan Renshon discerned the influence of a powerful human optimism bias: 

Psychological research has shown that a large majority of people believe 

themselves to be smarter, more attractive, and more talented than average, and they 

commonly overestimate their future success.  People are also prone to an “illusion 

of control”: They consistently exaggerate the amount of control they have over 

outcomes that are important to them – even when the outcomes are in fact random 

or determined by other forces. 

This is precisely the neocon attitude toward war.  Far from attempting to assess a prospective 

conflict with humility and objective detachment, they are prepared to plunge into war because 
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“they mistakenly believe that we are always going to win, because we are the best.”  A related 

idea is the “Rubicon Theory,” which suggests that when people believe they are already 

threatened they cross a psychological threshold and new biases, including groupthink, take over.  

Instead of proceeding with rational restraint, for example, they become overconfident and engage 

in riskier behavior, such as going to war instead of seeking peaceful alternatives.  In moments of 

crisis, groupthink leads group members to suppress dissenting opinions and reduce complex 

events to an elemental clash of “us versus them.” Political scientists have usefully applied this 

theory to Washington decision-making in the run-up to the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq.457  As 

Chomsky points out, such vacuous conformity in the assessment of complex security challenges 

(though embraced with open eyes by Buckley and the American political class at the beginning 

of the cold war) constrains national decision-making by constricting the bounds of “thinkable 

thought”: 

To be admitted to the debate, critics must accept without question the fundamental 

doctrine that the State is benevolent, governed by the loftiest intentions, adopting a 

defensive stance, not an actor in world affairs but only reacting—though sometimes 

unwisely—to the crimes of others.458  

Yoder recognizes the corrosive influence of such thinking in his examination of difficulties 

inherent in using the JWT criteria: 

Many people think that war frees its actors from moral restraints by offering a 

unique setting for the proof of the virility of a political elite, of military personnel, 

or of a nation.  The conflictual activities delicately referred to by some of our rulers 

as “ass-kicking” must be understood not so much ethically as ritually.  The 

adversary is not a fellow human with dignity (before God and the law) equal to 

one’s own, but an opportunity to prove one’s manly qualities by facing danger and 

shedding blood.459 

                                                           
457 See the useful summary in Newitz and Bennington-Castro, including the excerpt cited here 

from the Foreign Policy article of Kahneman and Renshon. 
458 Chomsky, “The Bounds of Thinkable Thought.” 
459 Yoder, “The JWT: Is It Credible?” (p. 297) 
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Such psychological factors help us understand both the seductive appeal of the realist bias 

imbedded in U.S. national security thinking since World War II, and the need to shift the 

thinking of the American people, and the government decision-makers who act in their name, 

toward a political philosophy focused on justice and peace rather than war.  

Realism (and more so its neoconservative offshoot) sets an excessively low bar for war, 

and presumes to provide an academically rigorous rationale for doing so.  I will conclude this 

section with a final example of the hollowness of the realist/neocon attempt to provide a façade 

of analytical rigor to the realist argument.  I have on numerous occasions heard neocon analysts 

cite a famous fragment from Machiavelli in support of the neocon view that recourse to war is, in 

effect, self-justifying: “That war is just which is necessary.”460  Here Machiavelli is quoting a 

stem-winding speech by Gaius Pontius, military leader of the Samnites of south-central Italy, a 

group who resisted and troubled the Roman Republic for centuries until being finally subjected 

and assimilated in the first century BCE.  Pontius is outraged that the Romans have rebuffed his 

sincere attempt to negotiate terms of peace, and is urging his countrymen to war.  He thunders: 

“War is just, Samnites, when it is necessary, and arms are righteous for those whose only hope 

remains in arms.”  By “righteous” he means not only just in an abstract, ethical sense, but 

literally approved by the gods.  As Pontius goes on to reassure his people:  

Since, then, it is of the greatest importance in men’s affairs whether what they do 

has the favour or the disfavor of the gods, rest assured that you fought your previous 

wars against gods rather than men, but you will fight this one now threatening you 

with the gods themselves for your leaders.461  

                                                           
460 A fragment from The Prince (1532), chapter XXVI, line 45. The book is commonly assigned 

to the “Mirrors for Princes” genre (specula principium).  
461 Livy, 9.1 (p. 216). To be clear, Livy does not assert this position as his own view of the 

matter, but the manner of telling suggests that it is. The English translator of Livy’s History, 

Aubrey de Sélincourt, was a decorated veteran of WWI and thus himself thoroughly 

acquainted with war. 
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It is notable that Grotius cites the same passage from Livy; but whereas Machiavelli (followed by 

today’s neocons) emphasizes the first clause (just = necessary) as a supposed note of approval for 

easy entry into war, Grotius emphasizes the second clause (ethical condition: last resort) and thus 

– persuasively – interprets the entire passage as consistent, not with realism, but with the logic of 

the Just War Tradition.462  In contrast, the lazy realist gloss on this passage, in addition to 

conveniently paring down the text, is at best ethically sterile: it could readily be seen as providing 

a doctrinal justification for the initiation of World War II by Japan or Germany, or to the violent 

actions of any terrorist today.  Like General LeMay, all could embrace the dictum attributed to 

Union General William Tecumseh Sherman in the American Civil War – “war is hell” – but still 

feel absolved of moral responsibility for their own actions, no matter how disproportionate or 

prejudicial, while ascribing “moral blameworthiness” to the enemy whose supposed provocations 

made war “necessary.”  Such is the self-validating circularity of the realist argument.463  It 

effectively warps the necessity argument into an absurdity – “War is always just because it is 

always necessary” – that Pontius, Machiavelli and Grotius would all reject (though perhaps for 

different reasons). 

The realist construct of an eternal power struggle that not only necessitates but routinizes 

war would have it that war is thrust upon the United States; and our national mythology has over 

time convinced the American people that the United States entered many, if not all, of its past 

wars as the result of external circumstances that left us no choice other than war.  Such value-

freighted opinions obscure the simple truth that war/no-war is a choice applicable to every 

circumstance of potential conflict.  Indeed, the realist prefers to gloss over even the existence of 

                                                           
462 Grotius, Book II, Chapter XXIV, Section VII, p. 282. 
463 See Childress, p. 434ff. 
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choice (to say nothing of the methodology of choosing) in order to conceal the fundamental role 

of human agency in war and thus rationalize a default policy that always expects war and 

envisions victory as the only conceivable outcome.   

During the 1962 Cuban missile crisis senior U.S. military leaders pressed President 

Kennedy to launch a preemptive nuclear strike.  Their realist logic held that their own faultless 

rationality would then snatch victory from the ensuing cauldron of global chaos.  It was Soviet 

Premier Nikita Khruschev who offered more realistic counsel: 

We and you ought not to pull on the ends of a rope in which you have tied the knots 

of war.  Because the more the two of us pull, the tighter the knot will be tied. And 

then it will be necessary to cut that knot, and what that would mean is not for me to 

explain to you.  I have participated in two wars and know that war ends when it has 

rolled through cities and villages, everywhere sowing death and destruction.  For 

such is the logic of war.  If people do not display wisdom, they will clash like blind 

moles and then mutual annihilation will commence. 

As Defense Secretary Robert McNamara later recalled, Kennedy and Khruschev found sufficient 

trust and common ground to avoid nuclear catastrophe; but it was not the supposed rationality of 

realism that saved the day.  “We lucked out.  It was luck that prevented nuclear war.  …Rational 

individuals came that close to total destruction of their societies.  And that danger exists 

today.”464  Yet realists remain eager at every opportunity to tighten the “knots of war,” confident 

in their own rational ability to orchestrate victory.  Such a view reflects a species of hubris that 

would risk unnecessary war and, if that war should involve nuclear weapons, the annihilation of 

human society because they feel “smarter than the other guy.”   

Such incoherent, ethically blind reasoning provides no basis for use of the interlocking 

JWT criteria to attempt an objective appraisal of the justness of a potential conflict.  It is enough 

to hold to a vague (but deeply held) conviction that “our” (undefined) cause is just, so that war 

                                                           
464 From the online Wikiquote article on the film. See note 382. 
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(using whatever means) is to be accepted as just.  Capizzi correctly emphasizes the role of 

intentional lying and deception in potentially thwarting good faith recourse to the JWT, but mere 

perception of an external threat – before the lying begins – can be enough to mobilize public 

opinion behind a conviction that self-defense is necessary and war, therefore, just.465  The easy 

judgment that Saddam Hussein was an evil figure, and that opposing him must perforce 

constitute a just cause, helped gull a segment of public opinion in the United States into 

supporting the 2003 invasion of Iraq.466 

The realists would have it that humanity is, and has always been, one shipwreck away from 

Lord of the Flies.467  Our country and our world are replete with acts of malice, but there is no 

basis for treating the worst of human experience as normative.  As citizens of a prosperous, self-

governing republic Americans share the ability to shape their lives and their society by their 

actions.  Maximizing this positive potential, rather than joining the neocon campaign to fetishize 

its negation, is the proper aim of our civic energy.  As Fred J. Cook, author of The Warfare State, 

realized in 1962, due to the U.S. drift toward realism “We have become imperialistic in an 

ideological sense.  We have embraced from the capitalistic viewpoint the Marxist-Leninist 

                                                           
465 Capizzi (p. 187). 
466 Biggar’s argument that the Iraq war fulfilled the requirements of classical Just War is not 

persuasive, starting with the criterion of Just Cause (pp. 251ff). Furthermore, even though 

Saddam’s record of brutality and mass murder provides a potential argument that removing 

him would meet the Just Cause criterion, Biggar is left with no persuasive argument regarding 

the remaining criteria. This constitutes an example of “category slide,” in which Just Cause, 

alone, is held up as a stand-in for the Just War framework. See section 5.3.  
467 It is worth recalling that the closest known parallel to that dystopian 1951 novel (which 

concludes with a lament for “the darkness of man’s heart”) is perhaps the case of six Tongan 

boys stranded on an island for 15 months in the mid-1960s. Far from sinking into ritualistic 

violence, they survived by creating an orderly life on the island based on cooperation, mutual 

loyalty and friendship. The captain of the vessel that eventually rescued them wrote in his 

memoirs a line worth remembering: “Life has taught me a great deal, including the lesson that 

you should always look for what is good and positive in people.” Realists should take note. 

See Bregman. 
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concept of inevitable battle to the death between incompatible systems.”468  But realist ranting 

about the inevitability of war is a self-validating delusion: a brutum fulmen that does not touch 

the real world unless we, the sovereign people of this self-governing republic, fail to exercise the 

obligation to exercise our freedom by using our constitutional power to wrest national security 

policy from the dead hand of realism. 

The realist outlook describes an imagined world in which the differences that naturally 

arise between states are always resolved by conflict, to an extent that renders diplomacy and the 

creaky institutions of international law and legitimacy not worth the effort.  This is not the reality 

of the world we actually inhabit.  Yet the reasoning behind the post-World War II national 

security policy of the United States, reflecting a vain desire to prolong the moment of supreme 

advantage inaugurated by VE Day and VJ Day, is the might-as-right reckoning of 

Thrasymachus; and though the object of our military preparedness has shifted repeatedly – from 

fascists, to communists, to terrorists, to violent extremists, and now increasingly towards “great 

power rivalry” with China – our national security ethos resolutely clings to that contrived 

narrative of eternal militarism as a noble, necessary sacrifice.  Perpetuating a posture of conflict 

has become a self-aggrandizing end in itself.  In this we have come to resemble the overweening 

Greeks besieging the city of Troy: 

[T]hey conclude that destiny has given complete licence to them, and none at all to 

their inferiors.  And at this point they exceed the measure of the force that is actually 

at their disposal.  Inevitably they exceed it, since they are not aware that it is limited. 

… [G]one is the armour of power that formerly protected their naked souls; nothing, 

no shield, stands between them and tears. 

Order based on force is inherently unstable and unsustainable.  Only an international 

dispensation built on a foundation of justice – which necessitates mutual understanding and 

                                                           
468 Cook, The Warfare State (p. 350). 
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mutual accommodation – can endure.  A realistic and necessary step toward this essential policy 

transformation is the promotion of a political philosophy regards the attainability of justice, 

rather than the inevitability of war, as the normative response to human plurality. 

 

5.2 Mars and Bellona: A War Policy Lesson from Early Rome 

Early Rome had rigorous procedures for assessing the justness of war and articulating clear and 

transparent war aims before the onset of hostilities.  The Romans were frequently at war, but 

national decisions marking the initiation and termination of conflict were matters of public 

solemnity and ritual.  Traditions dating from the founding of the city evolved to ensure that the 

state would never embark on an unjust war or continue a war beyond the fulfillment of its 

original purpose.  Every Roman citizen knew unmistakably whether or not they were at war, and 

if so why and with whom.  These Roman principles align well with the intent of the U.S. 

Constitution and merit our attention. 

The early Romans regarded war as the most consequential act of state not only because of 

the costs and risks involved, but because war was understood as an instrument of divine justice.  

For the Romans, war-making involved not only the authority of human law but also the concerns 

of religious legitimacy.  Proper conduct in a just war would win the favor of the gods, while 

unjust war would incur ritual pollution and divine wrath.  The Latin term pax, normally 

translated as peace, originally reflected a compact or agreement.  War and the ritual practices 

associated with it could impinge on the pax deorum, or divine peace, bringing harmony or 

discord to society.  Accordingly, the ancient law governing interaction with other states, the ius 

fetial, set forth a nexus of religious and legal procedures and ceremonies that had to be 

punctiliously implemented by a college of 20 specialized priests, the fetials, or arbiters of 
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peace.469  It is notable that the fetials were associated, not with Mars as the god of war, but with 

Jupiter as the giver of law.  Their overarching duty was to assure, through strict fulfillment of the 

law, that Rome would have the benefit of divine favor in its dealings with other states. 

Cicero, Plutarch and Dionysius of Halicarnassus give varying accounts of the ius fetiale, 

which was of such antiquity that its origins are obscure.  Livy credits Rome’s legendary fourth 

king, Ancus Marcius (reigned 642–617 BC), with adapting the law from the Aequi, Rome’s 

eastern neighbors.470  Mindful that his celebrated grandfather, Numa, had instituted many 

religious practices during the intervals of peace that characterized his reign, Ancus “provided 

war with an equivalent solemn ceremonial of its own.”  Compelled to defend Rome’s borders 

against hostile incursions, he judged “it was not enough … that wars should be fought; he 

believed that they should also be formally declared.”471   

This “formal declaring” as prescribed by the ius fetiale involved elaborate, procedures to 

manage the legal and ceremonial aspects of war from beginning to end.  The first requirement 

was substantive review and analysis of any potential casus belli to determine if war would be just 

under the law.  In the early centuries of Kingdom and Republic, the Romans often found it easy 

to discern just cause for war in a border incursion, treaty violation or other misconduct of 

                                                           
469 As a practical matter the most frequent applications of the ius fetiale involved, war, peace and 

treaties.  For example, Livy also mentions the ius fetiale as governing the elaborate treaty 

concocted prior to battle of Horatii and Curiatii to settle the mid-seventh century BCE war 

between Rome and Alba Longa. In that episode, the historian attributes the origin of the law 

to Numa (1.24). (See also Plutarch’s Life of Numa Pompilius, p. 55ff.)  The fetial priests were 

originally selected from noble families for life-long service. Despite their high-profile role in 

matters of peace and war, they could only submit advisory opinion, not make binding 

decisions on behalf of the state. Livy also describes the fetials in action in 31.8 and 36.3. 
470 Livy recounts many Roman battles with the Aequi until the Romans finally prevailed in the 

Second Samnite War (about 304 BCE).   
471 Livy, 1.32 (p. 69f.).  
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neighboring states, as all were jostling for expansion in central Italy.472  The stated grounds for 

an impending conflict typically cited the enemy as a violator acting unjustly, and Rome as a 

victim acting in self-defense.  In general, war was deemed just only if undertaken to establish a 

postwar condition of peace enhanced by just rectification of the specified unjust acts that had 

disrupted the prewar peace.  The justness of a war depended on not only the validity of its cause, 

but also on strict adherence to etiquette and ritual at every stage of the deliberative process. 

Livy provides a detailed account of the formalities involved in the Roman declaration in 

his account of the mid-seventh century BCE war between Rome and the Prisci Latini, or Ancient 

Latins, as the people of Alba Longa were known.473  Once the King and the Senate affirmed the 

fetials’ opinion that the prospective enemy was blameworthy and war therefore justified (though 

not yet inevitable), they designated four fetials to deliver the Roman complaint as a formal 

demarche to the other side.  A spokesman, or pater patratus, led the delegation.474  Another 

priest, designated as verbenarius, carried sacred herbs gathered from the Capitoline Hill.475  The 

pater patratus bore the formal recitation of Roman grievances and demands for restitution as 

formulated by the Senate.  This compendium, the rerum repetitio, used elaborate, recurring 

phrases to spell out specific demands for restitution or satisfaction, failing which war would 

ensue.  The pater patratus read this statement when he entered the potential enemy’s country, 

repeated it to anyone he met on the road, and finally delivered it in a formal setting to the 

                                                           
472 From the traditional date of Rome’s founding, 753 BCE, a series of seven kings ruled until 

approximately 509 BCE, when the last king was overthrown and the Republic established.   
473 Livy, 1.32.5-14.   
474 From the verb patro, “accomplish” or “bring about.”   
475 The Arx, or citadel on the Capitoline Hill was the center of Roman augury. The herbs 

presumably enabled the delegation to maintain ritual linkage with domestic religious practice. 
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leadership of the prospective enemy.  His formulaic declaration emphasized the legitimacy of the 

Roman cause: 

Hear me, Jupiter!  Hear me Land of So-and-So!  Hear me, O righteousness! I am the 

accredited spokesman of the Roman people.  I come as their envoy in the name of 

justice and religion, and ask credence for my words. 

Following a detailed list of demands that must be satisfied in order for the Romans to forgo war, 

the pater patratus continued: 

If my demand for the restitution of those men, or those goods, be contrary to religion 

and justice, then never let me be a citizen of my country. 

The delegation was authorized to wait up to 33 days for satisfaction.  If the foreign state rejected 

the demands of the repetition, as did the Prisci Latini, the pater patratus pronounced a ritual 

denunciation: 

Hear, Jupiter; hear, Janus Quirinus; hear, all ye gods in heaven, on earth and under 

the earth: I call you to witness that the people of So-and-So are unjust and refuse 

reparation.  But concerning these things we will consult the elders of our country, 

how we may obtain our due. 

He then led his delegation home to inform the Senate.  After a briefing on the unsuccessful 

diplomatic mission, each Senator, in turn, was obliged to respond to a formulaic question: 

Of the goods, or suits, or causes, concerning which the representative of the Roman 

people has made demands of the representative of the Ancient Latins, and of the 

people of the Ancient Latins, which goods or suits or causes they have failed to 

restore, or settle, or satisfy, all of them requiring restoration or settlement or 

satisfaction: speak, what think you? 

This ceremonial consultation offered the Senate one more opportunity to adopt a policy direction 

other than war.  It reflects ritual acknowledgement, aligned with the spirit of the JWT, that war is 

a matter of last resort to be avoided if possible and selected only after sober deliberation 

determines that other remedies are unavailing.476 

                                                           
476 Grotius, in his Rights of War and Peace (2.4.1 (p. 494), favorably cites this aspect of the 

Roman procedure as evidence of a predisposition against war. In confirmation he notes 
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If a majority of Senators expressed approval for war according to the traditional formula – 

“I hold that those things be sought by means of just and righteous war.  Thus I give my vote and 

my consent.” – the Senate proceeded to adopt a formal statement announcing that war now 

existed: the testatio or denuntiatio belli.   

Now only one more visible, demonstrative act remained to confirm and finalize the 

Roman declaration of war.  If the enemy was a neighbor, the fetials returned to the border and 

conducted a final ritual ceremony: the indictio belli, the declaration of war.  The fetial 

solemnized this grave moment with a formal pronouncement in the presence of not less than 

three men of military age: 

Whereas the peoples of the Ancient Latins and the men of Priscus Latinus have 

committed acts and offences against the Roman people, and whereas the Roman 

people have commanded that there be war with the Ancient Latins, and the Senate 

of the Roman people has ordained, consented, and voted that there be war with the 

Ancient Latins: I therefore and the Roman people hereby declare and make war on 

the peoples of the Ancient Latins and the men of the Ancient Latins. 

To signify the onset of war, the fetial then donned a ceremonial woolen cap and cast a 

ceremonial spear, ritually smeared with blood, across the border into the territory of the enemy.  

This symbolic act of war was specifically believed to guarantee that Rome would not wage an 

unjust war.  

If there were no shared border (as became increasingly common during the Republic), 

this culminating ceremony occurred at the Temple of Bellona located within the Campus 

Martius.477  In this case the fetial would cast the spear over the nearby columna bellica, or war 

                                                           

another ancient example: “Plutarch, in the life of Numa, says that when the Feciales had 

decided that a war might justly be undertaken, the Senate had a debate whether it was 

convenient or no.” (See Plutarch’s Life of Numa Pompilius, p. 55ff.) 
477 The temple, constructed in 296 BCE, was located just outside the pomerium, Rome’s sacred 

boundary, in a district also used for Senate meetings with foreign embassies from non-allies, 

who were not permitted to enter the city. 
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column, in the direction of the foreign land.  The column served as the symbolic boundary stone 

of the distant enemy.478  For the Romans, war thus began and ended, not with actual combat, but 

with a symbolic public act marking a duly considered decision of the Roman Senate. 

The involvement of the goddess Bellona, separate from the ceremonial involvement of 

Mars and Janus, reflects the two separate and distinct faces of war as the Romans understood it.  

On the one hand, war often resulted in the addition of territory and population to Rome’s 

domain.  The Romans recognized (and placed confidence in) this historical accretion as a benefit 

of Mars, whose power was a matter of rational cause-and-effect connected to the tactical skill 

and discipline of Roman troops in the field.   

At the same time, they recognized that war was irrational and its results imponderable.  It 

could bring unanticipated horrors that were unpredictable and beyond human control.  Through 

much of the republican period, the Romans treated Bellona as the embodiment of this terrifying 

reality: war as the chaotic, savage inversion of domestic harmony.  While Mars was a positive 

figure embodied in the duty, strategy and ritual of war, Bellona was a savage figure of dread 

whose power the Romans also recognized and respected.  She pervades Virgil’s graphic account 

of the final, desperate battle in Troy, as the hopeless Trojans fought on “like ravening wolves” 

while “the flames leaped high, where grim Bellona called, and all the air resounded high as 

heaven with shouts of war”; as “anguish and woe were everywhere; pale terrors ranged abroad, 

and multitudinous death met every eye.”479  Bellona signified the essence of battle itself, as 

distinct from the strategic calculations of war. 

                                                           
478 The practice of initiating war with a ceremonial casting of the bloody spear over the columna 

bellica continued until at least the imperial reign of Marcus Aurelius (161-180 CE). 
479 Virgil, Book II, l. 337ff. Williams’ decision to translate tristis Erinys (literally: “a grim Fury”) 

as “grim Bellona” is poetically brilliant. 
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A few concluding caveats are necessary.  First, the Roman approach to declaring war 

was, like all political procedures, subject to the human capacity for deceit and misrepresentation.  

In fact the fateful war between Rome and Alba Longa actually illustrates executive manipulation 

of legal procedure of a sort all too familiar in recent American wars.  The conflict grew out of a 

dispute between Romans and Latins that generated outrage and accusations of robbery on both 

sides.  Both sent envoys to deliver their complaints and demands to the other side; but the Roman 

king, Tullus Hostilius (r. 673-642 BCE; Rome’s legendary third king, forever remembered as 

“warlike”), welcomed the Latin delegation with over-elaborate hospitality in order to delay their 

demarche.  This enabled the Romans to present their complaint in the Alban capital first; and 

rejection by the Latins gave Tullus a legal pretext for declaring war without receiving the Latins’ 

formal message.  Mendacious U.S. President James Polk could not have managed it better. 

Second, Roman motivation to avoid war and sustain peace, while relevant, was typically 

not a high priority.  The Athenian mission to Melos in 415 BCE, similarly, reflects the fact that 

war was normalized as a frequent necessity far more in the ancient world than it is today.480  

Livy notes, in fact, that the early Romans fretted that extended periods of peace could erode the 

skill and readiness of Roman arms.   

The Roman procedure as a whole is obviously incompatible with either the U.S. 

Constitution or contemporary norms of international law; but it deserves contemporary attention 

because its transparency, and the concrete specificity of Roman war aims, contrast favorably 

                                                           
480 The Athenians at Melos (Thuc. 5.84-116) and the Romans at Alba Longa both accepted 

recourse to the logic of Thrasymachus and the arbitrament of war as natural aspects of the 

human condition; but the former are rightly held blameworthy by today’s standards – and 

arguably by prevailing ancient standards as well – because overwhelming military superiority 

and a multilateral strategic context provided the Athenians with non-genocidal options for 

advancing their aims. In short, the Athenian war against the Melians was not just. 
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with prevailing American practice, under which the president can order military action with no 

consultation, no pause for reflection (and reexamination , no assessment of likely ramifications, 

no goals stated and no opportunity for informing the public or consulting legislators.  Such 

public visibility of the war debate, and the specificity of the war declaration, would have a 

positive impact on the extreme (and unconstitutional) lack of transparency that typifies the 

political decision making relative to the American way of war.   

Recognition of the two faces of war, Mars and Bellona, would also be conducive to 

clearer decision making in Washington.  At a minimum, acceptance of the inherent savagery and 

unpredictability of war would be a disincentive to the magical thinking by which both 

Washington policy shapers and military commanders have asked deployed military forces in Iraq 

and Afghanistan to achieve absurdly inappropriate goals – such as building goodwill with Iraqi 

civilians, who overwhelmingly regard American and allied troops as unwelcome invaders; or 

ensuring that the territory of Afghanistan will never again be the point-of-origin for a terrorist 

attack in the United States – which are manifestly achievable through military means.  This is a 

self-crippling strategic error not characteristic of Roman war planning. 

Though frequently at war, the early Romans never treated war as a routine matter.  The 

Roman attitude toward war, both its chaotic destructiveness (Bellona) and its constructive 

impetus to patriotic discipline (Mars), was complex.  The Romans believed that relations among 

states, including through the preeminently consequential process of war, was the vector of 

divinely mandated order in the world.  Mindfulness of justice and consistency in principle and 

practice was thus essential.  Proper action in a just war would please the gods by advancing 

justice in accordance with their intent; but failure to observe the precise, intertwined constraints 

of law and religion in the choosing, planning and conduct of war risked national catastrophe.  
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Above all, war united the nation as an undertaking of the entire people.  Even the rituals of 

deliberation and pronouncement served to demonstrate to the citizen soldiers that they were 

entering battle with the committed citizen of the entire population.  Every Roman citizen 

witnessed the formal shaping and approving war aims, knew when the doors of the temple of 

Janus opened or closed, and shared, for well or ill, in the outcome.  Each citizen, through the 

formal processes and declarations of the Senate and the fetiales, knew the costs, benefits and 

goals of war.  When an armed force crossed the pomerium (the city’s sacred boundary-line) to 

fight on behalf of the nation in “foreign” territory it was a matter of the utmost, immediate and 

personal concern to every citizen.   

Even though the early Romans normalized war as a frequent necessity while the American 

founders expected war to be exceptional and infrequent, both showed a sophisticated, integrated 

understanding of war as an undertaking of the entire citizenry requiring rigorous, consistent and 

transparent adherence to legal and ethical norms reflecting the extraordinary costs and risks of 

war.  It is a matter of grave concern that the secretive and capricious American way of war in the 

early twenty-first century has little in common with either. 

 

5.3 Grand Strategy and the Power to Make War 

Like Woodrow Wilson in 1916, Franklin Roosevelt in 1932 wanted to reassure the 

American people that he would not easily be drawn into a foreign war; but he also understood 

war first-hand, and had a (literally) realistic grasp of its nexus of costs and opportunities.  Having 

backed the pre-WWI Preparedness Movement long before Wilson did, Roosevelt had accepted 

the necessity of war as the only way to roll back an unjust tide of aggression even before the 

December 1941 Pearl Harbor attack.  Sometimes war really is inevitable.   
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After the fall of France in June 1940 FDR asked long-retired Henry Stimson to return to 

service as Secretary of War, thus creating a bipartisan cabinet.481  Stimson initiated the Selective 

Service National Lottery by drawing the first number in a public ceremony on 29 October 1940.  

Roosevelt’s personal diplomacy with Allied leaders helped clear strategic goals both for the war 

and its political aftermath.  Deployed GIs never tired of lampooning FDR’s frequent pre-war 

assurance that “your boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars,” but also took heart 

from FDR’s clear articulation of the values and objectives defining the “better peace” they were 

fighting for.  Subsequent administrations progressively lost sight of this essential balance, 

allowing the immediate satisfaction of combat against a wicked enemy to overshadow the still-

to-be-achieved satisfaction of postwar peace.482  This paved our path to endless war. 

The U.S. founding fathers structured the Constitution so as to apportion war-making 

powers between the executive and the legislative branches, with the aim that neither would be 

able to take the nation into war without the concurrence and active collaboration of the other.  

Article 1, section 8, gives Congress the power of taxation “to pay the Debts and provide for the 

common Defence and general Welfare of the United States,” along with a range of specific 

responsibilities relating to national security: 

 To define and punish Piracies and Felonies committed on the high Seas, and Offenses against 

the Law of Nations; 

 To declare War, grant Letters of Marque and Reprisal, and make Rules concerning Captures 

on Land and Water; 

 To raise and support Armies, but no Appropriation of Money to that Use shall be for a longer 

Term than two Years; 

 To provide and maintain a Navy; 

                                                           
481 After a year as Governor General of the Philippines, Stimson served four full years as 

Secretary of State under Herbert Hoover, retiring in March 1933 at the end of the 

administration. 
482 The Roosevelt quote is from a speech in Boston on 30 October 1940. He used a similar 

formulation on many occasions.  
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 To make Rules for the Government and Regulation of the land and naval Forces; 

 To provide for calling forth the Militia to execute the Laws of the Union, suppress 

Insurrections and repel Invasions; and 

 To provide for organizing, arming, and disciplining, the Militia, and for governing such Part 

of them as may be employed in the Service of the United States, reserving to the States 

respectively, the Appointment of the Officers, and the Authority of training the Militia 

according to the discipline prescribed by Congress. 

While some (e.g. responsibility for militias) have lost relevance with time, others – notably the 

responsibility to declare war – has simply fallen out of favor.   

Before 1950, Congress had authorized major military operations more than a dozen 

times, including the five declared wars.483  Since 1950, Congress has shirked its constitutionally 

mandated obligation to authorize (or block) major combat at least half a dozen times. 

When North Korean forces crossed the 38th parallel at dawn on 25 June 1950, President Truman 

initially announced he would assist with supplies, and then U.S. air and naval support.  In a 

meeting the following day with congressional leaders, Truman said the U.S. military would 

provide “cover and support” to the forces of the Republic of Korea.  Congress did not object, but 

also took no formal action.  Senator Taft (R-OH) said he would vote to authorize military force, 

but protested Truman’s “usurpation” of power in using military assets without congressional 

approval. (See note 388.)  Truman ordered the deployment of U.S. ground troops to Korea on 30 

                                                           
483 Besides declaring wars, earlier congresses had approved conditional authorizations of force 

against France (1798), Algiers (1815) and in Florida (1811; 1819). Lawmakers also 

retrospectively approved operations against Tripoli (1802) and Mexico (1914). Congress 

tolerated dozens of military deployments to Central America and the Caribbean before the 

1930s, possibly because they were limited in size and usually duration, and thus not thought 

of as wars requiring congressional action. See Stevenson. 

After Korea, several presidents sought and received congressional approval for possible 

combat operations, including: Eisenhower in Lebanon; Kennedy in Cuba; Johnson in 

Vietnam; and Reagan in Lebanon. Congress also authorized major combat in Iraq (1991; 

2002) and the AUMF following the 9/11 attacks in 2001. But in the cases of U.S. military 

intervention in Somalia, Haiti, Panama, Bosnia, Kosovo, Libya and Syria, Congress failed to 

take any vote to support or block military action.  
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June, explaining afterward to key members of Congress, “I just had to act as commander-in-

chief, and I did.”  In the weeks that followed, the administration considered a speech to a joint 

session of Congress, perhaps with a request for a congressional vote of support.  Keen to avoid 

partisan discord, however, the democrats in Congress decided against any such action, though 

Congress on its own passed a series of bills to support and fund the war.  The administration 

would later cite those votes as evidence of congressional support.  Even though the three-year 

war in Korea caused the deaths of more than 2.5 million people, including more than 36,000 U.S. 

military personnel, Congress was never asked to vote for, or against, the conflict. 

Though previous presidents had pushed the limits of their war powers, the Korea 

precedent was a watershed.  After 1950, congressional inaction increasingly came the norm.  

Congressional votes in favor of narrowly framed support for small actions (e.g. the 1964 Gulf of 

Tonkin resolution) were exceptions that proved this new rule.  Rather than providing active 

oversight in the people’s interest, as mandated by the Constitution, Congress increasingly acted 

to grant the president full latitude or took no action at all – in which cases the President typically 

acted as if he had full latitude. 

The War Powers Act of 1973, though nominally a congressional initiative to take back 

some of the authority ceded to the executive by the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, in reality 

institutionalized, for the first time, a formally authorized path to war without a congressional 

declaration.  The 2001 AUMF authorized the president to attack perpetrators and supporters of 

the 9/11 attacks; but as noted previously, when President Bush and his successors cited that 

measure as the basis of other operations, including SOF missions to more than 100 other 

countries – Congress took no action.  Through this fateful sequence of congressional (in)action, 
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the U.S. government normalized U.S. engagement in war anywhere, anytime, at the pleasure of 

the president and without the knowledge (much less approval or consent) of the public.   

When we consider how best to restore integrity to our national security policy, the 

restoration of full rigor in adherence to the allocation of war powers set forth in the Constitution 

ought to be the easy part.  The proper constitutional goal is, as Madison phrased it in Federalist 

50, “keeping the several departments of power within their due bounds.”  Previous chapters have 

examined the steady accretion of executive authority which, as the founders expected, has easier 

for the president alone to take the country into war and, in recent years, made war termination 

difficult as at no previous moment in our history.  After more than seven decades of 

congressional lassitude, the two sides of the task – reining in a president accustomed virtually 

total war-making power, and obtaining resolute action from a Congress that is both riven by 

partisanship and comfortable with its seven-decade record of non-performance of its war-related 

duties – will each be Sisyphean; but no other goal will yield the required outcome.  If we, the 

citizenry, want change we must understand what is required and mobilize to achieve it, starting 

with a relentless, grass-roots demand that Congress fulfill its constitutional mandate to scrutinize 

and, as appropriate, constrain the president’s exercise of war-making power.  Legislators must be 

prevailed upon to set aside partisan agendas and act on behalf of the American people to ensure 

that potential military actions pass ethical muster by meeting the requirements of the JWT.    

If the citizenry fails to fulfill this obligation of citizenship, then institutions will atrophy 

and unscrupulous leaders will succeed (often with the aid of a complicit political party) in 

concealing malfeasance and committing atrocities in the name of the people.  A Polk might 

embark on war against Mexico with no cause that withstands scrutiny; a McKinley might decide 

on war with Spain, with a coda in the Philippines, adducing justifications inconsistent with his 



253 

own actions; a Nixon might extend the Vietnam War by four grisly years for the sake of re-

election; a Clinton might decide on war in Kosovo and Somalia, but eschew war in Rwanda, and 

be unable to adduce a convincing argument for the justness of those decisions; a Bush might 

decide to invade Iraq and launch a worldwide campaign of torture and assassination with no 

explanation more convincing than the justness of violent revenge; an Obama in March might 

initiate “a limited military action in Libya in support of an international effort to protect Libyan 

civilians” and then expand and sustain that action for seven months until regime change is 

achieved, having ignored a Congressional vote in June to withhold its authorization; a Trump 

might toy capriciously with ending current wars and threatening new ones with no coherent 

justification at all.  American Presidents, it seems, will make war when and as they wish.  It is 

thus the citizens who must demand that the conduct of the federal government, especially as it 

pertains to war and peace, comports with the letter and spirit of the Constitution, and with the 

normative values of the society.  This is all the more imperative in light of the consistent failure 

of Congress to take effective action to rein in presidential excess. 

In the context of his broader argument in support of Christian pacifism and against the 

JWT as a secular decisional construct for policy makers, ethicist John Howard Yoder argues that 

unfocused and “toothless just-war talk is typical for American policy makers and commentators, 

who routinely tap the JWT lexicon in order to invoke justice in support, but never in constraint, 

of war.  He adds that non-Americans discern, and disparage us for, this tendency to emulate 

LeMay.484  Bacon’s observation that “there is that justice imprinted in the nature of men that they 

enter not upon wars (whereof so many calamities do ensue) but upon some, at least specious, 

                                                           
484 Yoder, “Nevertheless” (pp. 151-152). Yoder’s brilliant intellectual legacy is overshadowed by 

his history of sexual abuse, which was covered up for years by authorities at the Anabaptist 

Mennonite Biblical Seminary.  
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grounds and quarrels” still holds true; but the prevalence of fear and muddled perceptions since 

World War II, and especially since 9/11, has contributed to making all wars seem “just” as never 

before.485  The citizenry must demand that Congress, in turn, insist on explicit debate of justice – 

as framed by the interlocking criteria of the JWT – as the basis of all U.S. military action. 

Whereas the JWT should subordinate violent force to politics – for just goals agreed upon 

through normal political procedures – the corrosive impact of never-ending mobilization for war 

has made it uniquely difficult for Washington to assess what constitutes a just cause in war.486  

That must change.  Niebuhr’s warning about the dangers posed by power concentrated in the 

hands of a single individual emphatically applies to the distribution of war powers: 

Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible; but man’s inclination to 

injustice makes democracy necessary.  In all nondemocratic political theories the 

state or the ruler is invested with uncontrolled power for the sake of achieving order 

and unity in the community.  But the pessimism which prompts and justifies this 

policy is not consistent; for it is not applied, as it should be, to the ruler. I f men are 

inclined to deal unjustly with their fellows, the possession of power aggravates this 

inclination.  That is why irresponsible and uncontrolled power is the greatest source 

of injustice.487  

                                                           
485 Francis Bacon, Essay 29 (cited by Walzer, Just and Unjust Wars, p. 6). 
486 The unique and unprecedented global sweep of post-WWII insecurity poses new obstacles to 

objective employment of the JWT, but the loss of objectivity in the face of war is of course 

not new. As Hume observes in his Treatise on Human Nature (Book Two: Of the Passions, 

Part Two: Of Love and Hatred):  

When our own nation is at war with any other, we detest them under the character 

of cruel, perfidious, unjust and violent: But always esteem ourselves and allies 

equitable, moderate, and merciful. If the general of our enemies be successful, `tis 

with difficulty we allow him the figure and character of a man. He is a sorcerer: He 

has a communication with daemons; as is reported of Oliver Cromwell, and the 

Duke of Luxembourg: He is bloody-minded, and takes a pleasure in death and 

destruction. But if the success be on our side, our commander has all the opposite 

good qualities, and is a pattern of virtue, as well as of courage and conduct. His 

treachery we call policy: His cruelty is an evil inseparable from war. In short, every 

one of his faults we either endeavour to extenuate, or dignify it with the name of 

that virtue, which approaches it. ̀ Tis evident the same method of thinking runs thro' 

common life. 
487 Niebuhr, Children of Light and Darkness (p. xi). 
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The restoration of constitutional discipline, combined with a purposeful turn to ethical 

coherence in decisions of peace and war, will open the way to a new grand strategy keyed to 

both the interests and the values of American society.  War-related activity in the name of the 

American people must advance goals known and approved by the citizenry.   

Grand strategy, in essence, is the aligning of ends and means to achieve the nation’s 

essential goals.  British strategist Basil Liddell Hart (1895-1970) usefully updates and 

summarizes the Just War Tradition in his postwar writings: “The higher level of grand strategy 

[is] that of conducting war with a far-sighted regard to the state of the peace that will follow.”488  

And as Augustine, Clausewitz and Liddell-Hart could agree, it is only the legitimate combatant 

who takes on the mission, even at hazard of her own life, of establishing a better peace for all. 

On the means side of the national ledger, expenditures related to national security account 

for a grotesquely disproportionate percentage of discretionary federal spending.  In a period of 

global conflict like World War II, when defeat in war could alter world history to the disadvantage 

of the American people, high spending and an accumulation of new long-term debt would be 

expected and accepted.  But, even though it has become difficult to apply traditional definitions of 

“peacetime” and “wartime” as the one has “bled into” the other,” it is inarguable that U.S. forces 

conducting today’s endless wars are engaged against adversaries whose numbers and war-making 

capabilities are immeasurably inferior to those of the United States.  Furthermore, while 

“readiness” for a future war with near-peers Russia or China (either, or perhaps both) is routinely 

invoked to justify annual recruitment, training and procurement and readiness costs, clearly no 

such war is underway, or in prospect, at this time.  In short, the means allocated to national security 

appear self-evidently in excess to exceed actual current threats to U.S. national security. 

                                                           
488 Liddell-Hart, Strategy (p. 236). 



256 

Grand strategy defines clear, concrete, achievable goals for any war deemed just; and the 

constitutionally mandated declaration of war is the ideal vehicle for making those goals known – 

and confirming that they enjoy public support – prior to any major military operation.  Thoughtful 

articulation war aims is indispensable both to grand strategy and to just war more broadly, as it 

defines both the grounds for entering a state of war and the terms for ending it.  Failure by our 

national command authority to spell out such aims has predictably yielded the outcome we are 

living today: wars that are endless without being either just or winnable.  Yet if war now appears 

to be the steady state of American life, it is only because the citizens, and their elected 

representative, have shirked the responsibilities of citizenship and accountable governance.  

Purposeful judgment as to when to initiate war and when to terminate it are equally important.  

Without a clear focus on both, strategic leaders (and the citizens to whom they are accountable) 

risk losing sight of why they took the risky, high-cost decision to embark on war in the first place.   

At the peak of American anti-militarism in the interwar years, Reinhold Niebuhr chided 

his fellow citizens for falling captive to the “moralistic illusions” and “sentimentalities” of the 

Enlightenment, and valuing only the first of the two criteria he set for judging methods proposed 

for achieving “an ethical goal for society”: 

 Do they do justice to the moral resources and possibilities in human nature and provide 

for the exploitation of every latent moral capacity in man?; and 

 Do they take account of the limitations of human nature, particularly those which 

manifest themselves in man’s collective behavior?”489 

Just as Niebuhr challenged America in the 1930s to relinquish the outmoded and 

inadequate credo inherited from a previous century, Americans of the twenty-first century 

must be prepared to reassess the long-unexamined assumptions that have driven our 

                                                           
489 Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society (p. xxiv). 
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thinking on national security since World War II.  Though peace remains the declared goal 

of American national security policy, many Americans find it difficult even to imagine an 

end to the engagement of U.S. forces in conflict around the globe.   

In a political system based on a Constitution as short and comparatively simple as ours, 

the norms of political practice shape national life no less than do the actual constitutional 

provisions.  Accordingly, the arguments in this thesis for ethical reappraisal and procedural 

reform target the norms and underlying values of American society no less than the formal 

procedures governing national decisions of war and peace.  A purposeful, proactive embrace of 

the Just War Tradition – combined with a two-sided concept of justice and with due attention to 

the often-neglected criterion of Right Intention, which is properly understood as synonymous 

with grand strategy – offers the genuine prospect of exchanging our current model – in which the 

president decides, willy nilly, to employ American military power in overseas operations without 

prior congressional or popular approval, and without articulating concrete war aims – for an 

approach that emphasizes ethical purpose, transparent metrics of national security, and peace as a 

realistic, concrete goal.  The goal is not revival of the extreme anti-militarism of the interwar 

period, which reflected lingering shame at the horrors of World War I, and also the illusion that 

asserting a pacifist outlook would suffice to keep war away from U.S. shores.  Rather, the aim of 

these ideas is simply to ensure that every instance in which the United States employs lethal 

force in the name of national security is necessary and just, and that every American war is justly 

fought with the conscious aim of solving problems and advancing just political ends agreed at 

the outset of hostilities.   

Stewardship of the human capital invested in military service must be a touchstone of this 

effort.  Strategic decision-makers, starting with the president, must never lose sight of their 
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responsibility for the well-being of the men and women who wear the military uniform of our 

country.  None should be placed in harm’s way, or instructed to employ coercive force against 

others, unless the leader is certain – within the reasonable limits of human finitude and fallibility 

– that the risk is warranted according to the most exacting, practical and realistic standard of the 

Just War Tradition.  Hauerwas summarizes the problem clearly: 

It may be that those who actually have to fight a war will, because they have 

actually faced the reality of war, have no illusions about the reality of war.  But 

those who would have them fight justify war using categories that require there be 

a “next war.”490 

Retired U.S. Army Major Danny Sjursen, in reflecting on troops killed under his command in 

Afghanistan, is more direct in stressing the human cost of national decisions of peace and war: 

The moment our nation puts any PFC Anderson in harm’s way, thousands of miles 

and light years from Kansas, there had better be a damn good reason for it, a vital, 

tangible national interest at stake.  At the very least, this country better be on the 

right side of the conflicts we’re fighting.491 

As this thesis has argued, today’s wars in Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria, as well as the 

ongoing deployment of U.S. Special Operations Forces in more than 100 countries around the 

                                                           
490 Hauerwas, “Sacrificed on the Altar of the Nation.” 
491 Sjursen, a veteran of multiple combat tours in Iraq and Afghanistan, is unique among current 

American policy analysts in highlighting the stark disjunction between the vague, inconsistent 

and seldom-stated goals of current U.S. wars, and the overwhelming human weight of grief 

and loss that attends every injury and death in war: “It’s only going to get harder to look a 

widow or mother in the eye and justify them in the years to come.” His argument is a grave 

and incontrovertible indictment of U.S. presidents and members of Congress over many years 

who have ordered, or acquiesced in, military deployments – including Vietnam, Lebanon, 

Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Niger and others – without 

undertaking the ethical inquiry and the systematic, transparent political debate engaging the 

citizenry that should precede such enormously consequential national decisions. 

Even justly framed, responsibly managed war will cause the tragic, irremediable loss of both 

military and civilian personnel killed, maimed or traumatized, to say nothing of the impact on 

their families. Successful implementation of reforms such as those advocated in this thesis 

will diminish, though not eliminate, such losses. It will also ensure that combatants (and their 

families) know what they are fighting for, and that presidents and senior military commanders 

have something more than platitudes to invoke in condolence messages to bereaved family 

members. 
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globe, do not meet Sjursen’s eminently reasonable benchmark.  The estimated $4.3 billion spent 

on the U.S. wars in Central Asia and the Near East (plus additional spending on homeland security 

and medical care and other services to veterans) since 2001 exceeds any rational standard of 

resource allocation in the absence of realistic prospects for an agreed, and ethically defensible, 

definition of success.492 

With the restoration of constitutional vigor, driven by popular engagement and a political 

philosophy focused on peace, the JWT can come fully into play as an evaluative framework for 

policy decisions relating to war and peace.493  However, one hazard inherent in its application 

requires specific attention: “category slide,” a tendency to narrow our aperture of ethical 

attention to only one criterion, usually Just Cause.  As American Christian ethicist Paul Ramsey 

states the point, “The worse the enemy (or the worse the enemy is painted), the more room we 

think we may have to break the rules too.”494  Category slide was evident at times in U.S. views 

of both World War I and World War II, and also in the cold war and in post-9/11 counter-terror 

operations.  The risk here is that our tendency to emulate LeMay – by directing maximum 

firepower at an enemy deemed profoundly evil, tomorrow be damned – will cause non-American 

observers to see manifest injustice in such narrowly based U.S. war decisions.495  The prevalence 

of fear and muddled perceptions since World War II (due to the global threat of atomic war), and 

                                                           
492 Woodward sources the spending estimate to Boston University political scientist Neta C. 

Crawford, co-director of the Costs of War Project at Brown University’s Watson Center.   
493 See section 3.1. 
494 Ramsey, Speak Up, p. 98. Ramsey adds that such reasoning can lead quickly from Just War 

logic to the logic of the crusade: “The savagery of warfare is always increased by gross 

distinctions between Greek and barbarian, Christian and Turk, Whites and “Japs,” Afrikaners 

and Zulus, the West and godless Communism.” Yoder draws a similar conclusion. See When 

War Is Unjust, p. 57 et passim.  
495 Yoder, The Just War Tradition. Yoder’s brilliant intellectual legacy is overshadowed by his 

history of sexual abuse, which was covered up for years by authorities at the Anabaptist 

Mennonite Biblical Seminary. 
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especially since 9/11 (due to the global threat of indiscriminate terrorism), has contributed to 

making all wars seem “just” as never before – especially in a world tainted by realist resignation 

to conflict, and long unschooled in using the JWT as an ethical frame of reference.496   

Political scientist Robert Tucker has identified category slide – specifically the idea that 

only the criterion of Just Cause really matters – as a specifically American temptation.  Yoder’s 

description is apt:  

“We try to stay out of a war until it is very clear to us that we know whom to blame. 

Then we want to plunge in and fight without restraint, to win at all costs. To say it 

technically, considerations of jus ad bellum are given such weight that, once 

satisfied, they threaten to override the restraints of jus in bello.  If the cause that is 

at stake is great enough, some of the ordinary restraints may be disregarded in order 

to win soon and decisively.497  

Even – or rather, especially – in the attempt to hew to a reasoned standard of justice in reaching 

national security decisions, it is important not to let ourselves be blinded by a self-righteous 

indignation that can throw us back, unwittingly, to the logic of the crusade.   

Toward this end I propose that national decisions involving peace and war be subjected to 

a further test adapted from the legal principle known as Blackstone’s Ratio: It is better that ten 

just causes fail than that one unjust war be waged.  The world is full of ideas and proposals that, 

despite some valid claim to justice, are not realizable at reasonable or proportionate cost, and do 

not meet the standard defined by the JWT criteria in toto.  War in support of such a cause would 

thus serve only to magnify, by a frightful margin, the costs of its failure.498  This conceptual “just 

                                                           
496 Francis Bacon, Essay 29 (cited by Walzer, Just and Unjust Wars, p. 6). 
497 Yoder, When War is Unjust (p. 64). 
498 Sir William Blackstone (1723-1780), the great systematizer of English law, articulated the 

legal maxim in his four-volume Commentaries on the Laws of England, published 1665-70: 

“The law holds that it is better that ten guilty persons escape than that one innocent suffer.” 

(Book IV; Chapter XXVII) The notion that protecting innocence takes precedence over 

punishing guilt is a basic principle of both American and English law. It reflects the logic of 

Abraham’s plea that the corrupt city of Sodom be spared if found to contain only 10 righteous 

persons (Genesis 18:16-32). 
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war ratio” also underscores the fact that the Just War Tradition embodies a strong presumption 

against war, and must not be hijacked to confer a false stamp of ethical approval on unjust war. 

Though history provides enough evidence to nurture the characteristically optimistic 

American conviction that democracy is the highest and, perhaps, final form of governance, 

caution thus remains necessary.  Nowhere outside ancient Athens and the contemporary United 

States has democracy endured anywhere on earth for as much as two centuries.  I concur with 

historian Donald Kagan’s identification of three factors essential to the success of democracy in 

those rare instances in which it has flourished: 

 Good institutions for managing politics (which is, again, the process of managing the 

inevitable dissensus typical of human populations); 

 A citizenry adapted to democratic values and able to act rationally in choosing leaders and 

holding them to account for performance in office; and 

 Rational leadership committed to the public good and capable of both implementing and, as 

needed, informing and influencing the public will in support of civic virtue. 499 

However, against Kagan’s assertion that leadership is paramount and can, at times, compensate 

for weakness in the other two areas, I would point out that the citizens are the sole permanent 

source of judgment and authority.  If institutions prove deficient, the citizens can repair or 

reformulate them.  If a leader proves more venal or mendacious than Lincoln, or less courageous 

and visionary than Pericles, the citizens can remove her and select a replacement.  Ultimately the 

success of a republic depends on citizens who are free, autonomous and self-reliant, but also 

willing to sacrifice and able to innovate on behalf of the state.  Furthermore, all have an equal 

basis of participation in the governing system, despite profound differences in training, 

                                                           
499 Kagan, Pericles (p. 9). At the same time, these differences tend to promote discord, and it is 

the role of leadership to galvanize a fissiparous citizenry in support of a policy consensus. 

Kagan calls this “the paradox inherent in democracy.” His exploration of war and peace in 

ancient Greece is unsurpassed in twentieth century classical scholarship, but does not set well 

against his support for the 2003 U.S.-led Iraq war and the neoconservative nostrums contrived 

to rationalize it. 
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knowledge and wisdom.  The society’s political philosophy, reflecting bedrock values, also 

comes into play: “One does not understand them as what they are, as political things, if one does 

not take seriously their explicit or implicit claim to be judged in terms of goodness or badness, of 

justice or injustice, i.e., if one does not measure them by some standard of goodness or 

justice.”500 

The passionate, vigilant patriotism of citizens is the catalyzing vital requirement of a 

republican governance.  This quality was crucially lacking in the Weimar Republic, which was 

created on 9 November 1918 as part of the postwar settlement.  Historians are still debating the 

full impact of the concept of Vernunftrepublikaner (republican by virtue of a rational decision to 

choose the least bad of undesirable options, but without genuine commitment) in its failure.  

While its senior leaders in time became passionately committed to preserving the republic, the 

public at large never did, a crucial deficit when Hitler and the Nazis pushed for dictatorial power 

that effectively ended the Weimar Republic, and democracy in Germany, on 23 March 1933.   

Against any such possibility, the U.S. Constitution that came into effect on 4 March 1789 

envisioned a narrow vision of war and a separation of war-making powers calculated to ensure 

rigorous public scrutiny executive-legislative coordination, rather than simply to facilitate an 

easy plunge into war.  As constitutional scholar John Moore points out, 

There can hardly be room for doubt that the framers of the Constitution, when they 

vested in Congress the power to declare war, never imagined that they were leaving 

it to the executive to use the military and naval forces of the United States all over 

the world for the purpose of actually coercing other nations, occupying their 

territory, and killing their soldiers and citizens, all according to his own notions of 

the fitness of things, as long as he refrained from calling his action war or persisted 

in calling it peace.501 

                                                           
500 Strauss, p. 12. 
501 Woods. 



263 

Perhaps it could have been worse.  At the 1787 constitutional convention a motion by 

South Carolina delegate Pierce Butler to vest full war-making power in the president – “who will 

have all the requisite qualities, and will not make war but when the nation will support it” – did 

not garner even a second.502  Yet the contemporary reality of America’s never-ending wars 

seems to embody exactly the sort of unbalanced balance of power that Butler naïvely proposed.  

Over its history the United States has formally declared war in accordance with the prescribed 

constitutional procedure on only five occasions.  Yet it has acted, often with simmering 

disagreement between Congress and the president, to send armed forces abroad more than 300 

times “for other than normal peacetime purposes” – starting with the Quasi-War against France 

(1798-1800). 503  The frequency of such deployments has vastly increased since the 9/11 attacks, 

and Congress has all but ceased to even register interest, much less disagreement.  The U.S. 

prejudice against declaring war is, at least in part, the result of vestigial compliance with the 

letter of the Kellogg-Briand pact, even though its spirit has been repudiated and its very 

existence forgotten by most Americans.  

The American founding fathers devised a sound foundation for approaching decisions 

about war and peace.  Solution to the current nightmare of unending wars in unknown theatres 

with no specified goals begins by making full use of the foundation they provided.  But it also 

obliges us to build new structures on that foundation.  Rigorous procedure also requires a sound 

                                                           
502 Cited by Woods. 
503 The five officially declared American wars: 

 The War of 1812 (1812-1815); 

 The Mexican-American War (1846-1848); 

 The Spanish-American War (1898); 

 World War I (1917-1918); and 

 World War II (1941-1947). 

See Torreon and Plagakis. See also note 483. 
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conceptual framework for evaluating the ethical trade-offs posed by a particular conflict.  

Applying a revived and relearned model of the Just War Tradition – with precedence accorded 

to Right Intention, and Just Cause appropriately cross-referenced with the other criteria and not 

deemed sufficient on its own – is no less essential. 

Dialogue including the executive, the legislative and the citizenry is indispensable.  Like 

justice itself, the application of the Just War criteria always entails a balancing of diverse 

interests and values and a difficult trade-off between conflicting prima facie ethical obligations.  

Decisions of war and peace lend themselves to ordination by rule only up to a point.  Like legal 

rulings within the court system, outcomes should reflect both the provisions of the Constitution 

and norms derived from previous decisions.  Since every national security challenge is unique, 

precedent plays a vital role in shaping the type of analysis to be applied to a new, current 

situation.504  Under the influence of twentieth century security stresses, and more recently by the 

post-9/11 specter of a latent, concealed terrorist threat, American society has surrendered to a 

status quo in which endless war against an eternal network of threats appears not only 

inescapable but normal.  This is the real impulse behind the instinctive, incremental embrace of 

realism since World War II.  Robust application of the Just War framework affords a means of 

reclaiming active, purposeful and transparent control over national security decision-making.   

In an age when many Americans fret over a growing perception of American decline, and 

our politics offers no solution beyond identifying which candidate or party to blame for this 

supposed catastrophe, it is salutary to revisit the ethical and intellectual foundations on which our 

political system was erected and attempt an objective reappraisal of the trajectory of our history 

                                                           
504 This legal analogy is an extension of Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia’s analysis of the 

Western legal system in his celebrated essay, “The Rule of Law as a Law of Rules.” 
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and, more importantly, where we want to go.  Striking a bellicose posture and denouncing 

imagined enemies will not avail.  American democracy did not simply bloom, like wildflowers in 

spring.  It was purposefully framed, inch by inch, by the exacting standards of a founding 

generation deeply rooted in classical learning and Enlightenment optimism.  It remains for the 

current generation to turn away from the chimera of inherited “greatness” and shape, by 

conscious, shared choice, the nation we want to enjoy and preserve in active partnership with all 

our fellow citizens.  Because human beings will continue to regard justice (as each sees it) as 

worth fighting for, war is certain to remain a persistent aspect of the human condition.  It is no 

less certain that the U.S. government will continue to decide, from time to time, that justice 

demands the engagement of U.S. military forces to uphold justice and prevent the triumph of 

evil.  No amount of transparent political debate, even against a backdrop of procedural rigor and 

ethical coherence, can guarantee the elimination of war; but without the sort of ethical clarity, 

transparent debate (informed and supported by free and robust news media) and procedural 

reform advocated in this thesis, America’s engagement in open-ended, undeclared and often 

undisclosed war appears certain to continue. 

======================================================= 
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CONCLUSION 

PEACE, JUSTICE AND WAR: SI VIS PACEM, COLĔ IUSTITIAM 

From the Trojan War to D-Day, from hoplites to drone strikes, the nature of war has 

endured through history even as changing weapons and tactics continually alter its character.  

American humorist Will Rogers commented on that fact barely a year after the signing of the 

Kellogg-Briand Pact in 1928: “You can’t say civilization don’t advance, for in every war they 

kill you in a new way.”  General Sherman offered a darker judgment: “I am tired and sick of war.  

Its glory is all moonshine.  War is hell.”  Few who have experienced war would disagree.  Yet 

our species frequently chooses recourse to “the manifold exactions of war”505 to advance justice, 

roll back injustice, and resolve consequential disputes.  The celebrated 1993 statement by the 

American Catholic Bishops – that “the harvest of justice is sown in peace” – may thus misstate 

the matter.  The harvest of justice is certainly reaped in peace, but at least sometimes it is sown 

in war.  Mars and Bellona can collaborate to the ethical and material benefit of civilized society, 

although – it cannot be repeated too often – the costs of war will always be high, and typically 

much higher than anticipated.   

Yet leaders and peoples often choose war with excitement, confident that a brief and 

limited resort to violence will resolve otherwise intractable difficulties and yield a better peace.  

Such dynamism and expectancy is less common in peacetime.  Heroes of peace often lack the 

glamor ascribed to victorious warriors.  This exchange in a celebrated scene from American 

cartoonist Bill Watterson’s iconic Calvin and Hobbes comic strip underscores the point: 

Hobbes: “Why do we play war and not peace?”  

                                                           
505 Seneca’s resonant phrase: multiplex belli tributum. (Epistle LXXIII.9) 
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Calvin: “Too few role models.”506  

Conflict has shaped the evolution of American society, starting with wars among 

European powers that set the pattern of European colonization in the New World.  War in 

support of political transformation brought U.S. independence, and Americans have fought 

repeatedly to establish, expand and preserve national borders.  Yet the founding fathers, 

including Madison, also expressed a wistful desire for peace:  

An ample reward would accrue to the state, first, from the avoidance of all its wars 

of folly, secondly, from the vigor of its unwasted resources for wars of necessity 

and defence.  Were all nations to follow the example, the reward would be doubled 

to each; and the temple of Janus might be shut, never to be opened more.”507 

The emancipation of America’s enslaved population also came about through war, once political 

deadlock made it a matter of military necessity.  The projection of force to distant theaters – from 

Thomas Jefferson’s operations against the Barbary pirates to William McKinley’s suppression of 

the Philippine Insurrection and George W. Bush’s campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq – has 

affected U.S. global standing and influence.  Sustaining military readiness and positioning forces 

in many locations around the world have been integral components of U.S. national security 

policy since World War II.  Indeed, the preservation of military power is more broadly accepted 

and supported by the American people than virtually any other facet of national policy, due to a 

combination of (sincere but superficial) personal esteem for military personnel and a (logical but 

exaggerated) perception that military action, potentially on a large scale, could be required to 

counter or defeat dangerous external threats on short notice.  At the same time, however, popular 

                                                           
506 From the daily Calvin and Hobbes comic strip dated 23 March 1986. 
507 Madison, On Universal and Perpetual Peace (pp 90-91). The Roman Republic marked the 

end of a war by ceremonially shutting the doors of the temple of Janus. The transparency of 

the Romans in differentiating peace from war, and in articulating crystal clear war aims to 

define conditions for conflict termination, stand in marked contrast to the American way of 

war since 1945. See section 5.2. 
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opinion does not support U.S. involvement in the “endless wars” of the early twenty-first 

century, even though the citizenry has become resigned to the inevitability of huge and ever-

growing defense spending rationalized by fear.  Our government has systematically stoked that 

fear for the past seven decades.  There were real threats over that time to be sure, but fear (and 

lethargy) impeded genuine analysis of them.  So while most American wars since 1945 have 

been costly failures, government fear-mongering found its mark.  Mission accomplished.  

Neoconservative scholar Robert Kagan promotes the same terror in demanding that 

Americans resist any temptation  

to shed the unusual burdens of responsibility that previous generations of Americans 

took on in World War II and throughout the cold war and to return to being a more 

normal kind of nation, more attuned to its own needs and less to those of the wider 

world.   

Any such impulse toward “complacency, “isolationism” or “escapism” would be disastrous, he 

warns, because “there is no democratic superpower waiting in the wings to save the world if this 

democratic superpower falters.”  Kagan’s argument is familiar, and unconvincing: Only a realist 

imagination could reshape the sorry postwar history of U.S. military misadventure into a heroic 

tale of world salvation.  The problem does not originate in the Pentagon.  With the exception of 

Jimmy Carter, American presidents since Harry Truman have become addicted to both overt and 

covert violence, repeatedly ordering up military force in response to problems that, in reality, had 

no achievable military solution.  The post-World War II failure of U.S. national security policy is 

unmistakably a political failure.508 

                                                           
508 The 1990-91 Gulf War is an exception that proves the rule. While the U.S.-led multinational 

military campaign to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait was a tactical success, the aftermath – in 

which Saddam Hussein remained in power, murdered tens of thousands in repressing postwar 

rebellion, and weathered U.S.-framed international sanctions that killed tens of thousands 

more – was a catastrophic muddle that fractured the original military coalition. Only a realist 

narrative closely tailored to preserve an image of victory could see it otherwise. 
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Indeed the “endless wars” in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria and elsewhere that have come to 

dominate the operation of our government in the early twenty-first century represent a failure of 

governance of a magnitude unprecedented in our history.  It is shocking that these conflicts 

continued so long despite overwhelming public opposition, and that an overwhelming, bipartisan 

majority in Congress continues to appropriate staggering sums for permanent, worldwide 

military deployment and open-ended war.  It has become a lazy habit among our elected officials 

to assert that American society cannot “afford” necessary reforms – e.g. revival of our struggling 

educational system, redesign of our inadequate healthcare system or restoration of dilapidated 

national infrastructure, to say nothing of the societal transformation necessitated by global 

climate change – because the astronomical costs of our military apparatus are deemed sacrosanct 

and exempt from rational audit.  And it is the men and women who wear the uniform of our 

military services who would benefit, first and foremost, from such an audit.  For many decades 

they have been deployed at hazard of their lives on vague, shifting missions often not central to 

the vital national security interests of our state and society.  That must cease. 

Our country’s embrace of perpetual conflict compels us to relinquish any claim to be 

heirs of the founding generation of Americans.  We have chosen, instead, an atavistic national 

ethos that harkens to a pre-modern, pre-ethical model of statehood.  Perhaps we could find 

common ground with the Roman Empire, or ancient Sparta, though neither embodied civic 

values remotely compatible with our own self-image.  The time has come for us, as a nation, to 

recognize the enormous disjunction between our founding values and our current national 

security policy and begin to narrow the gap. 

Toward that end this thesis has argued that American citizens need to exercise their 

sovereignty, and their freedom, in demanding that government end current wars, abide by the 
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constitutionally mandated separation of war-making powers between the executive and 

legislative branches, subject future national decisions of war and peace both to transparent public 

scrutiny and exacting ethical evaluation through an objective framework like the Just War 

Tradition.  These steps will restore the alignment between popular will and public policy that 

should always characterize the proper working of a self-governing republic. 

The American public today seems to live in a suspended moment of current consumption 

untethered from history.  With specific regard to national security, we disapprove of the 

seemingly endless wars prosecuted in our name, but have settled into a torpor of mildly 

disgruntled acquiescence.  The 9/11 attacks seem to have validated a diffuse narrative of ongoing 

(if unseen) external threat necessitating an open-ended and geographically non-specific military 

response.  This is a key point: U.S. military action is always seen as a response, because self-

defense is always legitimate.  Drone strikes against named individuals in East Africa, West 

Africa, Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan and elsewhere are seen as justified, necessary acts of defense 

undertaken to prevent the next 9/11 attack.  This is a self-aggrandizing view of war cut off from 

history and devoid of any evaluative framework that might provide a more objective assessment 

of the ethical soundness of U.S. military operations or offer relevant perspective from past wars 

or insight from past generations.  This is a radically deficient conceptual model for U.S. national 

security policy.  

Since U.S. leaders from the founding of the republic to the beginning of World War I 

overwhelmingly opposed the very idea of a standing army in peacetime, it is evident that a 

significant transformation of U.S. policy has occurred over the past century.  A fateful chronology 

of conflict – including two world wars; the unprecedented specter of global devastation that 

attended the cold war; large-scale engagement in post-colonial proxy wars in Korea and Vietnam; 
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involvement in other low-intensity regional conflicts;509 and decades of inconclusive thrust and 

parry with Middle Eastern regimes and non-state adversaries before and (especially) after the 11 

September 2001 attacks in the United States – spurred enormous (though incremental) changes in 

government practices and public attitudes.  These changes, in fact, are so profound and pervasive 

that they have all but erased from collective memory the fact that our country used to approach 

national security decision-making with a radically different ethical frame of reference.  Public 

complacency in the face of a policy of never-ending, global combat suggests that the American 

people, and our leaders, have ceased to think critically about the moral and practical implications 

of war.  Instead, national security policy is dominated by an unexamined, inchoate conviction that 

U.S. intentions are ipso facto benign and just, and that unending U.S. military activity is therefore, 

always and everywhere, strategically sound, necessary and normal.  This entails a corresponding 

assumption that America’s foreign enemies are barbarous and/or evil (although this value -laden 

term is seldom examined) such that justice supports, even demands, lethal action against them.  

This imperative is applied even to such non-traditional techniques as targeted killing, drone attack, 

and incarceration without legal process, possibly with torture, at undisclosed “black sites.”510 

The concept of a “global war on terror” as a conflict of unlimited geographic and tactical 

scope, though fundamentally at odds with the traditional values and norms of American society, 

is little more than a reboot of the post-World War II ethos that led to Vietnam.  Though the 

avowed enemy, global terrorism, is entirely distinct from global communism, both were framed 

                                                           
509 Though limited in scale and usually temporary (or intermittent), such engagements still entail 

the costs, risks, and ethical implications characteristic of war. 
510 See Green. 
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in terms sufficiently vague to pave an easy path to war with little need to demonstrate the 

justness, or even the relevance, of a given operation or engagement.511  

Yet our forever wars have not been underway forever.  The American detour into 

militarism dates back little more than half a century, to the end of World War II.  The major 

theatres of recent/current action – including Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria and Africa – date only from 

the early 2000s.  Only the lassitude of legislators and the complacency of the citizenry have 

allowed this policy of inertia to take on the appearance of inevitability and permanence.  As Kant 

and other authors of Enlightenment peace projects recognized, it is rulers and their henchmen 

who have an appetite for the supposed benefits of war.  The people, more mindful of war’s costs, 

have a strong preference for war avoidance.  This observation specifically applies to the 

American people, who as recently as one century ago raised their collective voice against war in 

a way government could not ignore.  President Biden’s 2021 decisions to withdraw U.S. forces 

from Afghanistan and end the U.S. combat role in Iraq make this an ideal moment for the 

American people to make their voice heard again.   

This thesis, rather than simply advocating justice, celebrating peace and denigrating war, 

has attempted to shed light on the dynamic, difficult and indissoluble linkage between the three.  

It proceeds from a historical survey of Western thinking about justice over the past two millennia 

and, separately, the effort to develop a rigorous, objective framework – long known as the Just 

War Tradition (JWT) in Western thought – for employing justice as an ethically evaluative 

                                                           
511 In the Near East is was a short walk from the cold war goal of defeating revolutionary pan-

Arabism and Arab socialism, to quelling terrorism and “countering violent extremism.” That 

said, the emergence of non-state actors as a threat to national security created significant, new 

challenges for intelligence collection and targeting. 
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“hinge” for national policy decisions to swing from peace to war, and vice versa.512  This thesis 

argues that the pursuit of justice (sometimes misconstrued as merely a beneficial entitlement), in 

combination with radical deficiencies in the prevailing understanding of the JWT, make it all too 

easy for leaders and citizens to accept as “just” wars that manifestly do not satisfy the substantive 

requirements of the tradition.  This paradoxically negative side-effect of the pursuit of justice 

tends, moreover, to increase the destructiveness and duration of war once it begins.  In applying 

the JWT criteria to assess the justness of a potential or current war, it is thus supremely important 

to keep in view the essential two-sidedness of justice; to formulate and publicize specific, 

concrete war goals; and to subject those goals to the most exacting scrutiny within the 

framework of the JWT.  Only in this way can we maximize the likelihood that we will wage only 

just wars, that we will prosecute them in accordance with the requirements of justice (rather than 

self-interest masquerading as justice), and that we will achieve the only goal that can legitimate 

the violence of war and render it just: a post bellum peace that is, in some genuine respect, better 

than the status quo ante.   

Every war begins in the human mind, and imagination, harnessed by the strategic 

foresight of Right Intention, provides our first glimpse of its end.513  I believe John Adams was 

thinking in just such terms when he wrote to Dr. Morse that American-British conflict between 

1775 and 1783 was “not a revolutionary war, for the revolution was complete, in the minds of 

the people, and the union of the colonies, before the war commenced in the skirmishes of 

                                                           
512 As Walzer cogently notes, the JWT is the product of many centuries of “arguing about war.” 

(Arguing About War, p. x.) 
513 The founding Constitution of the United Nations Educational and Scientific Organization 

(signed 16 November 1945) states this truth succinctly: “Since wars begin in the minds of 

men, it is in the minds of men that the defences of peace must be constructed.” 
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Concord and Lexington on the 19th of April, 1775.”514  The revolution did not consist in the war, 

but in a shared vision of postwar independence crystallized years earlier in the minds of 

American colonists.  The war was necessary to enable this American vision of a just outcome to 

prevail over the rival vision of continuing empire; but the end of the war was justice. 

I have argued in this thesis, furthermore, that the normative impetus for any decision to 

wage war – irrespective of attendant circumstances or reasons rendered – originates in the hard-

wired human predisposition to seek justice.  It can be difficult to agree on the nature of justice, as 

Plato usefully highlighted in the Republic; but when disputes arise between human beings, 

whether within a polis or among multiple poleis, a way is always found, eventually, to resolve 

competing justice claims.  Within the polis, individuals have recourse to a justice system 

(constructed, in theory, to the specifications of the citizenry) imbued with respected status and 

coercive authority sufficient to resolve every dispute expeditiously.  Citizens engaged in 

hermeneutical discourse can agree on a definition of justice and implement it together. 

It is the absence of such a robust mechanism at the international level, however, that 

opens the door to war.  History is replete with examples in which compromise, financial 

settlement, emulation of precedent, arbitration or the wide-ranging tools of diplomacy yield 

consensus on a just outcome and avert conflict.  But the cases most familiar to popular 

recollection are those in which such measures were rejected by one or both sides, or for whatever 

                                                           
514 John Adams, Works (Vol. 10), p. 197.  From a letter from Adams to Jedediah Morse dated 1 

January 1818. In a subsequent letter to William Tudor, Adams takes the point to a logical 

extreme: The colonists were motivated by a desire for, and expectation of, from the beginning 

of North American colonization. “Who, then, was the author, inventor discoverer of 

independence? The only true answer must be the first emigrants.” The generation now 

regarded as founding fathers were “only awakeners and revivers of the original fundamental 

principle.” (Letter dated 18 September 1818; p. 359.) I acknowledge Morgenthau’s 

commentary on this point (Purpose, pp. 32-33). 
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reason failed to provide a non-violent remedy within the scope of time constraints intrinsic to the 

dispute.515  In such cases, recourse to the arbitrament of war (Caesar’s term) can appear a 

rational option.  At this stage in the chain of events, application of the criteria of the Just War 

Tradition can prove salutary in either confirming that the resort to war would not be just, or in 

structuring war plans so as to ensure that the war to be undertaken will be just both with regard 

to its (concrete, achievable) aims and the manner of its prosecution.  The latter consideration 

necessitates ongoing reappraisal of the JWT criteria – including proportionality, likelihood of 

success and, above all, Right Intention – to ensure that the parameters of conflict do not 

contravene our own definition of justice, that a “better” postwar peace is attainable, and that the 

war does not become “endless.”   

I have argued in this thesis that justice, not peace, is the goal of politics.  Politics properly 

aims at justice; but the pursuit of justice will oblige us to revive and refurbish our constitutional 

norms governing the power to make war, and to be purposeful and proactive in collective action 

to assert the authority of the sovereign people over national security policy, above all by ensuring 

that American wars are infrequent, just, and prosecuted in furtherance of concrete, attainable 

goals.  The American Constitution is remarkable in its interlinking attention both to the rights 

and dignity of the individual citizen, and to the collective, institutionalized processes – politics – 

by means of which the citizen is to achieve security and happiness in greatest measure.  Far from 

being a corrupt or corrupting distraction or a necessary evil, politics embodies the collaboration 

                                                           
515 Sometimes, open-ended negotiation can provide a viable alternative to war, as in the Russia-

Japan dispute over the four southernmost islands of the Kuril chain, or numerous longstanding 

territorial disputes between Canada and the United States. Time pressure, per se, though often 

cited by negotiators as an objective, constraining factor during a pre-war standoff, is often no 

more than a pretext employed by political decision-makers already resolved on a policy of 

war. 
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of the citizenry to optimize life; and while benefit accrues at the individual level (where 

sovereignty resides), the locus of action is at the level of community.  It is worth recalling that 

Western philosophy, from the time of the Romans, has understood “being alive” to be 

synonymous with inter homines esse, and inter homines esse desinere as “being dead.”516   

Justice is neither self-defining, self-implementing or self-perpetuating.  The practical 

application of ethical insight to order the interaction of human beings must be devised and 

defended in every age, every place and every life.  The willingness to act practically to uphold 

justice, even with violent means when necessary, is praiseworthy.  The use of force per se merits 

no praise, however, and must be regarded with a presumption of disapproval except where a 

rigorous analytical paradigm reveals the necessity (and, thus, the justification) of force as a last 

resort in support of justice.  Churchill’s famous exhortation pledging “We shall fight on the 

beaches” and “We shall never surrender” is structured so as to praise the British people, not 

because they are fighting, but because they are fighting for a cause that has been rigorously 

weighed and found just.517 

U.S. military power must become, then, an instrument of justice rather than a self-

perpetuating war machine lacking an ethical compass.  Even if not all today would share the 

view attributed to Theodore Roosevelt that “a just war is, in the long run, far better for a man’s 

soul than the most prosperous peace,” the public support which is indispensable to any national 

war effort, especially one conducted by a self-governing republic, is impossible without broad 

                                                           
516 The distinction is between “being among men” and “ceasing to be among men”: A point 

emphasized by Hannah Arendt in her 1970 lectures on Kant’s political philosophy (p. 23), and 

at greater length in her discussion of “action” in The Human Condition (1958). 
517 From a speech broadcast on 4 June 1940. 
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consensus, based on objective analysis and confirmed through transparent, inclusive deliberation, 

that every war we fight is just. 

In this way peace can become, if not the perpetual condition of our country, at least its 

normal and expected condition.  The foreign deployment of expeditionary forces can become, as 

it was prior to World War II, a measure to be considered only in response to actual threats 

against U.S. citizens, interests or allies.  Above all, U.S. national defense policy must genuinely 

honor those who wear the military uniform of the United States.  Those service members place 

the nation’s security before their own lives.  They deserve leaders who actually value that self-

sacrificing ethos, and who would never send them into harm’s way without the knowledge, 

attention and explicit backing of the public, and without a concrete, just, meaningful and 

militarily achievable goal.518   

Since the end of World War II the notion that a military-industrial complex at home, and 

readiness in every part of the world, are necessary, and that this represents a sacrifice that the 

                                                           
518 As an American diplomat in Egypt I observed, on popular holidays honoring the Egyptian 

Armed Forces, that Egyptian citizens regard their military as a force entirely distinct from 

themselves, and thus unknowable and potentially frightening.  This is not surprising in the 

context of an authoritarian state. The U.S. tradition is fundamentally different. Through the 

post-WWII baby boom generation, Americans typically thought of uniformed military 

personnel simply as fellow citizens who would rejoin civilian life after a temporary, necessary 

and laudable period of national service. Today, that connection vanished. Not only the 

transition to an all-volunteer force in the early 1970s, but also the way post-Vietnam military 

engagements have been idealized and abstracted away from public attention – especially with 

the post-9/11 emphasis on Special Operations Forces – have made the U.S. military an 

institution that most Americans now know only through inspirational video clips or obligatory 

moments of military triumphalism at sporting events. Defense Secretary Mattis lamented, 

during a 25 September 2018 interview at Virginia Military Institute, that today 71 percent of 

18-24 year-old American males cannot qualify for military service due to obesity, drug use or 

other factors: “When only 29 percent is your total recruiting population it creates a real 

problem for us.” Even though most Americans have a positive view of military personnel as 

embodying integrity and patriotism, a steadily shrinking recruitment pool, diminishing 

personal contact, and the alienating effect of opacity in the shaping of military missions have 

created a civilian/military estrangement that increasingly resembles that of Egypt. 
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United States is asked to make on behalf of global stability, has become an article of faith for us.  

Even when some Americans have risen to protest egregious abuses of the substantially 

unchecked war-making power we have ceded to the executive – including in Yemen, Iraq, 

Vietnam, the Philippines and many other places – few have challenged the underlying 

assumption of absolute entitlement that lay behind those examples and, moreover, remains intact 

in American national security thinking today.  It is this self-proclaimed authority to act as a 

militarized “busybody,” in Plato’s term, as a global quidnunc, that must be exposed, examined 

and rejected.  Our national right to self-defense does not require, or still less justify, defense 

outlays that consume nearly three-quarters of discretionary spending and exceed the combined 

military budgets of at least the next thirteen top-spending countries on earth.519  The late Senator 

Fulbright stated the master clearly: 

We have the opportunity to set an example of generous understanding in our 

relations with China, of practical cooperation for peace in our relations with Russia, 

of reliable and respectful partnership in our relations with Western Europe, of 

material helpfulness without moral presumption in our relations with developing 

nations, of abstention from the temptations of hegemony in our relations with Latin 

America, and of the all-around advantages of minding one’s own business in our 

relations with everybody.520  

The American citizenry of a century ago would have execrated any politician proposing 

our current levels of security investment in the absence of any serious argument to persuade us 

that adequate and sufficient national defense equates with stratospheric defense spending, even 

while urgent national priorities, including education, health care, infrastructure and, above all, 

                                                           
519 Reported U.S. military spending of $738 billion exceeds the combined spending of China 

($193.3b), India ($64.1b), the United Kingdom ($61.5b), the Russian Federation ($60.6b), 

France ($55b), Germany ($51.3b), Japan ($49.7b), Saudi Arabia ($48.5b), South Korea 

($40.4b), Australia ($31.3b), Italy ($29.3b), Brazil ($22.1b) and Canada ($20b). Source: the 

2021 edition of “The Military Balance,” an annual publication by the UK-based International 

Institute for Strategic Studies. 
520 Fulbright, Arrogance of Power (p. 267). Emphasis added. Fulbright’s injunction to “mind 

one’s own business” echoes Plato. See note 176. 
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social justice, remain unmet.  This telling accusation by peace activist Charles Edward Jefferson 

in 1916 still holds true: “The enemies which America has most to fear are not conjectural foes 

four or five thousand miles away.  Our deadliest enemies are inside our own gates.”  The 

squandering of American blood and treasure by successive presidents in Afghanistan, Africa, 

Iraq, Somalia. Syria and other distant theatres confirms, furthermore, the prescience of his 

unheeded warning that elevating military preparedness to the status of a national top priority, 

would pose “both a peril to democracy and a menace to the peace of the world.”521 

With an eye to restoring appropriate authority to the sovereign people of the United States, 

I advocate national reconsideration of subjects long neglected, starting with an appreciation of 

justice as a source of obligation and not merely a pretext for the pursuit of self-advantage; 

recognition of the interlocking social and ethical aspects of justice, peace and war; and critical 

examination of the historical dynamic between pacifism and the Just War Tradition in Western 

thought.  This awareness will equip us as citizens of a self-governing republic to fulfill our own 

obligations in support of its soundness and security, starting with a demand for exacting 

congressional oversight of military operations in line with the mandate of the Constitution.  The 

successful exercise of such oversight will entail the adoption of both a clear ethical model for 

framing the decision to go to war (ius ad bellum) and guiding its prosecution (ius in bello), and 

also a rigorous procedural framework for shaping clear and achievable war aims – neither of which 

is evident in Washington today.  With regard to the formal declaration of war and the articulation 

of clear war aims, the Roman ius fetiale, particularly the ritual of rerum repetitio, could offer a 

useful supplement to the provisions of the Constitution522.   

                                                           
521 Charles Edward Jefferson, “Military Preparedness” (p. 231f). 
522 See section 5.2. 
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President Biden’s 14 April announcement that U.S. troops would quit Afghanistan by 11 

September l – the twentieth anniversary of the 9/11 attacks, which sparked the United States and 

its NATO partners to intervene in Afghanistan – was the single most courageous and 

resoundingly wise foreign policy decision by a U.S. leader since World War II.  His 26 July 

decision to terminate the U.S. combat role in Iraq by year’s end further demonstrated his resolve 

to terminate hitherto endless wars.  The importance of these decisions is not diminished by the 

fact that they were much too long in coming. 

Though Biden’s predecessor, Donald Trump, did not make good his own pledge to end 

the war in Afghanistan, his decision to authorize peace talks with the Taliban provided a 

favorable context for Biden’s decision.  In the phrase of American journalist Curt Mills, Trump 

in effect left “a political million dollar bill on the ground for his successor to pick 

up.”523  Biden cannot be certain that his war-ending decisions will translate into 

electoral benefit, however, even though no other modern American president has been 

willing and able to act so forthrightly to end a war in circumstances other than 

comprehensive victory.   

Even before our point of policy inflection at the end of World War II – when we 

embraced a global agenda of military interventionism and began steady expansion of 

the president’s de facto power to enter, initiate and wage war unencumbered by the 

constitutional requirement for congressional oversight – the difficulty of extrication 

from an unnecessary and unjustified war was already a familiar problem.  Mark 

Twain’s plaintive 1900 comment on the war in the Philippines echoes more recent 

appraisals of Vietnam, Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria: 

                                                           
523 A headline article in The American Conservative online magazine, 15 April 2021. 
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I have tried hard, and yet I cannot for the life of me comprehend how we got into 

that mess.  Perhaps we could not have avoided it – perhaps it was inevitable that we 

should come to be fighting the natives of those islands – but I cannot understand it.  

[We] have got into a mess, a quagmire from which each fresh step renders the 

difficulty of extrication immensely greater.  I’m sure I wish I could see what we 

were getting out of it, and all it means to us as a nation.524 

Of course neither the U.S. war in the Philippines nor those in Afghanistan and 

Iraq were “inevitable.”  War is always a matter of choice, and a result of human 

agency and intent.   

For mustering the moral clarity and political courage to withdraw U.S. forces from 

Afghanistan, President Biden deserves the deep appreciation of the American people.  Partisan 

and ideological critics blame Biden for the chaotic final evacuation, and for negative social and 

political repercussions certain to ensue, especially within Afghanistan; but the vital national 

security interests of our country offer no valid rationale for keeping combat forces on the ground 

in central or western Asia.  Defeat of the Taliban – a group that indiscriminately targets civilians 

(including children), and whose 1996-2001 government in Kabul was characterized by violent 

misrule and egregious rights violations – offers a cause that many Americans would deem just; 

but critics of Biden’s decision have not adduced a coherent (to say nothing of persuasive) 

argument that continuing the U.S. combat role in Afghanistan for another year, or another 

decade, would be (a) a necessary last resort; (b) likely to do more good than harm at a reasonable 

level of human and material cost; or (c) likely to succeed (after two decades of failure) in 

eliminating the Taliban and creating a better peace.  The predictably high humanitarian cost of 

U.S. and NATO withdrawal will reflect, not an error by Biden, but the egregious failure of his 

predecessors to apply any ethical paradigm to their own lazy, irresponsible decisions to 

                                                           
524 Twain, “Returning Home.” 
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perpetuate the war on auto-pilot year after year for two decades.525  U.S. allies will applaud 

Biden’s decision, as should the American public.526   

Only timidity and ignorance of history prevented Biden’s two predecessors from making 

good their own repeated promises to take similar action.  It is worth recalling briefly the partisan 

prattling sparked by Obama’s removal of U.S. combat troops from Iraq in December 2011, or 

Nixon’s withdrawal of forces from Vietnam in March 1973.527  In his 1995 memoir former 

Defense Secretary McNamara surprised his critics by arguing that U.S. should have left Vietnam 

years earlier and need not have entered the war at all: “I believe we could and should have 

withdrawn from South Vietnam either in late 1963 amid the turmoil following Diem’s 

assassination or in late 1964 or early 1965 in the face of increasing political and military 

weakness in South Vietnam.”  He pointedly rejected the charge that withdrawal without 

“victory” would have harmed U.S. “credibility” around the world: “On the contrary, it is possible 

we would have improved our credibility by withdrawing from Vietnam and saving our strength 

                                                           
525 The drafting of this thesis was completed at the end of July 2021, before the humanitarian 

repercussions of Biden’s decision to withdraw U.S. forces from Afghanistan could be reliably 

gauged. 
526 The rapid collapse of the Afghan government and the Afghan National Army in August 2021, 

and scenes of chaos at Kabul’s Hamid Karzai Airport as the United States and its NATO allies 

struggled to establish order and evacuate thousands of foreign nationals and threatened 

Afghans while the Taliban seized Kabul and most of the country, attracted a level of global 

media attention not seen since the early months of the war, in 2001. The tone of coverage was 

overwhelmingly negative. Nevertheless, the desperate disorder of implementation – a result of 

over-optimism by the U.S. intelligence community and under-preparation by the U.S. 

military, among other factors – should not be seen as evidence that Biden misjudged. The 

weight of moral and practical responsibility for the human costs of the “fall of Kabul,” 

immediately seen as a virtual replay of the April 1975 fall of Saigon, belongs, not to Biden, 

but to his three predecessors. It remains to be seen whether Biden’s determination to end the 

Afghanistan war will be matched by a resolve to avoid steering, or stumbling, into a new 

“endless” war elsewhere. 
527 The Obama withdrawal implemented a timeline originally set by the Bush administration, 

though partisan critics found it convenient to forget this. The January 1973 Paris Accords 

stipulated the end-March withdrawal of combat troops. 



283 

for more defensible stands elsewhere.”528  The same applies overwhelmingly to the two-decade 

U.S.-led war in Afghanistan, as to other post-9/11 theaters of war.   

A procession of military commanders lied to Nixon about prospects on the war in 

Vietnam, just as one general after another assured Obama that his 2009 “surge” of 17,000 troops 

would prove decisive in Afghanistan.529  State Department special envoy to Syria, Ambassador 

Jim Jeffrey, admitted in late 2020 that he had, similarly, lied to President Trump for two years in 

order to conceal the true number of U.S. troops in Syria.530  Perhaps such wishful thinking and 

mendacity from executive branch officials is to be expected as they arrogate to themselves 

responsibility for difficult, or simply unrealistic, missions assigned to them; but the final word in 

setting the lines of national security policy belongs solely to the president as commander-in-

chief, whose ear, in turn, “must ring with the voices of the people.”531  Presidents are denied the 

luxury of blaming someone else if they choose to ignore the will of the people, and the 

requirements of justice, and instead take counsel from advisors with a pro-war bias.  As argued 

throughout this thesis, the normative functioning of a self-governing republic seeks alignment 

between popular will and national policy, with minimal variance between the views of citizen 

                                                           
528 McNamara, In Retrospect (pp. 320f). 
529 Among senior administration officials only Biden had the foresight at the time to argue 

against the surge. 
530 According to numerous media reports in late 2020, Jeffrey admitted that “We were always 

playing shell games to not make clear to our leadership how many troops we had there.” He 

disclosed that the actual troop figure was “a lot more” than the “small peacekeeping group of 

about 200” that Trump had authorized in February 2019. The current number is widely 

thought to be around 900, though the actual size and mission of the U.S. military element in 

Syria remains classified. Neither Jeffrey’s appalling confession, nor the unexplained, 

continuing presence of U.S. troops in Syria, has drawn much public, media or congressional 

attention. 
531 As Woodrow Wilson elegantly expressed the matter as a Princeton professor in 1909, even 

before entering politics. (Link, p. 77) 
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and citizenry on the one hand, and the government’s final decision on the other.532  The 

Constitution does not allocate any distinct role in this matter to military or diplomatic officials 

apart from obedience to the president’s orders and readiness within the scope of the president’s 

articulated strategic vision. 

In ending America’s longest wars President Biden merits comparison with the Athenian 

statesman Isocrates, who composed his most enduring and influential work, On the Peace, at the 

age of eighty.533  In 355 BCE, as the “Social War” between Athens and former subject-allies 

Chios, Cos, Rhodes and Byzantion was winding down after two years of brutal but inconclusive 

naval engagements, the war-weary Athenians prepared for a vote that would grant full 

independence to the four; but Isocrates shocked his countrymen with an unprecedented proposal.  

After recounting the grim toll of more than a century of near-constant war – including the 

destruction of the Athenian army in Syracuse and occupation by Sparta following defeat in the 

Peloponnesian War – Isocrates chided the Athenians for a selfish and shallow prejudice in 

support of war, which over time had conditioned those addressing the assembly to adopt a 

similar outlook: “Since it has become plain to all that you will be better pleased with those who 

summon you to war than with those who counsel peace.”  As a result, jingoistic, self-serving 

                                                           
532 See section 2.2 (heuristic chart). 
533 The treatise, probably distributed as a pamphlet and not delivered as a speech, came to be 

known as On the Peace. Its sensational proposal, as well as the elegant structure of its 

composition, won centuries of close readership in the ancient world and assured the survival 

of the text. Aristotle noted the work in his On Rhetoric, but called it On the Confederacy in 

recognition of Isocrates’ argument that Athens should forgo the colonial drive that had 

dominated its national policy – despite crushing defeat in the Peloponnesian War (431-404 

BCE) and the resulting period of internal upheaval – for a century and return to the ethos of 

the original, voluntary Delian Confederation in which Greek city-states chose to unite their 

efforts to resist Persian expansion in Asia Minor. Isocrates’ proposal can be seen as an early 

precursor of the eighteenth century “peace projects,” several of which involved a 

supranational federation to resolve interstate disputes. 
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orators over many years had helped render Athens all too comfortable with the pursuit of elusive 

national gain through endless war.534   

Isocrates denounced this blinkered view and appealed for a new beginning: “[W]e should 

make peace, not only with the Chians, the Rhodians, the Byzantines and the Coans, but with all 

mankind.”  Isocrates’ elegantly crafted proposal did not win the support of his fellow Athenians; 

but his appeal resounds through the centuries, calling for exactly the sort of clear-eyed policy 

reappraisal needed today in the United States.  Seen in that light, Biden’s historic decisions on 

Afghanistan and Iraq are the first step down a longer road of necessary reform.  It is not enough 

simply to bring down the curtain on one misguided war, or even two.  The long-established 

military tint of U.S. foreign policy must be recast to emphasize justice at home and abroad, 

rather than global military power projection, as the touchstone of policy.  The perspective of 

Isocrates is again relevant: 

[T]ranquility is more advantageous and more profitable than meddlesomeness, 

justice than injustice, and attention to one’s own affairs than covetousness of the 

possessions of others.535 

How can we Americans best turn our attention to our own affairs?  The Roman adage, “If 

you want peace, prepare for war” (Si vis pacem, para bellum.) enjoys high standing among 

national security professionals who genuinely accept, or at least fear, the realist paradigm.536  I 

                                                           
534 The arc of Athenian militarism over the fifth and fourth centuries BCE bears more than a 

passing similarity to U.S. policy making since the end of World War II. Both began with an 

epochal choice to escalate military spending. In Athens this took the form of a decision, 

advocated by Themistocles, to use a sudden windfall from the silver mines at Laurium to 

build a huge fleet, rather than distributing it to the citizens (This occurred just prior to the 

second Persian invasion of Greece in 480 BCE. Herod. 7.144). In addition, the jingoistic 

groupthink denounced by Isocrates parallels the realist conformity of American politicians 

and government officials that has dominated Washington and stigmatized other views since 

World War II. 
535 Isocrates, On the Peace (p. 25). 
536 That is, the conviction that peacetime is merely an interval of waiting for the inevitable next 

war. See section 5.1.  
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have often heard that saying deployed as a supposedly unanswerable justification for some costly 

military operation or procurement.  A somewhat earthier version has long been attributed to U.S. 

Army General Norman Schwartzkopf, commander U.S. forces in the 1990-1991 Gulf War: “The 

more you sweat in peace, the less you bleed in war.” 

The need to prepare for national defense is legitimate and genuine.  The residents of 

Ariminum, the first town in Gaul reached by Caesar and his army after crossing the Rubicon, 

learned this lesson the hard way.  They were willing to defend themselves but ill-prepared to do 

so: “Startled from their beds, the men snatched down … such arms as the long peace supplied: 

they lay hold on shields that are falling to pieces with framework exposed, javelins with their 

points bent, and swords roughened by the bite of black rust.”  Unequipped to fight, they could 

only lament: “Alas for our town.”537 

Nonetheless, a closer reading of the Latin adage reveals that this flash of rhetorical 

antithesis misses its intended mark: The words do not really express the lesson its promoters 

imagine they hear.  The use of finite resources for military preparations in peacetime makes 

sense only to the extent that such expenditures yield future benefit in the deterrence of an actual 

security threat.  Since it is clear that not all states receive this benefit – either because no security 

threat appears, or because one appears and war nonetheless ensues – the adage does not hold up 

consistently and is thus proven invalid.538  American peace campaigner Charles Edward 

Jefferson lampooned this faulty and facetious logic in the first decade of the twentieth century: 

No guns were asked for to kill men with—guns were mounted as safeguards.  No 

battleships were launched to fight with—they were preservers of the peace.  

Colossal armies and gigantic navies were exhibited as a nation’s ornaments— 

                                                           
537 Lucan, Pharsalia, Book I, line 248 (p. 21). 
538 In addition, it bears recalling that the logic of this catchy adage brought no peace to the 

Romans, whose relentless preparation during Pax Romana brought literally endless conflict 

against enemies both foreign and domestic. 
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beautiful tokens of its love of peace.  …The expenditure crushed the poorest of the 

nations and crippled the richest of them, but the burden was gladly borne because 

it was a sacrifice for the cause of peace.539 

Rather than a rhetorical trope calculated to guarantee militarism in every circumstance, we who 

desire peace need a broader, logically sound adage relevant to all states and all circumstances.  

Fortunately one comes to mind at once: “If you want peace, cultivate justice.” (Si vis pacem, colĕ 

iustitiam.)  A national policy oriented toward justice will undertake prudent security preparations 

proportionate to actual threats without pursuing military escalation under all circumstances as an 

end in itself.  If we adopt policies with the goal of making peace normative, and war 

correspondingly rare, we may approach its attainment.  We can see the results of failure to do so 

over the past 70 years, and the outcome is neither consistent with our ideals, rationally 

defensible, or functionally sustainable.   

                                                           
539 “Military Preparedness.” Of course the aim of war is always a better peace, and wartime 

rhetoric stressing peaceful intent is not new. For example, President Polk’s own 

announcement, following the congressional declaration of war against Mexico, appealed to 

Americans to:  

exert themselves in preserving order, in promoting concord, in maintaining the 

authority and the efficacy of the laws, and in supporting and invigorating all the 

measures which may be adopted by the constituted authorities for obtaining a 

speedy, a just, and an honorable peace. 

The striking fact in the case of the United States is that such rhetoric was seldom used in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, while in the twentieth and twenty-first it has become so 

commonplace that government statements about war (e.g. President Trump’s 7 April 2016 

launch of 59 cruise missiles against Syria; or President Biden’s launch of about 15 missiles 

against Syria on 25 February 2021.) elicit scant interest from media or public. In contrast, 

President Obama’s decision not to launch an expected missile attack following reports that 

Syrian forces used chemical weapons in August 2013 – after which the President asked 

Congress to authorize the military action and lawmakers declined to do so – elicited pervasive 

press coverage and extensive public debate, much of it critical of Obama’s inaction. Whether 

or not a heinous chemical attack causing an estimated 1,400 civilian casualties justifies a 

retributive attack, the procedural handling of the incident by both the executive and legislative 

branches was logical, ethical and constitutionally sound. In the realm of national security, this 

controversial episode may have been Obama’s finest hour. 
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This is not an appeal for isolationism, a term that carries little meaning beyond the 

pejorative intent of those who use it to berate political opponents.  Critics lobbed the accusation 

at John Quincy Adams following his famous “[S]he goes not abroad in search of monsters to 

destroy” speech in 1821.  Rather than isolation, the proper course for the United States 

today is the one advocated by Adams two centuries ago: engagement with the world, not 

as a “warfare state,” but as a self-governing republic confident in its own values.  As Adams 

declared: “These will be your arts – to impose the ways of peace, to show mercy to the 

conquered, and to subdue the proud.”540  U.S. foreign policy should manifest the positive 

potential of Plato’s concept of polypragmosyne/“meddlesomeness”, emphasizing diplomatic and 

cultural engagement rather than the militarism that has come to dominate our country’s profile as 

viewed from abroad.  (See note 176.) 

Americans are justified in treasuring the memory of great national achievements of the 

past.  If we can derive from our past a measure of inspiration and resilience for meeting 

contemporary challenges it is good to do so.  But problems arise when we selectively cite past 

success with the conscious goal of validating current policies – including forever wars and 

enormous military spending untethered to any threat, or even to any national goal.  It is not 

enough to accept, passively, that America is and must remain “the warfare state” simply because 

                                                           
540 See note 17. See also Banninga’s analysis of “isolationism” as a pejorative directed at Adams 

following the speech by critics advocating a different foreign policy approach. The term has 

endured in part because the “anti-isolationist” side won the argument at that time, and over 

time shaped the American narrative to validate their point of view. Adams, speaking against 

the backdrop of revolutions in Spain’s new world colonies, as well as the Greek revolution 

(and Chios massacre), was in fact building on the central concept of George Washington’s 

Farewell Address, which emphasizes U.S. independence – not isolation or autarky in any 

sense. 
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war is what we do.  In short, pride in the past must not take the place of a rational, ethically 

examined vision for the future. 

The alternative to the entrenched catastrophe of our present national security policy is not 

a pacifist fantasy.  On the contrary, this thesis has argued that the appeal of peace, and of 

pacifism – a drive to avoid war – is hard-wired in human psychology, but is overshadowed by an 

even more powerful drive to advance justice.  The imperative is to harness the wisdom and 

creativity of the citizenry and elevate our oversight of government to the standard envisioned by 

Madison, Washington, Jefferson and others from the founding generation.  Quoting them in 

support of policies diametrically opposed to the values and priorities they espoused is a puerile 

national pastime that, along with forever wars, must be brought to an end.  Otherwise, we will be 

obliged to acknowledge Thrasymachus, Pyrrhus, Louis XIV and Polyphemus the Cyclops as the 

true philosophical guides of our national security policy. 

Characteristic of our species, we Americans have chosen life in a polis conceived, 

constructed and periodically modified to specifications of our own devising.  With the estimable 

advantage of favorable geography and friendly neighbors, we have achieved security and 

prosperity.  Our wealth and power ramify throughout the world.  Impelled by the innate human 

imperative for fair ordering of our plurality, we profess a resolve to enhance justice at home, and 

also to collaborate with others to foster justice at the international level.   

Our country’s formidable war-making capacity has at times advanced the latter goal; but 

in recent decades, particularly since the 9/11 attacks, that capacity has increasingly been 

employed for vague ends not linked to our national security, and still less to any coherent vision 

of justice.  This is in part the result of governance disordered by the realist alacrity for war and at 

times crippled by partisanship; but above all it the result of inadequate oversight by the citizenry 
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to exercise their sovereign authority to require that national security policy align with the 

national will.  If, like the Athenians in their brief ascendency, we assume that past achievements, 

however glorious, justify current acts and assure future success, we will be choosing the 

blindness that invites nemesis.  The American citizenry must reject the status quo and assume the 

yoke of superior purpose that will establish active, ongoing popular sovereignty in our 

republic.541 

As U.S. participation in the endless wars in Afghanistan and Iraq come to an end, will our 

country choose to enter another endless war?  Has the idea that military force projection is 

essential to national security, and the economic stimulus of military spending, become integral to 

our prosperity and identity?  In this thesis I have argued, to the contrary, that the U.S. 

Constitution empowers us – the sovereign people of a self-governing republic – to demand 

better.  We can elect Senators and Representatives equipped to fulfill their constitutional role in 

both supporting and constraining the president’s power to make war; and presidents prepared to 

act within those constraints, and not poised to use military force at the drop of a hat simply to 

avoid criticism for being soft on security.  And when our country faces the choices that could 

lead to the next endless war Smedley Butler’s counsel will no less relevant than that of Cicero, 

Augustine, Aquinas and Thucydides, and far more valuable than that of Washington think tanks 

that churn out security analyses keyed solely to calculations of partisan advantage and 

perpetuation of their own corporate funding streams.  As American citizens we must not 

                                                           
541 The term “yoke of superior purpose” is borrowed from page 121 of Nikos Kazantzakis’ 1923 

book of “spiritual exercises,” a powerful exhortation to self-awareness and responsible 

personal action. (The Saviors of God: Spiritual Exercises. Translated by Kimon Friar. New 

York: Simon and Shuster, 1960. (https://archive.org/details/saviorsofgodspir00kaza))  

https://archive.org/details/saviorsofgodspir00kaza
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acquiesce to the self-fulfilling realist contention that our country will always be engaged in 

“some war or other.”542 

Some would have it that the next war – with China – is already baked into our future.  The 

possibility of a U.S.-China conflict, touched off by a flashpoint in the South China Sea, or a 

Chinese move against Taiwan, is widely recognized.  As Secretary of State Tony Blinken 

declared in a televised interview on 11 April 2021, 

[W]hat is a real concern to us is increasingly aggressive actions by the government in 

Beijing directed at Taiwan, raising tensions in the straits.  And we have a commitment 

to Taiwan under the Taiwan Relations Act, a bipartisan commitment that’s existed for 

many, many years, to make sure that Taiwan has the ability to defend itself and to make 

sure that we’re sustaining peace and security in the Western Pacific.  We stand behind 

those commitments.543 

Such studied ambiguity leaves his audience, both in Washington and in Beijing, to ponder 

whether U.S. policy leans toward preparation for peace or for war.  In any event the possibility of 

U.S.-China conflict is not new.  Crises in the Straits of Taiwan in 1954 and 1958 made the region 

a hot topic in the 1960 televised Kennedy-Nixon debates, as they are again becoming today.  

Kennedy’s confident articulation of a nuanced position – supporting Nationalist China, but 

refusing to commit U.S. forces to protect tiny islands within range of mainland China’s artillery – 

                                                           
542 The phrase is adapted from Sylvia Plath’s poem Getting There, created in the final weeks 

before her 1963 suicide. I believe the line captures the casual horror of a U.S. national security 

policy in which war has become so routine that one conflict can easily give way to another 

with none being seen clearly in its own right. 
543 From a Blinken interview with journalist Chuck Todd on NBC’s weekly Meet the Press 

program (https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-with-chuck-todd-of-nbcs-meet-the-press/). 

Signed into law by President Carter on 10 June 1979 after adoption by both houses of 

Congress, the Taiwan Relations Act defines the substantial, but non-diplomatic, relationship 

between the United States and Taiwan. The artfully ambiguous wording of the Act is 

calculated to prevent war by deterring Taiwan from a unilateral declaration of independence 

and deterring China from using military force to conquer Taiwan. It does not guarantee U.S. 

military intervention to defend Taiwan, but commits Washington to “make available to 

Taiwan such defense articles and defense services in such quantity as may be necessary to 

enable Taiwan to maintain a sufficient self-defense capability.” 

https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-with-chuck-todd-of-nbcs-meet-the-press/
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helped tip the election against Nixon, whose pledge to protect the islands of Quemoy and Matsu 

as a matter of principle was widely judged too bellicose.544  War was not an automatic choice, and 

the policy eventually adopted enjoyed public support.  The transparency of the issue at the time, 

and the alignment of national policy with public opinion, offer a positive precedent. 

Now, as in 1960, the argument that the United States and China are “destined for war” – 

as Harvard political scientist Graham Allison suggests in his best-selling book – overstates the 

facts.  Allison has drawn enormous attention from Western and Asian governments over the past 

decade in positing a “Thucydides Trap”: a political dynamic that will bring Beijing and 

Washington into conflict for reasons he deems somehow analogous to the factors that caused the 

Peloponnesian War in the fifth century BCE.  Allison’s argument, distilled from a single line 

cherry-picked from Thucydides’ History, does not withstand serious scrutiny; but its wide 

acceptance (especially in neocon circles) reflects the post-World War II realist slant in the field 

of international relations theory.  Specifically, predictions of war are often seen as inherently 

credible, and thus a sound basis for high defense spending.545  In fact war with China is not 

“inevitable.”  The future is unwritten.  It will be defined by the clarification of U.S. national 

security policy through choices yet to come. 

Recalling Kennan’s critique of the World War I generation, it is time for our nation to re-

learn how not to go to war.546  If we convince ourselves that recourse to military force is always 

justified, that it need not be subjected to rigorous public scrutiny or exacting ethical evaluation, 

                                                           
544 See Norris. 
545 Allison remains active in promoting his fatuous “Thucydides Trap” concept, despite the 

appearance of a few opposing voices in recent years.  My 2019 monograph – Thucydides’ 

Other ‘Traps’: The United States, China and the Prospect of ‘Inevitable’ War – examines 

Allison’s arguments in detail (https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/News/Article/1865996/thucydides-other-

traps-the-united-states-china-and-the-prospect-of-inevitable-w/). 
546 See note 357. 

https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/News/Article/1865996/thucydides-other-traps-the-united-states-china-and-the-prospect-of-inevitable-w/
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/News/Article/1865996/thucydides-other-traps-the-united-states-china-and-the-prospect-of-inevitable-w/
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and that the consequence of war adequately defines justice, our founding ethos will have 

shriveled into the bullying sneer of Thrasymachus.  If, worse, we embrace perpetual war, with no 

end in view and no thought of justice to be gained or peace to ensue, our national character will 

have become indistinguishable from the insensible rage of the Cyclops.  Even prior to questions 

of constitutionality and cost, this is no fit way to preserve national security in a self-governing 

republic.  Perpetual peace will remain out of reach until humanity devises a reliable, trusted, and 

non-violent legal structure capable of resolving all international disputes without recourse to war.  

In the meantime, wars and rumors of wars, each posing unique challenges to values and interests 

and provoking fears that obscure rational analysis, are certain to continue; but it is within our 

power today, as citizens of a self-governing republic, to utilize the processes of our Constitution 

to ensure that our national security policy aims at justice, and that our wars are fought with 

discrimination and proportionality, undertaken for legitimate, significant and achievable goals, 

managed with transparent probity, and entered as a last resort in the pursuit of justice.  In this 

way we can achieve, together, a destiny worthy of our avowed principles.547  

=======================================================  

                                                           
547 C.S. Lewis highlights the necessity of pursuing intellectual inquiry to a conclusion, even if 

perfection remains, in the end, unattained: “The longest human life leaves a man, in any 

branch of learning, a beginner.” (Learning in War-Time, p. 85) 
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