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6 Applied ethics: War and peace
OCR AS Philosophy and Ethics

	
	Pacifism


Read the text below to increase your understanding of the different types of pacifism. Wilcockson explains what he sees as the different forms of pacifism, showing where these ideas come from within the Christian tradition and how different elements of the Christian tradition have interpreted these ideas.

Pacifism as absolute pacifism regards all war as intrinsically wrong. However, pacifism may be taken as a broad term for all those whose teleological aim is to establish peace whilst acknowledging that this means war may sometimes be necessary. This is contingent pacifism.

Absolute Pacifism

In the west, absolute pacifism has its origins in the Christian tradition. The picture which emerges of the very early Christians was a group who rigorously practised the teachings of Jesus (Sermon on the Mount Matthew 5:1–48) concerning loving one’s enemies, turning the other cheek when wronged, settling disputes out of court, checking anger before it escalated into violence. Paul’s letter to the Romans (Romans 12:14–21) indicates just how deeply ingrained this attitude was at the very early stage. Tertullian (c.160–220 CE) represents what many regard at the time as a normative or standard practice of pacifism:

‘But how will a Christian man war, nay how will he serve even in peace, without a sword, which the Lord has taken away? The Lord, in disarming Peter, unbelted every soldier.’ (From Tertullian, ‘On Idolatry’ in R Gill, A textbook of Christian Ethics (1995) p.250.)

There are several problems which face Christian theologians today: was Jesus’ ethic primarily a programme for personal holiness, or was it simply a description and promise of the eschatological age yet to come? In addition, a major problem which faces any pacifist and particularly those who derive their pacifism from a Christian a priori is whether a person has a responsibility to the state when their country is engaged in war. For although pacifism may be possible at a personal level, the Christian also has a duty to others and to the state.

St Augustine (354–430 CE)

Augustine was clear that pacifism was the hallmark of the Christian’s personal relationship with others, but it could not be extended wholesale into politics. Those who argue there are more properly contingent pacifists. The key notion here is responsibility for innocent lives. Whereas my duty to myself is self-centred and cannot justify force, I have a duty to protect the weak and even, in the image of Christ Himself, lay down my life for others as an act of loving self-sacrifical love.

‘This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.’ (John 15:12–13)
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Christian eschatology

Christian eschatology (the study of the end and the arrival of the Kingdom of God) is a significant factor here. For those Christians who imagine a future, possibly imminent, arrival of the Kingdom of God there is a moral urgency to maintain a standard of holiness which is greater than any ordinary expectation. The peace ideal must be kept at all times. Others argue that the Kingdom is a process which is evolving and developing until eschaton arrives (final judgement and the return of Christ) and the world achieves its perfection. The end is peace, but this may only come through present struggle: it is an ideal to aspire to. In an imperfect world coercive action may sometimes be necessary.

Martin Luther King (1929–1968)
King is one of the great advocates of those who understood the Christian vision as a political reality at the personal and social level. His pacifism did not mean (as it is sometimes criticised to mean) inaction, but rather direct non-violent action. His language is strongly eschatological and he knew that in the process of change there would be casualties. His own life and death act as an icon for the pacifist movement. Those who support this line of reasoning point to its moral consistency, its sense of moral virtue and the long-term stability achieved through evolutionary change rather than sudden revolution.

Quakers

The Religious Society of Friends (or Quakers) was founded in part on the principle that violence can only beget violence. The Quaker is encouraged to see the element or spark of God in each person and actively to overcome all that which causes conflict between people.

Contingent pacifism

The contingent pacifist does not share the optimism of the absolute pacifist. While society still contains evil people, then the use of force can sometimes be justifiable. There is no one kind of contingent pacifist. Some argue that war might be used to defend territory or rights, but the use of biological warfare is unacceptable because it cannot be controlled and might cause the death of innocent people. Others describe themselves as ‘nuclear pacifists’ for similar reasons. Moreover, nuclear war is always seen disproportionate to any end and could never result in peace in any meaningful way which would satisfy the Christian vision.

There are some contingent pacifists (war pacifists) who allow self-defence and yet reject the claim that war is merely an extension of this. War is too impersonal, too broad and uncertain and the individual has no sense of direct moral responsibility which usually accompanies self defence.
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The wickedness of pacifism

We have already seen that some forms of pacifism are accused of promoting evil. An important Roman Catholic argument was put forward by the philosopher Elizabeth Anscombe. Her argument depends on the principle that the innocent should always be protected. The only consideration, Anscombe argues, is whether attacking someone would be unjust. ‘Murder is the deliberate killing of the innocent whether for its own sake or as a means to some further end.’ If this is the case the absolute pacifist has failed to make a basic moral distinction between innocent and wicked people and their failure to stop the wicked ones means, in effect, that they are promoting wickedness.
Source: Wilcockson, Issues of Life and Death (Access to Philosophy), Hodder Murray 1999 (pages 102–105)









[2]
Owned by or under licence to Harcourt Education Limited 2008
© Pearson Education Ltd 2008
3

