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Endorsements

‘‘As long as religious differences and religious doctrines remain signifi-
cant sources of war and conflict, it will be vitally important for potential
adversaries to achieve a greater mutual comprehension of the beliefs
about the morality of war in their different religious traditions. But it is
perhaps even more important for people to understand clearly the moral
teachings about war in their own religion. This splendid new book pro-
vides a starting point for enhanced understanding in a series of concise,
accessible, and historically informed expositions and analyses of diverse
religious views of the morality of war. Among the book’s many virtues is
that it does not treat the dominant religions as monolithic but devotes a
chapter to each major branch, thereby revealing both harmonies and dif-
ferences not only between but within the different religions. There could
hardly be a more timely or important book.’’
Jeff McMahan, Professor of Philosophy, Rutgers University

‘‘All great religions hold life to be sacred; all profess peace; yet few are
absolutely pacifist. The exploration of circumstances in which the use of
force may be justified by religions offers rich potential to distil a universe
of original wisdom and interpretive essays to shed light on an eternal
question of philosophy, politics, law and morality. The chapters are full
of insights into the contemporary human condition and offer a more
nuanced and illuminating, not to say politically much needed, antidote
to simplistic and self-fulfilling commentary on the clash of civilizations.’’
Ramesh Thakur, Director, Balsillie School of International Affairs, Canada



‘‘This book is both timely and timeless: timely because of the surge of in-
terest in the subject of religious perspectives on war and timeless because
it covers millennia of human thought and principles that will remain with
humanity for all time to come. The volume is incredibly rich: rich in his-
torical description, rich in scriptural references and rich in illustrations of
diversity within each religion. This magnificent collection demonstrates
not only the wide divergences but also the many strong commonalities
among religious traditions. The conclusions in the book come naturally
from the depth of expert analysis, they reach beyond theology and make
a powerful commentary on humanity’s efforts to curtail and civilize the
initiation and conduct of brutal wars.’’
Walter Dorn, Professor, Royal Military College, Canada

‘‘This extraordinary edited volume should speak to those who are fed up
with the use of religion to fuel conflicts. The original contributions in this
volume represent the diversity of religious thinking about the variety of
justifications for going to war (jus ad bellum) and ethical debates regard-
ing methods of warfare (jus in bello). The discussion in this book is espe-
cially relevant and propitious at this moment in our history when the
global hegemon seems to be signalling a potential policy shift from a
‘clash of civilizations’ to a ‘dialogue among civilizations’ framework. The
content of this book is not just for theologians, historians and political
scientists. Ordinary citizens from every civilization should read this
book.’’
W. Andy Knight, Professor of International Relations, University of
Alberta, Canada
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Introduction

Vesselin Popovski

War is a rational choice, but there is always a desire from all sides to look
for a certain ideology behind the rationality of war – to couple the prag-
matism of decisions with various beliefs, principles or dogmas. With the
end of the East–West ideological confrontation, attempts have been
made to review the sources and nature of conflicts. Samuel Huntington
first proposed the idea of a ‘‘clash of civilizations’’,1 arguing that, with
the demise of Communism and the end of the Cold War, conflicts will
emerge along the dividing lines of national, ethnic or religious groups, in
effect bringing religion back as an ideological causa belli. Inter-religious
or ‘‘holy’’ wars existed for centuries before Huntington. Scholars debated
whether the Crusades were about religious supremacy, or whether the
‘‘holy’’ warriors used – or, rather, abused – the name of God for material
interests, such as grabbing foreign land.2 Some challenged Huntington
for simplifying the causes of conflicts, and argued that civilizational iden-
tities are not necessarily solid foundations, that there could be official and
unofficial, orthodox and unorthodox civilizations.3

Today, more people in more countries exercise individual freedom of
expression and decide independently whether to identify themselves
through ethnic or religious characteristics or to resist predetermined
affiliations.4 Yet many violent conflicts – Kashmir, Northern Ireland,
Bosnia, Kosovo, Chechnya, Darfur and Iraq – have been presented as
inter-religious conflicts, and have generated discussions about how reli-
gious traditions would justify wars between states, and rebellions within
states. Recent terrorist attacks, carried out all over the world – in
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Moscow, New York, Colombo, Bali, Madrid, Istanbul, London, Mumbai
and Algiers, among others – by organizations claiming religious motiva-
tions, have raised further questions about religious attitudes to violence.
To understand how religion and violence are connected, one must look at
the original religious texts and at the subsequent teachings and interpre-
tations within religious traditions. A fresh analysis of when and how
world religions justify the use of force is necessary in order to avoid over-
simplification in the explanation of recent conflicts, terrorism, asymmetric
warfare, genocide, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. The im-
portance of examining such issues arises from the fact that religions con-
tinue to be the foundations of human civilization – the central anchors of
human consciousness, motivation and behaviour.

This book results from a joint research project conducted by the United
Nations University (UNU) in Tokyo and the International Peace Re-
search Institute in Oslo (PRIO). It brings together theologians and his-
torians with in-depth knowledge of religious traditions, who were
approached and asked to research and write original chapters on how
the world religious traditions address specifically the issues of justification
of war ( jus ad bellum) and methods of warfare ( jus in belli). Many books
on religion and war have been written by Western authors. A distinct
feature of this book project is that it assembles scholars with deep roots
in each tradition. We consciously aimed to create more direct access to
the internal debates within the traditions and channel these debates
towards jus ad bellum and jus in bello considerations. Our book is dedi-
cated both to exploring the historical roots and interpretations of all the
major traditions and to linking them to the challenges of modern warfare.
An essential virtue of this book is that all the authors have profound ex-
pertise in their religions and they are both intellectually and emotionally
engaged in the debates.

The book reflects on many historical texts and demonstrates how the
world religions distinguish between offensive and defensive war, how
they address principles such as necessity, proportionality, right cause
and right purpose, and discrimination between combatants and non-com-
batants. The book avoids judgements; it does not apply labels such as
‘‘right’’ or ‘‘wrong’’, and it is not interested in generalizations about
whether the modern world can be characterized as a ‘‘clash’’ or as an ‘‘al-
liance’’ of civilizations. The authors focus on each religion separately and
avoid confrontational comparisons. Readers can obviously find similar-
ities and analogies that manifest certain harmonies between the religious
and ethical perspectives and also the distinctive features of particular re-
ligions, demonstrating their diversity. The book does not aim to classify
which religion is more permissive or more prohibitive towards the resort
to force, but rather aims to look at the variety of sources and interpreta-
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tions of just causes and permissible instruments of warfare. Another chal-
lenge is that the chapters explore hundreds, and even thousands, of years
of the evolution of each tradition, at various times subjected to splits and
unifications, progressions and regressions. Sunni and Shia Islam; Catho-
lic, Orthodox and Protestant Christianity; Theravada Buddhism; Japanese
religion; and Hinduism all have historical connections and disconnec-
tions, dialogues and antagonisms. The authors re-emphasize both the
pacifist and the belligerent messages of the religions, detailing various in-
terpretations and misinterpretations, uncertainties and deliberate abuses
of religious texts made for policy-driven purposes.

In addition to this comprehensive historical outlook, this book intends
to illustrate how religions respond to modern developments – the cre-
ation of international regimes and organizations (such as the United
Nations) – as well as to assess recent armed escalations (such as that in
Lebanon in August 2006). As the chapters unfold, the realities of origin
and interpretation, fairness and injustice, legitimacy and illegitimacy,
among others, surface and lend reason to rethink the intertwined nature
of religions and norms of war, to demonstrate and analyse how religious
teachings engage in norm-making. Looking at the norms of war from the
perspective of religious literature helps to understand modern threats
to peace and security and the responses to these threats, including – in
extremis – the use of military force. To summarize, the main objective
of this book is to present the evolution of the norms of war in the world
religions.

The order of the chapters is sequenced chronologically. The first reli-
gion to be featured is Hinduism, as its extant writings reach further back
in time than the other traditions. The book then reflects the fact that
Buddhism developed from Hinduism, and Christianity and Islam from
Abraham/Judaism. To maintain this chronological approach strictly, one
would have included Judaism second after Hinduism, but the order
chosen also attempts to group together the religions of the same broad
family: Hindu–Buddhist, Judaeo-Christian, and Islamic.

Kaushik Roy’s chapter analyses the role of Hinduism in shaping the
ethics and dynamics of organized violence in India and presents the
Hindu religion as a key factor in the evolution of Indian military strat-
egies. He examines the ambivalent relationship between religion and vio-
lence, arguing that, in comparison with the Western world’s attempts to
secularize warfare, religion is crucial in the understanding of the nature
of warfare in many parts of Asia, where violence remains the moral es-
sence of the warrior. His analysis challenges the view that Hinduism is a
genuinely pacifist religion, showing that the rejection of warfare is only a
marginal and comparatively recent trend, whereas the realist view of war
has been highly respected for centuries. Apart from Gandhi, none of the
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major Hindu theorists spoke about non-violent resistance. Roy demon-
strates that, in fact, in Hinduism the norms of war, not pacifism, have his-
torically introduced humane principles, reducing the lethality of war and
moderating the effect of warfare on non-combatants. The chapter is a
model demonstration of how historical analysis can help to understand
modern political options, and concludes that even today the Indian ruling
elite’s consciousness continues to be shaped by traditional philosophies.
It is the Hindu religious texts, rather than the teachings of Hindu priests,
that have influenced warfare.

Mahinda Deegalle’s chapter offers a valuable comparative study of
the teachings of Buddha, the Theravada traditions and those of their
Mahayana alternative. It addresses the contradiction of being Buddhist
and engaging in war, asking crucial questions such as: Can Buddhism jus-
tify a war? Can Buddhists join an army? If so, what happens to their
Buddhist identity? How can states with a majority Buddhist population
manage war situations? What is the role of Buddhism in such situations?
Deegalle reveals the various sources of Buddhist traditions, and naturally
focuses on identifying the conceptualization of war and the use of force in
the Theravada Buddhist tradition of Sri Lanka, a country still ravaged by
violence. The chapter offers additional value and relevance in under-
standing the contemporary conflict by asking whether violence is justified
to protect the state. Deegalle explores both historical and contemporary
interpretations and demonstrates how, both in theory and in practice,
war is largely incompatible with Buddhist teachings and the Buddhist
way of life, and how therefore the war in Sri Lanka is an enormous chal-
lenge to the way fundamental Buddhist teachings and practices have
been developed and communicated.

Robert Kisala’s chapter explores the influence of the Buddhist and
Shinto traditions on war and peace in the context of Japanese history.
Insofar as prior to the twentieth century Japan was involved in very few
international armed conflicts, the most important influence on the pre-
modern Japanese concept of peace was the experience of internal conflict
and internal social order. The situation changed at the end of the Toku-
gawa era, when universal conscription was introduced by the Meiji re-
gime and a national army created. Japan went to war with China in 1894
over spheres of influence, gained Taiwan as a colony, later fought Russia
and was granted privileges and control of Manchuria. With the annex-
ation of Korea in 1910 and by allying itself with European forces fighting
Germany in World War I, Japan was able to expand its territorial con-
trol. It was in this context that Western pacifist and ‘‘just war’’ ideas en-
tered the intellectual and public discourse in Japan, assisted largely by
the activities of several Christian missionaries. Kisala shows how the de-
feat in World War II, the postwar occupation and, especially, the destruc-
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tive use of atomic weapons have shaped Japanese attitudes towards ‘‘pac-
ifism’’, in particular the presumption against the use of force and the re-
nunciation of war in Article 9 of the Constitution. Along with pacifism,
Kisala identifies a second characteristic of the Japanese religious concept
of war and peace and calls it ‘‘civilizational morality’’ – a unique Japa-
nese concept with a dual emphasis on individual moral cultivation and,
at times, an oppositional schema derived from a sense of cultural superi-
ority. The idea of ‘‘civilization’’ emphasizes the active pursuit of individ-
ual moral edification, leading to a refined, civilized state of the being. It
can lead to a conceptual distinction between ‘‘civilized’’ and ‘‘uncivi-
lized’’ regions, which in turn can result in a cultural mission aimed at
spreading the benefits of ‘‘civilization’’ as they are enjoyed in one’s own
region. Kisala finds commonality between Japanese and Western usage
of the ‘‘civilizational’’ mission to justify, or at least inspire, military and
colonial conquest.

The book then turns to the three Abrahamic monotheistic traditions: a
chapter on Judaism by Jack Bemporad; three chapters on Christianity –
Gregory Reichberg’s on Catholicism, Yuri Stoyanov’s on the Orthodox
tradition and Valerie Morkevicius’ on Protestantism; and two chapters
on Shia and Sunni Islam, respectively by Davood Feirahi and Amira Son-
bol. Again, the order of these chapters follows the historical chronology,
starting with the oldest tradition and finishing with the youngest.

Jack Bemporad recognizes that the Jewish tradition does not operate
explicitly with the just war categories of jus ad bellum and jus in bello,
but shows how many discussions in biblical and rabbinical sources engage
in very similar considerations. One can categorize certain Jewish state-
ments as contributing to right reasons for going to war and the right con-
duct of war. What is significantly different between these principles in
Judaism and just war theory is the Jewish belief that war is not a natural
condition and that universal peace can be a reality. The biblical and rab-
binical sources are concerned with peace more than with war, even if the
Old Testament contains stories of brutal mass slaying. Bemporad, simi-
larly to the other authors, makes a brilliant cross-century historical voy-
age, arriving at the current state of affairs. He argues that Israel as a
Jewish state cannot forsake the task of explaining its existence and be-
haviour in terms of Jewish tradition and heritage, and thereby in univer-
sal ethical categories. If Israel were a secular nation-state, it would
respond in terms of realpolitik and ethics would apply secondarily, if at
all. The dilemma becomes complicated with the issue of asymmetric war
and with the post-Holocaust imperative of survival. Asymmetric warfare
evolved gradually and the rift between political and religious factors
deepened. The concepts of restraint and purity of arms, developed in
the 1930s by what later became the State of Israel, were constantly under
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review, and the protection of enemy non-combatants in modern warfare
has increasingly been called into question, owing to weapons of mass de-
struction, guerrilla warfare, terrorism and suicide bombing. Also impor-
tant in the historical heritage is that many Holocaust survivors witnessed
how millions of Jews, predominantly non-combatants, were marked for
total extermination. The inhuman Nazi ideology – which not many could
predict at the time – led to real and duly implemented genocidal policies,
which the League of Nations and governments could not stop. As a re-
sult, Israel still lives with a ‘‘siege mentality’’ and the great challenge, as
Bemporad ascertains, is how to preserve the original Jewish ethics when
it comes to modern methods of warfare.

Gregory Reichberg presents the ethics of war in Catholic Christianity,
where the substantive origins of the just war theory can be found. Reich-
berg describes four approaches – pacifism, just war, perpetual peace and
regular war – and comprehensively analyses the changing tendencies and
dynamics in different historical contexts over the centuries. He demon-
strates that these four approaches have not developed in isolation and
that various elements of them have frequently been integrated into the
outlook of the same Catholic thinkers. This interconnectedness accounts
for much of the complexity and richness of the just war theory within the
tradition, adding an important element of right authority into the right
causes and aims of war. Reichberg also shows how early Catholic convic-
tions – such as those of Ambrose and Augustine – that war could be
waged only for the maintenance of a just peace gradually developed into
a main normative concept against which any resort to war was to be mea-
sured. As a result, motives of personal gain, power, territorial aggran-
dizement and economic reasons were explicitly excluded from the list of
justifiable causes of war. Despite the richness of the early teachings, the
actual just war theory did not arise until many centuries later, when the
canon lawyers such as Gratian sought to organize early texts on war and
violence – passages from the Bible, statements by Augustine, enuncia-
tions of church councils, formulations from ancient Roman law – into an
articulated doctrine. Focusing on jus ad bellum, the chapter is compre-
hensive in both scope and time, exploring developments of the Catholic
tradition up to the present day, discussing the role of the just war in shap-
ing the prohibition on the use of force in the League of Nations and in
the UN Charter, and examining recent messages from the Vatican, citing
papal references to the humanitarian intervention in Kosovo.

Yuri Stoyanov’s chapter undertakes a huge, almost impossible, task –
to analyse attitudes of the Eastern Orthodox Church toward the use of
armed force and methods of warfare. Most texts have remained unpub-
lished or untranslated into English, but even those published have not re-
ceived anything like the same degree of scholarly attention as parallel
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developments in Catholicism and Protestantism. Accordingly, this is an
original and impressive chapter, assessing and bringing into the public
knowledge many texts that have been largely unknown until now. The
comprehensive historico-academic journey is structured, similarly to the
previous two chapters, through the trichotomy of pacifism, just war and
crusade as the main characteristics of Christian attitudes to warfare.
Stoyanov discovers that the formation of religious-national ideologies in
Orthodox Eastern Europe has led to the emergence of what can be de-
fined as elements of crusading along with the traditional presence of pa-
cifism and just war. The historically prevalent pacifist Eastern Orthodox
stance has recently been categorically reiterated by Ecumenical Patriarch
Bartholomew and a number of senior Orthodox ecclesiasts. Stoyanov
makes some other significant findings – for example, that the 2000 Jubilee
Council of Russian Bishops’ Statement of Faith advances a rare exposi-
tion of a systematic Orthodox just war tradition. Although the Statement
begins with an explicit emphasis on the Orthodox view of war as uncon-
ditionally evil, caused by hatred and human abuse of God-given freedom,
it also identifies the cases in which war may be necessary, such as self-
defence, defence of neighbours and ‘‘restoration of trampled justice’’. It
alludes to cases in which national saints and churchmen have blessed de-
fensive wars against invaders. To justify the resort to war in these instan-
ces, the Statement reproduces episodes of the church’s high respect for
the Christian virtues of soldiers who follow the precepts of a just war,
and rewards them by canonizing them as saints. It also uses scriptural
references to characterize the Orthodox teachings of jus in bello norms –
a topic that was largely ignored in earlier Eastern Orthodox texts and
speculations on justifiable warfare. Stoyanov also provides an in-depth
exposition of the Orthodox concepts of peace, with the Russian Church’s
commitment to peace-making and its dedication to opposing propaganda
of war and violence. He shows that the military conflicts in the former
Yugoslavia, the former Soviet Union and the Middle East have com-
pelled Orthodox clerical circles as well as theologians and historians to
address the moral problems related to the justification of modern warfare
more systematically. In a public statement from 1991 in relation to the
first Gulf War, the Holy Synod of Bishops of the Orthodox Church in
America declared that just war theory does not reflect the Orthodox
theological tradition, which maintains that war can never be theologically
justified. Accordingly, questions have been asked whether Western
Christian-style just war systems can really be appropriate for the Ortho-
dox Church. Stoyanov concludes that modern Orthodox thought can
certainly draw on a rich heritage of theological and ethical views to stim-
ulate such reconceptions.

Valerie Morkevicius’ chapter follows naturally by describing how the
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Protestant Christian tradition has contributed to the development of the
norms of war. Morkevicius analyses five broad groups of historical origin:
Lutheran, Calvinist, Anglican, Evangelical and Anabaptist. The first three
and their successor churches, she affirms, uphold a traditional view of just
war theory inherited from their Catholic predecessors. Morkevicius
argues that these Protestant groups elevated the just war theory to an
even higher position than under the Catholic tradition. It is important to
note that within each of these divisions there are numerous independent
groups, which in terms of practice may differ greatly and may not even
recognize each other as members of the same family. Denominations
associated with the first three traditions – Lutherans, Calvinists and
Anglicans, as well as their daughter churches – have often been the
main state churches or the most dominant forces within their societies.
Evangelicals – a very loose grouping of denominations and sects – also
often locate their historical roots in one or more of these three traditions.
For this reason, their beliefs about war are as highly varied as their
origins. The Anabaptists, with a few exceptions, primarily consist of de-
nominations known as ‘‘peace churches’’, which uphold a pacifist doc-
trine. Morkevicius examines the evolution of three dominant approaches
within Protestantism: pacifism, realism (or crusading) and just war. Of
these three, she maintains that the just war approach has received the
most attention. One explanation could be that the denominations that
follow the just war approach have been more dominant in political, social
and demographic terms, and more connected to the power of kings, em-
perors and colonizers.

Last, but not least, the two chapters on Islam by Davood Feirahi and
Amira Sonbol present the views of Shia and Sunni Islam as a culmination
of the monotheist Abrahamic traditions. Over many centuries, Islamic
communities have developed norms and traditions pertaining to war and
peace that can generally be referred to as Islamic ethics of war. The
Qur’an and Hadith literature, the jurisprudence, politics and decisions
necessitated by historical events, and the theological interpretations of
war made by religious and political leaders have all contributed to Is-
lamic war ethics.

Davood Feirahi offers a detailed assessment of the concept of jihad in
the traditional Shiite jurisprudence, in which ‘‘offensive’’ war may be
waged only at the command of an infallible (twelfth) Imam. The view
that jihad cannot be conducted in the absence of instruction by an infal-
lible Imam is in effect a prohibition on, or at least a suspension of, offen-
sive warfare. In contrast, ‘‘defensive’’ jihad is permitted: if Muslims are
attacked by an enemy or if the religion and lives of Muslims are in dan-
ger, the defensive war is a religious duty even under an unjust ruler. Feir-
ahi outlines the various levels of self-defence in Shiite Islam, starting with
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non-violent opposition; then requesting help from others; and, if these
are unsuccessful, the use of coercive sanctions, from simple, to more so-
phisticated, to confronting the enemy. These strategies aim to stop the
aggression but, if the aggressor does not withdraw, then he, free or slave,
Muslim or unbeliever, deserves death. The defenders shall be considered
martyrs if they are killed in the process. These norms are valid only if the
aggressor does not flee or cease fighting. If the aggressor stops and with-
draws, any further harm should be avoided or compensated. This is in ef-
fect the genesis of the norm of protection of surrendered soldiers and
prisoners of war. Feirahi also presents other norms of jus in bello: the
prohibition on ‘‘cursing an enemy’’, and on the use of terror or deceit in
warfare. Traditional Islam can be seen as the developer of the modern
prohibition on weapons of mass destruction – it introduced the prohibi-
tion on poisoning water or the air. Even during defensive war, any use
of weapons other than those absolutely vital is not permitted; if heavy
weapons are used when there is no need, Islam demands punishment of
the user.

Amira Sonbol undertakes a comprehensive overview of Islamic teach-
ings on war with a special focus on the Sunni tradition. She argues that,
notwithstanding the widespread belief among Muslims that key Sharia
norms of war derive directly from the teaching of Prophet Muhammad,
Islamic ethics have evolved significantly over 14 centuries of history since
then. Even today, Islam continues to evolve in different directions. Son-
bol makes the challenging argument that various groups, including the
most radical, find fertile ground for their advancement by following the
Islamic belief in an unchanging and absolutist framework for righteous
war. She explains how deconstructing the discursive history of the ethics
of just war in Islam is one way of illustrating the contradictions between
what Islam is purported to say and how various political groups interpret
Islam and act accordingly. Islam incorporates basic principles common
among major religions, such as the protection of civilian life, respect for
human dignity and opposition to aggression, from earlier traditions. Pro-
tecting human life is the first command of the Qur’an and the first lesson
taught to Muslims; life is a valuable gift from God. A close second is pro-
tecting the vulnerable and the helpless; the Qur’an and Hadith demand
that warriors feed orphans, take care of wayfarers, and protect them in
every possible way. Sunni Islam also demands special care for the elderly,
women, children and the disabled – in effect, all vulnerable people who
may suffer during war. Among the latter group would also be non-
Muslims who do not participate in war. The wounded among enemy war-
riors also fall within the category of the helpless; extending medical ser-
vice to them, even if they previously participated in battle, is an essential
part of Islamic war ethics and fits with its ultimate purpose of protecting
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life. Sunni Islam also advocates the fair treatment of prisoners who are
unarmed and therefore rendered helpless. All these Islamic protections
represent the source and the model for the later codification and devel-
opment of international humanitarian law in the Hague and Geneva
Conventions. In the same vein, the poisoning of water-wells is strongly
forbidden in Sunni Islam, as is the poisoning of food supplies and the de-
struction of homes, animals or agriculture as methods of war. Also for-
bidden are outright massacres and punitive punishment meted out to the
kin and tribes of enemies. Even a punitive war, or a war to take back
what has been usurped, must be limited as precisely as possible and di-
rected at the enemy who waged war against a peaceful community. Son-
bol’s assessment helps to orient and explain many contemporary issues,
including the fact that Islam has nothing to do with al-Qaeda’s pretences.

The book essentially documents how the world religions have devel-
oped various norms of war, but all the chapters, in addition to addressing
this main task, maintain their own choice of historical texts, issues and
specific focuses and can be read as independent individual assessments.
Religions have often been ignored or reduced to stereotypes by social
scientists and military strategists, who prefer to look at war as a rational,
pragmatic exercise. This book comes as a necessary correction. It shows
the richness of the cultural and religious parameters of war and argues
that both the mind and the heart, both reason and emotion, are instru-
mental elements of when and how to fight.

Notes

1. Samuel P. Huntingdon, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order.
New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996.

2. Christopher Tyerman, God’s War: A New History of the Crusades. London: Allen Lane,
2006.

3. For example, Edward W. Said, ‘‘The Myth of the Clash of Civilizations’’, lecture deliv-
ered at the University of Massachusetts, 1998. Said advocated an alliance of civilizations
and a coexistence of differences.

4. See Amartya Sen, Identity and Violence: The Illusion of Destiny, Issues of Our Time.
New York: W.W. Norton, 2006.

10 VESSELIN POPOVSKI



1

Religion and war

Vesselin Popovski

‘‘All armed prophets have been victorious. All unarmed prophets have been
destroyed.’’

Machiavelli, The Prince1

Religion and war have always coexisted: loved or hated, studied or
ignored – they are part of human life, part of human history, part of the
past, the present and the future. The people of religion and the people of
war are two clearly identifiable, uniform-wearing groups, characterized
by high respect for hierarchy and discipline, adherence to rules and tradi-
tions, and compliance with the orders of superiors. Where necessary they
can stoically endure hardships and sacrifice individual interests, material
gains and even their own lives for higher purposes.

Religious attitudes to war

George Bernard Shaw once wrote that ‘‘there is only one religion though
there are a hundred versions of it’’.2 Indeed, different religions are based
on similar beliefs: that there are issues beyond rational scientific explana-
tion; that the material world is secondary to an idea, a design, made and
driven by an omnipotent overarching Judge/Creator. Religions promote
similar values, such as respect for human beings, ethical behaviour, mod-
esty, hope, love and assisting people in need. They would normally reject
and condemn acts of killing, raping, injuring or offending in another way

World religions and norms of war, Popovski, Reichberg and Turner (eds),

United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1163-6
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any innocent people. Accordingly, when states mobilize soldiers and de-
clare wars, religious leaders are expected to advocate caution, tolerance
and self-restraint.3 In public opinion, wars are associated with extreme
acts of violence, crimes against humanity and large-scale destruction of
human life, and they cannot but seem repugnant to religions. Human
death naturally challenges a key religious proposition – that life is given
by God and only God can eliminate life. Issues such as the origin of the
Earth and Man, the eternity of the human soul and life after death have
deep roots in most religious traditions and influence considerations of all
aspects of life, including the justification of the causes of war and the
methods of warfare. Religions are normally precautionary; they would
oppose military means, hatred or violence leading to large loss of human
life. For churchmen who impart belief in God as the perfection of toler-
ance and goodwill, human life is sacred and should be always protected.

However, there are circumstances in which religions would find the use
of armed force acceptable. The most obvious example would be self-
defence – either individual defence of self and family, or the defence of
the religion and its believers. With a few exceptions – such as Jainism or
Baha’i teachings, known for their extreme pacifism – all traditions admit
that war can be, in fact should be, a necessary and proportionate tool to
stop an aggressor. Religious teachings, while generally condemning wars,
find clear justifications for war when all other measures fail. Religions
accept that war can be the lesser evil – the last resort to defeat a tyrant
and restore peace and harmony.

The relationship between religion and war is therefore very complex. It
is interesting to note that the only way to avoid military service in many
countries that require compulsory military service is to gain the status of
‘‘conscientious objector’’, invoking religious convictions. Thus, religion
can help people avoid unwanted military service. However, religion can
also help recruit soldiers, which I will illustrate later in the chapter.

The complexity of the connection between religion and war arises from
the ambiguity of religious attitudes towards war in the original scriptures.
Religious statements commanding tolerance and love are interspersed
with statements, sometimes on the same page, commanding the merciless
destruction of the enemies of the faith. Tolerance and intolerance coexist
in many religious texts. One can identify a few paragraphs from the Old
or the New Testament, from the Qur’an or Hadith, and present the three
Abrahamic traditions – Judaism, Christianity and Islam – as equally paci-
fist. But one can also select a few other paragraphs from the same origi-
nal sources and present the same religions as ferociously belligerent.
Moreover, there are thousands of interpretations of the original religious
texts by apostles, teachers, preachers, historians, theologians, scholars
and modern analysts that make both arguments – some saying that the
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religions are peaceful and others saying that the religions are intolerant.
No classification of a particular religious teaching as advocating either
‘‘peace’’ or ‘‘war’’ could ever be possible without challenge.

Many religious leaders have been well-known advocates of peaceful
protest and the rejection of war – Mahatma Gandhi, the Dalai Lama,
Desmond Tutu, Ayatollah Sistani, Pope John Paul II, to name just a
few. Martin Luther King, the leader of the campaign in the United States
for civil rights and against racial discrimination, often linked his faith with
the proclamation of non-violent resistance. Similarly, however, one can
find reference to religion in statements by leaders who advocate or at-
tempt to gather popular support for war – President George W. Bush in-
vading Iraq in 2003 used to refer to the war as ‘‘crusading for freedom’’.

Because one cannot classify religions as either pacifist or bellicose, the
focus should be on the context or the environment in which religions ad-
vocate peace; or, conversely, the context or the environment in which re-
ligions advocate war. One can analyse and compare these circumstantial
differences and attempt to monitor the emergence of certain shared
norms of war evolving from religious traditions. The main questions are
when, and for what purpose, do religions justify the use of armed force,
which is otherwise condemned generally as causing human death? What
are the limits of the use of force? How did religions shape the develop-
ment of the norms of war?

Religious traditions have been historically involved in and accused of
intolerance or crusading, and the religions frequently defended them-
selves against such accusations by counterattacking other traditions for
provoking wars. Accordingly, religious traditions over many centuries
have experienced tensions, attempts for dominance, hostilities, assassina-
tions and wars. The history of humankind is full of so-called ‘‘holy wars’’.
In modern times, sectarian violence continues to erupt in many places
around the world: it has shaped the armed conflicts between and within
India and Pakistan, between Israel and Palestine, in Northern Ireland,
Chechnya, the former Yugoslavia, Sri Lanka and Iraq, and elsewhere.
Victims of inter-religious violence continue to die as we write this book.
I will address later in the chapter the interesting debate about whether
religions directly provoke wars, or whether religions only facilitate the
wars that arise for other reasons.

Religion does matter a lot for many people. This is a reality not only in
the Vatican or in Iran but in most secular countries. Religion is a power-
ful force and as such it has shaped the contours of all essential historical
perceptions of war and peace. Samuel Huntington in Clash of Civiliza-
tions appeals for a greater focus on religions when examining the nature
of the modern conflict.4 One may agree or disagree with the conclusions
of his book, but one lesson beyond dispute is that it is necessary to study
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and understand religious perspectives on conflicts and wars. Stephen
Neff, in his book War and the Law of Nations, analyses the historical evo-
lution of the theories of just wars and the development of the norms of
the law of armed conflict.5 Although a detailed examination of the reli-
gious perspectives was not a primary task of his book, one can easily ver-
ify how significantly religions influenced the setting and codification of
the norms of war and of actual conduct during armed conflict. Religious
teachings do matter before a war – jus ad bellum – to determine the right
cause and purpose of military action; they matter during the war – jus in
belli – to determine the right conduct in the treatment of civilians and
captured soldiers, and the right weapons and tactics of warfare. Religion
matters after conflict – jus post bellum – to determine the conditions of
the just peace and to bring reconciliation and justice to the victims.

Religion does matter. However, it has also been underestimated. Jona-
than Fox and Shmuel Sandler, in their book Bringing Religion into In-
ternational Relations, identify an important gap: the ‘‘discipline of
international relations was not ready for inclusion of the religious vari-
able into the contending paradigms in the discipline’’.6 They devote the
book to the attempt to fill this gap, looking at how religions create politi-
cal legitimacy and shape domestic and international policies, including
when these result in armed conflicts. The authors demonstrate how reli-
gions have a significant say in the prerequisites of international relations,
including when and how political violence is embraced and utilized. This
is the case both in relation to the motivation and purposes of a particular
territorial or ethnic conflict, and regarding the employment of specific
tactics. It is important to recognize both that the emergence of the laws
of war is founded upon religious theology and that such normative dyna-
mism continues to evolve.

Religious traditions, apart from their similarities, described earlier,
also have differences. They are based on different sources, memories, in-
spirations, priorities, symbols and messages. Prominent religious leaders
have driven the evolution of the traditions over time through many
phases and historical events (the rise and fall of empires, territorial con-
quests and wars for dominance). The contours of the norms of war
stretch back 3,000 years and they originate from diverse religious tradi-
tions, as the particular chapters of this book will demonstrate. The norms
of war have also evolved from humanitarian impulses, military doctrines
and philosophers’ ideas. Aristotle was among the first to write about
‘‘just war’’ when he explored acceptable forms of warfare.7 For Aristotle,
war is not an end in itself; it should have other ends that need to be justi-
fied – for example, to prevent a city’s enslavement (an early notion of
self-defence); to strengthen an empire to benefit all its inhabitants. Aris-
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totle’s famous expression ‘‘war must be for the sake of peace’’8 epito-
mizes the notion of the necessity of just war.

In modern times we can find similar parallels. Lev Tolstoy, a famous
Russian writer and pacifist, presented the same dilemma in his classic
opus War and Peace. Churchill often expressed the necessity of a ‘‘war
to end all wars’’. From Aristotle to the present day, we see that war is
often a political exercise, detached from religion – there is no necessary
demand for religious approval or rejection of war. For many, the war is
always a civic act, governed by states’ necessities and rules. Athenians
and Spartans may have believed in the same gods yet, despite their
shared religious beliefs, they fought wars against one another. The reli-
gious beliefs of Nazi leaders were not determinant factors in the Reich’s
decisions to invade other countries or to exterminate the Jews. Nazism
was a strong and comprehensive ideology and it did not need the support
of a religion. There is little proof that the Holocaust resulted from the
belief that Jesus Christ was sentenced to be crucified by a crowd of Jews
2,000 years ago. Even if some Christian preachers may have invoked
anti-Semitic stories when blessing the extradition of Jews to Nazi Ger-
many, such instances were too occasional and non-conclusive.

The first attempts to shape and systematically determine just war with-
in religious traditions were undertaken by writers from the Catholic tra-
dition, including Augustine, Aquinas and Vitoria. It is challenging to
compare the ethics and norms of war in both pre-Christian and post-
Christian traditions, to observe how they approach the justification of
war and methods of warfare along similar or different lines of delibera-
tion. Such a long historical voyage may lead to yet another challenge –
are the norms of war cross-cultural and universal; are they faith neutral
and secular? To turn the question around: is militancy inherent in reli-
gion, or has it been constructed as inherent? A third challenge would be
to move beyond the strict military element of the use of force and address
non-military forms of hostility – sanctions, non-recognition, blame, pro-
hibitions, blasphemy, cartoons, and so on.

The relationship between religion and war is complex indeed. It is
therefore important to develop research and knowledge and to under-
stand how religious teachings approach and influence decisions concern-
ing when and how to engage in armed conflict. It is also essential to
investigate how the religious texts define and develop specific norms of
war; to examine in what circumstances the major world religions would
justify a resort to military force and, by the same token, what they would
consider to be acceptable targets and weapons in war. Do the religious
perspectives on jus ad bellum – right and wrong reasons for war – differ
or agree? What do these traditions say, and teach, regarding jus in bello
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– right and wrong methods of warfare? To what extent has faith devel-
oped norms of war and various elements of the use of force?

Religion and causes of war

The question is whether religious differences are the primary causes of
violence, or whether these differences are exploited as a tool to recruit
soldiers and supporters for wars that arise for other reasons and for other
purposes, such as greed for power, appetite for land, water or other re-
sources, desire for global strategic dominance, or to achieve domestic po-
litical gains. It is often recorded that suicide bombers blow themselves up
and kill innocent people because they believe in post mortem rewards,
such as saving them and their families from hell. Somebody manipulated
the suicide bombers to believe in paradise after life; to believe that their
suicidal actions serve some purpose of liberation or destruction of ‘‘ene-
mies’’; to believe that what they do is commanded by God. Suicide bomb-
ers with manipulated beliefs are instruments for war – they listen to
preachers of hatred but do not attempt to find explicit verification in reli-
gious texts as to whether God commanded suicide with the parallel elim-
ination of maximum innocent life.

I would argue that religious differences a priori do not cause violence
as such. However, religious people are easier to manipulate and turn into
fighters precisely because they more readily believe in the promises of
the manipulators, who, ironically, would not themselves become martyrs
in order to earn the rewards of paradise promised after their deaths. Re-
ligion per se does not cause violence, but it is a useful tool for recruiting
people to commit violence, because believers can be incited to die for an
idea. Certainly, not all soldiers have been manipulated by religions; many
were sent to die by other ideologies – nationalism, communism, fascism.
The wars had material, pragmatic causes, but ideologies (religions in-
cluded) were used to facilitate the recruitment of soldiers. Sympathy and
commemoration have always accompanied those who patriotically sacri-
fice their life for their country; war memorials are built as a tool to recruit
more heroes for subsequent wars.

Religion is rarely the main cause of war. After reviewing hundreds of
internal armed conflicts over the past 40 years, Paul Collier and Anke
Hoeffler wrote Greed and Grievance in Civil War, arguing that ‘‘greed’’
outweighs ‘‘grievance’’ as a main cause of armed conflict.9 The research
is methodologically interesting, in that it does not approach the warlords
for opinions. As the authors argue, the parties in conflict would obviously
never declare that they are fighting for ‘‘greed’’; rather, they will always
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try to find causes for ‘‘grievances’’. Collier and Hoeffler contend that eco-
nomic motives and causality, rather than ethnic or religious injustices,
comprise the origins of civil wars, at least during the period they looked
at. The thesis is not beyond controversy: some left-wing observers
criticized it as an attempt to undercut liberation struggles. I would sup-
port the view that, even if a conflict is based on grievances, these rarely
originate in religious differences. Popular protests against dictators arise
from social exclusion, misery, poverty and exploitation – i.e. mostly non-
faith-based causes. The overthrowing of dictatorial regimes has little cul-
tural or religious context; in fact, rebels may not be culturally different
from dictators.

Alan Krueger, in his study of the causes of terrorism, What Makes a
Terrorist, wrote: ‘‘We investigated whether being home to a population
with a high percentage of Muslims or a high percentage of Christians,
for instance, has an effect on the likelihood of a country also being
home to perpetrators of terrorism. Our results showed no significant dif-
ferences across major religions . . . No religion has a monopoly on terror-
ism.’’10 These studies by Collier and Hoeffler and by Krueger challenged
a series of previous writings that considered religions to be major sources
of discrimination and conflict.11

The complex correlation between religion and violence is addressed by
R. Scott Appleby in The Ambivalence of the Sacred: Religion, Violence,
and Reconciliation.12 The book questions to what extent war is a sacred
duty or a sacred privilege, and explores under what conditions certain re-
ligions justify violence. Appleby emphasizes religions’ inherent internal
pluralism and affirms that people normally have ambivalent approaches
to the sacred. He examines both religious violence and religious peace-
building, and shows that they flow from similar dynamics. Ambivalence
is foundational for all religions. Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism,
Judaism and Sikhism have existed for long enough to produce various
schools, orders and even different sets of daily practices, and, conse-
quently, have perpetually contested their own original traditions. Reli-
gions maintain a recognized core identity, but their inherent pluralism
also allows each tradition to be flexible and adaptable. Religions have
core statements (commandments) regarding what is good or bad, what is
authentic or not, what is permitted or prohibited, and what is sacred or
profane. When they encounter differences, religions do not necessarily
resist – they may adapt, interpret, rediscover or even re-identify them-
selves. There is a constant process of development in religions, which re-
mains under-researched by those who simplify the causes of religious
conflicts.13 Even when it comes to antagonisms, the question is how
many of these are religious. Do intolerance and violence result from an
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implicit denominational self-understanding? Or are they subordinate to a
different ideology or identity, such as that of the nation-state or ethnic
group?

Another book that follows the debate on whether religion, or its mis-
use, lies at the origin of conflicts is Religion, Conflict and Reconciliation:
Multifaith Ideals and Realities.14 The authors – Jerald Gort, Henry
Jansen and Hendrik Vroom – criticize as one-sided both the view that
religious exclusivity is a cause of conflict and the view that misuse of
religion is a cause of conflict. The book concludes that it is ‘‘debatable
whether the claim for uniqueness necessarily ends up in conflict, but as
one of the main arguments of the critiques of religion, it should be taken
seriously’’.15

To make people believe in any exclusivity – be it religious, ideological,
ethnic or any other – may very well be the first step in the spread of in-
tolerance, despite the fact that the bloodiest wars and genocides of the
twentieth century in fact had little to do with religious beliefs. Examples
may readily be found where nationalist and ethnic leaders actively ‘‘re-
cruit’’ religion to legitimize their violent struggle for political and other
purposes. Promoting martyrdom, sacrifice or compassion for fellow coun-
trymen, co-religionists and families would certainly help to mobilize sol-
diers and present them with causa belli. One has to recognize that it is not
easy to appeal for murderous violence as a human duty, and this explains
why one of the ways to achieve such manipulation is to use – or, rather,
to abuse – deep religious beliefs. It certainly helps when the militant ap-
peal for the mass extermination of people is steered into the abstract
world of the ‘‘sacred’’, where no necessity of proof exists. Promises of
heaven, glory and post mortem gratification for the soldiers and their
families, on the one hand, and cruel stigmatization of the infidel enemies,
on the other, are the tools of such manipulation.

In summary, religions do not produce conflict directly, but they can
easily be employed to prolong and deepen hostile attitudes. Implanted
and sustained religious differences may protract conflicts. The Middle
East conflict has always been over land and power, but both sides are
constantly made to believe that ‘‘their God granted them the Holy
Land’’, in what has become a very useful propaganda strategy to mobilize
more fighters. Radical preachers can incite hatred and contribute to vio-
lence, as did some Catholic priests in Argentina during the Dirty War,
some jihad-promoting imams and some Buddhist monks in Sri Lanka.
Religious interventions may exacerbate and prolong conflict.

Religion may become the cause of extremism and violence if it ac-
quires political power and serves political interests. The Muslim expan-
sion after the death of the Prophet Muhammad could be attributed to a
religious call for jihad, but de facto it was a politically uniting enterprise
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between otherwise warring Arab tribes, making them a successful fight-
ing force. Religion was not even the vital driving force for the Crusades.
It is the state that has the monopoly over the use of force and, accord-
ingly, a religious state would be no less tempted to use force than a secu-
lar state.

Religious fundamentalists believe that the solutions to most societal
problems lie exclusively in faith. This belief generates a platform to rede-
fine and recreate religious states as opposed to secular states. A funda-
mentalist movement may win elections or forcibly remove a democratic
secular government, and in any event it may sustain momentum over a
long period of time. Fundamentalists may not only come to political
power in one country; they can also act transnationally. Radical religious
movements – similarly to nationalistic ideological movements – promote
one vision, one version of the tradition, and declare this version to be the
only answer to all societal shortcomings. A faith that embraces state
power can impose its rule and use force to defend, promote and expand
this rule. Wars are fought by states or political entities, and these can be
religious states or religious entities. But religion as such is not a cause of
wars.

Norms of war

The norms and ethics of war can be differentiated and grouped from three
broad viewpoints. First, there is an argument that war is intrinsically
wrong – that it can produce only death, destruction and suffering. ‘‘Paci-
fists’’ oppose any violence and all wars. Jainism as a religious tradition is
an extreme pacifist example; even the murder of insects would be seen as
wrong by Jainists. Apart from extreme pacifists, there are also moderate
pacifists, who advocate non-military resistance to evil. They argue that, if
aggressors are repeatedly presented with morally superior positive dem-
onstrations and with mass non-violent protests, they will gradually ac-
knowledge their wrongdoing. There have been some successes. The
struggle for India’s independence from British rule, led by Mahatma
Gandhi, is one such example. Ibrahim Rugova, the popular leader of the
Kosovo Albanians, attempted a similar non-violent approach. It did not
deliver results and was brutally suppressed by the former Serbian Presi-
dent Milosevic. However, it gradually attracted the sympathy of the in-
ternational community, which in 1998 adopted sanctions and in 1999
used military force to coerce Milosevic into withdrawing from Kosovo.
But there is no guarantee of a happy ending. The non-violent protests
by Buddhist monks in Myanmar have not yet achieved much of a change
in a country where a brutal military junta has denied democracy and
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human rights for decades. These examples of non-violent resistance are
in the context of people’s struggles against tyrannical regimes. Some paci-
fists go further and argue that state-against-state aggressions could also
have been prevented by massive popular resistance in both the aggres-
sors’ and the victims’ countries.

A second school is the realists. Though acknowledging human suffering
and war-related tragedies, they present war as a normal state of affairs,
or even as a necessary element of international society.16 In a famous
expression, General von Clausewitz wrote that war is ‘‘a continuation of
politics by other means’’.17 The realists argue that states will never fully
trust each other. They will endlessly maximize their military power to be
always ready to engage in military combat to defend territorial bounda-
ries and sustain national interests.

Interestingly, both pacifists and realists voice the same scepticism
about the norms of war, expressed in the Latin maxim inter arma silent
leges – in war the laws are silent. They agree that norms can do little to
regulate war. Once armies engage in violence, both schools argue, no
laws can exercise control. It is true that a substantive body of interna-
tional humanitarian law has been developed and codified over the past
century. Yet one is forced to recognize that this branch of international
law has most often been ignored and deliberately violated. If interna-
tional law is seen as the most fragile form of law, international humani-
tarian law can be seen as the most fragile form of international law.

A third concept – just war theory – challenges both the pacifist and the
realist paradigms. It argues that war is neither wholly unacceptable nor
always acceptable. There are just and unjust wars;18 there is a middle
ground between pacifism (war as always evil) and realism (war as a nor-
mal condition). Just war theory might have been born from the process of
merging political and religious power, when the roots of pacifism in reli-
gion and the roots of realism in political science were intertwining in
search of circumstances that can justify war. The pacifists condemned
war whereas the generals accepted it, but above them the holders of
political and religious power needed to justify aggressive wars, to find a
moral imperative for the necessity of fighting and dying in wars. The
power of the kings merged with the power of the church and religious
teachings became instrumental in the justification of war: kings needed
religion to solidify their power and inspire their soldiers. The political
and religious leaderships united to find the line between ‘‘just’’ and ‘‘un-
just’’ wars.

The just war theory distinguishes between just reasons for resort to
armed force ( jus ad bellum) and just methods ( jus in bello) to be used
on the battlefield. It seeks to answer two separate questions: When is it
right to fight; and how is it right to fight?19 Scholars of this orientation
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have developed criteria for when war may rightly be waged – for what
purposes, by what authority and in what circumstances (such as a last re-
sort). The just war theorists, in contrast to both the pacifists and the real-
ists, reaffirm that in war it is possible to observe rules, such as the
evacuation and protection of civilians, the reduction of non-combatant
casualties, respect for wounded and surrendered soldiers, free passage
for medical teams, care for agricultural land, animals, fruit-giving trees,
and so on. Massacres of innocent populations or the poisoning of water
sources are condemned, despite the fact that they may reduce the ene-
my’s resistance, demoralize the enemy and serve a military purpose. The
two parties at war can agree not to use weapons that may produce long-
term damage to the land and the people. They can agree to exchange
prisoners of war once the hostilities end. In short, the just war theory af-
firms that war can be subject to commonly accepted rules – like a chess
game in which the two sides accept the rules of the game in advance.

Interestingly, the normative approach to war has not developed simply
as an abstract appeal for ethical behaviour, as a result of sacred humanis-
tic concern, or as a manifestation of the inviolability of the right of life. It
has roots in the discipline of military strategy as well.20 For example, the
evacuation of civilians from a war zone may have become a rule not only
owing to concerns about human innocence, but also because the military
commanders on both sides prefer to facilitate the movement of their sol-
diers in the battlefield. Sparing the lives of enemy prisoners of war may
have developed into a rule not only as a humane compulsion, but also
with the expectation of exchanging the prisoners after the war and using
them as already trained and experienced soldiers in the next war. It is
well documented that disrespect for the norms of war – or international
humanitarian law, once these norms were codified – tends to diminish
public support for wars.

The establishment of the norms of war has been a historically long pro-
cess, torn between advancements and challenges, full of steps forward
and back. War has always been a very necessary instrument: firstly, to
survive in a territorially limited space in the ancient world; secondly, to
grab the land of disorderly neighbouring tribes and establish large and
stable empires; thirdly, to enlarge a state’s territory or acquire colonies
when capitalism spurred the greed for profit but faced limited ownership
of sufficient natural and human resources; and, finally, when the latecom-
ers to the industrial revolution wanted to redistribute the already colon-
ized and heavily exploited Asia and Africa. During all these stages, states
always defined their interests in the best possible terms in order to justify
war. They were thinking only about their own narrow selfish interests
when presenting a ‘‘defensive’’ war argument but pursuing de facto ag-
gressive goals. Religion was useful in this process, with its power to unite
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large numbers of people, to manoeuvre the masses behind ideas and
goals (what comes from God does not need persuasion) and, most impor-
tantly, to mobilize soldiers. Religious texts are ambiguous enough to be
manipulated – some could be interpreted as permitting the use of force,
others (even within the same tradition) as prohibiting it. The first were
needed to energize soldiers for fighting wars, the second to make people
passive and obey the rulers. This is how religion was made to serve war.
Kings and emperors appealed to preachers – the power of beliefs had to
join the power of arms in a useful, even if later deadly, synergy.

Literature on religion and war

Many publications have addressed the connection between religion and
war, covering various legal and political conceptions and addressing con-
trasts and similarities between the normative and the empirical aspects of
war. Aggression, self-defence, reprisals, symmetric and asymmetric wars,
and, more recently, humanitarian intervention and the ‘‘war on terror’’
are just a short list of the many issues covered by this literature. Various
scholars have approached the religious perspectives on war from differ-
ent angles, with different frames of reference, contributing to the under-
standing of the dimensions of the justification of the use of force.
Although there is less variation in the conclusions arrived at, the differing
approaches and contrasting analyses undertaken by the scholars broaden
the horizons towards understanding the connections and disconnections
between religion and war – a complex, challenging and dynamically
evolving theme.

Stephen Neff’s historically comprehensive and previously mentioned
book War and the Law of Nations begins its analyses in ancient times
and follows the evolution of the just war concept over the centuries, up
to the present day.21 The originality of the book is in the study of the
use of force from the perspective of both international law and the reli-
gious teachings of the time. Focusing on legal conceptions, Neff explores
the interplay between legal ideas on war and state practice in warfare. He
demonstrates how international law provides the set of rules by which
contests are conducted between nations. War is one of the institutions of
international law; thus the winning side imposes peace terms on the los-
ing side and alters the strategic balance. Neff explores the evolution of
both aggressive and defensive doctrines and practices. From the just war
doctrine of the Middle Ages, to war as an instrument of statecraft, to the
evolution of war as a legal institution of the nineteenth century, and
finally to war becoming a tool of self-defence and of collective humani-
tarian intervention, Neff offers an intellectual voyage of historical explo-

22 VESSELIN POPOVSKI



ration of the legal and ethical underpinnings of the use of force. He pro-
vides an unparalleled investigation of the entire history of international
law as viewed through different ethics of war.

Paul Robinson’s marvellous collection of essays Just War in Compara-
tive Perspective is more focused on the assessment of the links between
war and religion.22 This compilation of texts from distinguished religious
experts highlights the dependence of military ethics on national, cultural
and religious conditions. The texts explore the underlying themes advo-
cating the use of force and conclude that the fundamental notions of
‘‘last resort’’, ‘‘right purpose’’, ‘‘necessity’’, ‘‘proportionality’’ and ‘‘pro-
tection of civilians’’ have been more equivalent than contradictory
among various religions. The book is very wide in its historical grasp,
covering teachings from as early as Confucius and Lao Tzu up to the
present day, with reflections on the Gulf War and the 9/11 attacks. Ac-
centuating the diversity of normative thinking about war and warfare
while enhancing understanding of the motives of, and responses to, the
terrorist campaigns of the Islamist fundamentalists or the atrocities of
ethnic conflict in the former Soviet Union, the Asian subcontinent and
Africa, among others, the book provides immensely valuable perspec-
tives on the use of force in the context of various historical and geograph-
ical circumstances.

David Smock is another contributor to the literature on comparative
religious knowledge on just war. His book Religious Perspectives on
War: Christian, Muslim, and Jewish Attitudes toward Force concerns pri-
marily the debates over the first Gulf War (1991). It explores diverse
views and opinions, addressing various issues of the just war doctrine, ex-
plaining their differences and finding significant common ground among
them.23 One striking exploration that Smock undertakes concerns wheth-
er the just war theory is relevant in today’s context, given the unceasing
nature of low-intensity conflicts in the world. Are these conflicts ‘‘just’’ by
origin or by nature, considering the difficulty in assessing when a conflict
actually starts? Along similar lines, Smock searches for an explanation of
whether modern warfare, given the irrelevance or the pardonable anach-
ronism of the just war theory, can be morally justified. He discovers inter-
esting and insightful parallels underlying and explaining the just war
doctrine. The book is based on the accounts of 24 theologians and schol-
ars, working with the United States Institute of Peace, who discuss and
expound upon the relationship between religious ethics and the use of
force and the classic doctrine of just war as a standard by which to judge
the ethics of jus ad bellum.

An excellent study with even stronger comparative elements of various
religious traditions’ approaches to conflicts and wars is The Ethics of
War: Shared Problems in Different Traditions, edited by Richard Sorabji
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and David Rodin.24 It is unique in tracing how the main questions posed
by contemporary events in Afghanistan and Iraq have been addressed in
different cultures and in different periods. The book assembles both well-
known traditions (Christianity, Judaism, Islam) and lesser-known tradi-
tions (Maimonides, Averroes) and goes further than its predecessors in
cross-examining issues such as asymmetric responses, preventive strikes,
innocent (collateral) damage and effects on human rights that are both
contemporary and historically relevant.

Another valuable comparative contribution, with a major focus on
Asian traditions – Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism and Chinese
and Japanese religions – is The Ethics of War in Asian Civilizations,
edited by Torkel Brekke.25 The book is an excellent attempt to respond
to two fundamental research questions: are there universal standards of
justification of war in the major ideologies of warfare; and are these
shared by the major Asian religions? The Asian traditions are analysed
with the objective of illuminating whether one can generalize a common
ground for cross-cultural legitimization of the ethics of war, which have
historically been more in line with the Western (Christian) just war tradi-
tion.

Peter Partner’s God of Battles: Holy Wars of Christianity and Islam is
an engaging study of the holy wars in these two monotheistic religions.26
Partner challenges trends that equate Islam with fanaticism and terror
and assume Islam to be a static entity, embracing the same beliefs and
goals. Instead he offers an excellent overview of the shifting traditions of
Islam in the past few centuries. Partner examines the origins of holy war
and how it affects the modern world. He shows how the ideal of the Cru-
sade came to permeate medieval Christendom, and how it later influ-
enced Western societies, especially in their attitudes to colonialism. He
also examines the reasons behind the fear of fundamentalism, placing
the jihad of the East and the Crusade of the West in their historical con-
text from the pre-Christian era to the Gulf War.

Two other volumes, Arguing the Just War in Islam by John Kelsay and
The Holy War Idea in Western and Islamic Traditions by James Turner
Johnson, also deal with the ethics of war in Islamic and Christian tradi-
tions.27

Religion and norms of war in international law

The literature listed in the previous section and many other sources –
both theological and legal – demonstrate how religious attitudes towards
war have become instrumental in the development of norms that were
codified in the laws of war. An essential task for all religious traditions
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has been to examine in one way or another the justifiable and the unjus-
tifiable rationales for resorting to war, including defence of self and allies,
aid to the innocent, punishment for wrongdoing, revenge in the name of
justice and national or religious honour. By justifying or condemning
wars, in terms of both right motivation and right weapons and tactics,
the religions contributed to the development of state practices and legal
opinions. These practices and opinions gradually shaped first the customs
and later the treaties of international humanitarian law – the 1899 and
1907 Hague Conventions and the 1949 Geneva Conventions.

The evolution of the universal prohibition on aggression and the uni-
lateral use of force, short of self-defence, would be a good example. To-
day this prohibition is a central element in international law and in
international relations, although it is by no means free from abuse. The
use of force has always been permitted historically; moreover, it was
seen as a normal continuation of politics by other means until the 1928
Pact of Paris (known also as the Kellogg–Briand Pact), which for the first
time in history made the use of force unlawful as an instrument of na-
tional policy.28 The principle of the non-use of force was then universal-
ized by Article 2(4) of the UN Charter, which prohibited not only the use
of force but also the threat of its use; and not only as a national policy
instrument but also as an instrument for international dispute resolution.

There are two exceptions to this norm: the inherent right to self-de-
fence (Art. 51) and collective military action authorized by the Security
Council (Art. 42) to eliminate a threat to, or breach of, the peace. It is
interesting to compare the two exceptions to the use of force in the UN
Charter – self-defence and collective authorization – with the use of
lethal force in domestic criminal law. One can kill in self-defence, but
consequently will need to persuade a judge/jury that the threat to one’s
life was real, imminent and, to quote the famous expression from the
Caroline case, ‘‘leaving no choice of means, and no moment for delibera-
tion’’.29 The other legal way to kill – the death penalty – is a decision
made collectively, carefully scrutinized and applied if clemency, or right
of superior veto, is not granted. Criminal law – old or modern – origi-
nates in what people believe to be correct or incorrect behaviour, and
has been connected to the ethics of crime and punishment.

The emergence of laws regulating the use of force, and also of inter-
national institutions restricting the use of force, such as the League of Na-
tions and the United Nations (relevant to jus ad bellum); the codification
of international humanitarian law in the 1949 Geneva Conventions and
their 1977 Protocols; treaties prohibiting weapons of mass destruction;
and the 1998 Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (relevant
to jus in bello) are all significant milestones in the acknowledgement of
the centrality of the international law of armed conflict and the use of

RELIGION AND WAR 25



force. The amount of attention given to the resort to force in the history
of international relations has been growing. A similar centrality with re-
gard to the norms of war exists in international legal studies.

Wars and the norms of war are significant themes in the evolution
of each religious tradition, and they respond to the changing trends in
warfare – the emergence of new varieties of weapons, new tactics and so
on. A contemporary development, such as the destructiveness and anti-
humanism of war resulting from nuclear and other weapons of mass de-
struction, is reflected in the renunciation of such weapons both by the
state and by the church. It would be similarly interesting to look at mar-
tyrdom and the suicidal method of fighting and find its rejection or accep-
tance both in religious ethics and in state practice.

Decisions over the use of force are arguably the most significant and
dangerous that leaders must take – legally, morally and in terms of
achieving political goals. The question of reasons that can justify behav-
iour leading to the elimination of human life is as philosophical and ethi-
cal as it is political and legal. In the context of exponential increases in
the destructiveness of war, particularly with the proliferation of nuclear
and other weapons of mass destruction, these questions assume an even
greater significance. In resolving moral and practical dilemmas, one may
seek guidance from many sources, but arguably the most enduring and
powerful of these are the religious traditions. Individuals, groups and so-
cieties are marked by the constant and powerful influence of religion on
their thinking, discourse and actions. This has consequences in all aspects
of human life, not least in situations of conflict and violence. It is widely
acknowledged that most, if not all, religious traditions include ethical and
practical teachings and guidance regarding the use of force. Such teach-
ings concern both the resort to the use of force and the methods, instru-
ments and limits of warfare.

Recent international armed conflicts such as those in Kosovo, Afghan-
istan and Iraq have further reignited the debates on the norms and laws
of war and the methods of warfare. The concept of humanitarian inter-
vention, or military intervention to protect human life at risk, has faced
contradictory dilemmas and has been transformed into the concept of
the ‘‘responsibility to protect’’, after in-depth research and several discus-
sion meetings in different continents undertaken by the International
Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty, initiated by the Gov-
ernment of Canada and resulting in the issuing of the report Responsibil-
ity to Protect in 2001.30 States gradually adopted the concept, though
some of them regarded it as over-permissive and intrusive. Accordingly
the concept was narrowed in the World Summit Outcome Document
(adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2005) to apply only in extreme
cases of war crimes, genocide, ethnic cleansing and crimes against hu-
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manity.31 The concept is limited to the protection of victims; it does not
include the prosecution of the perpetrators. The latter has developed in
parallel with the establishment of the International Criminal Court and
its practice.

New forms of warfare – terrorist strikes, suicide bombing and ‘‘martyr-
dom’’, particularly in their spread and increased impact on powerful na-
tions – have reintroduced various questions regarding the ethics and
norms of the use of force. The contemporary practice of asymmetric war-
fare represents a further challenge to existing ethical positions. Religious
fundamentalism, intercommunal hatred, antagonism between individual
rights and freedoms and societal security, terrorist ideologies and actions
can all arise in societies where civil liberties are neglected, but they can
also flourish in societies where civil liberties are respected.32 One can
look for answers in intercultural and inter-religious institutions and the
values commonly espoused by them. The development of the norms of
war is building a universal consensus that transcends cultural and re-
gional differences and raises possibilities for understanding the justifica-
tions of the use of force and the methods of warfare.

It is necessary and timely to look for a better understanding of how just
war concepts have been assessed within the world’s leading religious tra-
ditions – Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam. These
rich traditions, with their sects and factions, their continuous evolution
and the powerful messages they produce, which can unite but can also
split opinions, are central sources of understanding of the norms of war.
There are many connections and disconnections between religions and
wars, and the evolution of the norms of war would be one of the best pos-
sible illustrations.

I started this chapter with the coldly realist, and almost cynical, expres-
sion of Machiavelli – that all armed prophets were victorious and all un-
armed prophets were destroyed. I would like to end the chapter with the
reminder that there could be a war to end all wars. Perpetual peace, as
dreamed of by many philosophers, is possible and all conflicts have solu-
tions. But, for peace to materialize, one may need to go through just
wars.

Notes
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Norms of war in Hinduism

Kaushik Roy

With the arrival of Aryans in the subcontinent around 1500 BCE, Hindu-
ism took root and still continues to be the dominant religion of South
Asia, where about one-fifth of the world’s population resides. In this
chapter, my objective is to analyse the role played by Hinduism in shap-
ing the ethics of warfare and structuring the dynamics of organized vio-
lence in different contexts. Historical circumstances have shaped the
evolution of Hindu religious theory and vice versa. Hence, while analy-
sing the Hindu doctrine of warfare, I also attempt to historicize its evolu-
tion. This chapter suggests that religion is not the only determinant but is
one of the key factors shaping India’s strategic culture. As I will show,
there is an intricate interrelationship between religion and violence.

Religion seems to be important for understanding the nature of war-
fare in the non-Western world. Christopher Coker asserts that the West
is unique in secularizing warfare. Since the West has instrumentalized
war, it has turned its back on the ritualized aspects of combat. However,
for non-Western societies, violence remains the moral essence of the war-
rior. Taking the example of the Bhagavad Gita, Coker asserts that, for
non-Western warriors, violence is existential. War for them is as much
achieving one’s humanity as achieving the objective of the state,1 but
this is not the case for modern Western soldiers.

Coker’s view is dominant among Western military historians, the ma-
jority of whom assert that classical Greek civilization gave rise to the
‘‘Western Way of Warfare’’, which was further refined in Roman and
medieval times. The Western tradition of warfare, characterized by tech-
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nological innovations, rationality and the absence of religious and cul-
tural ethics as regards the application of violence, gave the West global
military superiority during the early modern era.2 In recent times, the
paradigm of a monolithic and homogeneous Western Way of Warfare
has come under challenge.3 Some scholars try to flesh out the effect of
Christianity on the ethical aspects of warfare in the West. So, while
studying the effects of Hinduism on warfare in India, one can also discern
a role for religion in shaping the military culture of Western societies.

The twin opposing concepts of dharmayuddha (war against injustice)
and kutayuddha (unjust war) shaped the dialectical interaction between
Hinduism and warfare. This chapter chronologically charts the evolution
of Hinduism and its relationship with the theory of warfare, enabling us
to understand the contemporary political and strategic options open to
the senior politicians and top-level civilian bureaucrats of the Indian re-
public. The first section covers the Epic and Vedic eras from 1500 BCE
to 400 BCE and portrays the evolution of the theory of dharmayuddha.
The second section concerns itself with the genesis of Kautilya’s kutayud-
dha between 300 BCE and 100 BCE. The third section starts with the be-
ginning of the Common Era and continues to the advent of the Muslims
(Turks) in the subcontinent circa 900 CE. In this period, a watered-down
version of kutayuddha emerged as a result of the influence of Manu’s
normative model of warfare. In the fourth section, we see how Hinduism
adapted to Muslim political and military domination of South Asia be-
tween 900 and 1700 CE. The fifth section charts how Hinduism shaped
resistance against British colonialism until 1947. The last section shows
how a particular brand of Hinduism is used by India’s strategic experts.

This chapter covers a span of more than 3,000 years of India’s history.
Throughout history, India has remained a multi-lingual, multi-ethnic and
multi-religious society. Besides Hinduism, other religions such as Bud-
dhism, Jainism, Sikhism, Islam and Christianity continue to exist side by
side. In the 1990s, about 83 per cent of India’s population was Hindu, 11
per cent Muslim, 2.6 per cent Christian and slightly over 3 per cent Sikhs,
Jains, Parsis and Buddhists combined.4 One Western scholar correctly as-
serts that Hinduism is not a religion but more a way of life. There is no
single coherent body of beliefs.5 Even within Hinduism, certain branches
(Brahmanism, Vedantism, Vaishnavism, Shakti, Tantra, etc.) coexist.

So what is Hinduism? There is no single authoritative text or a single
god in Hinduism. In fact, there are 33 krores of gods and goddesses in
the Hindu pantheon. Broadly, Hinduism at different historical periods is
based on certain texts. In the Vedic and Epic period, Hinduism evolved
round the Vedas and the Bhagavad Gita. From the Common Era onwards,
along with the dharmasastra literature (Sanskrit texts focusing on reli-
gious rituals and codes of individual and social behaviour), Manusamhita
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or Manavadharmasastra played an important role in the evolution of
Hinduism. After 900 CE, the growth of Hinduism was mainly shaped by
different commentaries on these texts. From the fifteenth century on-
wards, the two epics Ramayana and Mahabharata acquired religious sig-
nificance. One can argue that Hinduism after 1500 BCE is the dominant
religion of most of the people living between the River Indus and the
Arakan Yomas. Hinduism is an amalgam of various strands of philoso-
phies as well as a religion (based on certain rituals, beliefs and so on).
Hence, Hinduism is best described as a culture, a way of life, i.e. dharma.

A comparative analysis with other religions that emerged both within
and outside India is necessary because Hinduism reacted with other reli-
gious discourses as the historical context changed. Cross-cultural compar-
isons are necessary even when no apparent linkages are visible. For
instance, in the Christian tradition, a trend towards restraint in the resort
to war and limitations on the conduct of war evolved gradually.6 Such a
trend is also discernible in the case of Hinduism.

Most of the texts of Hindu literature in ancient India were written in
Sanskrit. Unlike the Western tradition, a watertight compartmentaliza-
tion between religious and secular texts cannot be applied in the case of
Hindu literature. Even the nitisastras (works on statecraft) refer to
dharma, a term to which I will return later. Since this chapter targets
English-speaking readers, I use translated versions. Where my translation
of particular terms varies from that of others, I refer to them.

Dharmayuddha and kutayuddha in the Vedic and Epic eras:
1500 BCE – 400 BCE

The word dharma is derived from the word dhri, which means to sustain
or uphold. In the Rig Veda, dharma refers to the upholder or supporter
of truth. In the Yajur Veda, dharma means firm and imperturbable.
Dharma is considered a natural law for inanimate objects and natural
phenomena. Dharma is regarded as an ethical and social standard of be-
haviour for people and a code of duties for the king. The moral content
attached to the concept of dharma became more evident in the later reli-
gious literature. In the Vedic literature, the concept of rita stands for
moral order, and violation of it requires penitence and prayer from the
sinner. Rita is conceived as a regulating principle that runs through the
whole realm of creation. Gradually, the moral sense of rita was absorbed
into the concept of dharma.7 This set the stage for the emergence of the
concept of dharmayuddha.
Dharmayuddha depends on the ends (i.e. the objectives) of war. Any

war undertaken against injustice becomes a dharmayuddha. Dharmayud-
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dha also depends on the means and methods employed in war; i.e. com-
bat techniques are regulated in accordance with certain laws.8 Dhar-
mayuddha is to an extent holy war, i.e. organized violence applied in
accordance with certain codes and customs for the advancement or pro-
tection of the Hindu religion. The equivalent term in Western literature
is ‘‘just war’’. The term dharmayuddha will be used in this chapter to dif-
ferentiate the Indian notion from the Western concept of just war.

Dharmayuddha is war conducted in accordance with the principles of
dharma, meaning kshatradharma, i.e. the laws of kings and warriors.
Kshatradharma enjoins just and righteous warfare. It means prakash-
yayuddha (open battle) without indulging in any secretive techniques.
Combat becomes a regulated frontal clash. The time and place of battle
are to be settled by the warring parties beforehand, and war is to be de-
clared with the blowing of conch shells. The warriors on chariots are then
to fight each other with bows and arrows. By fighting courageously and
dying on the battlefield, the warriors would achieve the status of heroes.9
The Bhagavad Gita (composed by anonymous sages around 500 BCE)
emphasizes that dharmayuddha is waged only by the Kshatriyas because
only a Kshatriya has the qualities of courage, consistency, resourceful-
ness, generosity, leadership capability and a noble mind that are required
for waging dharmayuddha. And it is the duty of the Kshatriyas to fight
and, if necessary, to die. Killing in war is not considered illegal. In accor-
dance with the laws of dharmayuddha, a warrior who kills not out of per-
sonal enmity but out of duty goes to heaven after death.10 The concept of
heaven in Hinduism is complicated. Attaining heaven in this context
means moksha, or salvation, in a sense; it means freedom from the end-
less rebirths as enunciated in the karma doctrine. Dharmayuddha does
not negate violence; Francis X. Clooney writes that it involves pain and
suffering, with a necessary amount of violence applied in regulated
doses.11 The codes of dharmayuddha, which moderated the lethality in-
herent in warfare, says Manoj Kumar Sinha, gave rise to humanitarian
laws of war in India, thereby reducing the destructive effects of warfare
on society.12

Here it may be noted that in Judaism, too, war is subject to certain re-
straints. For example, during a siege food trees are not supposed to be
cut down.13 A version of just war emerged in China, writes Mark E.
Lewis, around the fifth century BCE.14 Strict rules of etiquette were fol-
lowed during battles. The combatants fought only with opponents who
were of the same social status.15 The classical Greek warfare that
evolved between 800 and 500 BCE developed certain conventions that
circumscribed the lethality of fighting. Some of the rules were: that war
should be officially declared; that non-combatants should not be harmed;
that defeated foes are not to be pursued; that those who surrender are
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not to be killed and prisoners should be released after they offer ransom;
that ambassadors should have diplomatic immunity.16 These rules are
similar to the laws of dharmayuddha developed by Manu at the begin-
ning of the Common Era. In the Indian scenario, the later Samhitas em-
phasized that the drivers of chariots and diplomatic envoys are not to be
harmed.17 Besides moderation in the conduct of war, in the case of dhar-
mayuddha the causes for war must be just. Similarly in the Western tradi-
tion, wars for self-defence or recovery of property are considered to be
just.18

According to Sarva Daman Singh, the concept of dharmayuddha
emerged in the context of the Aryan tribes fighting against each other.
When the Aryans were fighting the Dravidians (the original inhabitants
of India), the Rig Veda mentions the use of fire-tipped arrows. These ar-
rows were probably dipped in flaming pitch before being fired towards
the enemy. However, this weapon was banned in the later Epic literature,
which formulated a code of conduct for fighting among the Aryans.19 In
contrast, Torkel Brekke asserts that in the epics there are no rules for
conducting just war.20 I shall discuss this later.

The Rig Veda – a collection of more than 1,000 hymns by unknown
sages – was composed between 1200 and 900 BCE. One hymn says: ‘‘I
stretch the bow for Rudra so that his arrow will strike down the hater of
prayer.’’21 The Rig Veda asserts that the Dravidians worship false gods.
Hence, a war of extermination against them is acceptable.22 Agni (the
fire god) is invoked in the Rig Veda in order to destroy the Dravidians.23
The Sama Veda also emphasizes that defeated foes should not be allowed
to escape but must be crushed.24 Here lies the core of the concept of ku-
tayuddha (unjust war). The Vedas never refer to pacifism. Wendy Do-
niger and Brian K. Smith rightly argue that the worldview of the Vedas
is similar to the martial values associated with the warrior class, i.e. the
Kshatriyas. Self-aggrandizement and dominance are unabashedly em-
braced and displayed in the Vedic literature. Violence and power in the
social realm are highlighted and portrayed as part and parcel of the nat-
ural order in the cosmos.25 The brutal and materialistic worldview of the
Vedas was shaped by historical circumstances. The Rig Vedic Aryans
mostly engaged in cattle raids because cattle were of primary importance
in the functioning of the pastoral economy of the Aryan tribes.26 Further,
the Aryans had to struggle continuously for survival against the Dravi-
dians, who were outside the pale of Vedic culture.

The two epics Ramayana and Mahabharata provide us with some mili-
tary details regarding warfare in India during the Epic age. Both these
epics were composed around 400 BCE.27 The Mahabharata (which is
the longest poem in the world, with over 100,000 couplets) describes the
struggle between the Aryan tribes regarding domination over north
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India.28 The Ramayana portrays Aryan expansion against the Dravidians
of south India. From the Ramayana it is clear that, in order to defeat the
numerically superior Dravidians, the Aryans resorted to the strategy of
‘‘divide and rule’’,29 which later became bheda (encouraging internal dis-
sension) for Kautilya and a principal component of his kutayuddha. Fur-
ther, guile, treachery and viciousness characterized the Aryan conduct of
warfare against the Dravidians.30

The Mahabharata depicts the struggle between two Aryan tribes – the
Pandavas and the Kauravas. The Pandavas started dharmayuddha
against the Kauravas only when the policies of sama (conciliation), bheda
(fomenting internal dissension) and dana failed. Dana is not bribery, as
Nick Allen translates it,31 but means gift-giving out of generosity. In the
Mahabharata, two military schools exist. The dominant school propa-
gates dharmayuddha. This school argues that war must be fought be-
tween equals in accordance with the heroic ideals. But Lord Krishna, on
the side of the Pandavas, and Aswathama, a Kaurava warlord, supported
kutayuddha.32 The Mahabharata emphasizes the importance of
commanders for conducting kutuyuddha successfully. The Kaurava chief
Duryodhana says that, without a good general, even a mighty army dis-
solves into a swarm of ants.33

Kautilya’s kutayuddha: 300–100 BCE

According to one tradition, Kautilya (also known as Chanakya) was the
principal minister of Chandragupta Maurya, who founded the Maurya
empire in 319 BCE.34 Kautilya’s Arthasastra, composed around 300
BCE, is both a handbook for rulers on the management of their duties
as well as a discussion on abstract politics.35 Realism is defined as power
politics shaped by political and military reasoning completely dissociated
from religious morality.36 Kautilya is a realist, but refers to dharma as
the duties of the king. Brekke claims that the Arthasastra represents the
ideal of prudence, which was opposite to the heroic ideal as espoused in
the two Hindu epics.37

Kautilya writes that the object of a ruler is first to protect his territory
and secondly to acquire more territory from other rulers. Kautilya por-
trays inter-state relations as a circle composed of various kingdoms. This
is known as the mandala theory. The mandala is full of disorder, chaos
and anarchy, a situation that is dangerous for everybody. The only secu-
rity in such a dangerous, fluid situation is power. For Kautilya, strength
is power and every state follows the policy of power politics. Hence,
struggle between the various kingdoms is inevitable. The most successful
ruler among the circle of kings is known as the vijigishu.38 Kautilya’s
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focus was on chara (espionage department), both for surveillance of sub-
jects and for collecting military intelligence. As regards surveillance of
civil society, the Arthasastra emphasizes watching the movements of state
officials and the high castes,39 probably because the high castes were eco-
nomically powerful and literate and controlled the state bureaucracy. So
Kautilya perceived a threat from them.

Brekke asserts that Kautilya in particular and the Hindu theoreticians
in general failed to distinguish between internal sedition and external
war.40 One can argue that Brekke is interpreting Indian military philoso-
phy from a European perspective. Carl von Clausewitz’s bipolar, water-
tight compartmentalization of warfare into inter-state war and intra-state
war is not universally applicable. For Kautilya and the later Hindu theo-
rists, internal rebellions and external wars are interrelated. Kautilya de-
clares that internal rebellions are often sponsored by external powers
and, as a result, low-intensity war often escalates into inter-state war.41

Like Niccolò Machiavelli, Kautilya claims that the end justifies the
means. The basic components of Kautilya’s kutayuddha are intrigues, du-
plicity and fraud. Kautilya advocates the use of wine, women, poison and
spies for achieving victory.42 Interestingly, both Aristotle (384–322 BCE)
and Kautilya said that tyrants employ female spies for gathering intelli-
gence about their subjects.43 For Kautilya, internal dangers are more im-
portant than external threats posed by neighbouring states. Kautilya
warns the king that palace rebellions could occur owing to the participa-
tion of members of the royal families and of top officials such as generals
and ministers in intrigues and sedition directed against the ruler. The
leaders of the rebels should be won over. If that is not possible, then
they must be assassinated. Kautilya continues by stating that continuous
conflicts between various groups within the kingdom and among external
neighbours would aid the vijigishu to maintain his power.44 Instead of
the overt application of military force, Kautilya focuses more on bheda
(sowing dissent and disunity among the enemy).45 In the paradigm of
dharmayuddha, bheda is used to avert war; in the paradigm of kutayud-
dha, in contrast, bheda is used merely as a technique to weaken the en-
emy before initiating a regular attack. Only if subterfuges fail does the
vijigishu have to resort to warfare with his army.46

Instead of a set-piece battle, Kautilya advocates an attrition strategy.
He proposes the slow destruction of the enemy kingdom through harass-
ment by the vijigishu and his allies.47 When fighting a war, the vijigishu,
instead of launching a frontal attack, should implement kutayuddha-
vikalpa.48 I translate this term as the use of alternative deception tactics.
This concept is similar to the advocacy by the Chinese military theorist
Sun Tzu (sixth century BCE) of the use of unorthodox techniques against
the enemy.49 Special commando units, says the Arthasastra, are to be sta-
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tioned on the battlefield, whose duty is to kill the enemy commanders
during combat.50 For Kautilya, the use of a reserve force for winning a
battle is a must.51 One important component of kutayuddha is the pre-
emptive strike.52 The effective implementation of deceiving tactics, sur-
prise attacks and the timely use of reserves, asserts Kautilya, requires
drilling the troops with weapons in peacetime.53

Parallel with Kautilyan thought, an alternative philosophy evolved in
north India within more or less the same time-frame. Gautama Buddha
and Mahavira, the founders of Buddhism and Jainism, vigorously
preached ahimsa (non-violence). The parallel figure in Chinese philoso-
phy is Confucius (551–479 BCE), who emphasized public and private
morality. Confucius declared that governments are maintained by the
mandate of heaven, which could be gained by promoting the welfare of
and justice for their subjects.54 For Confucius, conflict is inappropriate
for civilized men.55 It is to be noted that in fourth-century BCE China,
Mencius, a follower of Confucianism, argued in contrast to Sun Tzu that
all those who advocate warfare and military expertise are criminals.56 In
the context of India, Chandragupta Maurya’s grandson, Emperor Asoka
(261–226 BCE), was influenced by Buddhism and was the greatest pro-
ponent of ahimsa. However, he did not disband his army. Though he fo-
cused on welfare measures to avert discontent among his subjects, the
well-trained army under direct control of the emperor remained as a de-
terrent against internal uprising and external invasion.57

Post-Kautilyan synthesis: Common Era – 900 CE

S. K. Bhakari asserts that the tightening of the social system based on
four varnas (castes) and the emphasis on stasis by the Hindu religious lit-
erature of the post-Kautilyan era obstructed intellectual innovations, es-
pecially in military affairs. The Hindu texts prohibited foreign travel,
discourse with foreigners and overseas commerce. All these prohibitions
resulted in the obstruction of the free flow of ideas and subsequent tech-
nological stagnation.58 Jagadish Narayan Sarkar supports Bhakari’s
views and writes that both Kamandaka (who operated in the seventh cen-
tury CE) and Somadeva Suri (a Jain saint who lived around the tenth
century CE) emphasized the fourfold army comprising infantry, cavalry,
elephants and chariots, though chariots had become useless several cen-
turies earlier.59 An analysis in a chronological manner of the texts gener-
ated by the Hindu theoreticians in the aftermath of the Arthasastra shows
that the Hindu theoreticians attempted to blunt Kautilya’s focus on ku-
tayuddha and tried to integrate his teachings within the paradigm of
dharmayuddha.
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The greatest challenge to Kautilya’s kutayuddha came from Manu’s
Manusmriti (The Laws of Manu), which sought to articulate an eternal
science of politics. Manu was also responding to the challenge posed to
Hinduism by the heterodox sects such as Buddhism and Jainism, and pro-
duced what could be termed ‘‘orthodox Brahmanical literature’’. We
know next to nothing about the personal life of Manu. This is because
Manusmriti, like all other Hindu religious texts, hides its true authorship
in order to posit its own claim as transcendental and absolutely true. Re-
ligious discourse is assumed by Hindu teachers to express the ‘‘Words of
God’’.60

Manu, like Kautilya, accepts that the mandala is composed of a circle
of 12 kings and that a strong monarchical government is necessary for es-
tablishing order in the real world.61 Manusmriti does not propagate anti-
militarism. Manu, following Kautilya, writes that a kingdom is composed
of seven interrelated constituents: ruler, ministers, capital, people, trea-
sury, forts and army.62 The duty of a righteous king is to rule and to pun-
ish transgressors in his realm. One of the principal components of proper
rule is fear, and the instrument for projecting fear is the danda (force/co-
ercion, i.e. the army). Victory favours the righteous; a king can be right-
eous only if he follows the ways of dharma and conducts warfare in
accordance with the normative model of dharmayuddha. Manu built on
the rules of dharmayuddha, which he had inherited from the Vedas.
Manu wrote that, in dharmayuddha, the use of poisoned, barbed or burn-
ing arrows is not permitted. Further, enemy soldiers who are intent on
surrender or have lost their weapons in combat are not to be killed. En-
emy prisoners are to be protected and a retreating enemy army is not to
be attacked.63 Manu says that it is the duty of the Kshatriyas to take part
in the defence of the realm.64 This is necessary because Manu, influenced
by the Rig Veda, asserts that only the Kshatriyas are capable of conduct-
ing dharmayuddha.

One of the characteristics of dharmayuddha is its defensive nature.
Hence Manu, unlike Kautilya, overemphasizes the importance of forts.
Strategic defence based on positional warfare is the credo of the strategic
theorists of dharmayuddha. Forts for Manu are important for supplying
the field army.65 Even Kautilya, the most vigorous proponent of ku-
tayuddha, argues against a strategic offensive policy. The vijigishu is ad-
vised to confine his activities within the subcontinent. This is probably
because of the geographical insularity of India and also the vast size of
the subcontinent.66 In a just war, the strategic objectives of warfare
must be limited. Similarly in the Bible and in the rabbinic tradition, as-
serts Norman Solomon, campaigns beyond the borders of Israel were
not allowed during war against the idolaters.67

Banabhatta wrote the Harsacharita in the mid seventh century CE. It is
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a historical romantic fiction occurring in the reign of King Harshavard-
hana of Kanauj (606–648 CE). Banabhatta accepts that the vijigishu
should try to implement the policy of digvijaya (conquest of the subcon-
tinent). He warns the vijigishu that he must be aware of his enemies, who
might try to wage kutayuddha. The tactics of kutayuddha involve kidnap-
ping the royal ladies of hostile kings, the assassination of enemy kings
during diplomatic meetings, etc.68

Kamandaka’s Nitisara (Essence of Statesmanship) was composed be-
tween the sixth and the seventh centuries CE. He attempts to establish a
balance between dharmayuddha and kutayuddha. Like Kautilya and
Manu, Kamandaka notes that a state is composed of seven interrelated
elements. Kamandaka slightly modifies Manu’s ideas by fusing capital
and people into an element that he calls kingdom and introducing a new
element, allies. Kamandaka, like Kautilya and Manu, accepts that the
duty of a righteous king is to protect his subjects from both internal and
external dangers. Military power is the product of three elements: forts,
the treasury and the army. Kamandaka, probably influenced by Emperor
Asoka’s welfare measures, advises the ruler to depend on good gover-
nance, focusing especially on the economic prosperity of his subjects in-
stead of military might for preventing internal rebellions. Kamandaka
emphasizes self-restraint on the part of the vijigishu and discourages an
overtly aggressive strategy. In contrast to Kautilya but like Manu, Ka-
mandaka writes that a vijigishu must conduct dharmayuddha. Like
Manu, Kamandaka says that the principal objective in war is not destruc-
tion of the enemy’s army but capture of the enemy’s forts.69

The Panchatantra is a collection of fables on niti (proper and wise con-
duct in life). Several tales in the Panchatantra focus on linkages between
security and intelligence. In general, the Panchatantra provides a realist
interpretation of society. The basic message is that what often seems su-
perficially to be the reality is actually deceptive. Again, past experience
and the study of history are considered important for gaining insights re-
garding the future conduct of policy. Like the writings of Kautilya, Manu
and Kamandaka, the Panchatantra emphasizes the importance of winning
and retaining intelligent allies.70 One can see the influence of Kautilya in
one of the verses of the Panchatantra, which notes that ‘‘intelligence is
power’’.71 The Panchatantra gives importance to loyal warriors with mar-
tial instincts. One verse notes: ‘‘One who finds in battle peace, Free from
questionings, thinks of exile as of home, Is beloved of the kings.’’72 Fol-
lowing Kautilya, the Panchatantra notes the importance of training for
combat. One verse claims that the usefulness of the horse and sword de-
pend on the quality of the user.73 Finally, emphasizing kutayuddha, the
Panchatantra concludes that when a soldier enters combat he should not
think of right and wrong.74
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Narayana, a worshipper of the god Shiva, was the court poet of Dha-
vala Chandra, who was a governor of the Pala empire in eastern India.
Besides writing poetry, Narayana was also an erudite grammarian and
philosopher, and composed the Hitopadesa sometime between 800 and
950 CE. The Hitopadesa contains extracts from the Ramayana, the Ma-
habharata, the Puranas, the Panchatantra, the Arthasastra and the Niti-
sara. The Hitopadesa, like the Panchatantra, is a collection of fables in
prose, whose objective is to impart instruction in worldly wisdom and
statecraft. The Hitopadesa offers a coda that includes elements of both
dharmayuddha and kutayuddha. Following Kautilya, Manu and Kaman-
daka, Narayana emphasizes that the duty of the king is to protect the
populace. In a tone similar to Kautilya, the Hitopadesa asserts that, be-
fore starting vigraha (war), spies should be sent to the enemy territory
to gather military intelligence. The Hitopadesa tells us that, in cases of
war between two groups with equal military power, victory will go to the
side that resorts to cunning in order to get inside the enemy citadel. Here
one finds the influence of kutayuddha. During combat, writes Narayana,
a warrior should be as bold as a maiden who abandons all modesty while
making love. However, following the normative model of dharmayuddha,
Narayana enjoins that a diplomatic envoy from the enemy should never
be harmed.75

The only voice of brutality imbued with an aggressive sense of realism
among the post-Kautilyan theorists was Sukra, the author of Sukraniti,
which was composed around 900 CE. He proclaims that for a weak king
the only method of survival is to conduct kutayuddha, which involves at-
tacking the enemy from the rear.76 And if the weak king’s regular army
is too weak to engage in any sort of battle with the enemy force, then,
says Sukra, the weak king should engage in guerrilla warfare. Influenced
by Kautilya, Sukra writes that, like a robber, the king should suddenly at-
tack the enemy and, after harassing the hostile force, should retreat.
Here one finds the origins of the concept of mobile guerrilla warfare,
which the Marathas (Hindus of west India) followed during the eigh-
teenth century. Following the Panchatantra, Sukra claims that the enemy
should be totally annihilated. A defeated enemy who is not annihilated is
dangerous. Like an outstanding debt, it can grow and in future become a
threat.77 He argues that the army constitutes the principal strength of the
government. Military power is the product of an amalgamation of weap-
ons, military leadership and the physical strength of the soldiers. The
only way an enemy can be subdued efficiently is by using the army.
Sukra’s realism is evident in the force structure he portrays for an effi-
cient army; in contrast to most Hindu theoreticians, Sukra warns against
over-dependence on elephants. He advocates an army composed of in-
fantry and cavalry, with bulls and camels for logistical purposes. To raise
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the combat effectiveness of the army, Sukra, like Kautilya, emphasizes
regular pay for the soldiers, intense pre-battle training, strict discipline
and proper diet.78

In sum, even those authors who were advocates of dharmayuddha did
not oppose inter-state warfare. Herein lies the basic difference between
Hindu philosophy and Western theorists of perpetual peace. Whereas
Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Immanuel Kant consider war to be a condi-
tion that can be expunged from international society (especially the soci-
ety of democratic states),79 the theorists of both dharmayuddha and
kutayuddha agree on the inevitability of inter-state war. It remains true,
however, that the supporters of dharmayuddha are keen to reduce the
distressing effects of war on society. Hindu intellectuals after Kautilya
are aware to a greater or lesser extent of the importance of dharmayud-
dha and kutayuddha. But most of them concentrate on power politics
within the subcontinent. The Hindu texts show a lack of awareness re-
garding the nature of political and military power outside India, and this
had disastrous consequences for the Rajputs, who had established nu-
merous principalities in west and north India during early medieval
times.

Hindu military theory in the Islamic era: 1000–1700 CE

From 900 CE onwards, the Turks, who had accepted Islam, started at-
tacking India from Afghanistan. By 1200 CE they had conquered north
India. The Muslim domination of South Asia continued until the rise of
British power in the second half of the eighteenth century. Despite the
Islamic Turkish versus Hindu confrontation being a case of a clash of civ-
ilizations, certain similarities as well as dissimilarities were present in the
Islamic and Hindu philosophies of warfare.

One of the principal weaknesses of Hindu philosophy is that it empha-
sizes caste divisions, whereas Islam focuses on social solidarity and the
equality of the faithful.80 Hence, in Islamic philosophy every Muslim is
a soldier, but according to Hindu philosophy not every Hindu can be a
soldier. Only the Rajputs or Thakurs, i.e. Kshatriyas, who were India’s
hereditary class of warriors, were considered true soldiers by the Hindu
theorists of ancient and medieval India. The exception was Kautilya,
who advocated the recruitment of all castes in the army. The Turks who
invaded India emphasized al-harb khada, which means deception in war-
fare. Interestingly, this concept is similar to the role of deception in war-
fare as highlighted by the theorists of kutayuddha.81 Fakr-i-Mudabbir, a
thirteenth-century Indian Muslim theorist, like Sukra refers to midnight
raids on enemy camps.82
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The Turks were opposed by the Rajputs. The Rajputs were somewhat
similar to the bushi, an order of professional fighting men who emerged
in medieval Japan.83 In contrast to the Islamic Turkish culture of
warfare, the Rajput code of warfare, which evolved from the code of
dharmayuddha, was against launching surprise attacks. The principal
component of Rajput military culture was chivalry, which was an essen-
tial element of kshatradharma. It emphasized the vanity of personal
valour. This often resulted in battles degenerating into hand-to-hand
combat. Occasionally, battles became a contest between champions or
chosen warriors. The Rajput culture was geared to display individual
bravery in battle. As enjoined in the Rig Veda, a warrior fulfilled his
duty towards his master and acquired honour by becoming a martyr.
Warfare was regarded as somewhat similar to sport. Practising intrigue
was regarded as unacceptable for honourable and dignified warriors.
Tactical retreat and nocturnal attacks, following Manusmriti, were
looked down upon. A true Rajput when defeated was never supposed to
leave the battlefield alive. Hence, during crisis situations, the Rajput war-
riors took opium and dressed in saffron coloured robes, because this col-
our represented death for them. Their aim was to sell their lives at the
highest possible price to the enemy. It is to be noted that the medieval
Japanese warriors’ code of honour also dictated that, when defeated, the
soldier should commit suicide by disembowelment. To sum up, the indi-
vidualistic honour of the Rajputs prevented the development of large-
scale, coordinated, bureaucratic warfare. Their Muslim adversaries com-
mented that the Rajputs knew how to die but not how to fight.84 The
Rajput concept of chivalry was somewhat similar to the West European
knights’ chivalrous warfare. The medieval West European code of chiv-
alry demanded that a defeated enemy be given quarter, and that prison-
ers were treated as gentlemen and later released for ransom.85

In 1192 CE, when Muhammad Ghori, the ruler of Ghur in Afghani-
stan, invaded India, the leader of the Rajput Confederacy was Prithviraj
Chauhan, the ruler of Ajmir. Prithviraj, despite possessing numerical su-
periority, did not immediately attack Muhammad Ghori. Instead, in ac-
cordance with the creed of dharmayuddha, Prithviraj warned Ghori
saying that, if he agreed to retreat, then the Ghorid army would be al-
lowed safe passage. Ghori said that he would retreat and requested that
Prithviraj suspend hostilities. The ruse was completely successful; Ghori
launched a nocturnal attack on the unsuspecting Rajputs. The next morn-
ing Ghori launched a full-scale attack on the disordered Rajputs at Tar-
ain and defeated them.86

The overemphasis on positional warfare by Kautilya and the later
Hindu theoreticians also encouraged the Rajputs to opt for static defence
based in forts. The Panchatantra notes that the forts were to be protected
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with bushes, walls and moats. Further, the gates of the forts must be cov-
ered with catapults and the doors should have bolts, bars and panels.87 A
belt of thick thorny bushes surrounded the fort of Ajmir. The fort of Mul-
tan had four gates and was surrounded by a moat, and the fort of Jalor
had gates protected by bastions.88 Manusmriti considers hill forts as
being most effective. Many medieval Rajput forts such as Devagiri,
Asirgarh, Champanir and Raisen were built on hilltops.89

Certain similarities exist between dharmayuddha and jihad (holy war).
Dharmayuddha could be initiated only by the righteous king for estab-
lishing dharma. Similarly, just war in the Islamic tradition requires a just
cause, virtuous intent and a legitimate authority. Dharmayuddha allows
the righteous king to utilize force for the destruction of rebels within
Hindu society. Similarly, jihad could be conducted against Muslims chal-
lenging the policy of the established leadership.90 Ziauddin Barani (a
Muslim intellectual of fourteenth-century India), like Sukra, says that
kingship is army and army is kingship.91 Andre Wink asserts that both
the Hindus of ancient and early medieval India and the Muslim rulers
during the Middle Ages failed to develop strong centralized bureaucratic
states because both Hindu and Muslim political theories portray sover-
eignty not as unitary but as bifurcated. Bheda for Hindus and fitna (strife,
internal rebellions) for the Muslims were necessary components in the
rulers’ expansionist policy for establishing a divisive sovereignty.92 The
politics of fitna by the Muslim rulers of medieval India involved bheda
backed by danda (military power), which resulted in the absorption and
accommodation of potential rebels.93 Only in the eighteenth century did
the British establish a centralized agrarian bureaucratic state in the sub-
continent.

Hindu militarism and anti-militarism under the British
empire: 1750–1947 CE

The Hindu religious tradition was not characterized by pacifism during
the eighteenth century. The large numbers of soldier monks in the ser-
vice of regional polities in the eighteenth century point to the fact that
discipline, hierarchy and institutional loyalty, which were integral to mo-
nastic life, were easily transferred to military service.94 In W. G. Orr’s
view, warrior Hindu religious ascetics emerged in India in response to
the violence displayed by the armed Muslim faqirs against the Hindu as-
cetic orders.95 The armed Hindu religious ascetics did not accept the doc-
trine of ahimsa (non-violence). They were known as Gosains and
Dasnamis, and worshipped Shiva and Vishnu. Asceticism for the Gosains
did not involve love for a distant forgiving god, but entailed becoming
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god-men by acquiring political, financial and military power. They in-
dulged freely in liquor and sex. They were attached to the akharas (mo-
nastic orders), which were ruled by the mahants. In the akharas
thousands of retainers were inculcated from childhood in complete sub-
mission to the mahants. Hence, these ascetic recruits made disciplined
soldiers. The rulers also employed Gosains as spies and secret assassins.
Thus, they functioned as tools for conducting kutayuddha.96 It is to be
noted that Kautilya had recommended the use of ascetics as spies and se-
cret assassins.97 The self-abnegation of the Naga monks made them good
soldiers, who functioned as shock troops. The Naga soldiers in the service
of eighteenth-century Indian princes were adept at conducting nocturnal
raids,98 which constitute an element of kutayuddha.

The concept of war as shaped by Hinduism, and especially the karma
theory, occasionally obstructed the adoption of new military technolo-
gies. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries CE, the Nayaka
chieftains of Mysore were against the use of bows and guns. They consid-
ered the use of such weapons for long-distance killing to be unheroic and
a variety of kutayuddha. Warriors indulging in kutayuddha, they be-
lieved, did not ascend to heaven after death. Righteous warfare, in their
interpretation, involved a straight fight with swords and lances that re-
sulted in heroic death.99

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, the British Raj was able to
demilitarize the subcontinent. From the second decade of the twentieth
century, a non-violent mass movement, led by Mohandas Karamchand
Gandhi, challenged British rule in India. In order to sustain a nationalist
struggle based on non-violent tactics (strikes, boycotts, etc.) against the
British Raj, from the 1920s Gandhi emphasized the values of pacifism
and tolerance. About the relationship between ahimsa and himsa (vio-
lence) in public affairs, Gandhi observed in 1942:

I believe that non-violence is infinitely superior to violence, forgiveness is more
manly than punishment. . . . The religion of non-violence is not meant merely
for the rishis [ascetics] and saints. It is meant for the common people as
well. . . . For satyagraha [force of truth] and its offshoots, non-cooperation and
civil resistance are nothing but new names for the law of suffering. The rishis,
who discovered the law of non-violence in the midst of violence, were greater
geniuses than Newton. They were themselves greater warriors than Wellington.
Having themselves known the use of arms, they realized their uselessness, and
taught a weary world that its salvation lay not through violence but through
non-violence.100

Gandhi’s pacifism was derived from the Jain and Bhakti movements’
aversion to sacrificial violence.101 For conducting struggles against the
colonial state, Gandhi used satyagraha and ahimsa for his civilizational

44 KAUSHIK ROY



critique of Western culture based on military power.102 Gandhi’s nega-
tive view of pre-modern armed Hindu ascetics was shaped by the bhakti
or devotionalist culture that emerged in north India after 1400 CE. In ac-
cordance with the bhakti tradition, God is a distant loving entity who can
be reached only by praying.103

Despite the presence of a large number of goddesses in Hinduism, the
gods dominate the religious hierarchy. In the early Rig Vedic age,
Brahma (the god of fire) was the principal god and during the later Vedic
era Indra became the principal god. From the Common Era onwards,
Lord Shiva (the god of destruction) was the principal god. However,
from the sixteenth century onwards, a marginal strand within Hinduism,
flourishing in Bengal, accepted Durga (the Mother Goddess of supreme
power) as the most powerful among all the gods and goddesses. In the
works of all the principal Hindu military theorists, women are marginal
to the principal discourse. Sita and Draupadi play a marginal role in the
Ramayana and the Mahabharata. Manusmriti completely subordinates
women to men. However, from the second decade of the twentieth cen-
tury, with the increasing participation of women in the nationalist move-
ment led by the Indian National Congress, the political leaders had to
map out a strategy for integrating women in the anti-colonial struggle.
Within Gandhi’s paradigm of non-violent Hinduism, women were subor-
dinated to men. Whereas Gandhi conceived of a ‘‘Sita-like passive role’’
for Indian women in the struggle against the British, the Bengali nation-
alist Subhas Chandra Bose visualized a violent role for Indian women,
modelled on Goddess Durga. With Japanese help, Bose set up the Rani
Jhansi Regiment (named after the Rani of Jhansi, who led an armed
struggle against the British during the 1857 Mutiny and subsequently be-
came a nationalist icon and was compared to Goddess Durga) with Tamil
women in Singapore during 1943, to conduct an armed struggle against
the British in Burma.104

The early twentieth century also witnessed the emergence of militant
aggressive Hindu nationalism among certain religious reformers in Ben-
gal. Swami (religious leader) Vivekananda urged the rejuvenation of In-
dian society on the basis of aggressive Hinduism. However, his message
had no overtly political objectives. Rishi Aurobindo was influenced by
the yogic tradition in Hinduism and for a time supported revolutionary
terrorism (throwing bombs at British officials, etc). It is to be noted that
most of the Hindu warrior ascetics of pre-modern India practised yoga.
The assumption was that yoga enabled them to discipline the mind (the
term yoga means mental exercise or a sort of meditation). The first refer-
ence to yoga was found in the Upanishads, which were composed be-
tween 800 and 500 BCE. The Yogasutras, probably composed by
Patanjali in the third century CE, state that through yogic practice one
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attains mental steadiness and a refusal to be self-centred in a selfish
world. The idea is to unite with the atman (self/soul) in order to ensure
harmony between the mind and the body. The purpose is to attain calm-
ness and cognitive insights.105

Hinduism and strategic cum military theory in the
post-colonial scenario: 1947–2000 CE

What effect does traditional Hindu philosophy have on modern India’s
war leaders and strategic thinkers? George K. Tanham, an American pol-
icy analyst in the 1990s, argues that, owing to the caste system, which was
first formulated in the Rig Veda more than three millennia ago, members
of the Indian strategic elite continue to view the world in a hierarchical
manner; they rank nations by size, culture and power. Tanham continues
by suggesting that since 1947 India’s foreign policy has been shaped by
Kautilya’s mandala doctrine. To an Indian foreign policy maker sitting
in Delhi, the world appears as a series of circles. The first circle is India
itself. The second circle includes India’s South Asian neighbours such as
Bhutan, Sikkim, Nepal and Bangladesh. The third circle comprises Paki-
stan, China and the former Soviet Union. The Indian Ocean region con-
stitutes the fourth circle. And the last circle includes the distant great
powers such as the United States. India’s geopolitical interest declines as
one moves away from the core, i.e. the inner circle. Following Kautilya,
India’s Ministry of External Affairs (Foreign Office) believes that India’s
enemy’s enemy is its friend. Hence, to tackle its immediate neighbours
Pakistan and China (which are bound to be hostile in the Kautilyan para-
digm), Delhi has forged a relationship with Russia, which continues to
experience border tensions with China and problems with Pakistan over
the issue of Afghanistan.106

In a similar vein, C. Raja Mohan asserts that even Prime Minister Ja-
waharlal Nehru’s so-called non-aligned policy could be traced back to the
Arthasastra’s balance of power policy in the mandala. The Indian deci-
sion makers were steeped in the realist tradition and were influenced by
Kautilya’s mandala policy. For instance, India’s treaties with Nepal and
Bhutan were security alliances under which Delhi promised to protect
these states from external threats. These states constitute the core of the
Indian conception of mandala. In the next concentric circle, which en-
compasses India’s extended neighbourhood (i.e. Pakistan and Bangla-
desh), New Delhi’s policy is determined more by balance of power
considerations than by any orthodox conservative ideological notions.
The third circle includes China and Russia. India’s policy until the
break-up of the Soviet Union in 1991 had been to balance Beijing and
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US-sponsored Pakistan with Moscow. In the new millennium, owing to
the absence of a strong ‘‘bear’’, India is moving towards an alliance with
the United States to balance China. Raja Mohan goes on to argue that
India’s shifting international alliances in accordance with the needs of its
self-interest can be traced back to the assertion of the Kaurava warlord
Bhisma, who in the Mahabharata says that in the sphere of politics there
is no concept of permanent friends and enemies. Both friends and foes
are determined by considerations of interest and gain. Friendship can be-
come enmity with the passage of time and vice versa.107 However, many
Indian analysts are also suspicious about the degree of advantage New
Delhi would derive from a strategic partnership with Washington. In
1999, one columnist on a famous Indian daily reminded its literate read-
ership of the Panchatantra, emphasizing that there can be friendship only
between equals.108

Besides grand strategy (national security policy, which is an amalgam
of economic, foreign and military policies), Hinduism also shapes military
strategy. In 1990, Lieutenant-Colonel G. D. Bakshi wrote that, despite
technological progress, strategy and tactics continue to be shaped by
timeless principles. Hence, the Mahabharata could teach the present gen-
eration of political and military leaders a lot. He asserts that, consciously
and unconsciously, Indian warfare continues to be shaped by the heritage
of the Mahabharata. For example, the Mahabharata speaks of short-
duration high-intensity conflicts; the Mahabharata war lasted for only
18 days. Most of India’s post-independence conflicts, such as the 1965
India–Pakistan war and the 1971 Bangladesh war, lasted for a short
time – 22 days and 14 days, respectively. The Mahabharata asserts that
the most suitable time for military campaigns is the period between
November and March. Both the 1962 India–China war and the 1971
India–Pakistan war occurred in November and December.109 Even in
the medieval era, writes Jos J. L. Gommans, war started after the end
of the monsoon in October and ceased with the beginning of summer
in April.110

Waheguru Pal Singh Sidhu writes that, from the Mahabharata, one can
derive the strategy of breaking into and out of enemy encirclement.111 In
accordance with the dharmayuddha school in the Mahabharata, symmet-
rical warfare remains the norm. Under this paradigm, chariots attacked
chariots, elephants attacked elephants, and so on. Bakshi says that this
concept continues to have a negative effect on the modern Indian Army.
In accordance with the doctrine of symmetrical warfare as enshrined in
dharmayuddha, the doctrine of Indian armoured formations continues to
emphasize that the tank is the best weapon to use against enemy tanks.
However, the use of tanks against the enemy’s soft-skinned vehicles and
infantry could have a greater effect on the opposing army. Bakshi warns
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that the very concept of dharmayuddha is preventing tactical innovations
involving asymmetrical techniques.
Kutayuddha has remained marginal in modern India’s military culture.

Hence, in the Indian armed forces, the military officers look down upon
covert operations. Even now, officers of the intelligence branch have very
limited career opportunities vis-à-vis the other services. Bringing back
the principles of kutayuddha is all the more important now, says Bakshi,
because the Euro-centric distinction between war and peace is fast van-
ishing in the modern world. Bakshi is influenced by Kautilya and Sukra,
who deny a clear-cut separation between high-intensity inter-state con-
ventional battles and internal rebellions characterized by low-intensity
warfare that are sponsored by foreign states. Further, from Mahabharata
onwards, psychological warfare, which is a component of kutayuddha, re-
duces casualties on the side employing this form of warfare. Bakshi
writes that India’s military establishment must prepare for waging this
sort of warfare against the enemy in the near future.112

Unconventional military strategy too is shaped both consciously and
unconsciously by Hindu strategic thought. From the 1990s, Kashmir has
witnessed considerable insurgency activity directed against the Indian
state. Pakistan supports the insurgents financially and morally. Besides
sending in its army, India’s strategy is to encourage bheda (internal strife)
among the militants, hoping that in the long run it will tire out the insur-
gents and bring them to the negotiating table.113 Here we are back to
Kautilya’s policy of divide and rule vis-à-vis the internal enemies of the
regime.

The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is the most important political orga-
nization in present-day India as regards the policy of mixing Hinduism
with modern statecraft. The BJP’s policy is to create a Hindu India. In-
stead of a romantic and metaphysical interpretation of Hinduism, the
BJP theoreticians promote a hard-line, realist interpretation of the Hindu
texts. Rather than considering Hinduism as a peace-loving, pacifist cul-
ture, the BJP believes that Hinduism advocates domination of the non-
Hindus (the others) in order to create a strong, aggressive state. In 1991,
by gaining over 120 seats, the BJP emerged as the largest opposition
party in the Indian parliament.114 The BJP supports the pursuit of an ag-
gressive foreign policy backed by strong military power, and it always
promotes a policy of increasing military expenditure. It is to be noted
that Sukra supported expenditure of 50 per cent of state revenue on de-
fence. The BJP has always advocated a ‘‘blue water’’ navy, but India’s
economy cannot sustain such an ambitious programme.115

The Indian state is wary about the deployment of the American Fifth
Fleet in the Persian Gulf region and further eastward. The Indian Navy
also plans to utilize a sea denial strategy against the possible deployment
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of any extra-regional navy in the Indian Ocean.116 Since the 1980s, the
strategic administrators of India have viewed the United States as posing
the principal long-term threat. In symmetrical war, the Indian armed
forces would have no chance against the technologically advanced US
armed forces. US planners believe that, taking their cue from the Artha-
sastra, the Indian armed forces would resort to asymmetric warfare in or-
der to counter US military superiority. In 1988, the Office of the US
Secretary of Defense concluded that India would seek to deny the US
Navy total control over the Indian Ocean by using asymmetric tech-
niques of warfare derived from the tradition of kutayuddha.117

To an extent, Hinduism structures the army–state relationship in India.
In 1964, the American strategic analyst Stephen P. Cohen wrote an art-
icle in which he analysed civil–military relations in India through the
prisms of the caste structure and the Brahmin–Kshatriya equation.118
Cohen noted that the all-pervasive religiosity of ancient Hindu society
limited the temporal power of the king (a representative of the Kshatriya
class). In accordance with the Hindu division of labour, the Kshatriyas
remained the group in charge of the military. Throughout history, the
priestly class (the Brahmins) had defined the political objectives of the
military.119 The king (read the Kshatriyas) would conduct his own
dharma (read policy) by waging righteous warfare as defined by the
Brahmins.120 In contrast, the Caliph was both the spiritual and temporal
leader of the Muslims. Owing to the lack of a clear division between civil
and military power, the Islamic states of the modern era continue to ex-
perience repeated military coups. Kautilyan philosophy also seems to be
shaping civil–military relations in modern India. To prevent military
coups, Kautilya opposes the appointment of a single senapati (general)
over the armed forces.121 This trend still continues and prevents the ap-
pointment of a Chief of Defence Staff in India. The Indian political estab-
lishment believes that a single unified armed forces commander might
overturn the democratic framework by staging a military coup. In tune
with Kautilya’s policy of bheda, Indian politicians encourage civil serv-
ants to balance the uniformed men, and also encourage the Indian Air
Force and the Indian Navy against the Indian Army. It is to be noted
that both the Air Force and the Navy are suspicious that a Chief of De-
fence Staff might always be appointed from the Army, which dominates
the other two services by virtue of its size and its budget.122

Hinduism and the nuclear issue

After conducting five underground nuclear tests on 11 and 13 May 1998,
the Indian government, led by the BJP, officially declared itself a nuclear
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power.123 In fact, the BJP and its antecedent, the Bharatiya Jan Sangh,
had long been hawkish in terms of national security. In the 1980s, the
BJP had promoted the idea of a ‘‘Hindu bomb’’ against Pakistan’s ‘‘Is-
lamic bomb’’.124 Kanti Bajpai recently asserted that the BJP continues
to be influenced by the ideas of M. S. Golwalker, a Hindu political theo-
rist who at one time headed the nationalist Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (National Volunteers’ Organization). Golwalker’s view of interna-
tional relations is an extreme Hobbesian–Darwinian one. Golwalker is
an arch-realist (and one could add that, in this sense, he is similar to Kau-
tilya). In his writings, Golwalker claims that alliance with a superior
power would result in enslavement (a similar message to that portrayed
in the Panchatantra). China and Pakistan are the two enemies of India.
Of them Pakistan, being Muslim, is more dangerous, because Muslims al-
ways strike first. In order to contain China, India needs to conscript all
able-bodied males. India’s security can be achieved only by the total de-
struction of Pakistan. And this will require, continues Golwalker, a total
war on the part of India.125 Interestingly, in 1999, Pakistan refused In-
dia’s call to accept a ‘‘No First Strike’’ policy regarding the use of nuclear
weapons. Furthermore, Pakistan’s nuclear doctrine advocates the launch-
ing of pre-emptive strikes; this in turn has resulted in India developing a
second-strike capability.

Hindu thought continues to shape India’s nuclear policy. Swarna Raja-
gopalan claims that the Mahabharata focuses on the twin principles of
good governance and collective cooperation with other powers to ensure
security.126 In other words, according to this interpretation, India should
pursue nuclear disarmament. However, an alternative reading of ancient
Hindu literature is put forward by the realist strategists of India. Raja
Mohan asserts that India’s strategic leaders are rediscovering realpolitik
in place of moralpolitik from the Mahabharata, the Arthasastra and the
Panchatantra, because all these texts appreciate the importance of power
politics.127

To legitimize their aggressive stance, the nuclear strategists of India
trying to construct a realist nuclear doctrine interpret ancient Hindu liter-
ature in a different manner from that of M. K. Gandhi. In 2002, Bharat
Karnad wrote that pacifism and non-violence are not intrinsic to Hindu
culture.128 For him, Hindu religion is ultra-realist. The Hindu texts,
claims Karnad, conceptualize a policy intolerant of any opposition. The
texts preach that, if necessary, the goal of the state must be reached by
fair means or foul, without any reference to morality. Whereas Jawahar-
lal Nehru’s moralpolitik (the use of morality to gain space for political
manoeuvring in the international arena) was influenced by the Gandhian
ideal of non-violence, in Vedic literature one finds the existence of Hindu
machtpolitik. Karnad’s interpretation is that the basic message of the
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Vedas is not the inculcation of passivity in external affairs but the advoca-
tion of adventure, daring, flamboyance and vigour and the uninhibited
use of force to overcome any resistance, in order to achieve national
greatness. The Vedic literature represents a ‘‘will to power’’ that is lack-
ing among the power elite of modern-day India. The anti-nuclear lobby
in India, led by Praful Bidwai and Achin Vanaik, claims that the message
of Mahatma Gandhi demands that India renounce nuclear weapons and
sign the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT). Bidwai and
Vanaik quote Gandhi to legitimize their stance, and also support the
signing of the CTBT to avert the economic sanctions imposed on India
by the G8 nations, under the leadership of the United States, in the after-
math of the Pokhran II Test. Karnad, in contrast, supports the ambitious
plan of the hard-liners of New Delhi – to possess a robust arsenal of 400
intercontinental ballistic missiles equipped with megaton thermonuclear
warheads in the near future. These weapons should be targeted against
enemy cities because, after all, even the Manusmriti says, writes Karnad,
that the enemy civilian population must be terrorized in order to hasten
the surrender of the enemy state. These weapons should be used as the
final alternative, because the Mahabharata says that brahmastra (ultimate
weapons or weapons of mass destruction) are reserved as weapons of last
resort.129

Karnad accepts the Arthasastra’s basic message that, in this world,
power alone matters. Following Kautilya, Karnad interprets inter-state
relationships and the amount of power wielded by a state within the
theory of concentric circles. He says that a state’s power can be inter-
preted on the basis of a series of concentric circles. The inner circle
comprises the military power of the polity. Beyond it is the second
circle, which represents the economic power of the state. Beyond that,
the third circle represents the political power of the polity. And, fi-
nally, the outermost circle, the fourth circle, reflects the civilizational
reach (i.e. the cultural power) of the state. These circles overlap with
the equivalent concentric circles of neighbouring and distant states.
Karnad asserts that, in the circle of states, India has to depend on
brute force for its survival. In the immediate context, the threat is
from China; in the long term, the United States might also present a
threat. China is trying to surround India by supporting client states
such as Pakistan and Myanmar. Following mandala policies, India
should also surround China by following a friendly policy towards
Vietnam and Taiwan. The assumption behind such a policy is the
Kautilyan dictum: ‘‘my enemy’s enemy is my friend.’’ It is to be noted
that, in the 1980s, Indira Gandhi’s government was considering the idea
of a strategic alliance with Israel for a strike against Pakistan’s nuclear
installations.130
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Conclusion

This chapter supports Hans Kung’s assertion that even those religions
that are non-monotheistic encourage organized violence.131 It is wrong
to argue that Hinduism is a pacifist religion. Rejection of warfare is a
marginal and recent trend in Hinduism. Except for Gandhi, none of the
Hindu theorists in history spoke about disbanding the army. The concept
of dharmayuddha is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it intro-
duces humane principles that somewhat reduce the lethality of war and
moderate the effect of warfare on the combatants in particular and on
society in general. On the other hand, the very concept of dharmayud-
dha prevents technological development and tactical innovations. This
proved to be a serious weakness for the Hindu regimes practising dhar-
mayuddha during the early medieval era. The realist interpretation of
statecraft and organized violence has remained at the margins of Hindu
philosophy until recent times. As far as the notion of dharmayuddha is
concerned, Hinduism is not unique; concepts of just war are also present
in other religions.

In post-colonial India, ancient Hindu texts and not Hindu priests re-
main important for the power elites and for the process of strategy-mak-
ing. Nationalist Hindu priests organized under the umbrella organization
Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP, or World Hindu Council) aim to spread
the Hindu religion and to bring Hindus who have accepted other reli-
gions such as Islam and Christianity back into the fold of Hinduism.
Their proselytizing activities have resulted in riots between Hindu and
Muslim communities. The BJP uses the VHP for garnering Hindu votes
during elections but never allows this body any say in strategic decision-
making. In other words, in present-day India, the Hindu priests remain
persona non grata as far as the formulation of grand strategy is con-
cerned.

The yogic tradition is largely individualistic; it involves sacrificing the
self for a greater cause. The ascetic Aurobindo argued that individuals
might sacrifice themselves for a greater ‘‘good cause’’. This functioned
as a motivation for Hindu youth to launch terrorist attacks on the colo-
nial regime. The members of the strategic elite of the post-colonial state
are uncomfortable with this line of thought, especially when independent
India faces several religious-based insurgencies such as that of the Khalis-
tanis in Punjab supported by Sikhism and the Islamic militants in Kash-
mir. Rather, the strategic decision makers and the Indian intelligentsia
are more comfortable with the state-centric ancient Hindu texts. While
one group advocates a realist reading of the texts, the other urges a
more moderate pacifist interpretation of the strategic ideas embedded in
the Hindu texts. Even for the second group, Gandhi remains unimpor-
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tant. To conclude, a rigorous analysis of Hindu religion and its influence
on warfare is necessary because the perceptions of India’s ruling elite
continue to be shaped by traditional philosophies.
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Glossary

ahimsa: The creed of non-violence. The opposite of hingsa/himsa ( jealousy, violence).
akhara: Hindu gymnasium, which at times also functioned as a centre for the individual

training of armed Hindu monks.
Arthasastras: Texts on law and the polity. In this genre, the most famous is the text com-

posed by Kautilya/Chanakya.
chara: Secret service/espionage department, as well as spies.
danda: Literal meaning: staff or rod. It means the science of government, especially focus-

ing on punishment.
dhamma/dharma: The concept includes both the concrete and the abstract. At the broader

level, it refers to the cosmic order, i.e. public order (disorder is adharma). At the lower
level, dharma is swadharma, i.e. individual dharma. It actually refers to a code of con-
duct, i.e. living in a righteous way. The rules of swadharma are laid down in detail in
the dharmasastras (treatises on dharma) composed around the second century BCE. Up-
holding swadharma by the public is necessary for the maintenance of cosmic as well as
public order. In a sense, it means that both the king and his subjects have to behave
properly to prevent the breakdown of public order. The king has to follow rajadharma,
which constitutes the principles of politics.

dhammavijaya/dharmavijaya: Righteous conquest, which requires only obeisance and
tribute from the defeated rulers. This is the opposite of the concept of asuravijaya, which
entails the complete destruction of the defeated monarch and annexation of his kingdom
by the vijigishu. Emperor Asoka was influenced by Buddhism and introduced a new con-
cept of dharmavijaya, which means the propagation of dharma (i.e. religion) without
using any form of coercion or the army.

dharmayuddha: War conducted in accordance with the principles of dharma. The Indian
notion of just war.

digvijaya: Literal meaning: conquest of the four corners of the earth. It refers to wars of
conquest undertaken by the vijigishu.

karma: Karma means action. It actually refers to the action–consequence cycle. The Upa-

nishads record the idea of karma in which human beings are reborn repeatedly into cir-
cumstances conditioned by their actions in previous lives. One can break this cycle either
through prayers or by participating in a dharmayuddha.

krore: A traditional Hindu unit of measurement. One krore is equivalent to 10 million.
kshatra: Refers to strength and power. To some extent it refers to physical strength.

The concept of kshatra in the Vedas means the dominion of a ruler. In Hindu literature,
kshatra is the power that belongs to the Kshatriyas (the warrior class), which is always
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subordinated to brahma (not to be confused with the fire god Brahma), the power of the
Brahmins (the priestly class).

kutayuddha: Unjust war involving deception, treachery, etc. In such conflict, everything is
free and fair. Night attacks, ambushes, tactical retreat and then launching a sudden
counterattack, misinforming and disinforming the enemy, poisoning the enemy’s leader-
ship, and harming the non-combatants of the enemy country are some of the techniques
of kutayuddha.

mahant: Leader of the Hindu religious institution and at times also of an akhara.
mandala: Circle of states, i.e. the international order.
nitisastras: Text focusing on politics and administrative laws. The most famous is by

Kamandaka.
rishi: Hindu sage who emphasizes the power of asceticism through various yogic practices.
Upanishads: These texts were composed between 800 and 500 BCE. These texts treat the

Vedic rituals as subordinate and aim to understand in a philosophical manner the rela-
tionship between the self, i.e. atman (one’s soul), and the brahman, i.e. the universe.

Vedas: Technical meaning: knowledge. The most famous Vedas are the Rig Veda, the Sama

Veda, the Yajur Veda and the Atharva Veda. These Vedas were composed between 1200
and 500 BCE.

vijigishu: The ideal would-be conqueror whose aim is to become the chakravartin (he-
gemon) of the mandala.

yoga: A generic term referring to mental exercises for achieving internal harmony. The ob-
jective of doing such exercises is to merge or unite one’s soul with god, i.e. to merge the
atman (self) with the brahman (the universal essence). The Upanishads refer to yoga.
Around the fourth century CE, Buddhism also absorbed yoga. The grammarian Patan-
jali probably composed the Yogasutras in the third century CE. The Yogasutras present
a detailed methodology for gaining liberating insight.
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3

Norms of war in Theravada
Buddhism

Mahinda Deegalle

The use of force has become an important political and international issue
among modern states. Recent events in Afghanistan and Iraq demonstrate
that the use of force can trigger violent new wars. Over the centuries,
wars fought nationally and internationally have caused immense destruc-
tion of property and loss of human life in all parts of the world. In the
twenty-first century, the most pressing challenge for states is how to pro-
tect their citizens by countering the destruction inflicted by well-trained
and highly coordinated terrorists who resort to violent means without
any fear for their own lives. This is not only a serious security problem
for the developed nations such as the United States and the European
states but also an equally important concern for developing countries
such as Sri Lanka,1 where the majority of the population claim to be
Buddhists. Reflection on the use of force from a Buddhist perspective
will thus be immensely valuable for a comparative understanding of the
issue at hand. Some questions for reflection are: Can Buddhists join an
army? When one is a soldier what happens to one’s Buddhist identity?
Can a state that has a majority Buddhist population use force to manage
a war situation? What is the role of Buddhism in a war-torn country? Can
Buddhism justify a defensive war? Within the teachings of the Buddha, is
there any consideration of the use of force? This chapter aims to answer
some of these questions. Though the resources in other Buddhist tradi-
tions will be taken into account, the primary focus in this chapter will be
identifying the conceptualization of war and the use of force as theorized
in the Theravada Buddhist tradition of Sri Lanka.
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War and peace: Buddhist approaches in dealing with
violence

Peace is central to Buddhism, but war is not. Buddhism is praised by both
insiders and outsiders for its doctrines of love and compassion. Some
express the view that they have high expectations of Buddhism when
it comes to issues of peace and violence in comparison with other world
religions.2 In the early Buddhist tradition, the concept of peace was
expressed with the word ‘‘santi ’’ (tranquillity, peace). It would be
worthwhile to reflect here upon the example and words of the Buddha
in order to understand the Buddhist approach to peace and war. One of
the early Pali canonical texts, the Dhammapada (a representative text of
the Theravada tradition), states: ‘‘There is no bliss higher than peace’’
[natthi santiparam sukham].3 Highlighting the notion of peace, the Bud-
dha is often identified with the epithet santiraja (king of peace).4 The
ultimate goal of the committed Buddhist practitioner is the attainment
of perfect inner peace through leading a good life in this world. In their
long history, Buddhists and Buddhist institutions attempted to follow the
path of the Buddha aimed at achieving inner peace as well as peace in the
social and cultural contexts in which they chose to live. The practice of a
good life involved harmonious living with one’s fellow beings. Texts de-
noted this aspect of life by using the Pali term ‘‘sama-cariya’’. Harmoni-
ous living, in turn, generated ‘‘inner peace’’ within the individual, which
was identified as ‘‘ajjhatta-santi ’’ (Suttanipata, verse 837).5 In the Bud-
dhist tradition, harmonious living (sama-cariya) has been identified very
closely with the notion of righteous living (dhamma-cariya).6 Righteous-
ness and harmony must go hand in hand to achieve genuine peace within
the individual and in the community at social levels.

In general, one can undoubtedly say that national and international
peace are important concerns for Buddhists across the world. Like
others, Buddhists witness the peaceful lives of ordinary people being de-
stroyed by war and conflicts.

In many ways, Buddhism is realistic in its outlook, recognizing the ex-
istence of negative phenomena such as war. War was not an uncommon
occurrence even in the Buddha’s day in the sixth century BCE. Indian
rulers who were around him, some of whom occasionally sought the Bud-
dha’s advice on governance and spirituality, nevertheless waged war
against each other when such conditions suited them for achieving their
political and selfish objectives. Throughout the history of Buddhism in
Asia, in countries such as Sri Lanka, Japan, Korea, Thailand, Burma,
China and Tibet, one can find plenty of examples of war situations. In
relation to the use of force, however, an important question is to what
extent Buddhism was an agent contributing to those wars.
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In the context of military conquests by Japan and China, the peaceful
history of Buddhism in Korea seems to have changed drastically during
the Choson dynasty (1392–1910). In 1592 a Japanese army under Gen-
eral Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1537–1598) invaded Korea. Responding to
that military conquest, Buddhist master Kihodang Yong-gyu, a disciple
of Sosan Hyujong (1520–1604), gathered 600 monk soldiers and fought
against the Japanese.7 In 1636, when the army of Ch’ing invaded Choson,
the monks Pyogam Kaksong (1575–1660) and Hobaek Myongjo were the
leaders of the monks’ army.8 From a strictly doctrinal point of view, al-
though the monks’ active military engagement on the battlefield is a seri-
ous moral problem, the military success of the monks’ army in Korea is
viewed favourably today since their involvement safeguarded the integ-
rity of the Korean nation in the face of foreign invasions:

When the nation was in danger because of wars or invasions like the Hideyoshi
and Ch’ing, Korean monks did not hesitate to sacrifice themselves to protect
the nation and the people . . . It was the monk-soldiers who rose up against the
invaders all over the nation and, dealing fatal blows, played a major role in sav-
ing the nation. As a result of the active and independent participation of monks
in both wars, the Buddhist community changed both its internal image and its
public image. When the wars were over, the government did not disband the
monks’ army but had them join as members of the Choson army. The govern-
ment also praised and rewarded the monks who had rendered distinguished
service to the country during the wars.9

In medieval Japan, some powerful monasteries in the capital city,
Kyoto, had their own armies to protect their own vested material and po-
litical interests. The Japanese word sohei refers to a monk-army or ‘‘war-
rior monks’’. Some of the major monasteries that had monk-armies were
Enryakuji (the Tendai Buddhist headquarters on Mt Hiei), Onjoji (the
Tendai-jimon headquarters in Shiga Prefecture) and Kofukuji (the Hosso
headquarters in Nara). By the eleventh century, some of those armies be-
gan to attack rival monasteries. The monastic militias were eliminated
from Japan by the warlords Oda Nobunaga (1534–1582) and Toyotomi
Hideyoshi (1537–1598).10

In such war situations, the extent to which Buddhist teachings or Bud-
dhist leadership contributed to war is an interesting and ethically worry-
ing question. There have been varying degrees of involvement in war by
some of those claiming to be Buddhists and those vowing to defend Bud-
dhist interests or the national interests of countries that they aimed at
protecting.

Both Buddhist traditions of South Asia and East Asia contain many
classical teachings on war and violence. In analysing conflict situations,
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early Buddhism maintains that conflicts, intolerance and disharmony
arise when human desire, hatred and ignorance are unlimited. According
to the ‘‘Ratthapala Sutta’’ of the Majjhima Nikaya,11 people seek riches
and kings want to expand their territories: ‘‘A king, having forcibly con-
quered the earth, inhabiting a land with the ocean its confines, not satis-
fied with this side of the sea, hankers after the sea’s further side too.’’12
This is one of the classical explanations of the outbreak of war from a
pragmatic religious point of view. Texts maintain that kings begin wars
for such pragmatic purposes; unfortunately this has the inevitable result
of hugely disrupting the daily lives of the common people, who are
forced to live in disastrous and unhealthy situations. Their religious life
or spirituality does not help them adequately to overcome the power of
spreading violence when mighty states are determined to wage war
against each other.

The historical Buddha Siddhartha Gautama (566–486 BCE) preached
against war. But even the Gautama Buddha himself could not avoid the
threat of war. Unfortunately, on two occasions the Buddha was forced to
become directly involved in conflict resolution situations. The first was a
dispute between his own relatives, the Sakyans and the Koliyans.13 It was
an argument over sharing the rights to the water of the Rohini River,
which divided their two territories.14 A dam was constructed across the
Rohini River and the Sakyans and Koliyans used its water for agricul-
ture. In a period of drought, a violent dispute arose between the Bud-
dha’s relatives over the use of the river water. This was a case of
aggressive and competitive behaviour by two groups attempting to use
force in order to gain possession of limited resources. They were ready
to wage war against each other and to be annihilated in the war. At this
point, the Buddha decided to intervene to bring harmony to the opposing
relatives. After meeting the two sides, he asked them what was more pre-
cious for them: river water or their blood. By questioning their intention
to wage war with each other, he demonstrated the futility of waging war
for the sake of the River Rohini’s water. Through his intervention, the
Buddha was able to avert the imminent war. His intervention in the dis-
pute was the compassionate action of a religious leader who cared about
the lives of the innocent.

Even the historical Buddha failed to prevent war, as illustrated by the
following narrative. While on a visit to his relatives in Kapilavatthu, at
the age of 16, Prince Vidudabha, the son of King Pasenadi and Vasabha-
khattiya, who later became the ruler of the Kosala and the Sakya, learnt
from a contemptuous remark made by a slave woman in the Sakyan king-
dom that his mother, who was given in marriage to his father King Pase-
nadi by the Sakyans, came from a low caste. The Sakyans were too proud
to intermarry with King Pasenadi, and instead gave the slave woman to
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the king. Prince Vidudabha was furious with the Sakyans because of their
deceit in cheating his father and the insult made to him by a slave woman
on his first visit to see his mother’s relatives. After King Pasenadi’s death,
King Vidudabha wanted take revenge on the Sakyans for the insult. The
Buddha, knowing the danger to his relatives, stood three times on King
Vidudabha’s route to Kapilavatthu in order to prevent him from waging
war against the Sakyans. Seeing the Buddha sitting under a tree with
little shade on the boundaries of the Sakyan kingdom, after a brief con-
versation, King Vidudabha knew the Buddha’s intention to protect his
relatives from war and returned without waging war.15 On the fourth oc-
casion, the Buddha did not interfere with King Vidudabha’s war effort
since he saw that the kamma (negative previous action) of the Sakyans
was severe. According to the narrative, their negative karma (deed) was
that in a previous life the Sakyans had conspired to poison a river. In the
absence of the Buddha to defend his relatives, King Vidudabha finally
destroyed the Sakyans in the war. This karmic explanation and the Bud-
dha’s triple intervention demonstrate that even the Buddha had limita-
tions in preventing a war that he witnessed in his lifetime.

Although the historical evidence shows that the Buddha did not en-
courage kings to go to war, there are also indications that the Buddha
was not always especially proactive in taking steps to prevent wars taking
place. This is illustrated by the story of Ajatasattu, the king of Magadha
and son of Bimbisara, who was a casual visitor to the Buddha. The king
wished to defeat the neighbouring Vajjians. Before going to war, Ajata-
sattu sent his chief minister Vassakara to ask the Buddha’s advice about
whether the Vajjians were likely to be defeated. In that conversation, the
Buddha seems to have refrained from urging the king not to initiate war;
instead the Buddha explained that it would be impossible for the king to
defeat the Vajjians because they were strict practitioners of the dhamma
(Sanskrit: dharma, righteous law), the seven conditions of welfare (satta
aparihaniya dhamma), which they had learnt from the Buddha:

So long . . . as the Vajjians (i) foregather thus often, and frequent the public
meetings of their clan . . . (ii) meet together in concord and rise in concord,
and carry out their undertakings in concord . . . (iii) enact nothing not already
established, abrogate nothing that has been already enacted, and act in accor-
dance with the institutions of the Vajjians, as established in former days . . . (iv)
honour and esteem and revere and support the Vajjian elders, and hold it a
point of duty to hearken to their words . . . (v) no woman or girls belonging to
their clans are detained among them by force or abduction . . . (vi) honour and
esteem and revere and support the Vajjian shrines in town or country, and al-
low not the proper offerings and rites, as formerly given and performed, to fall
into desuetude (vii) so long as the rightful protection, defence, and support

64 MAHINDA DEEGALLE



shall be fully provided for the Arahants [religious persons] among them, so that
the Arahants from a distance may enter the realm, and the Arahants therein
may live at ease – so long may the Vajjians be expected not to decline, but to
prosper.16

From this conversation on the statecraft of the Vajjians, we learn that
righteous rule became the secret of the ruler’s power. Another account
suggests that, if the Vajjians became lax in their conduct of business, Aja-
tasattu would have a chance of defeating them.17 Subsequently, Vassa-
kara was successful in creating disunity among the Vajjians, which
resulted in their defeat in war.

In the contemporary Buddhist world in South and Southeast Asia, one
can find prescriptions for rulers and states as well as expectations of
rulers derived from Buddhist teachings and classical practices. Accord-
ing to Buddhist conceptions of the ruler as found in the Pali canon of
the Theravada tradition, the ideal ruler must govern the country with a
modern policy and a just order, and maintain peace without invading
neighbouring lands.

Buddhists have conceptualized a universal monarch (Pali cakkavatti;
Sanskrit cakravartin) who rules the land with righteousness. Governance
with non-violence is the universal monarch’s trademark. One important
scripture in the Pali canon, the Cakkavattisihanada Sutta, outlines the no-
tion of an ideal king who rules the country on the basis of dharma.18 It
must be noted here, however, that even this universal monarch still has
a fourfold army (caturangabalakaya – the elephant corps, the cavalry,
the chariot corps and infantry), and wherever he travels in the country
the fourfold army accompanies him. If the king is righteous and does not
resort to violence, why does he have a fourfold army accompanying him?
Does this suggest that the use of force is an inevitable feature of state
power? Can a state run its own business without resorting to punishment
and the use of force? By extension, the case of the universal monarch
raises the question of whether Buddhist countries are still allowed to
maintain armed forces, and whether such forces are merely for defensive
purposes.

The concept of a universal monarch might to some extent undermine
the necessity of the use of force. As portrayed in Buddhist texts, the uni-
versal monarch does not threaten people with force; instead, he forgoes
the use of weapons and uses righteousness as the guiding principle. This
rejection of weapons seems to empower him. People and local rulers
under his power submit to him because of his righteous rule and in the
belief that he will not resort to force. As a result of his righteous
governance, other countries surrender to him and acknowledge his power
without being forced to do so by means of weapons. Texts maintain that
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a pious and wise king should conquer the four quarters with virtues and
fulfil his duties efficiently. Here emerges a notion of an ideal king who
rules his territory without resorting to the use of force and weapons but
who rules with the power of righteousness endowed in himself and in his
statecraft.

The third ruler of the Mauryan dynasty in India, Emperor Asoka
(268–232 BCE), who was probably a Buddhist, is often cited in the Bud-
dhist literature as a model king. Asoka’s inscriptions provide the first ex-
ternal evidence for the existence of Buddhist scriptures19 and, in the
tradition of Theravada Buddhism, Emperor Asoka is credited with send-
ing Buddhist missions to countries such as Sri Lanka; he thereby did
much to turn Buddhism into a civilizational religion.20

In popular Buddhist imagination, Asoka is an ideal king who demon-
strated by example the attitudes that a ruler must cultivate towards one’s
subjects. His inscriptions demonstrate that he conceived his subjects as
his own children: ‘‘All men [and women] are my children and as I desire
for my children that they obtain every kind of welfare and happiness
both in this world and the next world, so do I desire for all men [and
women].’’21

The Brahmanical term for the state’s use of legitimate force is danda
(stick). This can be rendered as the use of legitimate forms of violence
for effective governance. The Buddhist tradition has not ignored various
forms of violence practised in the Indian social milieu. Buddhist scrip-
tures quite often mention punishments used by rulers at the time. What
is striking is that, after Asoka’s conquest, the tradition maintains that
Emperor Asoka renounced the use of military force. At least, he had
minimized the use of danda as a legitimate measure of governance. It is
conceivable that this personal transformation within Asoka’s life, which
was translated into his public policy, may have occurred after conversion
to Buddhism or encountering Buddhist teachings. Asoka’s edict ad-
dressed to the Buddhist monastic community at Bairat gives the strongest
indication of his connection to Buddhism. Asoka commends the Bud-
dha’s teachings as the saddhamma (good teaching) and mentions seven
texts by name.22

After his victory in battle in Kalinga (present-day Orissa), a clear
transformation is visible both in his change of heart and in the public
policies that he adopted for his kingdom. In the battle, although he had
enlarged his empire, he seems to have deliberately limited his military
pursuit of conquest. Emperor Asoka publicly expressed his moral re-
morse in relation to the war in Kalinga. The Rock Edict XIII reveals his
confession; it is an account of his remorse over the suffering and deaths
which occurred in the battle. He dedicated himself to the propagation of
dharma, and Buddhists believe that Emperor Asoka replaced the mili-
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tary drum with the drum of dharma. In the fourth Rock Edict of Kalsi,
Asoka stated, ‘‘no more shall the drums of war (bherighosa) be heard in
my territories, but the drums of dhamma (dhammaghosa) shall reverber-
ate throughout the empire’’. Nowadays many believe that Emperor
Asoka attempted to emulate the ideal of the universal monarch who
rules the country righteously. By abandoning the pursuit of war and
through personal transformation and the adoption of state policies of so-
cial welfare, Emperor Asoka became both a righteous king and the uni-
versal monarch that the Buddhist traditions envisioned.

The Buddha believed that it was possible to rule a country by adhering
to the dharma, and without resorting to ‘‘harsh punitive measures or en-
gaging in military conquests’’.23 This situation, however, depends on
many other factors. Buddhists would maintain that, when humanity is
morally, spiritually and intellectually developed, it is possible for a uni-
versal monarch (cakkavatti) to rule a country without the use of force.
This position, however, relies heavily on the belief that the world goes
in cycles of births and deaths rather than in a linear fashion. In the cycli-
cal worldview, human beings operate in a dependent relationship and
have the capacity to develop both spiritually and morally.

There are also texts in East Asian Buddhism that are useful in under-
standing the notion of good governance and the efficacy of the use of
force in handling crises. One of the Mahayana Buddhist texts, the Dhar-
masamuccaya Sutra, for example, suggests a technique to prevent war:
‘‘even if an army of another country should invade and plunder, a king
should know first whether the soldiers are brave or cowardly and then
conclude peace by means of expediency.’’24 When the Indian monk Gu-
navarman (367–431 CE) visited China in 424 CE,25 the Chinese emperor
questioned him: ‘‘When foreign armies are going to invade my country,
what should I do? If we fight there must be many casualties. If we do
not repulse them, my country will be imperilled. O’ master, please tell
me what to do?’’ The monk answered: ‘‘just entertain a compassionate
mind, do not have hurtful mind.’’ The king applied his advice, and when
the banners were going to be hoisted and the drums beaten, the enemies
retreated.26 This passage suggests that one should not fight against ene-
mies and that the use of force is not the answer. On the contrary, it ad-
vises the practice of benevolence. From the Buddhist point of view, the
ideal of benevolence has its own power to protect the righteous and pre-
vent imminent danger from conquering enemies. This narrative high-
lights the importance of cultivating positive values and ethical qualities,
which will eventually build trust and confidence and achieve harmony
and tolerance.

But in a situation in which enemies are invading a country, what should
the state do? As the ruler, the king has a duty to protect the country. If
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the king does not take action, the enemies may take advantage of his
peaceful attitude. Alternatively, the subjects may rebel against the ruler.
The Chinese Buddhist text in the Taisho collection explains the necessary
expediency on the part of the ruler in detail.27 Since the king’s duty is to
protect the country, he has to be ready to repulse the invading enemies.
However, the text advises the king not to go to war but to negotiate and
reach agreement in order to bring peace to both parties. It offers the king
three strategies to safeguard the people and the kingdom. First, if the en-
emy is as powerful as the king’s own army, warfare could inflict great
damage on both parties and neither would benefit from it; many would
inevitably lose their lives. If the enemy is more powerful than the king’s
army, then it is likely that the enemy forces would destroy many lives. In
that case, the king should make peaceful negotiations and avoid possible
war and the death of innocent people. Secondly, the king should try to
solve the conflict by showing generosity and giving anything the enemy
requires so that violence is prevented. Thirdly, if the enemy seems to be
more powerful, the king should try to surprise the enemy king by pre-
tending his own army is a more powerful force. If these three strategies
fail, then the king is allowed to take up arms, taking into consideration
the following points: owing to the lack of mercy on the part of the enemy,
we engage in war and are forced to kill living beings; however, we hope
that we will kill as few as possible.

In the case of Sri Lanka, one can cite the story of King Sirisanghabodhi
(r. 247–249 CE), who followed the ideal of bodhisattva (one who aspires
to enlightenment). This is a popular narrative that highlights the impor-
tance of the virtuous character of the ruler. The Mahavamsa (‘‘The Great
Chronicle’’), a Pali chronicle written in sixth century CE, describes him
as ‘‘rich in compassion’’ (Ch. 36, verse 94)28 and full of ‘‘kindness to the
other’’, and that he willingly went into solitary exile in the forest ‘‘since
he would not bring harm to others’’ (36: 92).29 The Dipavamsa refers to
him as a ‘‘virtuous prince’’,30 and The Mahavamsa mentions that he
‘‘reigned two years in Anuradhapura’’ observing the Five Precepts (36:
73).31 According to the Sri Lankan tradition as recorded in the Pali
chronicles, he was willing to give his head to his aggressive brother,
Gothabhaya, who dethroned him. The dethroned King Sirisanghabodhi
addressed the beggar who fed him lunch: ‘‘I am the king Samghabodhi;
take thou my head and show it to Gothabhaya, he will give thee much
gold’’ (36: 95–96). This episode has become a popular theme in temple
paintings in Sri Lanka. The story of Sirisanghabodhi is an extreme case
of passive resistance. During his reign, he often used satyakriya (an act
of truth) to resolve difficult problems. On one occasion when there was
a drought, ‘‘his heart shaken with pity’’ (36: 75) and with compassion for
his people (36: 79), King Sirisanghabodhi lay down on the ground of the
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Ratnamali Thupa in Anuradhapura with firm resolve: ‘‘Unless I be raised
up by the water that the god shall rain down I will nevermore rise up
from hence, even though I die here’’ (36: 76). Instead of punishing crimi-
nals by using force, King Sirisanghabodhi took rebels into custody, but
‘‘released them again secretly’’. Yet to cause terror among the public
and to remove their fear of rebels, he replaced them secretly with the
‘‘bodies of dead men’’, which were subsequently set aflame (36: 80–81).
When a red-eyed demon Ratakkhi began to devour his people, King
Sirisanghabodhi was in distress and began fasting while observing the
eight uposatha vows;32 he resolved that ‘‘[t]ill I have seen the yakkha I
will not rise up’’ (36: 82–85). By the king’s power, the demon came to him
and, instead of giving the life of his citizens, the king was willing to give
up his own life: ‘‘No other can I give up to thee; take thou me and devour
me’’ (36: 88). Finally, the demon agreed to accept an offering from every
village. The life of Sirisanghabodhi illustrates that the notion of ahimsa
(non-violence) was valued and that some inspired rulers who attempted
to follow the Buddhist principles went out of their way to practise them
and sacrificed themselves for a good cause that they believed in.

One of the most eminent scholars and Sri Lankan statesmen of the
day, D. B. Jayatilaka (1868–1944), attempted in 1939 to explain the sig-
nificance of Sirisanghabodhi’s narrative for modern statecraft by combin-
ing the examples of both Vessantara and Sirisanghabodhi:

The Great One [Buddha in his last life as Vessantara Bodhisattva] renounced a
kingdom and a throne, wife and child, and all world comforts, and wandered as
a beggar to serve those that suffer . . . This was the spirit that pervaded ancient
Lanka, and it was this spirit that King Sri Sangabo, of ancient lore, gave his
head and died himself to save the lives of his countrymen.33

Sri Lankan kings such as Sirisanghabodhi tried to apply Buddhist prin-
ciples to statecraft and occasionally were defeated when the aggressor
was ruthless. The imperative of self-defence was hardly raised as an issue
since, for Sirisanghabodhi and others like him, being righteous and truth-
ful took precedence over worldly concerns. The stories of King Vessan-
tara (Jataka, No. 547)34 and King Sirisanghabodhi both illustrate a
willingness to forgo violent resistance in circumstances of adversity. One
could argue that they exhibited a fatalism that should not be followed in
modern statecraft, because it would result in submission to intruders and
enemies. Because of the extreme pacifist dimensions of Sirisanghabodhi’s
narrative, some insiders have criticized it. A modern author who wrote to
a weekly newspaper about the widespread suicides in Sri Lanka lamented
the negative interpretation and the adoption of the Sirisanghabodhi nar-
rative and argued that ‘‘Sangabo’s actions regrettably have led some
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Buddhists to believe that suicide is laudable, a problem in a country that
has the highest suicide rate in the world’’.35

Key sources in understanding the use of force in Buddhism

The approach that Buddhism takes to the use of force is rather different
from that of other world religions. Because of its focus on the individual
human being, discussions about the legitimacy of force concentrate on
the obligations of individuals. One can generalize the Buddhist per-
spective on this issue as follows. Buddhist life involves the use of force
inwardly rather than externally. The Buddha often advises his prac-
titioners to ‘‘restrain the five senses’’ (indiriya samvara) in order to
progress in the path.36 This instruction is particularly important because
it is a case of using force for self-cultivation. In religious practice, one is
expected to be firm with oneself in putting oneself on the right path and
becoming free from persuasions and enticements. For self-development,
firm individual resolutions are essential, yet this should be done without
treating oneself violently.

An important question requiring examination is the extent to which
the Buddha resorted to the use of force. Various narratives support the
view that the Buddha sometimes employed mild force in dealing with his
disciples. On one occasion (as recounted in the Vinaya Pitaka, a collec-
tion of Buddhist monastic rules), the Buddha withheld signalling the be-
ginning of the bi-monthly confession ceremony of reciting the rules given
in the patimokkha text (2.236–7). After a long period of waiting, the
Venerable Moggallana, his chief disciple, asked him about the delay. In
response, the Buddha said that one monk in the gathered assembly was
not fit to participate in the ceremony (owing to his impurity) and hence
should leave. Three times the Venerable Moggallana called upon that
person to leave the assembly and, upon receiving no response, Moggal-
lana forced him out of the room. Only then did the uposatha-kamma
(the recitation of the vinaya rules) resume. This episode illustrates that
some direct use of force was needed to proceed with the recitation, and
that the Buddha approved of Moggallana’s intervention as a proper
course of action. It also demonstrates that, even in a religious com-
munity, when other means of persuasion fail, some minor use of force is
essential.

Another narrative, the Abhayarajakumara Sutta of the Majjhima Ni-
kaya (M.1.391f.), indicates how harsh words could be put to effective
use by the Buddha.37 Pointing at the infant son on Prince Abhaya’s lap,
the Buddha said: ‘‘What do you think Prince? If, while you or your nurse
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were not attending to him, this child were to put a stick or a pebble in his
mouth, what would you do to him?’’ The prince responded by saying:
‘‘Venerable Sir, I would take it out. If I could not take it out at once, I
would take his head in my left hand and crooking a finger of my right
hand, I would take it out even if it meant drawing blood. Why is that?
Because I have compassion for the child.’’38 The fact that the Buddha
did not object to this response shows that he might allow for some harsh
action, if it served a good purpose.

A classical account of defensive war

Over the centuries, Sri Lankan historiography, frequently written in Pali,
has constructed an image of a distinct Sinhala Buddhist ethnic identity. It
also has assigned to the Sinhala communities the historical role of pro-
tecting the ‘‘message’’ (sasana) of the Buddha (a collective term used
nowadays in the meaning of Buddhism in Sri Lanka). Over the 2,300-
year history of Sri Lanka, one can find many references to various types
of war: internal battles, external conquests, coups and liberation
struggles.

The most troubling question in relation to Buddhism is whether war
can ever be justified within its doctrinal setting. In this connection, the
most controversial historical episode was a battle between King Duttha-
gamani (r. 161–137 BCE) and King Elara in Anuradhapura, Sri Lanka,
which is recorded in The Mahavamsa.39 The chronicle shows King Dut-
thagamani, a patriotic Sinhala prince from southern Sri Lanka, defeating
King Elara, an elderly Tamil from South India who had ruled Sri Lanka
for four decades. This narrative of their battle presents a powerful myth
that has contributed to what Tessa J. Bartholomeusz has identified as the
foundation of the ‘‘just war ideology’’ in modern Sri Lanka: ‘‘The war ex-
ploits of Dutugemunu suggest that by the time The Mahavamsa took
shape, Buddhist thinking had developed criteria that served as a frame-
work for debates about which wars are justified and which are not.’’40
Since ‘‘[t]he past inhabits the present in a variety of ways – in practices,
things, and memory’’41 – there is no doubt the battle narrative of The
Mahavamsa has had a formative influence on the imaginations of many
in contemporary Sri Lanka.

The way the chronicler presents the battle narrative demonstrates an
attempt to identify King Dutthagamani closely with Buddhism and the
national interests of the majority Sinhalese community of modern Sri
Lanka. This identification is reinforced by departing from the previous
practices of kings; the chronicler records that King Dutthagamani invited
Buddhist monks (bhikkus) to accompany him onto the battlefield:
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I will go on to the land on the further side of the river to bring glory to the doc-
trine. Give us, that we may treat them with honour, bhikkhus who shall go on
with us, since the sight of bhikkhus is blessing and protection for us. As a pen-
ance, the brotherhood allowed him five hundred ascetics; taking this company
of bhikkhus with him the king marched forth. (25: 3)42

For a modern reader, this passage suggests that the political authorities at
that time were using religious symbols, institutions and persons to further
their war efforts. It is thus not difficult to read this passage as indicating a
Buddhist involvement in war. This view is further strengthened when the
chronicler mentions that King Dutthagamani himself had ‘‘a relic put into
his spear’’ when he marched onto the battlefield (25: 1).43

In the passage quoted above, the reference to ‘‘bring glory to the doc-
trine’’ can be taken to mean safeguarding and protecting the Buddhist
teachings, practices and institutions in Sri Lanka. ‘‘Brotherhood’’ refers
to the Buddhist monastic community collectively known as the sangha.
Having a company of bhikkhus with him while marching to war is per-
ceived as an act of securing protection for Dutthagamani himself at the
time of war. However, the monks themselves perceive it ‘‘as a penance’’
(25: 4). Placing a relic in the spear is an apotropaic action intended to
ward off evil forces in times of trouble, as believed in many pre-modern
societies.

Nevertheless, the task at hand for Dutthagamani was a rather difficult
one since the text represents Elara as a righteous king. In a duel, Duttha-
gamani killed Elara (25: 67–70). After Elara’s death, Dutthagamani hon-
oured him by cremating him, marking the place with a monument and
instituting worship there.

The remorse that Dutthagamani felt after the battle was quite severe,
and similar to that Emperor Asoka had experienced after his battle in
Kalinga. As in the case of Emperor Asoka, a transformation occurs,
though not so dramatic, in the life of Dutthagamani through the interven-
tion of the Buddhist monastic community. In removing Dutthagamani’s
remorse, their intervention can be seen as a ‘‘rehabilitation strategy’’ for
an evil king who had caused a lot of suffering in pursuing a battle. In this
case, the rehabilitation strategy is used to direct the king to Buddhist
works. Though the ‘‘rehabilitation’’ of the king is noble, the justifications
that the monks provided in consoling the king are controversial and
problematic. They have serious implications for the issue of whether
there are justifications for violence within Theravada Buddhism.

Though King Dutthagamani won the battle, there were many deaths in
the battle. He was very unhappy about this. The Mahavamsa states (25:
104) that the arahants (religious people) in Piyangudipa, knowing of Dut-
thagamani’s remorse, sent a group of eight arahants to comfort the king.
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To them, the king confessed: ‘‘How shall there be any comfort for me, O
venerable sirs, since by me was caused the slaughter of a great host num-
bering millions?’’ The arahants’ response to Dutthagamani’s confession
has become severely problematic from the point of view of Buddhist doc-
trines:

From this deed arises no hindrance in thy way to heaven. Only one and a half
human beings have been slain here by thee, O lord of men. The one had come
unto the (three) refuges; the other had taken on himself the five precepts. Un-
believers and men of evil life were the rest, not more to be esteemed than
beasts. But as for thee, thou wilt bring glory to the doctrine of the Buddha in
manifold ways; therefore cast away care from thy heart, O ruler of men! Thus
exhorted by them the great king took comfort. (25: 109–112)44

Dutthagamani’s remorse is eliminated when he is told that killing ‘‘evil
unbelievers’’ carries no more weight than killing animals. It is important
to note that the killing not only of human beings but even of animals is
not encouraged in Buddhism.45 As practitioners of ‘‘loving kindness’’
(metta), Buddhists have an obligation to protect all forms of life. Thus,
when contrasted with canonical doctrines and early Buddhist practices,
the position adopted in this fifth-century chronicle is rather controversial.
This passage seems to suggest that certain forms of violence, such as kill-
ing during battle, can be allowed in certain circumstances, for example
threats to the survival of Buddhism in Sri Lanka during the time of Dut-
thagamani. It is hard to justify this position either through Buddhist prac-
tice or from a doctrinal standpoint, as found in the Pali canon of the
Theravada Buddhists.

This unusual statement, however, can be interpreted differently as an
instance of Buddhist ‘‘skill-in-means’’. In the long run, keeping the victo-
rious king remorseful or in a depressed condition would not help the
Buddhist monastic community. Rather than aggravating these conditions,
as spiritual advisers the monastic community had to make every effort to
console the king. Up to that moment, whatever wrongs the king had com-
mitted became his own karma. The monastic community as a group could
not change his past karma but, as a community who believed in free will
and individual effort, it was possible for them to direct and channel the
king in a positive direction. The unforeseen consequence of that strategy
was a ‘‘gross calculation’’ of the victims of war as ‘‘only one and a half
human beings’’ and ‘‘unbelievers and men of evil life’’.

Making the justification that killing Tamils during war is not a papa
(unmeritorious action) is a grave mistake, even if it was used in The
Mahavamsa as a skill-in-means. Such violations of the tolerant sensibil-
ities found within post-canonical Pali chronicles cannot be justified or
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harmonized, since Buddhist scriptures do not maintain that the severity
of one’s negative acts may vary depending on one’s caste, race or ethnic
group.

This battle episode still shapes the thinking of some monks and lay
people of Sri Lanka. The complexity in the way in which this single, con-
troversial myth is interpreted, perpetuated and received as both an inspi-
ration and a justification is well illustrated by a comment made in
Ananda Wickremeratne’s Buddhism and Ethnicity in Sri Lanka. Wickre-
meratne interviewed a Buddhist monk about the importance of this epi-
sode. He explained it as a historical document of self-righteousness:

[I]t was King Dutthagamani who best exemplified the idea of self-imposed lim-
its in the exercise of violence. The king gathered his forces to wage war against
an enemy who had invaded the land, and threatened the secular order of things
on which the very existence of Buddhism depended . . . ‘‘He prevails over the
Tamil invaders and kills their leader, Elara, in single combat. He honours the
fallen foe and immediately stops his campaign, as he had achieved its purpose,
waging a purely defensive war. He does not cross over to India to chastise the
Tamils and refrains from wreaking vengeance on Tamils who were living in Sri
Lanka, side by side with Sinhalese as its inhabitants.’’46

The myth of Dutthagamani and Elara is reinterpreted not only by Sin-
hala communities in Sri Lanka but also by Tamil communities, with dif-
ferent emphases. Tamil communities seem to have appropriated this
myth in their own way by highlighting the role of the Dravidian King
Elara for their own nationalistic ends.

Defensive war and the dharma yuddhaya discourse in
modern Sri Lanka

In the recent publication ‘‘A ‘Righteous War’ in Buddhism’’, the Sri Lan-
kan Buddhist academic P. D. Premasiri has outlined how Buddhist teach-
ings on the conduct of defensive war can take into account the legitimate
and pragmatic concerns of the current war situation in Sri Lanka. He
draws attention to the righteous party’s ethical conduct in a defensive
war:

Where one of the parties engaged in war is considered as righteous and the
other as unrighteous, the Buddhist canonical accounts highlight the ethical
qualities of the righteous party by showing that although they are compelled
by circumstances to engage in war for the purpose of self-defence, they do not
resort to unnecessary acts of cruelty even towards the defeated. The righteous
party in war avoids harm to the innocent and is ready to pardon even the de-
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feated enemy. Skilful methods are adopted in order to cause the least harm.
Texts such as the Ummagga Jataka (J.IV.329ff) illustrate cases where the en-
emy could be defeated without injury to and destruction of life.47

Apart from Premasiri’s exposition on ethical conduct in a defensive
war, there are few systematic treatments of just war theory in the South
Asian Buddhist tradition. Unlike Christian church fathers such as St Au-
gustine (354–430 CE), who explicitly discussed just war and the grounds
for declaring a holy war, Buddhist thinkers in Asia have rarely engaged
in such an analysis. Though there are occasional arguments about war
and self-defence issues in the modern period, South Asian Buddhist tra-
ditions still lack a systematic, philosophical reflection on the nature of
war and its justifications.

There are military metaphors in the texts of the South Asian Thera-
vada tradition. In explaining the spiritual achievements of individual
practitioners, texts occasionally use military metaphors. The purpose is
to compare a true Buddhist practitioner to a conqueror in the battlefield
in terms of conquering defilement. Defilements that pollute the mental
condition are seen as enemies. One popular text, the Dhammapada, com-
ments: ‘‘One may conquer in battle a thousand times a thousand men, yet
he is the best of conquerors who conquers himself’’ (verse 128). This em-
phasis on the inner transformation of the individual that runs through the
military metaphor is relevant in discussing Buddhist views on war and its
justifications.

It is very clear that early Buddhism and its followers disliked war and
violence. Buddhist monks were prohibited from watching military pa-
rades and soldiers were not allowed to be ordained as monks. The Pali
canon of Theravada Buddhists completely lacks any textual resource
that could be used as the basis for developing a just war theory.

As mentioned above, however, one can nevertheless detect the seeds
of justification of war in the particular unstable political context in Sri
Lanka, as can be found in the post-canonical sixth-century chronicle
The Mahavamsa. Owing to the disruptive political unrest in modern Sri
Lanka, some nationalist thinkers, both lay and monastic (such as Nalin
De Silva and Athureliye Rathana), have sought to justify the existence
of military forces in primarily Buddhist countries and in particular have
supported the prosecution of a defensive war against the Liberation Ti-
gers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE).48

On the contemporary Buddhist discourse concerning defensive war,
Tessa J. Bartholomeusz writes:

For the monk, it does not logically follow that the Buddhist teaching of non-
violence must always – in every case – lead to a conclusion of pacifism; real life
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does not allow for such as an interpretation. The monk thereby distinguished
between the ideal situation of the text and the situation ‘‘on the ground’’.
Moreover, for the monk the CSS [Cakkavattisihanada Sutta] provides the con-
temporary Sri Lankan government with the Buddhist justification it needs to
proceed with the war against the LTTE.49

In recent years, the Sanskrit term dharma yuddhaya (righteous, or reli-
gious, war) has gained currency in academic writings in the West and in
popular writings in the East. The term and its related derivations do not
have much history within Sri Lankan writings. Its first appearance was
during the period of British colonial rule in the late nineteenth century,
when Sri Lankan Buddhists sought to defend Buddhist ideas, values and
practices vis-à-vis the widespread Christian (mainly Protestant) missions
and cultural intrusions. In Sinhala publications, the term had two signifi-
cations, one spiritual and the other political.

The spiritual signification referred to the inner victory over defilements
that the Buddha had achieved when he conquered the Mara (the person-
ification of death). Dharma yuddhaya was thus used figuratively to desig-
nate the mental struggle over negative mental conditions such as greed
and hatred, as conceptualized in Buddhist doctrinal terms. In this way,
military metaphors may be found both in monks’ sermons and in popular
Buddhist publications. For example, on 28 October 1898, Sarasavi San-
darasa, a Sinhala newspaper launched by the Buddhist Theosophical So-
ciety, published the following letter received from a reader. In the letter,
the term dharma yuddhaya was mentioned and the war was spoken of
figuratively:

We, too, have a war to fight; but we do not need weapons such as guns. Our
war is a ‘‘dharma yuddhaya’’. It is an opportunity to fight the demon of mi-
tyadrsti (false belief). Although we have been fighting this war for a while, vic-
tory is not yet ours because our weapons are old. We should get new
weapons.50

In this period of revival under British colonialism and the Protestant
Christian hegemony, ideas emerged for the necessity of an army and the
permissibility of war with real weapons.51

According to its political signification, dharma yuddhaya refers to the
struggle that one faces in attempting to protect Buddhism in an incom-
patible political and religious environment. Even then, and until the
mid-twentieth century, it referred to non-violent social struggle. This us-
age of the term may be found for instance in the writings of Venerable
Baddegama Wimalawansa (1912–1992), who was principal of Sri Lanka
Vidyalaya, a monastic school in Colombo. A member of the monastic fra-
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ternity of Ramannanikaya, he was a monk of both nationalist and leftist
political leanings. In the early 1950s Wimalawansa published a series of
pamphlets under the title Dharma Yuddhaya that exposed the anti-Bud-
dhist and anti-Sinhala activities of the Sri Lankan government and the
Christian missionaries.52 The first pamphlet in the series focused on
‘‘The Future of the Buddhist Monk’’. It argued that Christian mission-
aries had undermined the social significance of the Buddhist monk in Sri
Lankan society. The second pamphlet was on ‘‘The Government and the
Power of the Missionaries’’. The third one focused on ‘‘Buddhism To-
day’’. The seventh of the Dharma Yuddhaya series was on ‘‘The Activ-
ities of the Christian Clergy’’, who had immense power and influence
over education and health services.53

In a similar vein, writing to a Sinhala publication, Bauddha Lokaya
(Buddhist World), in 1951, the Pali scholar G. P. Malalasekera (1899–
1973) used military metaphors to encourage people to get involved in so-
cial welfare activities:

We should gather the weapons of maitri [loving-kindness], karuna [compassion]
and santi [peace] and prepare for a dharma yuddhaya [righteous war]. We have
to prepare for a religious fight, a long fight. This is not a revolution but an at-
tempt to protect our ancestral religion – Buddhism. Thus, this is a dharma yud-
dhaya. This is not a war fought with the aid of weapons. We are fighting for the
truth and the dharma. We have to start with loving-kindness and compassion.
We have to fight to the end.54

In this quotation, it is clear that the term dharma yuddhaya is used in the
sense of spiritual renewal rather than a war against another group or re-
ligion. Significantly, in the English–Sinhalese Dictionary that Malalase-
kera compiled and published in 1948 – a dictionary widely used today by
students of English in Sri Lanka – the English term ‘‘holy war’’ is trans-
lated specifically with the term agama udesa karana yuddhaya, a war
fought for the defence of religion. Dharma yuddhaya is not used in this
context.55 It might be noted that the dictionary contains no entries for
‘‘just’’ or ‘‘righteous’’ (Sin. dharmistha) war.

However, in Bartholomeusz’s discussion of just war ideology in Sri
Lanka, she attempts to show that there was a drastic shift in meaning
from one sense of dharma yuddhaya to another:

Significantly, the Sinhala writer’s 1898 spelling of ‘‘war’’, transliterated as yud-
haya [without the initial ‘‘d’’], contains a Sinhala letter that is not used in con-
temporary spellings of the Sinhala term. The shift in spelling coincides with a
shift in its expression: prior to the 1980s, when the literary spelling was com-
monplace, dharma yuddhaya most frequently referred to figurative war. In
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other words, the literary spelling betrays the abstract referents of war, its mental
and social dimensions in the Buddhist context. The vernacular spelling, yud-
dhaya, on the other hand, reinforces the concrete realities of military conflict.56

A close examination of the dictionary shows that Bartholomeusz had
misread the Sinhala characters, since Malalasekera had accurately
spelled the term in question. Her argument of a shift in meaning on the
basis of a missing letter – ‘‘d’’ – is quite weak and stands in need of fur-
ther investigation.

For Malalasekera, in the Buddhist case, spiritual renewal through the
development of sublime qualities was essential and crucial to raise the
profile of the Buddhists at the time. He used militaristic metaphors for
that purpose; for him, non-violent engagement with Buddhism was essen-
tial for the Buddhist renewal in a colonial context.

In the political writings of Buddhist monks produced after the indepen-
dence of Sri Lanka in 1948, one can detect quite frequent use of the term
dharma yuddhaya and one can attribute violent dimensions to its usage
as opposed to the spiritual and moral meanings that it contained earlier.
A 1978 publication attempts to define dharma yuddhaya by outlining its
spiritual dimensions: ‘‘Any battle that protects the truth is dharma yud-
dhaya. Fighting for a fair and just society is dharma yuddhaya.’’57 In the
Buddha Jayanthi year in 1956, Bauddha Peramuna (Buddhist Front)
published an article in Sinhala entitled ‘‘Dharma Yuddhaya’’. It used the
term dharma yuddhaya quite frequently, as follows: ‘‘Since he [the prime
minister] has not obeyed the monks’ pleas [not to hold elections in the
Buddha Jayanthi year], they [the monks] are launching a dharma yud-
dhaya’’; ‘‘To save this dharmistha [righteous] land we have to launch a
dharma yuddhaya. Its leaders are Buddhists monks.’’ The fact that the
notion of defensive war gradually emerged in their writings is demon-
strated in the following statement by a Buddhist monk on 27 April 1957:
‘‘Buddhism has always been a tolerant religion . . . Although tolerance is
advocated, at this time of emergency when it is attacked in various ways,
Buddhists cannot be tolerant; . . . Buddhists have to fight to save their
lives.’’58

Likewise, by 1961, the use of force in defence of dharma came to be
justified. An article published in Bauddha Peramuna on 11 March 1961
claims that, ‘‘[a]ccording to Buddhist principles, believers should always
practice maitri [loving-kindness]; however, in order to protect the religion
we have to peacefully fight our enemies. When Buddhism is threatened,
we cannot merely practice maitri.’’59 Finally, towards the middle of the
1980s, the notion of justified war emerged in the context of terrorism
and the protracted civil war in Sri Lanka. Writing on ‘‘Terrorism and
War’’, a Sri Lankan layman named D. G. Kulatunga comments:
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Buddhism and war are a contradiction in terms. Like oil and water they do not
mix . . . No Government, however dharmistha [righteous] it may be, can afford
to remain static and insensitive to an uprising against the State and cease to use
fire-arms in highly explosive situations threatening the security of a country. It
is the bounden duty of the State to protect at any cost the life and property of
its citizens.60

This is a justification of the state-led use of the armed forces to bring
peace in a war context. It allows defensive war when the state acts in the
interest of the well-being of the majority of its citizens.

Most recently, at a conference in 2002, Athureliye Rathana, now the
parliamentary leader of Jathika Hela Urumaya,61 the political party of
Buddhist monks, pointed to the potential inefficacy of some Buddhist
doctrines, such as loving-kindness, for resolving war and other contempo-
rary political problems. In presenting his paper ‘‘A Buddhist Analysis of
‘The Ethnic Conflict’ ’’, Rathana stated: ‘‘There are two central concepts
of Buddhism: compassion and wisdom. If compassion was [sic] a neces-
sary and sufficient condition, then the Buddha would not have elaborated
on wisdom or prajna. Hitler could not have been overcome by maitriya
[loving-kindness] alone.’’62

Examining the notion of just war proposed by monks such as Rathana
and closely examining Sinhala publications of the twentieth century,
Tessa J. Bartholemeuz conclusively remarks:

Sinhala Buddhism is ambivalent about war, depending on the context (and de-
pending on the Buddhist), the Buddhist tradition of Sri Lanka condemns, with
as much frequency as it justifies, war and its violent legacies in defense of the
dharma or the island.63

The agonies of the Sri Lankan ethnic war

There are two major parties to the current conflict in Sri Lanka: the
LTTE militants and the armed forces of the Sri Lankan government.
Both parties give justifying reasons for their engagement in the war. The
LTTE presents its militancy as a ‘‘just’’ or ‘‘righteous’’ war against the
oppression of the minority Tamil community by the Sinhala majority gov-
ernment. The government of Sri Lanka, drawn from all ethnic and reli-
gious groups, contains a Sinhala majority. The Sinhala majority controls
the legislative and executive power of the state. For the best part of the
last two decades, and even though some areas of the north and east of Sri
Lanka have been under rebel control, public services such as education,
health, transportation and the postal service have been provided by the
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central government in Colombo. Owing to the growing unrest and de-
spondency, there is a Tamil claim that a separate state is the solution to
the problem and that it can be achieved through armed struggle. This
provides the ammunition for the Tamil terrorism and war that has re-
sulted the death of nearly 70,000 people over the last two decades
alone.64

War is a costly business. Disregarding the casualties from the Sri Lan-
kan Air Force and Navy, the Sri Lankan Army alone lost 10,688 soldiers
from 1983 to June 1999 in the Sri Lankan government’s confrontation
with the LTTE.65 In addition, in the context of the protracted civil war
and as a result of the revolts by the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna in the
late 1980s, a culture of disappearing people has emerged. A recent publi-
cation, An Exceptional Collapse of the Rule of Law, has collected some of
the narratives of the disappeared victims in the period 1987–1991.66 The
damage the war has done to human lives on both sides is immense and
cannot be measured. For over two decades, since July 1983, Sri Lanka
has experienced the agonies of a protracted war. The military expendi-
ture of the Sri Lankan government is nearly Rs 100 billion although it
was reduced to 4.0 per cent of GDP when the ceasefire agreement was
signed in 2002.67 The escalation of war again in November 2005 threat-
ens to further increase the unbearable military expenditure. The cost of
war for the Sri Lankan government is immense; in the ground attack on
the Katunayake International Airport in July 2001, the LTTE destroyed
12 aircraft (half of the Sri Lankan Airlines fleet) and killed 21 people. Sri
Lankan Airlines alone lost US$350 million.68

With the air strikes by the LTTE in March and April 2007, the war in
Sri Lanka gained new momentum. For the first time, the Tamil Eelam
Air Force (TAF) of the LTTE launched an air strike on the air base of
the Sri Lankan Air Force (SLAF) at Katunayake International Airport
on 26 March 2007, killing three Sri Lankan Air Force personnel and in-
juring another 20 people. This terrorist attack and the air attack capabil-
ities of the LTTE pose serious security threats to Sri Lanka as well as to
neighbouring India.69

The war situation and the terrorism of the LTTE have paralysed pri-
vate businesses in Sri Lanka. The air attack on the Shell company storage
facilities at Kerwalapitiya, Colombo, on 29 April 2007 damaged almost
all the fire-fighting equipment, costing Rs 700 million.70

Apart from the damage to the resources of the country, there are seri-
ous implications for religion. When one considers the importance of reli-
gion for all the ethnic and religious groups in Sri Lanka, and that
Buddhists comprise nearly 70 per cent of the population, the use of force
in a war situation becomes a problematic issue. When one conceptualizes
the Buddhist tradition as a religious tradition that advocates pacifism and
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the cultivation of ‘‘loving-kindness’’ towards all sentient beings, a whole
range of relevant questions emerge.

Contemporary poetic visions of war and peace

Modern Sri Lanka has been embroiled in an ethnic war for over two dec-
ades. It is appropriate to end this chapter with a discussion of war and
peace. To demonstrate the moral crisis that has arisen in the context of
the current war in Sri Lanka, I will analyse a popular Sinhala song (trans-
lated below),71 which demonstrates that war as a theme has captured the
creative imagination of modern artists. The song raises moral dilemmas
that have arisen in the context of war and the absence of any visible and
immediate solution to the problem. It also presents the challenges that
have arisen to the Buddhist approach and the Buddhist way of life.

The Buddhist monk Rambukana Siddhartha composed the song ‘‘Bana
Kiyana Ratak’’ (‘‘A Country Where Buddhist Sermons are Preached’’)
for the audio CD Nasena Gi Rasa.72 The famous Sri Lankan vocalist
Edward Jayakody sings the song accompanied by H. M. Jayawardhana.

A country where Buddhism is preached!
A country where Buddhist preaching is listened to!
How did it become a battlefield?
A path that can resolve it
A world full of blossoming flowers
When do we see it again?
A heart bent on accumulating merit
A hand that never committed misconduct
How did go to the battlefield?
An attempt to find out the reason
There is no sign of such an attempt
Thus became a battlefield.
A path to peace
Flower to battlefield
There is no one to take an initiative
An eye to see it
A path to heal hearts
Nothing remains; the entire country is cheated.

This Sinhala song demonstrates that recent literary and artistic works in
the Sinhala language have attempted to capture the frustrations and di-
lemmas that prevail in a predominantly Buddhist society. The ongoing
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ethnic conflict has challenged the very existence and future survival of
Buddhism in Sri Lanka.

Both in theory and in practice, war is incompatible with Buddhist
teachings and the Buddhist way of life. The war situation in Sri Lanka
endangers the peaceful existence of Buddhist communities and institu-
tions, and since war is an extreme form of the expression of violence it
needs an urgent and peaceful solution. The manifestations of war and
conflicts have raised many questions and challenge the way the funda-
mental Buddhist teachings and practices are communicated in Buddhist
society. This popular Sinhala song illustrates well the concerns of war
and the growing public eagerness to seek peace.

In contemporary teachings and practices there is a range of views on
war and violence, in particular with regard to the current protracted con-
flict with the LTTE. There are debates and arguments within Buddhist
communities on the approaches that should be adopted. Since 2005, the
permissibility of using armed force against the LTTE has received much
public support. Some recognized politically motivated Buddhist groups,
such as the Jathika Hela Urumaya, have made statements in support of
the use of force to deal with the insurgents. On 26 April 2006, in the con-
text of the attempted attack by a female LTTE suicide bomber on the
Army Commander in Colombo, the Jathika Hela Urumaya (JHU) urged
the government to place Sri Lanka on a war footing and to withdraw
from the ceasefire agreement signed in 2002.73 The leader of the JHU,
Venerable Ellawala Medhananda, stated that patience and flexibility
had proved to be a costly mistake and a new strategy should be put into
effect. He urged the government to respond strongly to the LTTE vio-
lence.

There have been many accusations of human rights violations in Sri
Lanka. For example, in 2005 the UN Human Rights Committee Decisions
on Communications from Sri Lanka documented six well-known cases.74
Another publication, An Exceptional Collapse of the Rule of Law: Told
Through Stories by Families of the Disappeared in Sri Lanka, brings to-
gether 19 stories from surviving family members of disappeared victims
during 1987–1991.75 These violent incidents and episodes in Sri Lanka
cannot be justified at all in light of the basic Buddhist principles.

In the past, Buddhist scholarship has been very keen to demonstrate
the recognition of human rights and humanitarian laws by both the Sri
Lanka government and Buddhist leaders and by Buddhist teachings. In
1991, L. P. N. Perera, a former professor at Sri Jayawardenepura Univer-
sity, published a very useful book entitled Buddhism and Human Rights:
A Buddhist Commentary on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
which attempts to interpret all the articles of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights from a Buddhist angle.76 This demonstrates an eagerness
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to show the compatibility of Buddhist teachings with humanitarian and
secular concerns raised in international contexts.

In today’s world, it is common to resort to the use of force to settle ter-
ritorial disputes. In many developing countries, one can witness groups
asserting their rights to secure recognition for their ethnic, religious or
national identities. Based on various rationalizations, threats to global
peace are emerging rapidly. Particularly in developing countries, threats
to peace are hindering the goals and strategies of development and thus
denying the essential goods for life to a majority of the population. Those
countries also have to bear an expensive war budget instead of develop-
ing the infrastructure of their societies. Countries such as Sri Lanka face
a realistic choice: is war a viable option and can the state resolve existing
conflicts by the use of force?
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4

Norms of war in Japanese religion

Robert Kisala

One defining characteristic of the Japanese historical situation regarding
war and peace is that, until the modern period, the country had been in-
volved in very few conflicts with foreign powers. Until the nineteenth
century its conflicts with groups outside Japan had been limited to a dis-
astrous invasion of the Korean peninsula in the seventh century, some at-
tacks by pirates on the southern island of Kyushu in the ninth century, two
attempted invasions of Japan by the Mongols in the thirteenth century,
and another invasion of Korea at the end of the fifteenth century. On the
other hand, in the centuries leading up to the inauguration of the Toku-
gawa regime in 1603, Japan was racked by a series of internal conflicts
among rival warlords, culminating in a century-long civil war that was
brought to an end only with the institution of the new regime. Conse-
quently, perhaps the most important influence on the pre-modern Japa-
nese concept of peace was the experience of internal conflict and the
consequent emphasis on stability and social order. As a result, pre-modern
discourse on peace in Japan tends to emphasize internal social order, and
there is little development of theories regarding international relations.

The situation changed dramatically, however, with the end of the
Tokugawa policy of isolation and the opening of the country by the Meiji
regime in 1868. As part of its policy to become a modern nation-state,
on a par with the Western powers, in short order a national army was
created and universal conscription introduced. Japan went to war with
China in 1894 over spheres of influence on the Korean peninsula, and
gained Taiwan as a colony as a result of that war. Ten years later, Japan
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fought Russia, and with its victory was granted privileges in Manchuria.
Korea was annexed in 1910 and, by allying itself with European forces
fighting Germany in World War I, Japan was able to expand its control
in China. It was in this context that Western pacifist and just war ideas
entered intellectual and public discourse in Japan, largely through the ac-
tivities of several influential Christians.

The experience of defeat in World War II and the postwar occupation
of the country, and, especially, the experience of having been the only
country to suffer the use of atomic weapons, have, of course, been deci-
sive in forming postwar Japanese attitudes towards war and peace. Hei-
washugi is the term used by most Japanese to describe their position,
but while usually translated as ‘‘pacifism’’ it often refers to a presumption
against the employment of force, rather than its absolute rejection.1 Ar-
ticle 9 of the postwar Constitution ‘‘forever renounce[s] war as a sover-
eign right of the nation and the threat or use of force [as] a means of
settling international disputes’’, but this is not normally interpreted as an
absolute rejection of the use of force, and spending on the Self-Defense
Forces is among the highest military spending in the world.

Along with this ‘‘pacifism’’, another characteristic of the Japanese reli-
gious concept of war and peace would be what I have identified in previ-
ous research as a ‘‘civilizational’’ element.2 Civilization refers to a refined
moral state of being, but it is often also used as a discriminating concept,
to distinguish between areas where such a state exists and where it is ab-
sent. I propose the concept of civilization because I believe that the Jap-
anese concept of peace encompasses both of these elements, namely an
emphasis on individual moral cultivation and, at times, an oppositional
schema derived from a sense of ethnic or cultural superiority. Therefore,
the idea of peace based on the concept of civilization emphasizes the
active pursuit of the moral cultivation of the individual, leading to a re-
fined, civilized state of being that is identified as the foundation of a
peaceful society. Furthermore, the idea of civilization can lead to a con-
ceptual distinction between civilized regions and uncivilized regions,
which in turn can result in a cultural sense of mission towards the spread
of civilization as it is enjoyed in one’s own region. Indeed, it was rhetoric
reflecting this idea of mission that was used to justify, if not in fact in-
spire, Western colonialism as well as Japan’s own military and colonial
enterprises. Such rhetoric has also occasionally led to cases of extreme vio-
lence and atrocities, as seen in both Western and Japanese colonialism.

Japanese religion

Although Buddhism and Shinto are identified today as the major reli-
gious traditions of Japan, throughout much of Japanese history the two
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were so closely intertwined as to form a single religious complex with
various expressions, and the forced separation of the two as the result of
government policy at the beginning of the modern period in the mid-
nineteenth century resulted in a great upheaval in Japanese religious prac-
tice that, some have argued, continues to have repercussions today.3 In
addition, these religious traditions have been combined with elements of
Taoism and Confucianism from China, issuing in a kind of common or pop-
ular religiosity that is not easily contained in any one religious tradition.
Christianity, introduced to Japan in the fifteenth century by the Catholic
missionaries who accompanied the Spanish and Portuguese explorers,
was actively persecuted throughout the early modern period (seventeenth
century to mid-nineteenth century), and small groups of ‘‘hidden Chris-
tians’’ continue to preserve a secret faith tradition that they trace back to
the time of persecution. Reintroduced in the modern period, Christianity
has had little success in attracting members in Japan, with less than 1
per cent of the population belonging to one of the Christian churches.
Christian influence is generally acknowledged as greater than those
membership numbers would indicate, however, especially in the fields of
education and social welfare, as well as the concept of war and peace.

The modern period has seen the proliferation of new religious move-
ments in Japan. Some of the new religions trace their roots to the end of
the early modern period in the first half of the nineteenth century.
Groups from this period are often based on folk religious practices and
the experiences of a charismatic founder, and they can be described as
attempts to revitalize traditional cultural elements in the face of the in-
flux of Western influences during that century. Another wave of new re-
ligious movements emerged in the immediate postwar period, attracting
much media attention in Japan as well as abroad. These movements
were often Buddhist-based lay movements, and some of them have been
successful in attracting followers numbering in the millions. Part of the
reason for their success is that they offered the increasingly urban popu-
lation a means to perform traditional ancestor rites in the home, indepen-
dent of the Buddhist clergy and temples that they left behind in the move
to the cities. Finally, a third wave of new religions has emerged since the
1970s, mirroring religious developments predominantly seen in the West.
These movements emphasize personal spiritual development and encour-
age the adoption of ideas and practices from a wide range of religions in
order to contribute to that development.

The choice of these new religious movements as a window into the
concept of war and peace in Japanese religion is perhaps problematic
for some. These groups are often looked upon with suspicion, as at least
a degenerate form of religion if not, in fact, dangerous either to their be-
lievers or to society at large – an impression that was reinforced by the
poison-gas attack on the Tokyo subways by a new religious group on 20

NORMS OF WAR IN JAPANESE RELIGION 89



March 1995. However, it would appear that nearly one-half of those who
profess religious belief in Japan are members of one of these groups.4
This would indicate that it is precisely these new religious groups that
mediate the religious traditions of the country most effectively to the con-
temporary population, and reflect most clearly contemporary religious
ideas of war and peace.

Pre-modern developments in religious concepts of war and
peace

Although specifically Christian ideas on war and peace were introduced
only in the nineteenth century, we can identify elements within the Bud-
dhist tradition that correspond to pacifist and just war ideas as developed
in the Christian West. For example, fussesho, the Buddhist proscription
against the taking of life, provides the basis for the development of an
ethical rejection of any use of force. However, similar to the case in the
West, where the practice of pacifism becomes limited to certain individu-
als or small groups, the injunction of fussesho is, in practice, also seldom
held to be absolute and is often limited to monastics. In his study of the
social ethic of ancient Buddhism, Nakamura Hajime points out that su-
tras written in the Mahayana Buddhist tradition around the eighth cen-
tury speak of a duty incumbent upon the sovereign to defend the state,
even if this necessitates the use of force.5 Nakamura goes on to indicate
that injunctions to embark upon war only if there is a real chance of vic-
tory, to weigh the gains to be made by war against the destruction it will
cause, to limit the extent of war, to engage in war only as a last resort,
and to be prepared to take care of enemy wounded can be found in the
Mahayana writings of this period.6 All of these would correspond to ele-
ments of the just war theory as it developed in the West.

Nakamura also points out that the Mahayana Buddhist tradition places
an emphasis on the wisdom and individual moral cultivation of the sover-
eign and the sovereign’s subjects as the foundation for a peaceful society.
For example, in the Shiju Kegon (c. fourth century), the following five
conditions are given for a peaceful society: (1) that the sovereign lead a
simple and thrifty life, (2) that the royal family lead a life of fidelity and
not covet treasures, (3) that administrators be faithful to their positions
and that there not be any unjust officials, (4) that all the people be right-
eous and deferent, and that there be no fear of theft, and (5) that the
borders be at peace and that there be no fear of invasion.7 It is significant
that the final point dealing with secure borders is preceded by four points
that emphasize the individual moral cultivation of the sovereign, the
court and public officials, and the general populace.
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The concept of the moral cultivation of the individual as the means to
establishing peace was further developed and concretized during the
period of relative stability that characterized pre-modern Japan, and it
emphasized the virtues of stability and order. In recent years it has be-
come commonplace to argue that rhetoric concerning the maintenance
of proper relationships and harmony masks a considerable amount of dis-
sent and conflict in Japanese society. The treatment of bushido, or the
Way of the Warrior, in the intellectual history of Japan is one example
of this phenomenon. Although modern tracts on bushido, beginning
with the famous work by Nitobe Inazo,8 emphasize loyalty as the founda-
tion of the social order, the increasing emphasis on loyalty was in fact one
of the results of the establishment of the Tokugawa order. The century-
long period of civil strife that preceded the Tokugawa regime testifies to
the presence of a more rough-and-tumble warrior ethic that marked this
period of personal advancement through shifting loyalties. Indeed, some
scholars argue that pragmatism and disloyalty were more the norm, con-
trary to the image portrayed in emerging rhetoric on the warrior ethic.9

For this reason, with the end of the so-called Warring States period
and the establishment of the Tokugawa political order at the beginning
of the seventeenth century, there was an understandable concern that
the ideological underpinnings of this fragile new order be made secure.
Herman Ooms argues that this was accomplished by a bricolage of ideo-
logical constructs, borrowing from the Buddhist, Shinto and Confucian
traditions.10 This ideology, as reflected for example in Tokugawa Ieya-
su’s Testament, published in the early seventeenth century, emphasizes
the virtues of loyalty, benevolence and trust, and affirms the use of mili-
tary power to preserve good order. In the Bendo and Taiheisaku trea-
tises, written almost one hundred years later by the Confucian scholar
Ogyu Sorai, the preservation of order is given an even more prominent
place. According to Sorai, the duty of the sovereign is to ensure that the
realm is at peace, and, indeed, it is the maintenance of order that is the
true expression of benevolence. Furthermore, the use of military power
for the sake of maintaining good order is positively encouraged, and
Sorai argues that this imperative overrides all other moral duties, even
that of the preservation of life.

Yasumaru Yoshio has argued that, in addition to the above values of
loyalty and good order, hard work, thrift, filial piety and other common
values were promoted in the latter half of the pre-modern period by pop-
ular preachers such as Ninomiya Sontoku (1787–1856), and thus became
widely spread throughout Japanese society as a kind of popular moral-
ity.11 Furthermore, Yasumaru points out that the cultivation of such
virtues was used as the answer to the social problems caused by the eco-
nomic upheavals of that time, contributing to an emphasis on individual
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moral cultivation that has remained prevalent in Japanese society until
the present day.

Having sketched very briefly the outlines of the development of the
concept of individual moral cultivation as the foundation of peace, let us
now consider in turn the oppositional schema of ‘‘the civilized’’ and ‘‘the
uncivilized’’ and the idea of national mission as it was developed in
Japan.

The concept of a unique Japanese cultural identity has perhaps been
expressed most clearly in the idea of Japan as shinkoku, the ‘‘Land of
the Gods’’. Satomi Kishio outlines the development of this idea in his in-
tellectual history of the concept of ‘‘national polity’’.12 There he states
that the first recorded use of this term can be found in the Nihon Shoki
(The Chronicles of Japan), purportedly an early history of Japan com-
piled in the eighth century. The term further appears in records of pray-
ers offered at Ise in 870 to protect the nation from pirate attacks on the
southern island of Kyushu. The belief that Japan enjoys special protec-
tion as the Land of the Gods was strengthened by the unsuccessful Mon-
gol invasion attempts in the thirteenth century. Furthermore, Satomi
points out that around this time the concept of the Land of the Gods
came to be connected with the idea of justice, resulting in the belief that
Japan and its rulers embody justice by virtue of the fact that Japan is the
Land of the Gods. By the time of the Muromachi Shogunate in the four-
teenth century this concept had become connected with beliefs concern-
ing the unbroken reign of the imperial family, an indication of order and
stability that is both the result of the special favour of the gods and a
proof of cultural superiority.13 In the late sixteenth century this concept
was used as justification for the invasion of the Korean peninsula. At that
time, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, who had succeeded in subjugating most of the
warlords in Japan, turned his sights on Korea, proclaiming it the duty of
Japan as the Land of the Gods to extend the benevolence of good order
to all of Asia.14 The cruelty that accompanied that invasion – there are
reports that the ears and noses of 30,000 decapitated Koreans were cut
off and sent to Japan – indicates how such a concept of cultural superior-
ity and the mission to ‘‘civilize’’ can lead to extreme violence, and fore-
shadowed the violence and atrocities that accompanied Japanese
military action in the twentieth century, the acknowledgement of which
remains a point of controversy today.

The above cluster of beliefs centring on the concept of Japan as the
Land of the Gods was given a place of prominence in the writings of
kokugaku, or the National Learning School, an awakening of Japanese
nativism in the later half of the Tokugawa period. In this movement,
Buddhist and Confucian influences were rejected as foreign and there
was a search to identify what the origins and distinctive traits of native
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Japanese culture might be. The concept of Japan as the Land of the Gods
was, therefore, central to these nativist scholars, and the need to return
to an initial pristine existence was emphasized.

The modern period

In the early part of the nineteenth century, as the Tokugawa policy of na-
tional isolation came under increasing threat by the appearance of West-
ern and Russian ships in Japanese coastal waters, the two elements of an
emphasis on moral cultivation and an oppositional schema based on a
sense of cultural superiority were combined in the so-called ‘‘expel the
barbarians’’ ( joi) concept. Perhaps the clearest formulation of this con-
cept is The New Theses, composed in 1825 by Aizawa Seishisai, a retainer
of the Mito domain north of Tokyo. In this work Aizawa relies on the
arguments of the National Learning scholars to explicate an original
Japanese cultural identity, tied to the national creation myths and beliefs
pertaining to the emperor. He asserts that this national consciousness is
expressed above all in the virtues of loyalty and filial piety, and calls for
the establishment of a national religion based on these beliefs and vir-
tues, and the performance of national rituals in order to enhance the
unity of the people. Although acknowledging the importance of military
preparedness to repel incursions by foreign powers, Aizawa concludes
that it is ultimately the awareness of the unique Japanese cultural identity
and the adherence to the fundamental virtues of loyalty and filial piety
that will provide peace and security for the nation.15

As Carol Gluck points out, in modern Japan this combination of indi-
vidual moral cultivation with ideological elements that promoted a sense
of ethnic superiority became a type of civic creed, through formulation in
the Imperial Rescript on Education (signed by Emperor Meiji on 30 Oc-
tober 1890) and later commentaries on the Rescript.16 Furthermore, as
seen previously in Toyotomi Hideyoshi’s justification of the invasion of
the Korean peninsula in the sixteenth century, the extension of this peace
and security, of the benefits of civilization, to the other countries of Asia
could easily become the motivation for colonial exploits. Indeed, such
rhetoric was used in the modern Japanese colonial expansion, which cul-
minated in World War II.

Finally, Christian pacifist and just war concepts were introduced in the
modern period through the influence of some prominent Christians, fore-
most among them Uchimura Kanzo. Although initially supportive of
Japan’s military intervention in Asia in the late nineteenth century as
a ‘‘righteous war’’,17 early in the next century he came to the resolu-
tion that ‘‘I am for the absolute abolition of all wars. War is murder, and

NORMS OF WAR IN JAPANESE RELIGION 93



murder is a crime.’’18 As a reason for his conversion, he offers the
following:

The result of the Sino-Japanese War taught me that war is destructive and
offers no benefits. Korean independence, the motivation for the war, is in fact
less secure than ever; morality in Japan, the victor, has been immensely cor-
rupted, and no one has been able to rein in marauders in China, the van-
quished enemy.19

Postwar developments

A look at the doctrine and activities of some of the new religious move-
ments will illustrate how the above elements have been developed in
postwar Japanese society. I begin with three groups that can be identified
as being within the Buddhist tradition – Nipponzan Myohoji, Soka Gak-
kai and Rissho Koseikai – to illustrate some of the complexities and am-
biguities of postwar pacifism.

Nipponzan Myohoji

Nipponzan Myohoji is a small group of both lay and religious Nichiren
Buddhists, numbering about 1,500 people. The first Nipponzan Myohoji
temple was established by Fujii Nichidatsu in northern China in 1918. Fu-
jii was born in 1885 in Kumamoto Prefecture, in the southern part of Ja-
pan. At the age of 19 he decided to become a Nichiren Buddhist monk
and studied extensively in Tokyo and Kyoto before leaving on a mission-
ary trip to China in 1917. Following the establishment of his first temple
the following year, Nipponzan Myohoji temples were established in five
other places in Manchuria within the next six years. In 1923, Fujii re-
turned to Japan and in the following year a Nipponzan Myohoji temple
was established at the foot of Mt Fuji. After Fujii’s mother died in 1930
he embarked upon his next, and what he himself considered his most im-
portant, missionary endeavour – the return of Buddhism to India, the
land of its birth. Perhaps the most important outcome of his activities in
India was a series of audiences with Mahatma Gandhi. In later years Fujii
often identified his own philosophy of non-violent activism with Gandhi’s
example.

Nipponzan Myohoji preaches an adherence to the principle of absolute
non-violence, based on the Buddhist law of fussesho, which prohibits the
taking of any life. In a sermon with that title given in 1950, just after the
outbreak of the Korean War, Fujii called for steadfast perseverance in
the path of non-violence, fully aware of the consequences such practice
would engender in a world divided into two armed camps.
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If disarmed Japan adheres to and practices persistent nonviolent resistance in
light of the imminent international situation ruled by violence, the communist
countries would seize the opportunity and give rise to a violent revolution and
occupy Japan. At the same time, democratic countries would use Japan as their
valuable strategic advanced base. At any rate, it is unlikely that we would be
able to avoid being trampled, dishonored and killed at the will of today’s vio-
lent civilization.20

There are indications in Fujii’s writing, however, that the proscription
against taking life fundamental to the pacifist position is not necessarily
absolute. During the United States’ participation in the Vietnam War,
preference was given by Fujii to the Vietnamese nationalists fighting
against the US troops, and their armed struggle was even offered as an
example of non-violent resistance. His criticism of the United States, al-
though directed at its reliance on military might in general, focuses on the
manufacture and use of nuclear weapons, an issue of obvious importance
in Japan, a point that I shall return to later. As the developer of nuclear
weapons and the only nation to use them, the United States is con-
demned by Fujii as ‘‘an enemy of humankind’’ and ‘‘a criminal who de-
stroys civilization’’.21

Soka Gakkai

Until its excommunication in November 1991, Soka Gakkai was officially
a lay movement within the Nichiren Shoshu sect of Buddhism. The loss
of approbation by its parent body, however, does not seem to have had
a lasting adverse effect on this group, since it remains strong institution-
ally and its 8 million members make it the largest new religion movement
in Japan. It is also remains the object of considerable controversy in Ja-
pan, largely as a result of its political activities.

Soka Gakkai was founded in 1930 by Makiguchi Tsunesaburo, an edu-
cator who stressed the role of creativity and personal experience in his
educational philosophy. As its original name – Soka Kyoiku Gakkai, or
Academic Society for Value-Creating Education – indicates, in its origins
the group was primarily composed of educators interested in Makiguchi’s
philosophy. However, Makiguchi had become involved in the Nichiren
Shoshu faith through an acquaintance in 1928, and from the mid-1930s
the group gathered around him began to take on an increasingly religious
character. Makiguchi and his leading disciple, Toda Josei, were impris-
oned in 1943 as a result of their opposition to the religious policy of the
wartime government, and Makiguchi died in prison in late 1944. As a re-
sult, it fell to Toda to rebuild Soka Gakkai following the war, and the fact
that Soka Gakkai could claim a membership of over 800,000 families at
the time of his death in 1958 attests to Toda’s success in that task.
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This phenomenal growth was at least in part the result of the intense
proselytization activities of the Gakkai membership, activity centred on
a method called shaku-buku that sought to wear down potential recruits
through the employment of extreme polemics. It was also under Toda’s
leadership that Soka Gakkai initiated its political involvement, sponsor-
ing more than 50 of its own candidates in local elections held in 1955. As
a result of increasing involvement, and success, in both local and national
election campaigns, Soka Gakkai founded its own independent political
party, Komeito, in 1964. With a party constitution calling for the estab-
lishment of world peace based on a ‘‘global nationalism’’ and ‘‘human
socialism’’, Komeito sought to steer a middle course between the
conservative government and the socialist opposition. In elections held
the following year, Komeito garnered over 5 million votes, making it the
third-largest political party in Japan. Its successor, New Komeito, is cur-
rently the junior partner in the coalition government led by the Liberal
Democrats.

Soka Gakkai professes to be a pacifist group, and it has long been
engaged in drives against nuclear weapons and in peace education activ-
ities. Toda’s successor, Ikeda Daisaku, has been prominent in interna-
tional peace forums, addressing the United Nations General Assembly
special sessions on disarmament and receiving the United Nations Peace
Award in 1983. In his numerous proposals on peace and disarmament,
Ikeda makes continual reference to the ideal of universal disarmament
and resolution of conflict through negotiation. Any change to the post-
war Peace Constitution, which renounces war as a sovereign right, is
opposed, and the Constitution is held up as a model for all nations.22 The
lack of a Supreme Court decision on the constitutionality of the Japanese
Self-Defense Forces is decried,23 overseas deployment of those forces as
part of the UN’s Peacekeeping Operations is proscribed,24 and the Japa-
nese government is criticized for seeking protection under the United
States’ nuclear umbrella.25 It would appear, however, that Soka Gakkai
compromises on all of these principles in its continued support of New
Komeito.

Ikeda himself recognizes the occasional need for the application of
force in order to maintain order, although he would shift responsibility
for the deployment of such force from the nation-state to an international
body such as the United Nations. For example, although he disallows
permanent membership for Japan on the UN Security Council – based
on a perceived obligation for such members to participate in collective
security activities, a requirement whose fulfilment he maintains is prohib-
ited by the Japanese Constitution – this prohibition is apparently consid-
ered to be unique to Japan.26 Specifically, the necessary use of force for
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the maintenance of collective security is recognized in the case of the
Persian Gulf War.27

By choosing active involvement in the formation of public policy,
Soka Gakkai and Ikeda have been forced to compromise their pacifist
ideals. Rather than the strict pacifist option, which bans the use of force
in any situation, their position is better characterized as calling for a lim-
itation on the use of force. Indeed, even groups less politically in-
volved tend towards this latter position, as indicated by the case of
Rissho Koseikai.

Rissho Koseikai

Rissho Koseikai, which claims a membership of 6.5 million, rivals Soka
Gakkai as a mass religious movement within the Buddhist tradition. Ris-
sho Koseikai was also founded in the 1930s and enjoyed spectacular suc-
cess in attracting members in postwar, urban Japan. Although following a
path in some ways radically different from Soka Gakkai – remaining
independent of any traditional Buddhist sect and pursuing a policy of co-
operation with other religious groups – the rivalry between these two
groups has, at times, been very public and very intense.

Rissho Koseikai was founded by Niwano Nikkyo and Naganuma Myo-
ko in March 1938 and continued under their joint leadership until Naga-
numa’s death 20 years later. While Niwano dabbled in various folk
religious practices, some of which are still practised in Rissho Koseikai,
it was Naganuma who possessed the charismatic power that allowed her
to enjoy considerable influence over the direction of Koseikai’s early de-
velopment. After her death in 1957, authority was concentrated in Niwa-
no’s hands, and under his direction Koseikai has become a leader in the
movement towards inter-religious dialogue and cooperative activities to
promote peace.

Niwano was born into a large family in a farming village in northern
Japan, an environment that by all accounts was a determining influence
on his character and religious beliefs. Imbued with the traditional values
of honesty, hard work and harmonious relationships, like many of his
generation he left for Tokyo at the age of 17. There Niwano became
interested in several forms of divination and folk religious practices be-
fore finally joining Reiyukai, a new religious movement in the Nichiren
Buddhist tradition in 1935. It was from Reiyukai that Niwano devel-
oped an interest in the formal study of Buddhist doctrines, and it was
the triple influences of traditional values, folk religious practices and
Buddhist doctrine that contributed to the belief system of the group that
he founded.
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Like many other new religious groups, Rissho Koseikai became in-
volved in politics in the early postwar period through its support of inde-
pendent candidates. After the formation of the Komeito in the mid-
1960s, Koseikai increasingly threw its support behind the rival Liberal
Democratic Party (LDP) as part of its opposition to Soka Gakkai’s polit-
ical activity. The relationship with the LDP soured, however, owing to
the conservative party’s efforts to provide official recognition and support
to Yasukuni Shrine, the Shinto establishment dedicated to Japan’s war
dead, including convicted war criminals.

In addition to such political activity, Rissho Koseikai has chosen to
concentrate on the promotion of civic and inter-religious movements. In
1970, Niwano was instrumental in organizing the First World Conference
on Religion and Peace in Kyoto, and on both the national and interna-
tional level Rissho Koseikai remains a central figure in the work of this
inter-religious body. In 1978 the Niwano Peace Foundation was estab-
lished to provide funding for development projects, primarily in Asia,
and to promote peace research. That same year Niwano was also invited
to address the United Nations General Assembly First Special Session on
Disarmament.

Niwano and Rissho Koseikai do not advocate a strictly pacifist posi-
tion. In his writings, the necessity of a Self-Defense Force is explained
by means of the analogy of public safety. Niwano points out that, al-
though we would all like to live in a society where it is not necessary to
lock your door or to maintain a police department, humanity has not yet
reached the stage where that is possible. The challenge for humanity, and
especially for people of religion, is to make reality reflect the ideal, to
create a world where force or the threat of force is no longer necessary.
Until that ideal is achieved, however, the necessity of force is recog-
nized.28 However, Niwano displays a distrust of the concept of justice,
the ethical basis normally given as the criterion for judging when force is
necessary. The concept is criticized as lacking tolerance, and specifically
as devoid of meaning in the age of nuclear weapons. Although these ar-
guments reflect broadly held contemporary opinions regarding just war
theories, alternative criteria for judging when force needs to be applied
are not provided.

The doctrine of these three groups mirrors public debate in contempo-
rary Japan, where pacifist rhetoric dominates but there is little awareness
of the implications of this position. Although the use of force is to be
avoided if at all possible, there is at least a vague recognition that there
are certain extreme situations that might necessitate the employment of
force, but debate on what might concretely constitute such situations is
avoided, in fulfilment of the desire to maintain a ‘‘pacifist’’ position. We
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turn now to postwar developments in the civilizational element of the
concept of peace in Japanese religion.

Shuyodan Hoseikai

Shuyodan Hoseikai is a relatively small new religious group, comprising
approximately 12,000 members. Its faith and practices reflect both the
folk religious traditions and popular morality of Japan, as expressed by
its founder, Idei Seitaro.

Idei Seitaro was born at the turn of the century in a poor farming com-
munity north of Tokyo. The already poor soil of the area was made
largely unusable owing to pollution from local mining operations. Idei
left for Tokyo at the age of 15, and he spent the next several years shin-
ing shoes, delivering papers and supporting himself with other odd jobs.
After finishing his compulsory military service, he returned to Tokyo in
1923, just in time to suffer the effects of the Great Kanto Earthquake.
There are indications that Idei began his own spiritual journey at about
this time, as he recalls several experiences of receiving revelations while
on pilgrimages in the area south of Tokyo. In the latter half of the 1920s
Idei became an active member of the Tenri Kenkyukai, an offshoot of
Tenrikyo, an early new religious group, which was critical of the contem-
porary social and political situation. In 1928, Idei was arrested, along
with 500 other members of the Tenri Kenkyukai, for distributing leaflets
critical of the government.

After his arrest, Idei temporarily ceased his religious activities and
found employment in a munitions factory. In 1934, however, he quit his
job and returned to religious work, this time acting independently as a
kind of miraculous healer and preacher. In 1935 he was arrested once
again, this time for promoting a contemporary theory that maintained
that the emperor was merely an organ of the state, contrary to the official
state doctrine, which exalted and deified the emperor. Upon his release
from prison in 1938, Idei returned to his religious work and in 1941, with
the aid of two retired army and navy officers who had become his fol-
lowers, Idei was given permission to establish Shuyodan Hoseikai as a ju-
ridical foundation.

The collection of Idei’s teaching during the war years, compiled by
Hoseikai,29 reflects the ambiguity of his position, namely a person with
an arrest record for political crimes who nonetheless was able to obtain
official permission to found a religious group in the most repressive of
climates. Within this collection of teachings, although there are admoni-
tions to love and respect all people, specifically including one’s enemies,
one can also find comments that seem to acknowledge the necessity of
the war and call for renewed efforts to win the war. Furthermore, Idei
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actively employs concepts such as the ‘‘Land of the Gods’’, but frequently
this concept is used as a standard to condemn injustice and corruption in
contemporary society, calling for moral cultivation commensurate with
this exalted position, rather than as an expression of cultural superiority.

With the end of the war, Idei began to call Shuyodan Hoseikai’s facili-
ties ‘‘Homelands of Peace’’ and proclaimed that the purpose of the orga-
nization would be to establish world peace. The practice of offering a
prayer for peace every day at noon at Hoseikai’s Tokyo headquarters
was begun in 1952, and from 1958 Hoseikai began the erection of Peace
Stone monuments in various locations at home and abroad. Since the
mid-1970s an annual peace march can also be counted among this
group’s peace activities. There is no doubt, however, that Shuyodan Ho-
seikai’s basic approach to peace is through the moral cultivation of its in-
dividual members.

By its very name this group proclaims its overriding interest in moral
cultivation, for ‘‘shuyodan’’ means Association for the Cultivation of Mo-
rals. In the 10 Essential Points,30 which summarize the teaching of this
group, the followers are called upon to realize that they are children of
God and to strive to learn the law of nature that they may live correctly.
They are told to be thankful in all things, and to remember the value of
labour. The head of the house is to be respected, children are to be loved
and the harmony of the household should be maintained by striving for
mutual understanding. They are to be aware of their words and actions
and relate to others with a bright and warm heart. They are not to be-
grudge others their wealth or envy their virtue. They should not allow
themselves to be discontent or to voice their displeasure, but instead
should humble themselves, avoid conflict with all and cultivate a spirit
that respects all people. They should take seriously their own responsibil-
ity, readily accept the instruction of their superiors and follow their direc-
tion unwaveringly.

Fujii Kenji has pointed out that this emphasis on relations within the
family and with one’s co-workers and neighbours, a so-called ‘‘ethic of
daily life’’, is common to many of the new religions.31 What is interesting
here, however, is that Hoseikai explicitly makes this the foundation of its
work to establish world peace. In the words of the founder, ‘‘Offering
thanks to all things and aiming at friendly relations with all is the teach-
ing of Shuyodan Hoseikai, and this is the road to world peace’’.32 Fur-
thermore, the fact that the facilities of this group are called ‘‘Homelands
of Peace’’ indicates that, in the beliefs of Hoseikai, the various activities
that take place there, in particular the interaction of the members with
each other and the study of the group’s teachings, are in themselves effi-
cacious towards the establishment of world peace.
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The civilizational divide

We have seen above how Nipponzan Myohoji’s tendency towards a posi-
tion of absolute pacifism under the influence of its founder, Fujii Nichi-
datsu, did not extend to his position regarding US involvement in the
Vietnam War. His opposition to US involvement reveals most clearly
how the oppositional element in the Japanese religious concept of war
and peace has developed in the postwar period. To trace this develop-
ment we can begin by looking at the contents of a letter that Fujii deliv-
ered to Gandhi during one of their meetings in the 1930s to explain his
purpose on his mission to India.

Fujii begins by stating his belief that it is Indian Buddhism that is the
true mother of Japanese civilization, and he goes on to express his regret
that this same Buddhism finds no followers in the land of its birth. Mov-
ing on to the issue of Japan’s military activities in Manchuria, which had
already begun to attract the condemnation of various countries through-
out the world, Fujii acknowledges that Japan has been forced into a posi-
tion of isolation because of its actions in China, but states that, even if it
should face the threat of armed coercion from the whole world, Japan
should not sway from the course it believes is just. Fujii maintains that,
although Japan might be a country small in area, the fact that in its
2,600-year history it has not once suffered invasion from a foreign power
indicates strength out of proportion to its size. Furthermore, according to
Fujii, aside from one or two wars fought to protect itself from destruction,
in that 2,600-year history Japan for its part has not invaded any other
country. Indeed, Fujii maintains that no other country in the world can
boast such a peaceful history as Japan. Fujii goes on to state that it is re-
ligion, namely Buddhism, that has made Japan such a peaceful nation,
and for that reason it is Japan’s mission to spread that faith, so that other
countries might enjoy the peace with which Japan has been blessed.33
The contents of this letter clearly reflect the acceptance of some of
the beliefs pertaining to Japanese ethnic or cultural superiority, con-
nected in Fujii’s case with belief in Buddhism as the foundation of that
superiority.

After Japan’s defeat in the war, Fujii returned to Kumamoto, the place
of his birth, to contemplate what course of action he and Nipponzan
Myohoji should take. He says that it occurred to him there that Japan
had been most at peace during the early years of its history, just after
Buddhism was introduced to the country. Of that golden age he writes:
‘‘The prime mover to the establishment of peace in that age undoubtedly
was Buddhism. I naturally became convinced that a peaceful cultural na-
tion was formed and a moral and orderly society emerged in those days
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thanks to nothing but Buddhism.’’34 He goes on to state his belief that
the centre of that Buddhist faith was the stupa, a memorial containing
the relics of the Buddha. It is this belief that became the motivation for
one of the primary postwar activities of Nipponzan Myohoji, the erection
of stupas, or Peace Pagodas, throughout Japan and the rest of the world.
Construction work on the first such stupa was begun in Kumamoto City
that very year, and completed in 1954.

Since the mid-1950s Nipponzan Myohoji has also been active in oppos-
ing US military bases in Japan, which Fujii has described as tools for the
United States’ invasion of Asia.35 In the 1970s, members of Nipponzan
Myohoji participated in activities obstructing the construction of the
New Tokyo International Airport at Narita, on the grounds that it could
also be used for military purposes, specifically to support the US military
intervention in Vietnam.

We have already seen how Fujii justified armed resistance to the US
intervention, a judgement against the United States at least partly based
on its use of atomic weapons against Japan. The nuclear threat in partic-
ular is used by Fujii to develop an oppositional schema of civilization,
where the fault-line is identified as lying between science and faith, East
and West, Buddhism and other religions. This is perhaps seen most
clearly in a sermon of Fujii’s entitled ‘‘Scientific Civilization and Reli-
gious Civilization’’. There he states that ‘‘scientific civilization’’, which
has developed in the West since the sixteenth century, has led to ever
more destructive wars in Europe and the European colonization of the
world. Furthermore, this civilization has culminated in the development
of weapons such as nuclear weapons that now threaten the destruction
of humanity itself. In opposition to this, ‘‘religious civilization’’ teaches
the value of life and promotes the development of trust among peoples.
Fujii then goes on to echo his earlier claims concerning Japan’s peaceful
history, saying here that wars of aggression have been rare in the history
of Asia, because of the influence of Buddhism.36

Thus, in Fujii’s postwar thought the oppositional schema included in
the concept of peace based on the idea of civilization has been shifted
from one anchored in a specifically Japanese ethnocentrism to one that
discriminates between science and religion, the West and the East, other
religions and Buddhism. In this worldview, it is the spread of the culture
of faith, specifically Buddhist faith, that is seen as the necessary condition
for the establishment of peace in the world.

Fujii’s take on the civilizational divide is perhaps more radical than
most. More representative of the mainstream of current religious ideas
in Japan would be that of Soka Gakkai. In its doctrine, Soka Gakkai
tends towards an inclusivistic paradigm that goes beyond the divisions of
East and West, towards a fusion that is described as a ‘‘third civilization’’.
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In rhetoric reminiscent of Nipponzan Myohoji’s Occidentalism, Soka
Gakkai argues that the tide of history has turned against Western materi-
alism and toward Eastern, Buddhist spiritualism. However, this will result
not in the victory of one over the other but rather in a fusion of the two,
and historical circumstances have determined that Japan is to play a cen-
tral role in that fusion.

At the present time, when the tragic contradictions and distortions of the West-
ern materialistic emphasis have begun to appear, the course of history has
focused on the importance of Eastern Buddhism . . . It is clear that the
unstoppable tide of history calls for a civilization founded on humanity’s awak-
ening to a higher dimension, transcending Western, rationalistic culture. . . .
Here, let me say a word or two about the fusion of Eastern and Western civili-
zation and Japan’s mission. Since the Meiji Period, Japan has chosen the path
of Europeanization, and has taken on Western sensibilities. Oriental traditions
have also come to rest in Japan, as if it were the final stop on a train line. . . .
Japan is the only country that has suffered an atomic bombing. In addition, geo-
graphically it is located as a bridge between East and West, a favorable place
to contribute to world peace. . . . As the meeting point of Western and Eastern
civilization, Japan possesses the call and responsibility to take the leadership in
building a new civilization.37

Conclusion

Post–Cold War realities, and in particular the so-called war on terrorism,
have brought the issue of Japanese pacifism to the forefront. The current
effort on the part of the government to modify Article 9 of the Constitu-
tion will further intensify the debate. It remains to be seen, however,
what criteria will eventually be adopted to clarify when the use of force
is necessary or justified. Individual moral cultivation as the key to estab-
lishing a peaceful society will find a great deal of resonance with current
trends that emphasize personal development and spirituality over organ-
ized religion, although notions of cultural superiority or national mission
will remain problematic.
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5

Norms of war in Judaism

Jack Bemporad

The discipline of ethics is concerned with applying norms to behaviour,
so, when the capacity to act destructively in war rises exponentially or
we encounter war-like and war situations that have little or no precedent,
one can only enquire whether past discussion of war in the major reli-
gious traditions still has relevance today.

War in the contemporary world raises a number of ethical questions
that cry out for discussion and resolution. These questions arise from
nation-states’ expanded power, which allows them to inflict lethal damage
on adversaries. In nuclear war this damage may extend to the whole
world – to all sentient life. Today, weapons of mass destruction (atomic,
biological and chemical weapons) threaten civilian populations, and ter-
rorist attacks concentrate on inflicting fear and terror on civilians. Mod-
ern warfare also seems to blur certain fundamental distinctions that have
traditionally been recognized – the most significant of which is the dis-
tinction between combatants and non-combatants – through acts such as
the saturation bombing of German cities and Tokyo; the atomic bombing
of Nagasaki and Hiroshima; Germany’s forced labour in conquered terri-
tories, and the killing of millions of civilians in death camps. If one were to
chart the percentage of combatants killed as opposed to non-combatants
it would be apparent that the trend in warfare is toward more non-
combatant than combatant casualties.

Today, the very distinction between a state of war and one of peace
has been blurred. Whereas the Cold War involved vast spheres of influ-
ence pitted against each other that could quickly turn the fragile peace

World religions and norms of war, Popovski, Reichberg and Turner (eds),

United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1163-6
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into seething war, the recent rise of terrorism and its continuing threat
have created a twilight zone where it becomes hard to distinguish be-
tween conditions of peace and war.

Although the killing of civilians was not uncommon in pre-modern
war, especially religious wars, the basic premise of conventional war and
the foundation of all just war theories is the separation of combatants
from non-combatants. It is the moral lynchpin of what makes a war a
just war: extreme care must be taken to ensure that those killed in battle
are soldiers – those fighting the war and not people who are not directly
engaged in battle. The Geneva Conventions and organizations such as
Human Rights Watch make this the essential factor in determining hu-
man rights violations in warfare.

This has been complicated by the way weapons themselves have
changed and how they are used. Suicide bombers are the most recent
and most effective weapons in the increasingly predominant form of
post-modern war – asymmetric war, war that concentrates on the killing
of civilians. Suicide bombers in asymmetric war can be considered the
equivalent of the most destructive weapon in conventional warfare be-
cause they turn conventional warfare and its rules and ethics on their
head.

Just war traditions arose for two main reasons. First, it was believed
that there would always be war. Secondly, it was believed that civilized
nations and individuals must impose moral standards with respect to
what is proper and improper behaviour in warfare.

The two alternatives to just war traditions – realpolitik and pacifism –
ultimately abandon any ethic of war. Realpolitik claims that moral cate-
gories simply do not apply to war, whereas pacifism claims that, since the
deliberate killing of innocent human beings is immoral and no individual
can act so as to do what is immoral, war, which by definition involves
such killing, must be entirely disallowed on moral grounds. Proponents
of the necessity for the category of just war claim that both of these alter-
natives are indefensible, and that a third alternative, a just war tradition,
is necessary.

Although the Jewish tradition does not operate with the just war cate-
gories of jus ad bellum and jus in bello, many aspects of the discussions in
biblical and rabbinical sources parallel these considerations. One can
roughly categorize certain statements as contributing to right reasons for
going to war as well as for engaging in war.

What is significantly different between Judaism and just war theory is
the biblical and later Jewish belief that war is not a natural condition
and that universal peace will become reality. Both biblical and rabbinical
sources stress this point; the texts and Jewish tradition are much more
concerned with peace and its importance than they are with war.
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The Bible

In reviewing biblical texts, we must always keep in mind that the Bible
did not create the reality it describes. Judaism emerged out of a tribal
society that had its own rules and practices with respect to war. These
practices often led to annihilation and enslavement, as evidenced in the
historical books of the Bible. From the numerous descriptions of such
biblical wars one might come to the conclusion that the Hebrew Bible
endorses such practices. However, what is important in reading the texts
is to see how the biblical authors tried to distinguish themselves from
those ambient values and practices and introduced new ideas and ideals
that are foundational for our understanding of society and humanity.

The most significant text related to war and peace in the Bible is
Deuteronomy 20. In this chapter a number of the issues concerning war
in the Jewish tradition are present. These include God as the Warrior for
the Israelites:

1: When you take the field against your enemies, and see horses and chariots –
forces larger than yours – have no fear of them; for the LORD your God,
who brought thee up out of the land of Egypt is with you.

2: Before you join battle, the priest shall come forward and address the troops,
3: He shall say unto them: ‘‘Hear, O Israel, you are about to join battle with

your enemy; let not your courage falter. Do not be in fear or in panic, or in
dread of them;

4: for it is the LORD your God marches with you to do battle for you against
your enemy, to bring you victory.’’

In essence, this passage states that God is the warrior in Jewish battle. He
alone is the executor of warfare. This is brought out in the verses that
follow listing all those exempted from military service. The list is so
extensive that it becomes seemingly impossible to mount an army to
make war and reinforces the belief that it is God who fights for Israel
and not man.1

5: Then the officials shall address the troops as follows: ‘‘Is there anyone who
has built a new house but has not dedicated it? Let him go back to his home
lest he die in battle and another dedicate it.’’

6: ‘‘Is there anyone who has planted a vineyard but never harvested it? Let
him go back to his home lest he die in battle and another harvest it.’’

7: ‘‘Is there anyone who has paid a bride-price for a wife, but who has not yet
married her? Let him go home lest he die and another marry her.’’

8: The officials shall go on addressing the troops and say, ‘‘Is there anyone
afraid and disheartened? Let him go back to his home, lest the courage of
his comrades flags like his.’’
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Those who built new houses, farmers (those who planted vineyards),
bridegrooms, and those who were afraid or emotionally susceptible to
compassion during battle were all exempt from going to war. In the Bible
it thus appears that the primary need is to provide continuity of life even
during war. These verses are then followed by the command to sue for
peace before beginning hostilities. Verse 10 reads: ‘‘When you approach
a town to attack it, you shall offer it terms of peace.’’ Deuteronomy 20
then ends with a caution against wanton destruction:

19: When in your war against a city you have to besiege it a long time in order
to capture it, you must not destroy its trees, wielding the axe against them.
You may eat of them, but you must not cut them down. Are the trees of the
field human to withdraw before you into the besieged city?

Weinfeld describes Deuteronomy 20 as ‘‘orations of an idealizing char-
acter’’, and states that much of Deuteronomy, including Deuteronomy
20, is the product of speculative thoughts that do not derive from cultic
reality.2 Boecker writes that an essential feature of Deuteronomy is ‘‘the
theologization of older legal prescriptions’’.3 Although modern biblical
scholars such as Millard C. Lind, Martin Buber, Moshe Greenberg and
Gerhard von Rad disagree about how much has been correctly attributed
to the past in biblical narratives, they all agree that war is something God
wages on behalf of Israel, and that Israel is, in the main, a passive recipi-
ent of God’s wondrous deeds. As described in Joshua 23:3–13, ‘‘A single
man of you put a thousand of them to flight, for it is YHWH your God
who has fought for you.’’

The concept that everyone goes to war was not characteristic of the
period of the judges, and going to war with soldiers and mercenaries
happens only when a monarchy is established. Until the time of Samuel,
the establishment of a monarchy was not in the Jewish tradition, for the
biblical definition of God and His Law makes God the ultimate ruler, the
ultimate king.

The Samuel narrative is clear in its description of the evils of kingship
where a human king usurps the rule of God. I Samuel 8:19–20 reads,
‘‘Where they [the people] said, ‘No, we will have a king over us that we
may also be like all the nations, that our king will govern us and go out
before us and fight our battles’ ’’, and Ezekiel 20:32 elaborates on this
same point, maintaining that being like other people entails idolatry.
When the prophet says ‘‘What is in your mind shall never happen – the
thought, ‘Let us be like the nations, like the tribes of the countries, and
worship wood and stone,’ ’’ he is connecting the Israelites’ desire for a
monarch to pagan kingship and the temptation for hubris and idolatry,
and the idea that idolatry, defined as self-aggrandizement and the rejec-
tion of God’s will, inevitably leads to war.
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As the years passed, however, and the threat of attack by the neigh-
bouring Philistine nation increased, the people called for the coronation
of a king to represent them in the halls of rulers (Assyria, Egypt) and to
lead them in battle should there be a need. This loss of faith in God as
Warrior would lead to their ultimate downfall. Under duress, God sanc-
tioned the establishment of a Jewish monarch.

It is important to understand what it is about the kingship of the sur-
rounding peoples that made the biblical authors contrast it with the king-
ship of God. Tsevat states:

The meaning of the kingship according to the Bible is the denial to man of the
concentration and permanence of power. Power in society is God’s; He is the
only source of might, authority, command, and ownership of the land; He is
the author of morals, law, and judgment; He guarantees freedom and a mea-
sure of equality; He is the leader of journeys in the desert and campaigns in
the towns. By the eighth century [BCE] the consequences of the idea of divine
kingship had been ever more ignored by the rulers of the people, and reality
had come ever more into conflict with it. It was then that the great prophets
rose to adjust the reality of their day to the standards of the idea.4

Buber explains that the kingship of God archetype was decisive for
biblical history. Everything is viewed through a theological lens that
establishes God as the ultimate king and His law as the ultimate law. It
is His law that is to predominate over the idolatrous practices of the
surrounding peoples. Indeed, the justification that the Bible gives for
the destruction of the Canaanites is to avoid Israel’s falling into idolatry
and practising its most horrendous aspect – child sacrifice. And Samuel
clearly states (Chapter 12) that the people have done evil in rejecting
God as their king and insisting on a human ruler, because a human king’s
ways will enlist them in war and open them to idolatrous temptation.

Why is this so crucial? Because the problem with idolatrous nations is
that their gods engage in the very same injustices as their followers, and
the logical consequence of such idolatrous action is war. This is why, for
example, only God could bring judgement on the gods of Egypt. God
waged war on Pharaoh, who was the embodiment of the worst elements
of self-deification and pride (Exodus 12:12).

From the perspective of Psalm 82:6–7, it appears that the failure of the
pagan gods was their intrinsic injustice and that the rule of the One God
was needed to establish righteousness and justice in the world. War was
seen as a horrendous evil most likely to occur when human rulers took on
absolute unrestricted power. Knowing the devastation of war, the literary
prophets (those who have books named for them) give us the vision of
universal peace. Micah 4 repeats Isaiah’s words (2:4): ‘‘And they shall
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beat their swords into ploughshares and their spears into pruning hooks;
Nation shall not take up sword against nation; they shall never again
know war.’’ This is reaffirmed in Hosea 2:18–20, where the prophet
quotes God: ‘‘And I will make for you a covenant on that day with the
beasts of the field, the birds of the air and the creeping things of the
ground; and I will abolish the bow and sword from the land and make
you lie down in safety.’’

God also advises his people not to trust their weapons or alliances.
Hosea 14:3 states it plainly: ‘‘Assyria will not save us, we will not ride
upon horses; and we will say no more, ‘Our God’ to the work of our
hands.’’ God’s rule will bring about a reign of peace: ‘‘In that day, Israel
shall be a third partner with Egypt and Assyria as a blessing on earth, for
the Lord will bless them, saying, ‘Blessed be my people Egypt, my handi-
work Assyria and my own people Israel.’ ’’ (Isaiah 19:25).

In light of the Hebrew Bible’s emphasis on peace, why then does Deu-
teronomy 20:16ff. contain an injunction to destroy the seven idolatrous
nations?

In the towns of the latter peoples, however, which the Lord your God is giving
you as a heritage, you shall not let a soul remain alive . . . lest they lead you into
doing all the abhorrent things that they have done for their gods and you stand
guilty before the Lord your God.

Many biblical texts illustrate that monotheism was superimposed on
tribal practices that constituted the biblical environment and that, despite
the passages that indicate the total murder of the Canaanites, historically
that was not the case. Later biblical texts make it very clear that there
was no genocide and the idolatrous tribes targeted for genocide conti-
nued to exist after Joshua’s war of conquest and later wars waged by the
Israelite kings. Evidence is present in the first chapter of Judges and nu-
merous other places, as checking a concordance clearly shows.5

It is therefore possible that even during biblical times the assertion of
the murder of the Canaanites was a projection to the distant past, with
the purpose of justifying the principle that all the Israelites at the time
of the compilation of Deuteronomy and the Torah were descendants of
those who had been present at Sinai with Moses. Furthermore, the Torah
does not insist on perpetual holy war against the Philistines, the Phoeni-
cians or other peoples in the immediate orbit of the Israelites – i.e. you
were not to marry Moabites, etc., but you were also ordered not to de-
stroy them. Witness the Book of Ruth; Ruth the Moabite even becomes
the maternal ancestor of the Jewish Messiah.6

In the Bible, war is seen as an aberration and peace for all of human-
kind is the ideal. As such, Israel has no special status and is judged by the
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same standards set for all others. If it does not reject the idolatrous prac-
tices of the Canaanites and if it does not abide by the covenant, it will
suffer the same fate as other nations. This is illustrated when the prophet
Amos states in 3:2, ‘‘You only have I known. Therefore I will punish you
for all your iniquities’’, and in Hosea 13:9–11: ‘‘I will destroy you, O
Israel, who can help you? Where now is your king, to save you? Where
are all your princes, to defend you – those of whom you said, ‘Give me a
King and princes’? I have given you kings in my anger, and I have taken
them away in my wrath.’’

This is because a Jewish sovereign, unlike pagan sovereigns, is bound
by the Torah, the law of the One God. The laws of Deuteronomy 17:14–
20 state:

[I]f after you have entered the land that the Lord your God has assigned you
and taken possession of it and settled in it, you decide, ‘‘I will set a king over
me as to all the nations about me’’, you shall be free to set a king over yourself,
one of your own people; you must not set a foreigner over you, one who is not
your kinsman. Moreover, he shall not keep many horses, or send people back
to Egypt to add to his horses, since the Lord has warned you, ‘‘You may not
go back that way again.’’ And he shall not have many wives, lest his heart go
astray; nor shall he amass silver and gold to excess. When he is seated on his
royal throne, he shall have a copy of this teaching written for him on a scroll
by the Levitical priests. Let it remain with him and let him read it all his life,
so that he may learn to revere the Lord his God. To observe faithfully every
word of this Teaching as well as these laws and not act haughtily toward his
fellows or deviate from the Instruction to the right or to the left to the end
that and his descendants will reign long in the midst of Israel.

Pagan rulers were not required to adhere to any moral or ethical codes
that in any way resembled those in the Torah. For them, war was inevit-
able since the purpose of kingship is conquest. For the Israelites, accord-
ing to the Torah, war was to be avoided. Israelite kings needed to be
accountable to God. In rabbinic interpretation other elements were
added – the Sanhedrin acted as the people’s representatives and weighed
in to maintain the system of checks and balances – to prevent any politi-
cal or religious entity from running amok with power.7

Ravitzky summarizes the rabbinical belief that peace was the ultimate
purpose of the Torah, quoting as his proof texts Tanhuma Shoftim 18
(‘‘All that is written in the Torah was written for the sake of peace’’)
and Bamidbar Rabah Naso 11, which says: ‘‘The prophets have planted
in the mouth of all people naught so much as peace’’ and ‘‘God announ-
ceth to Jerusalem that they [Israel] will be redeemed only through
peace.’’8
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The rabbis and war

In order to gain a better understanding of the Talmudic and rabbinical
discussions of war, it must first be noted that the two-fold law – the
notion of a written and an oral tradition, the Mishnah and the Talmuds,
– was codified after the destruction of the Temple and the devastation of
Jerusalem by Rome, when the rabbis, in the course of transferring reli-
gious authority to themselves, had experienced the war and therefore
had a horror of war. Solomon writes that, by the time the Mishnah and
the Talmuds were compiled, the Jews had lost their political indepen-
dence, and the legislation based on Deuteronomy 20 is a historical recon-
struction of Messianic speculation, not operational law.9

The rabbis’ thoughts and discussions were primarily directed to peace.
‘‘Sayings of the Fathers’’, a late tractate in the Mishnah, repeatedly dis-
cusses peace and its significance, and Leviticus Rabbah 9:9 contains a
dictum of the rabbis on peace.

‘‘And Grant you peace’’ – R. [Rabbi] Mani D’Sha’av and R. Yehoshua
D’Sichnin in the name of R. Levi. Great is peace since all blessings, goodnesses
and comfortings that the Holy One, Blessed Be He, brings upon Israel con-
clude with peace . . . Great is peace, for of all the commandments it is written
. . . In relation to peace, ‘‘seek peace, and pursue it’’ – seek it in your own place,
and pursue it even to another place as well.

The rabbis, who had religious authority but no sovereignty, did every-
thing in their hermeneutic power to make the waging of war impossible.
A parallel can be seen in their treatment of capital punishment – a sen-
tence that is virtually impossible to carry out because the legal conditions
can be met only in extraordinary circumstances.

The rabbis defined different kinds of war, using the rules of war in the
Hebrew Bible as proof texts to create conditions that could never be met.
These definitions of war, the exemptions and conditions are found in
many rabbinical works that have been analysed and interpreted through
the centuries.10 Whereas many of the discussions in the rabbinical trac-
tates deal with day-to-day existence, even down to the banalities of life,
when it comes to the subject of war, all rabbinical discussion in the Tal-
mud and the literature until the twentieth century is purely theoretical.
We know this because the rabbis never published a tractate named
‘‘War’’.

The tractates of the Talmud are encompassing and contain a multitude
of tangential materials on a multitude of subjects. Because of that, there
are difficulties sorting out specific Halachot (rabbinic laws). Therefore
Maimonides (1138–1204), trying to create some order out of the Talmud,
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wrote the Mishneh Torah, a codex that evolved into a premier reference
for contemporary traditional Judaism and Jewish thought. Yet even he
did not manage to present everything about war in one book or code –
statements about war are scattered throughout his works.

Without a specific rabbinical code on how or why to fight a war, many
issues are open to question. Nowhere are there detailed and minute dis-
cussions on war that compare to the tractates ‘‘Nashim’’ (women) or
‘‘Tohoroth’’ (purity and cleanliness). Instead, a variety of rabbinical
writings and biblical texts are used for extrapolation. The discussion in
both the Talmud and subsequent rabbinical writings is based on Mishnah
‘‘Sotah’’, Chapter 8, a tractate dealing with suspected adulteresses, not
war. War is discussed there because it is part of a discussion on what
laws need to be explained in Hebrew, the Holy Tongue (Lashon Kodesh),
instead of the vernacular. In any event, the discussion there returns to the
concept of God as Warrior for his people. The statement in Sotah 8 reads
in part:

‘‘Let not your heart be faint at the neighing of the horses and the flashing of the
swords; fear not at the clashing of shields and the rushing of the tramping
shoes; nor tremble at the sound of the trumpets, neither be ye affrighted at the
sound of the shouting; for the Lord your God is he that goeth with you. They
come in the strength of flesh and blood, but ye come in the strength of the
Almighty’’ reinforces the notion of war being fought by God on behalf of his
people, who remain passive while He fights for them. The High Priest’s battle
cry, after all, is ‘‘Hear Oh Israel, Adonai is your God, Adonai is One.’’11

In declaring the One God, by praying, even twice a day, you will be
delivered from the hand of the enemy. The Babylonian Talmud, in Sotah
42a, expands this:

And [he, the high priest] shall say unto them, ‘‘Hear, O Israel.’’ Why must he
just [open with the words] ‘‘Hear, O Israel?’’ – R. Johanan said in the name of
R. Simeon b. Yohai: The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Israel, Even if you
only fulfilled morning and evening the commandment to recite the Shema’
[ed. this also opens with ‘‘Hear, O Israel’’], you will not be delivered into [the
enemy’s] hand.

‘‘Let not your heart faint; fear not’’ etc. Our Rabbis taught: He addresses them
twice: once on the boundary [before marching into the enemy’s territory] and
once on the battle-field.

Sotah 8 describes two kinds of war: (1) obligatory war (Milchemet
Mitzvah; also called in some instances Milchemet Chova – Hebrew for
obligation), and (2) discretionary war (Milchemet Reshut). Wars of obli-
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gation are physical wars fought for the conquest of Canaan or fought in
self-defence. Wars of free will (discretionary wars) are wars for the glory
of the king and for the purposes of expansion.

Reading carefully one notices that, following Deuteronomy 20, the
Mishnah in Sotah 8:2–7 exempts just about everyone from fighting in a
discretionary war. In a later discussion in the Babylonian Talmud (500
CE), Sotah 42b–44b, these categories of exemption are expanded even
further. This can be interpreted to mean that the wars the Mishnah con-
siders – in addition to, or instead of, physical wars – were wars of persua-
sion for the Unity of the One God against idolatry. Rabbi Jose describes
as exempt those who are afraid owing to the fact that they have sinned,
and he makes that point a number of times. Are the sinners afraid they
will die? Or are they afraid that they are not learned enough to persuade
idolaters to believe in the One God? If they are not strong enough men-
tally to persuade, then they too are exempt from going to war,12 for the
rabbis were adamantly against wars of conversion.

In order for discretionary war to be declared they needed the existence
of a Jewish sovereign state, a sovereign, the High Priest and his vest-
ments (the Sanhedrin of 71 and the Urim and Thummim – the High
Priest’s oracle). The oracle of the Urim and Thummim, housed in the
High Priest’s breastplate, was of particular importance. Without it, war
could not be declared. According to Kimelman, discretionary war re-
quires the involvement of the Sanhedrin for its role as the legal embodi-
ment of popular sovereignty, ‘‘understanding this to imply that the high
court was the legal equivalent of ‘the community of Israel as a whole’ ’’.13

Most rabbis maintain that to declare any war, obligatory or discre-
tionary, even in self-defence, there needed to be a sovereign state for the
Israelites, and in discretionary wars the High Priest is needed to declare
war using the oracle, the Urim and Thummim. Rabbi Bleich takes this
literally: ‘‘In the context of a discussion about discretionary war, the
Gemarah Berachot 3B and Sanhedrin 16a declare that the king may not
undertake military action other than upon the approval of the Urim ve
[and] Thummim.’’14

Yet Josephus noted in Antiochus 3:218 that the oracle had not been
used for at least 200 years. Ezra 2:63 and Nehemia 7:65 stated that those
who returned from the first exile were disqualified from becoming priests
and would not be able to ‘‘eat of the most holy things until a priest with
Urim and Thummim should appear’’. In other words, to use the expres-
sion that the Urim and Thummim were required to deal with an issue
really meant that discretionary war was inoperative. The Talmud notes
that the oracle had not been used since the death of the pre-exilic
prophets. So. when the rabbis say that you cannot declare a war without
an Urim and Thummim, they mean any war.15
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In continuity with the teaching of the Bible, the rabbinical literature,
above all, demands the prerequisite to seek peace. As stated in Mishnah
Shabbat 6:4:

A man may not go out [on the Sabbath] with a sword or a bow or a shield or
a club or a spear; and if he went out [with the like of these] he is liable to a
sin-offering. R. Eliezer says these are his adornments. But the Sages say: They
are naught save a reproach, for it is written, And they shall beat their swords
into plowshares and their spears into pruning-hooks/nation shall not lift up
sword against nation, nor learn war anymore [Isaiah 2:4].

In point of fact, no Jewish leaders encoding the law after the destruction
of the temples and the exile dreamed that the issue of real war, defen-
sive or otherwise, would come up. Their goal, perhaps for the safety of a
people who were now dispersed among the nations, was to make peace
paramount.

In consonance with this concept, Norman Solomon enumerates three
ways in which the rabbis toned down Deuteronomy 20 so that it would
not become a warrant for genocide. The rabbis concluded, ‘‘against the
plain sense’’, that offers of peace were to be made to the enemy even as
a siege was being laid. The Babylonian Talmud (Yoma 22b) and also
Midrash Rabba (on Deuteronomy 5:12) describe Moses taking the initia-
tive to seek peace with Sihon, a move confirmed and praised by God.16

Midrash Tehillim on Psalm 120:7 ascribes a similar initiative to the
Messiah. The rabbis also ruled that, in wars other than those of the orig-
inal conquest of Canaan, you must provide an escape route when you lay
siege to a town (Rabbi Nathan, Sifre on Numbers 31:7). To reinforce how
the genocidal implications of Deuteronomy 20 were very clearly viewed
as inoperative by the rabbis, Solomon further proves this weakening of
the injunction by quoting Joshua Ben Hananiah in Mishnah Yadayim,
who noted that, since the time of Sennacherib, those nations had been
dispersed and it was not possible to identify them, so that you could not
kill them.17 In a similar vein, Maimonides (in his chapter on ‘‘Kings’’ in
the Mishneh Torah), referring explicitly to the injunction of Deuteron-
omy 20, reiterates that we do not know who the seven nations are, with
the clear implication that for this very reason the injunction cannot
apply.18

Everything we read about war in the Jewish tradition until the estab-
lishment of the Jewish settlements in Israel in the late nineteenth century
is essentially theoretical, because the people of Israel had not been per-
mitted or able to fight wars for almost two millennia. Elliot Dorff says
that war is not oracular and that defensive war does not fall into either
of the two categories of war as described in Deuteronomy 20 or in Sotah
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8. Permission to conduct wars of self-defence is extrapolated from the
criminal codes that state an individual is permitted to rise up and kill his
attackers – sheh ba aleichem (those that are coming at you)19 – before
they get a chance to kill him. Dorff describes Rabbi Judah’s discussion
of what happens when foreigners besiege Israelite towns on the Sabbath,
and asks whether or not one can bear arms to defend oneself. Not if
these attackers come only to plunder, say the rabbis. But if they come to
kill you, rise up and defend yourself, even if it is Shabbat – and if your
town is on the border, you can defend yourself on Shabbat, even if they
come only to plunder.20

Norman Solomon notes it is the duty of the sovereign state to protect
its citizens from destruction: ‘‘A war of self-defence is designed to defend
society as a whole or its most cherished values, for a crime within a soci-
ety is subject to government control, whereas in war there is no over-
riding sovereign state to adjudicate conflicts.’’ In other words, a nation
has a right to protect itself from attack, but again, as Maimonides makes
patently clear, the nation of Israel must, above all, pursue peace first, as
referred to above.21

Maimonides is a rationalist in his discussions of war and peace. In the
tractate ‘‘Kings’’, he reiterates that (i) violence is not a means of convinc-
ing anyone to change their religion, (ii) wars are really fought for ideo-
logical reasons, and (iii) peace is the ultimate goal. He reinforces the
points already made in the Torah and the Talmud; one must sue for
peace first [ jus ad bellum], a siege must leave one side of the city open
[ jus in bello], and exemptions from service are made. In the Mishneh
Torah tractate on Kings (6:1), Maimonides is concerned that nations
that make peace with the Israelites accept the seven commandments of
the sons of Noah and become ‘‘tributary to the king’’. Maimonides makes
it very clear that the severity of these assertions is mitigated by noting
that ‘‘before he [Joshua] entered the land, he said whoever wants to
make peace should leave first’’, implying that the making of peace is the
most important result [ jus post bellum].22

Maimonides concludes his chapter on kings and war with a description
of the Messiah and peace. The arrival of the Messiah is in different ways
a universal dream of all the Abrahamic faiths – a dream we must all
strive for as we live in the world God created for us. He writes that peace
is the penultimate wish of the Jewish people. The goal that is yearned for
is the end to all war and a reign of global prosperity and peace, where the
lion shall lie down with the lamb and swords will be beaten into plough-
shares – in other words, the true peace of Messianic times. Perhaps the
most interesting part is what he says the Messiah will bring and how he
will bring it. Jewish tradition is filled with stories of the coming of the
Messiah – how he will arrive to the sound of the ram’s horn; how he will
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be preceded by Elijah the prophet, with signs and wonders; and how all
the Jews will be gathered on a flying carpet from the far-flung corners of
the earth and brought to Zion. But what does Maimonides say?

One should not entertain the notion that the King Messiah must work miracles
and wonders, bring about new phenomena within the world, resurrect the dead,
or perform other similar deeds. This is [definitely] not true . . . He will then per-
fect the entire world, [motivating all the nations] to serve God together, as it is
written [Zephaniah, 3:9], ‘‘I will make the peoples pure of speech so that they
will all call upon the Name of God and serve Him with one purpose.’’ . . . The
world will continue according to its pattern. He will not come [in order] to
declare the pure, impure, nor to declare the impure, pure; . . . Rather, [he will
come in order] to establish peace in the world . . . In that [the Messianic] Era
there will be neither famine nor war, neither envy nor competition, for good
things will flow in abundance and all the delights will be as freely available as
dust. The occupation of the entire world will be solely to know God.23

Modern Israel

Hitherto, all Judaic conceptualization of war was derivative and hypo-
thetical, since there was no Jewish nation or Jewish military to actually
engage in a war. With the creation of the State of Israel in 1948, however,
engaging in war was no longer a subject solely for intellectual debate.
Yaron made the point: ‘‘The moral question of waging war is not a new
problem for states and peoples, but it is new and revolutionary for the
Jewish nation.’’24 Therefore, whatever Jewish factors are to be involved
in thinking about war, they must primarily be those of ethical Judaism,
since there is no framework that applies Halachic principles to modern
warfare or the wars engaged in by the state of Israel.

And this is the dilemma of the modern state of Israel. Forged in a tra-
dition where peace was the Messianic ideal toward which the faithful
strove, constantly at the mercy of a world that readily used them as
scapegoats and that forced Jewish acquiescence on all issues as an exis-
tential survival tactic, the creation of a homeland suddenly confronted
the Jewish people with problems never before experienced. ‘‘Throughout
the many centuries of Diaspora life, Jews were not faced with the neces-
sity to decide in matters of state. The fundamental question is therefore
how the traditional ethical teachings of Judaism can guide Jews in decid-
ing upon the new state problems.’’25

For millennia, Jews have been subjected to discrimination, persecution
and, most recently with the rise of Nazism, extermination.

Walzer describes a realpolitik attitude toward war: ‘‘War is a world
apart, where life itself is at stake, where human nature is reduced to its
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elemental forms, where self-interest and necessity prevail. Here men and
women do what they must to save themselves and their communities, and
morality and law have no place.’’26 Despite this acknowledgement that
war is cruel and destructive – and in reality devoid of morality – Walzer
and others believe that rules and morality must be applied to war. Civi-
lized humankind has sought to rationalize the behaviour of men going
to war ( jus ad bellum) and the behaviour of those in war ( jus in bello).
We would add the necessity of planning for peace ( jus post bellum) –
meaning that we must establish conditions that would preserve peace
once the fighting stops.

Essentially, the fundamental construct for justifying war has been:

1. There exists an international society of independent states . . .
2. This international society has a law that establishes the rights of its members

– above all, the rights of territorial integrity and political sovereignty. . . .
3. Any use of force or imminent threat of force by one state against the politi-

cal sovereignty or territorial integrity of another constitutes aggression and
is a criminal act. . . .

4. Aggression justifies two kinds of violent response: a war of self-defence
by the victim and a war of law enforcement by the victim and any other
member of international society [against terrorist groups such as al-Qaeda,
Hizbollah, and other non-sovereign entities that attack sovereign states]. . . .

5. Nothing but aggression can justify war. . . .
6. Once the aggressor state has been militarily repulsed, it can also be

punished.27

Regardless of the conceptualizations concerning just war, a singular
principle remains – that of self-defence. Rabbinic exegesis on the issue is
derived from Exodus 22:1. ‘‘As the Talmud puts it, ‘[I]f someone comes
to kill you, get up early in the morning to kill him first’ (Berakhot 58a;
Yoma 85b; Sanhedrin 72a). Because each individual has both the right
and the obligation of self-defence, one might reasonably infer that the
community does likewise.’’28

Richard Norman writes: ‘‘Self-defense, by the individual or the com-
munity, is justified as a defense of rights. The most fundamental rights of
individuals are the right to life and the right to liberty. The collective ana-
logues of these are the right to territorial integrity and the right to politi-
cal sovereignty.’’29 Other social critics concur: ‘‘The development of
international law from Grotius onwards, and its institutionalization
through the League of Nations and subsequently the United Nations,
have established the position that the only permitted wars are defensive
wars.’’30 This is indeed codified by the United Nations in Article 51 of its
Charter: ‘‘Nothing in the present Charter shall impair the inherent right
of individual or collective self-defence if an armed attack occurs against a
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Member of the United Nations.’’31 Thus, essentially, ‘‘In international
law, the doctrine of self-defence provides the state with a legal basis for
actions taken in response to the illegal use of force by another state, in
the absence of effective action by the international community.’’32

The Jewish people and the founding fathers of Israel and Zionism un-
derstood what it meant to be strangers in a strange land, and what it
meant to be nationally homeless and unprotected. They knew what it
felt like to be victims, and, with the creation of a sovereign Jewish nation,
defensive war was, for the first time in millennia, a real issue. On the day
of its birth Israel was already engaged in a defensive war for its survival –
without benefit of the Sanhedrin or the Urim and Thummim. Obviously,
ancient oracular formulas no longer pertained. Therefore, Zohar could
claim:

Facing the challenges of a renewed Jewish polity, we ought to steer clear of the
moral pitfalls entailed by an oracular halakhic philosophy. If the halakhic tradi-
tion is to be a source of inspiration for political thought in contemporary Israel,
it must be guided by the classical eschewal of heavenly voices in favor of rea-
soned deliberation. This by no means implies that the study of Torah ought
to be abandoned in favor of pervasive Western norms. Rather, it requires that
we avoid using the forms of halakhic discourse as a medium for promulgating
mysterious decrees.33

Thus, based on an ethical system that incorporated the best of Western
civilization coupled with traditional Jewish thought, the concept of purity
of arms became the hallmark of the Israel Defense Forces (IDF). As
Katznelson, one of the founders of modern Zionism announced in 1939,
‘‘[L]et our arms be pure. We are studying arms, bearing arms, we are
facing up to those who attack us. But we do not want our weapons to be
tainted with innocent blood.’’34

Purity of arms as defined by the IDF is this:

The IDF servicemen and women will use their weapons and force only for the
purpose of their mission, only to the necessary extent and will maintain their
humanity even during combat. IDF soldiers will not use their weapons and
force to harm human beings who are not combatants or prisoners of war, and
will do all in their power to avoid causing harm to their lives, bodies, dignity
and property.35

This ethic is rooted in both the Bible and Jewish tradition. As Israel’s
Chief Rabbi Shlomo Goren (1917–1994), who served in the IDF as a
paratrooper and chief chaplain, reiterated: ‘‘Since we are enjoined to
imitate the moral qualities of God, we too should not rejoice over the
destruction of the enemies of Israel.’’36
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Solomon describes the ‘‘purity of arms’’ concept as emerging back in
the 1930s and lists the following rationales: the pan-denominational Jew-
ish stress on the ethical and moral values of Judaism; taking the Jewish
perspective on personal relationships and applying it to international
relations; a search for approval and therefore political support from the
rest of the world, combined with ‘‘the naı̈ve belief that military restraint
would attain these objectives’’. Solomon’s discussion on the Jewish state
traces the application of these ethical ideas in Jewish tradition to what
eventually became the modus operandi of the IDF.37

In the late nineteenth century, a Zionist Orthodox rabbi, Zevi Hirsch
Kalischer, suggested that the settlements protect themselves with militias
when he witnessed the clash for independence among the nations being
born in Europe. By the turn of the century, Vladimir Jabotinsky, a veter-
an of Jewish units in World War I, called for the creation of a Jewish
Legion in Palestine as a guarantee against Arab attacks. This led to the
formation of the Haganah in 1920 (which became the IDF).38

At the same time, the Chief Ashkenazic rabbi of Palestine prior to the
establishment of Israel, Abraham Isaac Kook, and the Chazon Ish in
Europe (Rabbi Avrohom Yeshaya Karelitz) called for the establishment
of the Jewish state by peaceful means only (they both maintained that it
must be peaceful because there was no Urim and Thummim and only
purely defensive wars would be permitted). Their thinking led to the
establishment of a religious peace movement. This was exemplified by
Moshe Avigdor Amiel, who wrote in 1938: ‘‘Even if we knew for certain
that we could bring about the Final Redemption [by killing Arabs] we
should reject such a ‘Redemption’ with all our strength, and not be re-
deemed through blood.’’39

Kook’s own son, Rabbi Tzvi Yehuda Kook, interpreted this principle
differently, demanding that no land within the biblical boundaries of
Israel be given up voluntarily once settled by Jews, though he did not ad-
vocate aggressive conquest. His followers became the settler movement,
and until 1930 they were allowed to defend themselves only by using re-
straint (havlagah), even during the Arab riots in 1920, 1921, 1929 and
1936. In the 1930s, after massacres and murders set a pattern of terror
by the indigenous population, a military policy was set that demanded
minimum force in the attainment of military objectives and discrimina-
tion between combatants and non-combatants.40

However, such a stance has its consequences. ‘‘[T]o the extent that
people have power, they have a responsibility to use it wisely and justly.
Unfortunately, this moral stance does not get us very far.’’41 What should
one do when the conventional rules of war are rejected, when you have
to cope with an aggressor whose norms are diametrically opposed to your
own, who breaks the rules of engagement (the Geneva Conventions) and
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wages asymmetric war with an utter disregard for human life? As Hirsch-
field notes:

If only we could fight a war in a manner that targets with such precision that
only the guilty are afflicted while the innocent are spared. But in war there is
no way to maintain that kind of precision. We should be horrified by the hor-
rors of war, but must not be so horrified at the horrors of war that we come to
the conclusion that no war is worth fighting because some wars are, indeed,
worth fighting. As Genesis 9 tells us, sometimes we must kill because murderers
cannot be allowed to go unpunished.42

Proportionality

To preclude inordinate suffering, civilized society has determined that,
when an aggression occurs, reciprocity is permitted but only within pro-
portional levels.

The principle of proportionality specifies the level of collateral harm to civilians
that is acceptable in achieving a specific military objective. The legal formula-
tion of proportionality is contained in Protocol 1 to the Geneva Conventions,
which states that it is prohibited for soldiers to engage in any attack ‘‘which
may be expected to cause incidental loss of civilian life, injury to civilians, dam-
age to civilian objects, or a combination thereof which would be excessive in
relation to the concrete and direct military advantage anticipated’’.43

However, military historian Sir John Keegan has stated, ‘‘ ‘the experi-
ence of land war in two world wars must raise a question as to whether
formal legal codification is necessarily superior to notions of custom,
honour, professional standards, and natural law’ in making for battlefield
decencies. . . . There is no substitute for honour as a medium of enforcing
decency on the battlefield, never has been and never will be.’’44 But how
can there be concerns for ‘‘honour’’ when present-day warfare does not
recognize the term? As Solomon has stated:

Standards can be adopted unilaterally or set by international agreement, but
the moral dilemma arises of whether a party that ignores those standards can
be allowed to gain ascendancy, by perpetrating evil, over the moral side com-
plying with them. . . . Though the religious principles for engagement in and
the conduct of war seem clear, their application in practice is hard to deter-
mine. The acute questions that arise in modern warfare tend to be about the
assessment of particular situations.45

It has already been established that it is within Jewish law to fight back
when attacked and to fight back to win, since all wars are essentially con-
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cerned with survival. For this reason, proportionality, though a consider-
ation, must take into account not only the event at hand but contextual
events as well. As IDF Major General Yaakov Amidror observed: ‘‘As a
little country fighting terrorists, guerrilla organizations and other states,
we cannot allow ourselves to react proportionally and that is a very
important message to the people around us.’’46

Thus, as Walzer noted in referring to the war in Lebanon in 2006:

A military response to the capture of the three Israeli soldiers wasn’t, literally,
necessary; in the past, Israel has negotiated instead of fighting and then ex-
changed prisoners. But, since Hamas and Hezbollah describe the captures as
legitimate military operations – acts of war – they can hardly claim that further
acts of war, in response, are illegitimate. The further acts have to be propor-
tional, but Israel’s goal is to prevent future raids, as well as to rescue the sol-
diers, so proportionality must be measured not only against what Hamas and
Hezbollah have already done, but also against what they are (and what they
say they are) trying to do.47

Asymmetric war

Asymmetric war has a single goal: the ‘‘erosion of popular support for the
war within the society of the enemy’’.48 The methodology of engagement
is to demoralize the enemy to the point of creating personal and political
dysfunction and disintegration of the enemy state. This involves using
guerrilla warfare, human shields, mixing combatants with non-combatants
– in short, any and all means to disrupt the tactical and ethical constructs
of conventional military personnel and the populations that support
them. Such tactics are morally reprehensible and in violation of all ethical
standards. ‘‘Such sheltering among the civilian population (including
sheltering by the use of human shields, voluntary or involuntary) for the
purpose of rendering one’s forces immune from attack is a violation of
the laws of war.’’49 Nevertheless, such tactics have proven enormously
successful for those for whom there is no moral compunction against the
killing of non-combatants. Given the ‘‘on-the-ground’’ factors, the ques-
tion of ethical action vis-à-vis non-combatants becomes a dubious point.

[T]here are few if any absolutes in the conduct of war. A document such as the
1949 Fourth Geneva Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons
in Time of War and the subsequent Protocols thereto may attempt to define
categories of non-combatants, or may recommend that hospitals be situated as
far as possible from military objectives (Article 18), but this is of little help
where enemy combatants are targeting hospitals or deliberately siting their
own military units in hospitals in order to use the sick as hostages.50
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Though it is against ‘‘the law’’ to place non-combatants in jeopardy,
those who engage in asymmetrical warfare do just that – for good reason.
Whenever a conventional army kills human shields, it becomes a public
relations nightmare for them and a positive factor for the ‘‘underdog’’
aggressor who placed the non-combatants in mortal peril in the first
place. The media are incapable of distinguishing, or deliberately refuse
to distinguish, between those who are justifiably attempting to destroy
the enemy’s weapons and command and control centres and those who
deliberately use civilians as their main weapon – whether as shields on
their side or as targets on the other. So the question becomes: how
should the conventional forces of a ‘‘Jewish’’ state or any state be ex-
pected to defend themselves in such a war?

There is nothing in Jewish law or in the Geneva Conventions to answer
this question. The primary directive is that life must be preserved, but
how do you defend yourself in such circumstances? The answer is that
appropriate responsibility must be assigned so that proselytizing through
the media is removed as a weapon of asymmetric war. The responsibility
for the fate of non-combatants must reside in the hands of the offending
party that has placed them in their precarious position. What must be
challenged are the outcries of propagandized media that accuse conven-
tional armies and excuse the perpetrators of the original crimes, who
claim they have no choice but to kill innocent non-combatants because it
is the only way they can wage successful wars against their enemies.51 In
short, if the media become propagators of propaganda, as opposed to
being impartial providers of fair and accurate perspectives on the fighting
(in words and pictures), then perhaps it becomes necessary to treat the
offending media as part of the combatant infrastructure and react accord-
ingly. This is not to deny the media their reporting power, but it is a call
to hold them responsible and culpable.

The warfare Israel faces today from its active enemies is a problem
that all nations face. Rules of conventional warfare are not observed by
groups that resort to terrorism; they are responsible only to their organi-
zations, and are officially unrelated to sovereign states.

How can Israel protect its own sovereignty and its non-combatants,
while minimizing the deaths of its enemies’ non-combatants? The Israeli
philosopher Asa Kasher tried to deal with this by creating a Code of
Purity of Arms for the Israel Defense Forces. In a long and very legalistic
rationale, he basically says that, in asymmetric warfare, when a nation is
attacked by a non-sovereign element in someone else’s backyard and
then uses the local inhabitants as human shields (via persuasion or extor-
tion), minimizing the deaths of non-combatants is a priority. However, a
sovereign state’s first priority is to its own non-combatants, not those of
the enemy.52
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The modern era’s campaign of Jewish genocide also conditioned the
mentality and psychology of how Israel wages its wars. Until the parti-
sans in the ghettos and forests rebelled against the Nazis, it had been
the Jewish practice to submit and suffer rather than contest those inflict-
ing injury. The Holocaust convinced the Jews that, if their enemies say
that they want to exterminate them and wipe them off the face of the
Earth, it is usually not hyperbole. They believe it because the experience
was real.

Nuclear warfare

Such is the concern for the priority of life in Judaic law that the use of
weapons of mass destruction is clearly condemned.

The World created by God was meant for life; it was given over to Man to rule,
to preserve and cultivate, and not to destroy and mutilate. Man is committed to
the construction of the world, and under no circumstances to its destruction.
This founding principle is well established both in Halakhah and Aggadah . . .
The prophet Isaiah stresses this point clearly: The Creator of heaven Who
alone is God, Who formed the earth and made it, Who alone established it,
did not create it for a waste, but formed it for habitation. (Isaiah 45:18)

As Broyde indicates, Judaic law would sooner mandate surrender than
the use of such weapons. But Jewish law is one thing and Israel’s concern
about self-preservation is another. The Israelis have resorted to nuclear
weapons (though not officially) because they are afraid of total destruc-
tion and have developed them as a preventative. However, this has set a
dangerous precedent, since Iran and Korea now follow similar policies.

In a situation of Mutually Assured Destruction if weapons are used, it is clear
that the Jewish tradition would prohibit the actual use of such weapons if such
weapons were to cause the large scale destruction of human life on the earth as
it currently exists. The Talmud explicitly prohibits the waging of war in a situa-
tion where the casualty rate exceeds a sixth of the population. Lord Jakobovits
[the former Chief Rabbi of England], in an article written more than thirty
years ago, summarized the Jewish law on this topic in his eloquent manner:

In view of this vital limitation of the law of self-defense, it would appear that a
defensive war likely to endanger the survival of the attacking and the defending
nations alike, if not indeed the entire human race, can never be justified. On
this assumption, then, that the choice posed by a threatened nuclear attack
would be either complete destruction or surrender, only the second may be
morally vindicated.53
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As Walter Reich, the former director of the United States Holocaust
Memorial Museum, indicates: ‘‘All countries have an obligation to mini-
mize the loss of civilian life, both on their own side and on the other. But
no country has an obligation to allow itself to be destroyed or its people
killed. Demanding that of any country is a perversion not only of the
ethics of war but also of the ethics of life.’’54 This seems to be the ratio-
nale for the possible use of nuclear weapons.

Conclusion

We have seen that, in the Bible, any human king – unless he abides by
God’s law – will literally aggrandize himself, abuse his people, take them
to war and lead them to idolatry, because this is what unbridled kingship
entails. Such behaviour is the reason for the Torah’s limitation on kings,
so that the law is above the kings, and the concept of a just king is one
who embodies God’s virtues. The Messiah is the king who obeys God’s
will. We also know that Deuteronomy is sermonical and that, until mod-
ern times, nothing is found in Jewish teaching that is any way practical or
functional as regards strategies or theories of war. There is simply noth-
ing in the law codes or texts.

Experience was Israel’s teacher. It was constantly invaded by Assyr-
ians and Babylonians under Persian, Greek and Roman rule, and hun-
dreds of thousands were killed and suffered greatly. Therefore, the
rabbis had a horror of war and never had the authority to go to war.
Instead, they interpreted stories about the leaders of Israel to make
them students of the Torah.55 However, upon close examination one
finds that there is no applicable Halacha for war, so that when it comes
to Israel, the modern Jewish state, there is a profound tension.

As a Jewish state, Israel cannot forsake the task of explaining its exis-
tence and behaviour in terms of Jewish tradition and heritage, and there-
by in universal ethical categories. If Israel were a secular nation-state like
other secular states, it would respond in terms of realpolitik, and ethics
would apply secondarily – if at all – since all would be subsumed under
the imperative of survival.

Israel’s dilemma becomes acute when dealing with asymmetrical war.
Because it is so complicated, the concepts of restraint and purity of arms
(which are noble and correct and were developed in the 1930s by what
later became the State of Israel) are continually under review. In modern
warfare, especially asymmetric war, maintaining doctrines to safeguard
enemy non-combatants is problematic owing to: atomic/biological/chemi-
cal weapons; long-range missiles; guerrilla warfare; and terrorism/suicide
bombing. Each of these systems is directed at non-combatants.
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So what can Israel do when its civilian population is especially vulner-
able? Many Israelis are Holocaust survivors who witnessed something
categorically different during World War II, when Jews, almost all of
them non-combatants, were marked for total destruction. At that time,
the world was presented with an ideology that targeted every single Jew
for extinction, but no one believed it, while others were complicit in their
murder. Yet such governmental policies were indeed implemented and
not one government did much to stop it. As a result, the continuity of
Jewish existence can no longer be taken for granted and Israel lives with
a siege mentality that looms large in its foreign policy. The Jews did not
believe what Hitler said, but now they believe threats from anyone –
however remote the possibility of extinction might be.

Under these conditions, the great challenge is to preserve Israel’s
ethics when it comes to war and not to accept the realpolitik approach,
although that approach admits that there is no such thing as a just war.
This is true; war cannot be viewed as just. The problem with just war
theory is that, as defined by Clausewitz, it is subject to the proper, fair
and prim rules of the duel. These rules are inapplicable to modern war-
fare, as are those of the Geneva Conventions, which apply to ‘‘fair wars’’,
as if they are possible. At best, one must try to make war not unjust; war is
an evil that is necessary to prevent a greater evil.

We must also recognize that the problems we face in carrying out ethi-
cal acts are immensely magnified during warfare. In war, we act without
knowledge of all the variables and without control over the unforeseen
consequences of our actions – consequences that may prove irreversible.
What we have learned is that we need to develop resources to establish
conditions that make for peace. Jus post bellum must become the most
important element of just war theory.

The real challenge for Israel, then, is to take a tradition rooted in
peace that has no real foundation for any concept of war, except for scat-
tered tangential material and the history of its ancient tribes, and come to
a modus vivendi that it can use to defend itself and establish a Jewish
concept for the use of force that is understandable and not heinous.
Then one could discuss what the proper Jewish attitude toward the use
of force in war should be.

The ethical burden becomes one of justification, because immoral con-
sequences are certain. The risks of war today are higher than they have
ever been for the reasons enumerated above and also because we are not
dealing solely with sovereign states. War is so terrible that we need an
overwhelming burden of proof from anyone who wages war, even in
self-defence, that what they are doing is justified. This means war cannot
be glorified and its true brutality must be understood.

We know enough about what has happened since World War II to see
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how wars are contrived and how leaders fool their people and even them-
selves into thinking they are fighting right, just and necessary wars, even
when it simply is not the case. For war is too often exactly what the Bible
says it is, the idolatrous actions of rulers. The media are manipulated by
leaders and manipulate the public in turn – so what do the public really
know? That is why we should be very suspicious of the reasons states
offer for engaging in war and learn to distinguish between the reasons
given for war and why governments actually engage in war.

Peace is the result of a lesson everyone has to learn and the State of
Israel should be at the forefront of that effort. Israel and other nation-
states must develop the resources and conditions to create peace. Peace
is the reason the Bible was the first book to speak of the end of war and
to insist that kings embody the virtue of peace. The rabbis overwhelm-
ingly speak of seeking peace and pursuing peace; peace is the ultimate
Jewish tradition and perhaps the most unattainable one – unless we all
make it possible.

Appendix A: Sotah 8:2–756

1. When the Anointed for the Battle speaks unto the people, he speaks in the
Holy Language, for it is writteni And it shall be when ye draw nigh unto the
battle, that the priest shall approach (this is the priest anointed for the battle)
and shall speak unto the people (in the Holy Language), and shall say unto
them, Hear, O Israel, ye draw nigh unto battle this day against your enemies –
and not against your brethren, not Judah against Simeon, and not Simeon
against Benjamin, for if ye fall into their hands they will have mercy upon you,
for it is written, And the men which have been expressed by name rose up and
took the captives and with the spoil clothed all that were naked among them, and
arrayed them and shod them and gave them to eat and to drink and anointed
them and carried all the feeble of them upon asses and brought them to Jericho,
the city of palm trees, unto their brethren: then they returned to Samaria.ii
Against your enemies do ye go, therefore if ye fall into their hands they will
not have mercy upon you. Let not your heart be faint, fear not nor tremble, nei-
ther be ye affrighted . . . Let not your heart be faint at the neighing of the horses
and the flashing of the swords; fear not at the clashing of shields and the rushing
of the tramping shoes; nor tremble at the sound of the trumpets, neither be ye
affrighted at the sound of the shouting; for the Lord your God is he that goeth
with you. They come in the strength of flesh and blood, but ye come in the
strength of the Almighty. The Philistines came in the strength of Goliath.iii

i. Deuteronomy 20:2 ff.
ii. 2 Chronicles 28:15.

iii. I Samuel 17:4.

128 JACK BEMPORAD



What was his end? In the end he fell by the sword and they fell with him. The
children of Ammon came in the strength of Shobach.iv What was his end? In
the end he fell by the sword and they fell with him. But not so are ye, for the
Lord your God is he that goeth with you, to fight for you . . . This is the Camp
of the Ark.

2. And the officers shall speak unto the people, saying, What man is there that
hath built a new house and hath not dedicated it, let him go and return to his
house . . . It is all one whether he builds a house for straw, a house for cattle, a
house for wood, or a house for stores; it is all one whether he builds or buys
or inherits [a house] or whether it is given him as a gift. And what man is there
that hath planted a vineyard and hath not used the fruit thereof . . . It is all one
whether he plants a vineyard or plants five fruit-trees, even if they are of five
kinds. It is all one whether he plants vines or sinks them into the ground or
grafts them; it is all one whether he buys a vineyard or inherits it or whether
it is given him as a gift. And what man is there that hath betrothed a wife . . . It
is all one whether he betroths a virgin or a widow, or even one that awaits
levirate marriage, or whether he hears that his brother has died in battle – let
him return home. These all hearken to the words of the priest concerning the
ordinances of battle; and they return home and provide water and food and
repair the roads.

3. And these are they that may not return: he that builds a gate-house or por-
tico or gallery, or plants but four fruit-trees, or five trees that do not bear fruit;
or he that takes back his divorced wife; orv a High Priest that marries a widow,
or a common priest that marries a woman that was divorced or that performed
halitzah,vi or an Israelite that marries a bastard or a Nethinah, or a bastard or
a Nathinvii that marries the daughter of an Israelite – these may not return.
R. Judah says: He also that rebuilds his house as it was before may not re-
turn. R. Eliezer says: He also that builds a house of bricks in Sharonviii may
not return.

4. And these are they that stir not from their place: he that built a house and
dedicated it, he that planted a vineyard and used the fruits thereof, he that mar-
ried his betrothed wife, or he that consummated his union with his deceased
brother’s wife, for it is written, He shall be free for his house one year: for his
houseix – this applies to his house; he shall be – this is [to include also] his vine-
yard; and shall cheer his wife – this applies to his own wife; whom he hath taken
– this is to include also his deceased brother’s wife. These do not provide water
and food and do not repair the roads.

iv. II Samuel 10:16.
v. Cf. Yeb. 2:4.

vi. App. I 12,
vii. App. I 29.

viii. Where bricks were unsubstantial and not suited for building houses.
ix. Deut. 24:5.
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5. And the officers shall speak further unto the people [and they shall say, What
man is there that is fearful and fainthearted?] R. Akiba says: Fearful and faint-
hearted is meant literally – he cannot endure the armies joined in battle or bear
to see a drawn sword. R. Jose the Galilean says: The fearful and fainthearted is
he that is afraid for the transgressions that he has committed; wherefore the
Law has held his punishment in suspense [and included him] together with
these others, so that he may return because of his transgressions. R. Jose says:
If a widow is married to a High Priest, or a woman that was divorced or that
had performed halitzah is married to a common priest, or a bastard or a Nethi-
nah to an Israelite, or the daughter of an Israelite to a bastard or a Nathfn –
such a one it is that is fearful and fainthearted.

6. And it shall be when the officers have made an end of speaking unto the
people that they shall appoint captains of hosts at the head of the people, and at
the rearward of the people; they stationed warriors in front of them and others
behind them with axes of iron in their hands, and if any sought to turn back the
warrior was empowered to break his legs, for with a beginning in flight comes
defeat, as it is written, Israel is fled before the Philistines, and there hath been
also a great slaughter among the people.x And there again it is written, And the
men of Israel fled from before the Philistines and fell down slain . . .xi

7. What has been said applies to a battle waged of free choice (Milchemet
Reshut); but in a battle waged in a religious cause all go forth, even the bride-
groom out of his chamber and the bride out of her bridechamber. R. Judah
said: What has been said applies to a battle waged in a religious cause; but in
a battle waged in duty bound all go forth, even the bridegroom out of his cham-
ber and the bride out of her bridechamber.

Appendix B: Sotah 42b–44b57

Sotah 42b

‘‘Hear the words of the war-regulations and return home.’’i What does he say
to them on the battle-field? ‘‘Let not your heart faint; fear not, nor tremble,
neither be ye affrighted.’’ [These four expressions] correspond to the four
means adopted by the nations of the world [to terrorise the enemy]: they crash
[their shields], sound [trumpets], shout [battle-cries] and trample [with their
horses].

x. I Samuel 4:17.
xi. I Samuel 31:1.

i. Viz., those who are qualified for exemption. V. ibid. 5ff.
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Sotah 43a

WHAT MAN IS THERE THAT HATH BUILT A NEW HOUSE? etc. Our
Rabbis taught: ‘‘That hath built’’ – I have here only the case where he built;
whence is it [that the law applies also to a case where] he purchased, inherited
or somebody gave it to him as a present? There is a text to state, What man is
there that hath built a house.ii I have here only the case of a house; whence is it
that it includes a barn for straw, a stable for cattle, a shed for wood and a store-
house? There is a text to state ‘‘that hath built’’ – i.e., whatever [structure be
erected]. It is possible to imagine that I am also to include one who built a
lodge, loggia or verandah; there is a text to state ‘‘a house’’ – as ‘‘house’’ im-
plies a place suitable for habitation so every [building for which exemption
may be claimed must be] suitable for habitation. R. Eliezer b. Jacob says: [The
word] ‘‘house’’ [is to be interpreted] according to its usual definition; [and the
fact that Scripture does not read] ‘‘and hath not dedicated’’ but and hath not
dedicated itiii is to exclude a robber.iv Is this to say that [this teaching] is not in
agreement with that of R. Jose the Galilean?v For if it agreed with R. Jose the
Galilean, behold he has said: Faintheartedvi i.e., he who is afraid . . .

Sotah 43b

. . . because of the transgressions he had committed!vii

AND WHAT MAN IS THERE THAT HATH PLANTED A VINEYARD?
etc. Our Rabbis taught: ‘‘That hath planted’’ – I have here only the case where
he planted; whence is it [that the law applies also to a case where] he pur-
chased, inherited or somebody gave it to him as a present? There is a text to
state, And what man is there that hath planted a vineyard. I have here only
the case of a vineyard; whence is it that it includes five fruit-trees and even of
other kinds [of plantings]? There is a text to state ‘‘that hath planted’’. It is pos-
sible to think that I am also to include one who planted four fruit-trees or five
trees which are not fruit-bearing; therefore there is a text to state ‘‘a vineyard’’.
R. Eliezer says: [The word] ‘‘vineyard’’ [is to be interpreted] according to its
usual definition; [and the fact that Scripture does not read] ‘‘one hath not used
the fruit’’ but ‘‘and hath not used the fruit thereof[’’] is to exclude one who
bends or grafts [the vine]. But we have the teaching: IT IS ALL ONE
WHETHER HE PLANTED, BENT OR GRAFTED IT! – R. Zera said in

ii. This is understood as: whatever man built a new house, the present owner of it is
exempt.

iii. The suffix is superfluous.
iv. A man who steals a new house is not exempt.
v. Who exempts a sinner; v. supra p. 222.

vi. Deut. XX, 8.
vii. Consequently a robber may return home.
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the name of R. Hisda: There is no contradiction, the latter referring to a per-
mitted grafting and the former to a prohibited grafting.viii What is an instance
of this permitted grafting? If I say a young shoot on a young shoot, it follows
that he ought to return home on account of [planting] the first young shoot! It
must therefore be [grafting] a young shoot on an old stem. But R. Abbahu has
said: If he grafted a young shoot on an old stem, the young shoot is annulled by
the old stem and the law of ’orlahix does not apply to it! – R. Jeremiah said: It
certainly refers to a young shoot on a young shoot, and [the case of a permitted
grafting is where], e.g., he planted the first [stem] for a hedge or for timber; as
we have learnt: He who plants for a hedge or for timber is exempt from the law
of ’orlah.x

What is the distinction that a young shoot is annulled [when grafted] on an old
stemxi but not [when grafted] on a young shoot?xii – In the former case if he
reconsiders his intention with regard to it, it is incapable of retraction;xiii but in
the latter case if he reconsiders his intention with regard to it, it is capable of
retractionxiv since it is then analogous to [plants which] grow of themselves;xv
for we have learnt: When they grow of themselves they are liable to ‘‘’orlah.’’
But let him explain [the Mishnahxvi as dealing with] the case of a vineyard be-
longing to two partners, where each returns home on account of his own [graf-
ting]!xvii – R. Papa declared: This is to say that in the case of a vineyard
belonging to two partners, the war-regulations do not apply to it.xviii Why,
then, is it different with five brothers, one of whom dies in battle,xix that they
all return home? – In the latter illustration we apply the words ‘‘his wife’’ to

viii. Two different species.
ix. Lit., ‘‘circumcision’’, the Law of Lev. XIX, 23 forbidding the enjoyment of the fruit of

a tree during the first three years of growth. Since this regulation does not apply to a
young shoot grafted on an old stem, it is not regarded as a new planting.

x. And similarly he would not have to return on account of it.
xi. And its fruit is not subject to ’orlah.

xii. [Since it has been stated that one returns on account of a young shoot grafted on to
another which has been planted for timber.]

xiii. An old stem can never become young again, consequently the young shoot grafted to
it becomes annulled.

xiv. The planter can change his mind within the first three years, and determine the pur-
pose of the young shoot, originally grafted for timber, to be for fruit, so that it be-
comes itself subject to ’orlah.

xv. And at the time of their plantation there was no definite purpose in the mind of the
planter whether it was for fruit or timber.

xvi. Which rules that one returns on account of grafting
xvii. [Instead of the far-fetched circumstance where the first young shoot was planted for

timber.]
xviii. Lit., ‘‘they do not return on account of it from the army’’. The partners do not have

exemption for a new planting or grafting which belongs to them jointly, so that the
Mishnah cannot deal with such a case.

xix. Leaving no offspring so that his wife is due to marry one of his brothers.
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each one of them;xx but in the other we cannot apply the words ‘‘his vineyard’’
to each one of them.xxi

R. Nahman b. Isaac said: [The Mishnah deals with the] case where he graftedxxii
a tree into vegetables, and this accords with the view of the teacher responsible
for the following teaching: If one bendsxxiii a tree into vegetables – Rabban
Simeon b. Gamliel allows it in the name of R. Judah b. Gamda of Kefar
Acco,xxiv but the Sages forbid it. When R. Dimi came [from Palestine to
Babylon] he reported in the name of R. Johanan, Whose teaching is it?xxv It is
that of R. Eliezer b. Jacob. Did not R. Eliezer b. Jacob declare above, The
word ‘‘vineyard’’ [is to be interpreted] according to its usual definition? So
here also ‘‘planted’’ [is to be interpreted] according to its usual definition; hence
if he planted he does [return home], but if he bends or grafts he does not.xxvi

When R. Dimi came he reported that R. Johanan said in the name of R. Eliezer
b. Jacob: A young shoot less than a handbreadth in height is liable for ’orlah so
long as it appears to be a year old;xxvii but this only applies where there are two
plants with two other plants parallel to them and one in front.xxviii Should, how-
ever, the entire vineyard [consist of such shoots], then it is talked about.xxix

Sotah 44a

AND WHAT MAN IS THERE THAT HATH BETROTHED A WIFE? etc.
Our Rabbis taught: ‘‘That hath betrothed’’ – it is all one whether he betrothed
a virgin or a widow or a childless widow waiting for her brother-in-law; and
even when there are five brothers, one of whom died in battle, they all return
home.xxx [The fact that Scripture does not read] ‘‘and hath not taken’’ but ‘‘and
hath not taken her’’ is to exclude a High Priest who married a widow, an ordi-
nary priest who married a divorcee or a Haluzah, a lay Israelite who married
an illegitimate or a Nethinah, or a daughter of an Israelite married to an illegit-
imate or a Nathin. Is this to say that [this teaching is] not in agreement with

xx. Since it is not determined which one will marry her.
xxi. Since it belongs to them jointly.

xxii. [So Rashi. Rabina is answering the question in the Mishnah exempting one who
grafts, cur. edd: ‘‘bent’’.]

xxiii. [Tosef. Kil. I, has ‘‘grafts’’.]
xxiv. [Being a permissible grafting it exempts the owner.]
xxv. Viz., the statement above: is to exclude one who bends or grafts (the vine).

xxvi. [Even in a permissible case of bending or grafting.]
xxvii. Because if he uses its fruit, it might seem to others that he was doing what was

forbidden.
xxviii. Five plants so arranged are considered a vineyard, to which all agree that the law of

’orlah applies, v. Ber. 35a.
xxix. It is generally known that the vineyard has this peculiarity, and he may use the fruit.
xxx. V. supra p. 214.
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R. Jose the Galilean? For if it agreed with R. Jose the Galilean, behold he has
said: ‘‘Fainthearted’’ i.e., he who is afraid because of the transgressions he had
committed!xxxi – You may even say that it agrees with R. Jose the Galilean, and
it is in accord with Rabbah; for Rabbah said: He is certainly not guilty until he
has cohabited with her. For what is the reason [of the prohibition] shall he not
take?xxxii So that he shall not profane [his seed].xxxiii Hence he does not receive
the punishment of lashesxxxiv until he has cohabited with her.

Our Rabbis taught: [The order of the phrases is] ‘‘that hath built’’, ‘‘that hath
planted’’, ‘‘that hath betrothed’’. The Torah has thus taught a rule of conduct:
that a man should build a house, plant a vineyard and then marry a wife. Simi-
larly declared Solomon in his wisdom, Prepare thy work without, and make it
ready for thee in the field, and afterwards build thine housexxxv – ‘‘prepare thy
work without’’, i.e., a dwelling place; ‘‘and make it ready for thee in the field’’,
i.e., a vineyard; ‘‘and afterwards build thine house’’, i.e., a wife. Another inter-
pretation is: ‘‘prepare thy work without’’, i.e., Scripture; ‘‘and make it ready
for thee in the field’’, i.e., Mishnah; ‘‘and afterwards build thine house’’, i.e.,
Gemara. Another explanation is: ‘‘prepare thy work without’’, i.e., Scripture
and Mishnah; ‘‘and make it ready for thee in the field’’, i.e., Gemara; ‘‘and
afterwards build thine house’’, i.e., good deeds. R. Eliezer, son of R. Jose
the Galilean says: ‘‘Prepare thy work without,’’ i.e., Scripture: Mishnah and
Gemara; ‘‘and make it ready for thee in the field,’’ i.e., good deeds; ‘‘and after-
wards build thine house[’’], i.e., make research [in the Torah] and receive the
reward.

THE FOLLOWING DO NOT RETURN HOME: HE WHO BUILT A
LODGE etc. A Tanna taught: If [when rebuilding the house] he adds a row
[of fresh bricks] to it, he does return home.xxxvi

R. ELIEZER SAYS: ALSO HE WHO BUILT A BRICK-HOUSE IN
SHARON DOES NOT RETURN HOME. A Tanna taught: [The reason is]
because they have to renew it twice in a period of seven years.

THE FOLLOWING DO NOT MOVE FROM THEIR PLACE: HE WHO
BUILT A NEW HOUSE AND DEDICATED IT etc. Our Rabbis taught: A
new wifexxxvii – I have here only ‘‘a new wife’’; whence is it [that the law applies
also to] a widow and divorcee? There is a text to state ‘‘wife’’, i.e., in every
case. Why, however, does the text state ‘‘a new wife?’’ [It means] one who is

xxxi. If that is so, the men who contracted an illegal marriage should return home.
xxxii. Lev. XXI, 14, referring to the women forbidden in marriage to a High Priest.

xxxiii. Ibid. 15.
xxxiv. And but for the verse ‘‘and hath not taken her’’, they would not be exempted where

there was betrothal.
xxxv. Prov. XXIV, 27

xxxvi. It is then regarded as a new house.
xxxvii. Deuteronomy XXIV, 5.
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new to him, thus excluding the case of a man who takes back his divorced wife,
since she is not new to him.

Our Rabbis taught: He shall not go out in the hostxxxviii – and it is possible to
think that he does not go out in the host, but he supplies water and food and
repairs the roads [for the army]; therefore there is a text to state, ‘‘Neither shall
he be charged with any business.’’ It is possible to think that I am also to
include [among those who do not move from their place] the man who built
a house but did not dedicate it, or planted a vineyard and did not use its fruit,
or betrothed a wife but did not take her; therefore there is a text to state, ‘‘Nei-
ther shall he be charged’’ – but you may charge others.xxxix Since, however, it
is written ‘‘Neither shall he be charged’’, what is the purpose of ‘‘He shall not
go out in the host?’’xl So that a transgression of the Law should involve two
prohibitions.

Sotah 44b

GEMARA. What is the difference between R. Jose and R. Jose the Galilean?xli
– The issue between them is the transgression of a Rabbinical ordinance.xlii
With whom does the following teaching accord: He who speaks between [don-
ning] one phylactery and the otherxliii has committed a transgression and
returns home under the war-regulations? With whom [does it accord]? With
R. Jose the Galilean. Who is the Tanna of the following: Our Rabbis taught: If
he heard the sound of trumpets and was terror-stricken, or the crash of shields
and was terror-stricken, or [beheld] the brandishing of swords and the urine
discharged itself upon his knees, he returns home? With whom [does it ac-
cord]? Are we to say that it is with R. Akiba and not R. Jose the Galilean?xliv
– In such a circumstance even R. Jose the Galilean admits [that he returns
home], because it is written: Lest his brethren’s heart melt as his heart.xlv

AND IT SHALL BE, WHEN THE OFFICERS HAVE MADE AN END etc.
The phrase, BECAUSE THE BEGINNING OF FLIGHT IS FALLING
should be, ‘‘because falling is the beginning of flight’’! Read [in the Mishnah]:
Because falling is the beginning of flight.

xxxviii. Ibid.
xxxix. E.g., who have built a house and not dedicated it or betrothed a woman and not

taken her to wife.
xl. The former surely includes the latter.

xli. Since they agree in defining ‘‘fainthearted’’ as one afraid of his sins.
xlii. R. Jose does not consider this sufficient to warrant exemption; therefore in the

Mishnah he instances marriages forbidden by the Torah as the kind of transgression
for which exemption may be claimed.

xliii. Upon the arm and the forehead. It is forbidden to speak between the putting on of
the two.

xliv. Since the latter does not understand ‘‘fainthearted’’ as relating to physical fear.
xlv. Deut. XX, 8.
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Appendix C: ‘‘Warfare and Its Restrictions in Judaism’’58

Intermediate wars such as preventive, anticipatory, or preemptive [ones] defy
so neat a classification. Not only are the classifications debated in the Talmud,
but commentators disagree on the categorization of the differing positions in
the Talmud.

The major clash occurs between the eleventh century Franco-German scholar
Rashi and the thirteenth century Franco-Provencal scholar Meiri. According
to Rashi, the majority position considers preemptive action to be discretionary
whereas the minority position expounded by Rabbi Judah considers it to be
mandatory.

. . . National self-defense is as much a moral right as is personal self-preserva-
tion. Whereas it is clear that offensive war cannot be subsumed under the
inalienable right of self-defense, the moral status of pre-emptive attacks is not
as clear. Is the moral category of self-defense limited to an already launched
attack? The majority talmudic position, according to Rashi, and that of Rabbi
Judah, according to Meiri, would answer in the affirmative. Their position is
seconded by Article 51 of the United Nations Charter, which states: ‘‘Nothing
in the present Charter shall impair the inherent right of individual of [sic] col-
lective self-defence if an armed attack occurs against a member.’’

The minority position of Rabbi Judah, according to Rashi, and the majority
position, according to Meiri, however, hold that a preemptive strike against an
enemy amassing for attack is close enough to a defensive counterattack to be
categorized as mandatory. This position holds that to wait for an actual attack
might so jeopardize national security as to make resistance impossible. . . .

According to Meiri, a preemptive strike, against an enemy who it is feared
might attack or who is already known to be preparing for war is deemed
mandatory by the majority of the rabbis, but discretionary by Rabbi Judah.
Accordingly, Rabbi Judah defines a counterattack as mandatory only in re-
sponse to an already launched attack. A similar reading of Maimonides also
limits the mandatory classification to a defensive war launched in response to
an attack.
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Notes

1. The term ‘‘holy war’’ itself never occurs in the Bible, but the basic concept is that it
is God who conducts war, as clearly expressed in the book of Exodus, which refers to
Yaweh as a ‘‘man of war’’. It is the Exodus narrative that is the biblical paradigm for
the understanding of warfare. In his commentary on the book of Exodus, Umberto
(Moshe David) Cassuto refers to it as a great epic that details the deeds of Yaweh as
the source of freedom and the liberator of the people from Egyptian slavery. Millard
Lind, who wrote YWHW is a Man of War, calls this the Exodus paradigm. The Septua-
gint (the Greek translation of the Jewish Scriptures 300–200 BCE), concerned with
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anthropomorphism, translates the Lord as one who destroys war, and Onkelos, a
nephew of the Roman emperor Titus, who converted to Judaism and wrote on the
Bible, states the Lord is the victor over war.

2. Moshe Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School. Winona Lake, IN: Eisen-
braus, 1992, pp. 51–52.
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the Ancient Near East, translated by Jerry Mosier. Augsburg: Fortress, 1980, p. 183.
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‘‘assembly’’ or ‘‘council’’) is an assembly of 23 judges biblically required in every city.
The Great Sanhedrin is an assembly of 71 of the greatest Jewish judges, who constituted
the supreme court and legislative body of ancient Israel. The Great Sanhedrin was made
up of a chief justice (Nasi), a vice chief justice (Av Beit) and 69 general members, who
all sat in the form of a semi-circle when in session. ‘‘The Sanhedrin’’ without qualifier
normally refers to the Great Sanhedrin. When the Temple in Jerusalem was standing
(prior to its destruction in 70 CE), the Great Sanhedrin would meet in the Hall of
Hewn Stone in the Temple during the day, except before festivals and Shabbat.

8. Aviezer Ravitzky, ‘‘Shalom’’, posted 17 February 2007 on The Network of Spiritual
Progressives; hhttp://www.spiritualprogressives.org/article.php?story=20070218062058498i
(accessed 6 October 2008).

9. Norman Solomon, ‘‘The Ethics of War: Judaism’’, in Richard Sorabji and David Rodin
(eds) The Ethics of War: Shared Problems in Different Traditions. Burlington, VT: Ash-
gate, 2006, pp. 108–110, p. 110.

10. See, for example, The Babylonian Talmud, London: Soncino, 1969. Tractate Sanhedrin,
pages 16a–b (available at hhttp://www.come-and-hear.com/talmud/index.htmli, ac-
cessed 7 October 2008):

WAR OF FREE CHOICE etc.
Whence do we deduce this? – Said R. Abbahu: Scripture states, And he shall stand
before Eleazar the Priest [who shall inquire for him by the judgment of the Urim be-
fore the Lord. At his word shall they go out and at his word they shall come in, both
he and all the children of Israel with him even all the Congregation] {Num. XXVII,
21–22}. ‘‘He’’, refers to the King {Joshua, who had regal authority}; ‘‘And all the chil-
dren of Israel with him,’’ to the Priest anointed for the conduct of war {and whose call
to war must be heeded by all Israelites}; and, ‘‘all the Congregation,’’ means the San-
hedrin {V. p. 3, no. 4}. But perhaps it is the Sanhedrin whom the Divine Law instructs
to inquire of the Urim and Tummim? {I.e., that none but the Sanhedrin (also the King
and the Priest anointed for war) may enquire of the Urim and Tummim: but not be-
cause of any need to obtain their permission for the proclamation of war} – But [it
may be deduced] from the story related by R. Aha b. Bizna in the name of R. Simeon
the Pious: A harp hung over David’s bed, and as soon as midnight arrived, a northerly
wind blew upon its strings and caused it to play of its own accord. Immediately David
arose and studied the Torah until the break of dawn. At the coming of dawn, the
Sages of Israel entered into his presence and said unto him: ‘‘Our Sovereign King,
thy people Israel need sustenance.’’ ‘‘Go and support yourselves by mutual trading
{lit., ‘‘one from another’’},’’ David replied, ‘‘But,’’ said they, ‘‘a handful does not sat-
isfy the lion, nor can a pit be filled with its own clods’’ {a community cannot live on its
own resources}. Whereupon David said to them: ‘‘Go and stretch forth your hands
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with a troop [of soldiers] {invade foreign territory}.’’ Immediately they held counsel
with Ahitophel and took advice from the Sanhedrin {hence the ruling in the Mishnah,
that the permission of the Sanhedrin was required for the proclamation of war} and
inquired of the Urim and Tumim. R. Joseph said: What passage [states this]?
– And after Ahitophel was Benaiah the son of Jehoiada {the Biblical version of the
verse is Jehoiada the son of Benaiah. Tosaf. Hananel and Aruk (art. [H] a.) base their
versions on this reading and comment accordingly. Rashi and this translation follow
the text of the printed editions of the Talmud which agree with II Sam. XX, 23,
and I Chron. XVIII, 17} and Abiathar; and the Captain of the king’s host was Joab

{I Chron. XXVII, 34}. ‘‘Ahitophel ’’ is the adviser, even as it is written, And the coun-
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Sanhedrin, and ‘‘Abiathar’’ to the Urim and Tummim.
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6

Norms of war in Roman
Catholic Christianity

Gregory M. Reichberg

Introduction: Four approaches to war and ethics

Over the course of two millennia, several different approaches to the
ethics of war have been propounded within the confines of Catholic
Christianity. At the risk of excessive generalization, these may be charac-
terized as four in kind: pacifism, just war, perpetual peace and regular war.

Pacifism

Pacifism1 appears to have been the dominant viewpoint within the
Church in its first three centuries. It must be said, however, that during
this period the renunciation of armed force was more of a lived reality
than a theological position.2 This renunciation had four main sources of
inspiration:

(1) Statements by Jesus, for instance Matthew 5:39, ‘‘If anyone strikes
you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.’’

(2) The example of Jesus, who expressly forbade his disciples to use
force in his defence (to Peter he said, ‘‘Put your sword into its
sheath’’, Matthew 26:52), and thereby willingly endured a martyr’s
death. That Jesus freely went to his death and in so doing redeemed
the world is a central truth for Catholic Christianity; this, combined
with the example of the early Church martyrs, lent credence to the
idea that evil could efficaciously be combated by the purely spiritual
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‘‘arms’’ of love and patient suffering. Within the developing tradition,
this would serve as an important counterweight to the just war idea;
sometimes it would be cited as an argument against any resort to
armed force (principled pacifism), at other times it would be ad-
vanced as a method of resistance to evil that could be applied in tan-
dem with armed force.3

(3) Detestation of the idolatrous practices associated with Roman mili-
tary life.

(4) A belief that the end of the world was near, such that participation in
worldly practices (soldiering, lawsuits, etc.) was deemed inappropri-
ate for Christians intent on achieving salvation in the next world.

On this fourfold basis, strong reservations against things military were
expressed by some early Christian writers, most notably Justin Martyr,
Tertullian, Origen and Lactantius. With the end of the Roman empire
and the rise of Christian civilization under Constantine, this early paci-
fism lost much of its appeal for the mainstream church. And indeed, up
until very recently, pacifism would endure in Catholicism mainly as a foil
against which the just war doctrine would be compared. With the excep-
tion of Catholic authors of the Reformation era such as Erasmus (1466–
1536), few would adopt it as a viable alternative, and some would even
characterize it as a heretical viewpoint, identified as it were with the ‘‘ex-
cesses’’ of Protestantism.4

Pacifism nevertheless saw something of a renewal in the second half
of the twentieth century among Catholic thinkers and activists such as
Dorothy Day, Gordon Zahn and James Douglas.5 Moreover, the pacifist
emphasis on the efficacy of non-violent resistance to injustice has re-
ceived endorsement in Church documents, for instance the 1993 pastoral
letter on war and peace issued by the US Catholic Bishops.6 The Church
has been particularly insistent on the importance of implementing non-
violent strategies within the context of intra-state struggles against in-
justice and abusive authority. Although admitting that ‘‘armed struggle’’
may be permissible as ‘‘a last resort to put an end to an obvious and pro-
longed tyranny which is gravely damaging the fundamental rights of indi-
viduals and the common good’’, it has nonetheless asserted that passive
resistance is ‘‘a way more conformable to moral principles and having no
less prospects for success’’.7 The downfall of Communist totalitarianism
in Eastern Europe during the pontificate of John Paul II is often cited as
evidence of the efficacy of non-violent means of resistance.

Just war

The just war idea emerged in Christianity at a time (the fourth century)
when Christians began to assume positions of leadership within the
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temporal sphere. No longer could they view the political order solely
from the standpoint of critical outsiders. The defence of homeland from
attack, the repression of criminality and protection of the innocent were
now contemplated as live issues for Christians in positions of power, thus
requiring a reappraisal of Christ’s example and teaching in the light of
these changed historical circumstances.

Spearheading this reappraisal were two bishops who were keenly
aware of the new political role that Christians had begun to assume in the
waning years of the Roman empire: St Ambrose (c. 339–397) and St Au-
gustine (354–430). Neither wrote a treatise or even a section of a treatise
on the moral problem of war, but the theme was nevertheless addressed
by them in numerous passages, including some quite long digressions,
where the justifiability of engagement in war was clearly enunciated.

The emergent just war doctrine was oriented around two key presup-
positions. On the one hand, peace, not war, was viewed as the normative,
baseline condition of humanity. In line with the Christian belief in the in-
herent goodness of creation, Ambrose and Augustine held that God had
intended human beings and their respective communities to live together
harmoniously, bound together by ties of mutual assistance and friendship
(first presupposition). This condition of harmony was represented by the
biblical narration of the Garden of Eden (Genesis 2:8–25), where inter-
human violence had no place.

Yet Ambrose and Augustine also worked from the complementary
idea that God’s original plan for humanity had been contravened by hu-
man sin (second presupposition). The biblical story of humanity’s fall
from grace (Genesis 3) was summed up in the dogma of ‘‘original sin’’,
according to which the transgression of Adam and Eve has had an endur-
ing effect on their descendants (the universality of human beings), all of
whom are born with a susceptibility to evil. Although war is not specifi-
cally mentioned, Cain’s killing of his brother Abel (Genesis 4:1–16) and
related stories, such as the Tower of Babel (Genesis 11:1–9), were meant
to illustrate how violence and related forms of evil are endemic to our
‘‘fallen’’ world.

Although it was believed that restoration was possible through the re-
demptive action of Jesus Christ, it was also recognized that evil would en-
dure in this world until his ‘‘second coming’’ at the end of time. Baptism
did not entirely remove the tendency to sin, which would persist in Chris-
tians as a result of the original fall. Nevertheless, as agents cooperating in
God’s governance of a fallen world, Christians, especially those charged
with the duties of public authority, were expected to resist evil actively,
especially when grave injustice was directed against the weak and de-
fenceless. At the limit, this would entail using armed force against those,
whether internal malefactors or external enemies, who had disrupted the
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peace. This was famously summed up by Augustine when he wrote that
‘‘[i]t is iniquity on the part of the adversary that forces a just war upon
the wise man’’.8 On this understanding, ‘‘just war’’ (bellum iustum) was
derived from the more fundamental concept of ‘‘peace’’ ( pax). Armed
force could be viewed as having a positive value (thereby warranting the
designation ‘‘just’’) insofar as it contributed toward restoring a peace that
had been violated by prior wrongdoing. By extension, since injustice
could be expected to occur on a regular basis, officers of the law (police
and soldiers) were deemed necessary in order to hold it in check. In line
with our postlapsarian condition, the preservation of peace thus required
just war as its unavoidable counterpoint.

Quite familiar to us today, this conceptualization of war as a derivative
concept was not the standard understanding in the ancient world, where
war was often viewed as a primordial reality that required no special jus-
tification, no addition of the adjective ‘‘just’’, to be accepted as a legiti-
mate practice.9 It was not uncommon for war to be considered the more
primordial reality, such that peace could be defined negatively as the ab-
sence of war.10 In this vein, several ancient writings testify to what one
might term an ‘‘agonistic conception of life’’,11 as for example in Plato’s
Laws, where the character Clinias boldly states that ‘‘the peace of which
most men talk . . . is no more than a name; in real fact, the normal atti-
tude of a city to all other cities is one of undeclared warfare’’.12 Like
the oscillation of day and night, or the change of seasons, endemic war-
fare was thought to have a vital role to play in the maintenance of cosmic
and human order: ‘‘all things happen by strife and necessity,’’ wrote Her-
aclitus (sixth century BCE), adding that ‘‘war is the father of all and the
king of all’’, since it is from war that the differentiation of gods and hu-
mans, slaves and freemen arises.13

At the heart of the emerging Christian idea of bellum iustum was ac-
cordingly the conviction that war could be waged only for the mainte-
nance of a just peace. Peace was viewed as the chief normative concept
against which any resort to war would have to be measured. As a result,
motives of personal gain, territorial aggrandizement and the like were
vigorously excluded from the list of justifiable causes of war. But, despite
the richness of this early teaching (articulated most fully by Ambrose and
Augustine), it did not yet represent a theory of just war. Such a theory
did not in fact arise until many centuries later, when the canon lawyers
of the Middle Ages sought to organize earlier materials on war and vio-
lence – passages from the Bible, statements by Augustine and other
Church fathers, enunciations of Church councils, and formulations from
ancient Roman law – into an articulated body of thought, i.e. a doctrine.
The key figure in this process was the early canonist Gratian (twelfth cen-
tury), whose influence will be discussed below.
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The dominant school of thought within Catholicism from the Middle
Ages to the present,14 the just war idea has undergone significant trans-
formation and development over the course of its history. The main bur-
den of this chapter will be to outline the parameters of this idea within
Catholic teaching.

Perpetual peace

Alongside the idea of just war, two related but distinct normative ap-
proaches to war have found representation within the Catholic tradition,
both with roots in the Middle Ages. In the twelfth century, reflection on
the practice of papal arbitration, whereby the popes would seek to pre-
vent war by mediating disputes between rival princes, led some authors
to postulate that recourse to war could be altogether eliminated within
Christendom if all princes were obliged to submit their disputes to the
pope’s binding mediation.15 A different version of this idea was later pro-
posed by Dante Alighieri (1265–1321) in his political treatise Monarchia,
this time with an emphasis on the adjudicating power of a (hypothetical)
universal emperor, who would function as the supreme early judge. Pos-
sessed of full enforcement powers, his decisions would be imposed with-
out further appeal, thereby preventing serious disputes from disrupting
the peace. Now designated under the heading of ‘‘perpetual peace’’,
thinkers with this outlook ‘‘typically hold that the just war view is at
once too optimistic in thinking that war can effectively be regulated by
moral norms and values, and too pessimistic in presupposing that war is
an inexpugnable part of the human condition. Instead, they advocate a
new set of political structures (notably an international body to adjudi-
cate disputes between states), which, if effectively implemented, will one
day render war obsolete.’’16 Resurfacing in the eighteenth century with
secular writings by authors such as Abbé de Saint-Pierre, Rousseau and
Kant, the perpetual peace idea would gain currency in twentieth-century
Catholic thought. Expressions of the idea may be found in papal docu-
ments and pronouncements, as for instance when Pope Paul VI famously
declared at the United Nations (4 October 1965), ‘‘Never again war!’’17

Regular war

It has already been noted that just war was the dominant approach to the
ethics of war in the Christian Middle Ages, and it has remained so in Ca-
tholicism generally. This account is founded on the notion of just cause,
which signifies, in substance, that war is a proceeding whereby a belliger-
ent is empowered to punish a wrong done to it by another party. Under-
stood as a response to prior wrongdoing, the notion of just cause is
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unilateral in character, for, if one party is entitled to apply a sanction or
to enforce its rightful claim, the other party must be in the wrong. Strictly
conditioned by its underlying cause, the legal effects of a just war could
benefit only the righteous belligerent. The unjust adversary had no right
to fight or even to defend itself.

Yet alongside the unilateralist conception of the just war tradition an-
other approach was followed by some late medieval Christian authors.
Legal theorists (termed ‘‘Romanists’’ since their work focused on apply-
ing the civil laws of ancient Rome to the Christian culture of Europe)
such as Raphaël Fulgosius (1367–1427) and Andreas Alciatus (1492–
1550) viewed war as a contest between equal belligerents, which both,
owing to their sovereign status, enjoyed a similar capacity to wage war,
regardless of the cause that had prompted the conflict. The whole prob-
lematic of just cause was thereby set aside in favour of bilateral rights of
war.18 As in a lawsuit or a duel, the opposing belligerents could enforce
the same legal prerogatives against each other and were expected to
abide by the same in bello rules. Much of the chivalric literature, in
authors such as Honoré Bonet (c. 1340–1410) and Christine de Pizan
(c. 1364–1431), was written from this perspective (although usually set
in conjunction with just war elements). To underscore how the same
set of rules (rights and duties) would apply to all sovereign belligerents,
regardless of the justice or injustice of their cause, this would later be
referred to as the idea of regular war (‘‘guerre réglée’’).19

Subsequently developed by Gentili, Wolff, Vattel and other Protestant
thinkers, the regular war approach would later find expression in inter-
national law (e.g. the Hague Rules of Land Warfare). But it has also
had proponents among twentieth-century Catholic thinkers. Openly en-
dorsed by Carl Schmitt,20 an echo of this conception may be found in
some recent documents of the Catholic Magisterium, for instance the US
Bishops, who add ‘‘comparative justice’’ to the traditional list of just war
criteria.21 Moreover, during some periods the regular war viewpoint was
reflected in the diplomatic engagements of the Holy See. During World
War II, for example, attempting to maintain a stance of official neutrality
in the face of a conflict that had engaged Catholics on the two opposing
sides, Allied and Axis, Pope Pius XII and other high Vatican officials
often used language reminiscent of the regular war approach. The faith-
ful on both sides were urged to remain obedient to their respective gov-
ernments by serving in the military, regardless of which belligerent might
be thought to possess the just cause. The pope’s moral admonitions fo-
cused mainly on urging the parties to observe the international laws of
armed conflict.22

As was noted above, the following elucidation of Roman Catholic
teaching on the ethics of war will concentrate mainly on the just war
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approach. In proceeding thus, it must be borne in mind that this
approach has not developed in isolation from the three other approaches
mentioned above. Elements of pacifism, perpetual peace or regular war
have frequently been integrated into the outlook of Catholic thinkers
who proceed primarily from within the perspective of just war. In fact, it
is this intermingling that accounts for much of the complexity (and rich-
ness) of the just war idea within the Catholic tradition.

Sources and historical phases of the Catholic teaching on
just war

The Catholic teaching on just war is ordinarily traced to the seminal writ-
ings of St Augustine. Although this is doubtless true, it must nevertheless
be emphasized that the tradition as it emerged in the Middle Ages did
not result from a direct reading of Augustine’s disparate passages on
war in the original texts. The articulation of a just war theory in the thir-
teenth century was based rather on reading Augustinian passages that
had been organized into compilations, the most famous of which was the
Decretum Gratiani (c. 1140).23 In this work, the Italian canon lawyer
Gratian devoted an entire chapter (causa 23) to problems associated
with force and armed coercion from a Christian perspective. Based al-
most entirely on citations, with brief interjectory comments by Gratian,
causa 23 brought together the building blocks that succeeding genera-
tions of Church lawyers and theologians would use to erect their own
theoretical constructions on the ethics and legality of war. In addition to
passages from Augustine, the causa included numerous citations from
scripture (both the Old and New Testaments), other early Church theo-
logians, e.g. Ambrose and Isidore of Seville, as well as Church councils
and papal statements.

Gratian himself engaged in little independent theorizing. However,
having become the main textbook for the emerging law schools of the
Latin West, his Decretum gave rise to commentaries in which important
new views on war and coercion were put forward, usually by reference
to Roman law. The thinkers who wrote these commentaries were called
Decretists, and among their writings we find the first explicit normative
theories on topics such as the scope of self-defence and legitimate war-
making authority. Around the middle of the thirteenth century, the inter-
est of Church lawyers shifted to the newly gathered collections of papal
legislation (called ‘‘decretals’’); hence those who commented upon them
were termed Decretalists. Among the most famous of these commenta-
tors was Pope Innocent IV (1180–1254), who carefully distinguished war
from other forms of licit violence (self-defence by private individuals and
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internal police action by princes), thereby carving out the ius ad bellum
as a distinctive sphere of normative reflection. Alongside Innocent, an-
other Decretalist, the Dominican Raymond of Peñafort (1180–1275),
wrote a treatise (the Summa de casibus poenitentiae24) that was intended
to serve as a guide for confessors. By virtue of their power to absolve
penitents from their sins, confessors exercised a role akin to judges, and
were expected to apply the law within a special jurisdiction: the inner do-
main of conscience. Since many of the individuals who came to confes-
sion had contact of one sort or another with problems relating to war,
this theme would receive careful treatment within Raymond’s work. We
thereby find him offering significant comments on a wide range of topics,
including the five conditions that cumulatively must be fulfilled if a war is
to be considered just, legitimate self-defence, the seizure of booty and
civilian immunity.

Concurrently with the work of the Decretalists, theologians in the thir-
teenth century also began to write on problems associated with war. Most
famous among them was undoubtedly St Thomas Aquinas (c. 1224–
1274), whose division of just war criteria into legitimate authority, just
cause and right intention has served as the basic armature for Western
moral reflection on war down to the present day. Aquinas elaborated his
account of just and unjust war against the backdrop of a normative
theory of peace, which could be achieved at different levels. Defining
‘‘war’’ as violence done by one independent nation against another (in
contrast to ‘‘sedition, whereby violent acts are committed against the in-
ternal order of a single nation’’), he brought into Western reflection the
idea that the nations of the world together constitute a community, for
which there is a corresponding condition of inter-national peace.25

From the sixteenth century onward, Aquinas’s Summa theologiae be-
came the main textbook for Catholic students of theology in the Latin
West. His question 40 ‘‘De bello’’ (in the part of the work known as the
Secunda-secundae) became the principal locus for theological discussions
on war.26 Several commentaries were written on the ‘‘De bello’’, but the
most influential was produced by the Dominican Cardinal Thomas de
Vio (1468–1534), who is better known by the name Cajetan.27 Central
to Cajetan’s account was the distinction (not explicitly formulated by
Aquinas) between two kinds of war, defensive and offensive. Defensive
war required no special appeal to legitimate authority; political leaders
of lower status, or even private individuals, were permitted by natural
law to resort to such force in case of urgent need. Offensive war, by con-
trast, was more a matter of choice than of necessity. This mode of war-
fare Cajetan equated with the administration of punitive justice. No
political community could be deemed self-sufficient (a ‘‘perfect common-
wealth’’) if it did not possess the power to exact just retribution against
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its internal and external foes. The authority to wage war against external
wrongdoers, in particular, he viewed as the distinctive mark of a fully in-
dependent commonwealth. Despite the medieval cast of his work, in it
we can already detect a glimmer of the new European system of indepen-
dent sovereign states. Cajetan’s commentary represented one of the most
detailed discussions up to its time on the issue of legitimate authority,
and the distinction that he drew between defensive and offensive war
(both of which were deemed legitimate) became a mainstay in the subse-
quent literature. The idea that offensive war requires permission from the
highest level of legitimate authority is still with us today, albeit under a
different vocabulary, when it is maintained for example that ‘‘enforce-
ment action’’ may be carried out only by the Security Council of the
United Nations, although defensive action still falls under the initiative
of individual states.

Catholic reflection on war was dramatically stimulated by Spain’s colo-
nization of the Americas at the beginning of the sixteenth century. Re-
ports of indiscriminate killing, forced labour and confiscation of land
had raised doubts about the fast-growing colonies. Since it was by resort
to arms that Spain had come to exercise dominion over the indigenous
peoples of the Americas, the theologians who were then debating this in-
volvement would have to assess, inter alia, whether religious motives –
for instance, a desire to convert the Amerindians to Christianity – could
provide moral warrant for the employment of these coercive measures. It
was in this period that one of the first full-fledged theological treatises on
the problem of war between nations appeared in the Latin West: the Rel-
ectio de Indis by Francisco de Vitoria (c. 1492–1546).28

Of particular importance in Vitoria’s treatment of war was the estab-
lishment of a tight conceptual linkage between the moral problem of con-
quest and war, on the one hand, and the norms of natural law, on the
other. The latter designated a set of unwritten moral imperatives that
are rooted in a source antecedent to human deliberation and choice,
namely God, yet which do not depend on a special religious revelation
(a holy book) and thus are applicable to all men, in whatever culture
they may find themselves. Vitoria’s emphasis on natural law would have
a formative influence on the development of the modern Catholic con-
ception of resort to armed force, which henceforth would be framed in
terms of secular (‘‘natural’’) rather than specifically religious (revealed)
principles. Moreover, Vitoria was one of the first Christian thinkers to
discuss war and peace with explicit reference to the common good, not
only of an individual nation or people but of ‘‘the whole world’’ (bonum
totius orbis). In a famous passage he similarly suggested that just war was
akin to an act of policing to be undertaken by the authority of the inter-
national community (totius orbis auctoritate).29 His allusions to this effect
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would likewise inform later thought, as elaborated for instance by the US
Bishops, who invoked the idea of a ‘‘global common good’’ as the main
referent for any legitimate war-making authority.30 And more generally,
building on Vitoria’s insight, twentieth-century Church documents would
affirm that ‘‘[i]nternational solidarity is a necessity of the moral order. . . .
World peace depends on this to a great extent.’’31

Vitoria’s line of thought was further developed by two fellow Span-
iards, both Jesuits. The first, Luis de Molina (1535–1600), was instru-
mental in reformulating the notion of just cause so that it no longer
presupposed personal guilt on the part of the adversary.

This he termed ‘‘material injury’’. Such an injury would arise if the offender
carried out a wrongful act while in a state of ‘‘invincible ignorance’’32. If the
injury was of sufficient gravity, the offended party could have just cause to
seek redress through resort to armed force. This resort would count as an in-
stance of offensive war, yet, since it was not predicated on the culpability of
the adversary, it could not be waged in view of punishment.33

By distinguishing war from punishment, Molina thereby established one
of the central premises on which the modern ius in bello came to be built.

The second of the two Jesuits, Francisco Suarez (1548–1617), wrote a
systematic treatise, De bello, which covered in some detail (and with nu-
merous original arguments of his own) many of the points earlier treated
by Vitoria. In a famous passage, he asserted that human beings are not
condemned to settle their disputes by war since God has provided us
with other means – including arbitration – to resolve controversies be-
tween commonwealths.34 He insisted, likewise, that political and military
leaders have obligations not only toward the well-being of their own pol-
ity but vis-à-vis the enemy commonwealth as well. Before declaring war,
such leaders must make their grievances known to the enemy common-
wealth, providing it an opportunity to avoid war by offering satisfaction
for the wrong done.35 Suarez is also noteworthy for the very careful
treatment that he gave to the problem of side-effect harm in war (collat-
eral damage), which he applied by reference to what has since become
known as the ‘‘principle of double effect’’.36

Despite its vigour and the new perspectives that it opened up, the
‘‘golden age’’ of Spanish theorizing on war came to a close toward
the middle of the seventeenth century. During the next three centuries,
the Catholic teaching on war would enter a period of sterility. Apart from
a few bright spots, for example the work of Luigi Taparelli d’Azeglio
(1793–1862), who updated just war theory to deal with problems such as
preventive war, and whose strong endorsement of international society,
arbitration and arms reduction would contribute toward the papacy’s
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later embrace of these ideas, most authors merely repeated points made
by earlier just war theorists such as Aquinas, with few attempting to ap-
ply these ideas to current events. This was the heyday of raison d’état
(classical international law), when it was generally assumed that individ-
ual sovereign states had full discretion in waging war to serve their inter-
ests. Matters of ethics were relegated to the private conscience of
political leaders, and were not thought to be a fit topic for public discourse.

The normative landscape began to change dramatically, however,
when journalists began to report on the large casualties associated with
the Crimean (1854–1856) and Franco-Prussian (1870–1871) wars.37 A
wave of pacifist sentiment rose, making inroads among some Catholic or-
ganizations. World War I, in particular, made abundantly manifest how
the consequences of an unbridled ius ad bellum could be truly disastrous.
The League of Nations Covenant (1920) sought to remedy this state of
affairs by establishing a system of obligatory arbitration, with the aim of
preventing states from resorting to force to resolve their differences.

The legal regime established by the League stood in a somewhat am-
biguous relation to the just war outlook of the Catholic tradition. On the
one hand, in its underlying supposition that ‘‘the normal state of interna-
tional relations is one of peace, with war permitted only as an exceptional
act requiring affirmative justification’’,38 the League represented a rejec-
tion of raison d’état and a return to the classic just war point of view.
Likewise, in its strong endorsement of arbitration as a method for limit-
ing resort to war, the League renewed ties with an approach that had tra-
ditionally been advocated by the popes and leading theologians such as
Suarez. On the other hand, the League showed discontinuity with the
earlier tradition of just war to the extent that it largely excluded the
problematic of just cause from its deliberations. Built up around a set of
rules that dictated what procedural conditions (chief among them the
submission of disputes to arbitration) had to be met before a resort to
force could be deemed lawful, the League could side-step the question
‘‘as to which side had legal right on its side’’.39

This change in outlook from the just war idea to the legal regime of the
Covenant presented an obvious challenge to Catholic thinkers, who en-
gaged in two lines of response. Some sought to minimize the difference
between the two outlooks by arguing that the normative conception un-
derlying the League was in fundamental continuity with the outlook of
the traditional just war theorists (Vitoria, etc.). This argument was typi-
cally made in historical studies,40 where the main tenets of earlier just
war thinking were explained in some detail. The other, more common,
approach was to call for a reformulation of Catholic teaching on war
and peace, to render it more consistent with the contemporary outlook.41
Emphasis on arbitration, arms reduction, non-violent peace-making strat-
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egies, proportionality, last resort and the global common good would out-
flank the earlier preoccupation with just cause and legitimate authority.

Pivotal to the new trend in Catholic just war thinking were the
speeches of Pius XII (pope from 1939 to 1958). Seeking to bring the tra-
ditional just war doctrine into continuity with the UN Charter and other
developments in international law, the pope emphasized two points that
would have a lasting effect on subsequent Catholic teaching.

First of all, in his various statements on war and peace Pius XII en-
dorsed the long-term goal of establishing a system of governance for the
international society of states. Taking inspiration from his predecessor,
Benedict XV, who expressed the desire that ‘‘all States, putting aside
mutual suspicion, should unite in one league, or rather a sort of family
of peoples, calculated both to maintain their own independence and safe-
guard the order of human society’’,42 Pius viewed such an organized
international community as constituting the ideal setting for decision-
making about resort to armed force. Recognizing that such a system of
governance (as reflected for instance in the UN Charter) was still embry-
onic, in continuity with the doctrine expounded a century earlier by
Taparelli,43 he suggested that the establishment of a centralized interna-
tional authority could be viewed as an exigency of the natural law.44 The
guiding idea was that each individual state would possess the right to use
armed force as long as international society lacked a unified structure of
governance. But, with the inception of the requisite juridical and execu-
tive functions at the international level, resort to armed force (for the
maintenance of justice and peace) would become the prerogative of this
international body; just war would henceforth take the form of interna-
tional police action.45

Secondly, the pope moved away from the classic distinction between
defensive and offensive wars, preferring instead to characterize just cause
exclusively in terms of ‘‘legitimate defence’’. This stood in contrast to the
earlier tradition, which had recognized three justifiable just causes of war:
defence from attack, recuperation of goods wrongly seized and punish-
ment of wrongdoing. Although some have criticized the pope for unduly
restricting the scope of just cause to defence against ongoing attack,46
it would seem that his divergence from the earlier tradition is in some
respects more verbal than substantive. For instance, the pope’s denial, in
the Christmas discourse of 1944, that recourse to armed force can be ‘‘a
legitimate solution for international controversies and a means for the
realization of national aspirations’’ was meant to target the idea of raison
d’état; as such it should not be read as a repudiation of the notion of
offensive war as it may be found in traditional Catholic authors such as
Cajetan, Vitoria and Suarez.47

Moreover, unlike the traditional nomenclature of offensive versus
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defensive war, wherein the latter term was conceptualized narrowly as a
reaction to armed attack, Pius seems to have thought of defence in some-
what broader terms, as encompassing the protection of persons and soci-
ety not only from a cross-border armed attack but from other forms of
‘‘grave injustice’’. Hence we can find in his teaching an opening for
humanitarian intervention and other limited uses of armed force, which,
in the traditional terminology, would have been placed under the head-
ing of bellum offensivum.48 It remains true, however, that Pius’s transi-
tion away from the traditional terminology did have the effect of moving
subsequent Catholic teaching toward a considerably more restrictive con-
ception of justifiable armed force than had been articulated in earlier
ages, especially since many did not grasp the hermeneutical context de-
scribed above and simply took his statements at face value.

The spread of nuclear arms after World War II further intensified calls
for a major revision of Church teaching on just war. Symptomatic of this
trend was the claim, enunciated with vigour by Pope John XXIII in his
Encyclical Pacem in Terris (1963), that, ‘‘in this age which boasts of its
atomic power, it no longer makes sense to maintain that war is a fit instru-
ment with which to repair the violation of justice’’.49 In line with this, the
US Catholic Bishops published a pastoral letter in 1983, The Challenge of
Peace: God’s Promise and Our Response, which dealt specifically with the
morality of nuclear deterrence.50 Widely read, in both religious circles
and the secular policy community, the letter opened with a summary of
principles in which the Catholic teaching was described as implying ‘‘a
presumption against war’’. Particularly noteworthy was the rejection of
any kind of offensive war, which signalled a significant departure from
the traditional just war doctrine of Aquinas, Vitoria and Suarez.

Moreover, further complicating this historical picture was the increas-
ing recourse to humanitarian interventions and other limited military
engagements in the post–Cold War period. This led some Catholics to
call into question the ‘‘presumption against war’’ view, as articulated by
the US Bishops and the Catholic Magisterium generally, on the grounds
that it would paralyse the will to engage in forcible military action in pre-
cisely those cases where such action was needed (e.g. to halt ethnic
cleansing and other atrocities). In its place, they have argued for a return
to the traditional just war view, which is founded on ‘‘a presumption
against injustice’’.51

Religious rationales for resort to armed force

It is quite striking that some of the earliest Christian treatments of just
war were set within the context of ‘‘holy war’’, namely an employment
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of armed force in relation to specifically religious ends. This surfaces for
instance in Augustine’s polemical writings against the Donatists, a schis-
matic sect, in which he asserts that, if loving persuasion fails to bring
straying Church members back into the fold, they should be forcibly com-
pelled ‘‘by fear of punishment or pain’’ to return to the true faith.52 A
similar approach may be found in Gratian, whose treatment of armed
force in causa 23 takes as its point of departure ‘‘a case of heresy into
which certain bishops had lapsed, and its repression by their Catholic
counterparts, acting upon orders from the pope’’.53 Gratian likewise con-
siders, in question VI of the same causa, whether ‘‘the Church may com-
pel the wicked to the good’’, to which he answers in the affirmative, and
then, by extension, argues in question VII that heretics may rightly be
despoiled of their goods.54

The above reasoning of Augustine and Gratian applied only to Chris-
tians who were deemed to have deviated from the authentic teaching of
the faith – heretics, schismatics and apostates. It did not apply to Jews,
Muslims and other unbelievers who had never been received, by baptism,
into the Christian faith. The former, as baptized Christians, stood perma-
nently under the Church’s spiritual jurisdiction. Hence, it was believed
that the Church had the legitimate power to administer penalties for their
deviation from the acceptable line of belief. These penalties could in-
clude excommunication or removal from office. But, in circumstances
where the civil order was thought to be threatened by religious dissent,
coercive sanctions such as confiscation of property, imprisonment or
even execution could result, as carried out by the relevant civil author-
ities. This employment of temporal sanctions by the Church (acting
through the mediation of civil authorities) was largely abandoned by the
eighteenth century, but in some isolated cases, such as Spain, persisted up
until the nineteenth century. The practice depended on an understanding
of Church–state relations whereby ‘‘the welfare of the Commonwealth
came to be closely bound up with the cause of religious unity’’.55 Such a
view is no longer operative within Roman Catholic Christianity, as evi-
denced for instance by the current Code of Canon Law, which includes
no provisions for the administration of coercive civil sanctions against
persons deemed guilty of heresy and other grave ‘‘sins against the
faith’’.56 It is now recognized in the official Church teaching that no state,
even one where there is a majority of Catholics, can require a profession
of faith on the part of its citizens.57 Religious plurality and religious free-
dom are now deemed fully acceptable conditions within the modern
state.

Historically, and from the earliest times, ‘‘non-believers’’ (in this cate-
gory would be placed Jews, Muslims and pagans) were accorded a status
different from that of dissident Christians. The mainstream view, from
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Augustine forward, was that, in the words of Pope Innocent IV (c. 1250),
‘‘infidels ought not to be forced to accept the faith, since everyone’s free
will ought to be respected, and this conversion should [come about] only
by the grace of God’’.58 A similar, even more emphatic formulation may
be found some 20 years later in a text by Thomas Aquinas, when he
wrote (c. 1270) that ‘‘unbelievers . . . who have never received the faith,
such as . . . heathens and the Jews . . . are by no means (nullo modo) to
be compelled to the faith . . . because to believe depends on [a free act
of] the will’’.59 Alternative views did, however, find voice within the
Catholic tradition. The influential jurist Hostiensis (c. 1200–1271) fa-
mously held that true dominion (ownership of land and self-rule) could
be exercised only by Christians; hence force could be used against infi-
dels, to seize their lands or even, in some circumstances, to compel them
to the faith.60 Likewise, the medieval theologian Duns Scotus (c. 1266–
1308) argued that under certain conditions the children of unbelievers
(Jews and Muslims) might be forcibly baptized (for their own good)
against the wishes of their parents, a view echoed by some later authors
as well.61 Nevertheless, what was described above as the ‘‘mainstream
view’’ finally won the day and has been enshrined in major Church docu-
ments such as the Declaration on Religious Freedom (Dignitatis Hu-
manae), promulgated by Pope Paul VI in 1965. That this is the Church’s
canonical teaching has been reaffirmed on numerous occasions, notably
by Pope Benedict XVI in his (now famous) lecture at the University of
Regensburg, where he asserted (quoting from a medieval source) that
‘‘spreading the faith through violence . . . is incompatible with the nature
of God and the nature of the soul’’.62 Given the historical background of
theological vacillation on the permissibility of using force to promote re-
ligion, an unequivocal statement, by the Church’s highest authority, con-
demning any such practice is not without significance.

As the tradition evolved, normative treatments of war were progres-
sively detached from an explicit reference to the propagation or protec-
tion of the Christian faith. For example, in Aquinas’s famous discussion
of just war in Summa theologiae II-II, q. 40, a. 1 (written circa 1270), no
reference is made to either heresy or the Crusades, and the aims of war
(described in terms of ‘‘just cause’’) were enunciated in terms that could
be readily understandable and even endorsed by non-Christians. War, he
wrote, can rightly be waged ‘‘to protect the common weal against exter-
nal enemies’’, to ‘‘rescue the poor’’, to ‘‘avenge wrongs’’ or to ‘‘restore
what has been unjustly seized’’. It is not that specifically religious ration-
ales were entirely absent from Aquinas’s comments on war, but that
these arise not so much with respect to the reasons for waging war, but
rather apropos of what persons might legitimately take part in armed
fighting. Priests, for instance, were excluded, precisely because of their
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sacramental function. As ministers standing in the place of Christ during
the celebration of the holy mass, they were meant to imitate, symboli-
cally, his voluntary sacrifice on the cross. Hence, ‘‘it is unbecoming for
them to slay or shed blood. And it is more fitting that they should be
ready to shed their own blood for Christ, so as to imitate in deed what
they portray in their ministry.’’63 A similar reasoning may be found in
many authors of the same period.

The process of detaching reasoning about war from premises of faith
exclusively available to Christians was especially visible in the account
given by Suarez in the early seventeenth century. Section IV of his
De bello is entitled ‘‘What is a just title for war, on the basis of natural
reason?’’ To dispel any doubt that specifically religious rationales should
be excluded from the ius ad bellum, in the following section Suarez asks
whether ‘‘Christian princes have any just title for war beyond that which
natural reason dictates’’. In this context, ‘‘natural reason’’ designates an
employment of the human mind that is not inherently dependent on
data from positive divine revelation. In contrast to teachings such as the
divinity of Jesus Christ or papal infallibility, which are wholly unknow-
able to human beings apart from a special divine instruction given in the
New Testament, the truths of ‘‘natural reason’’ can be known by virtue of
the mind’s fundamental (‘‘created’’) capacity.

In applying this teaching on ‘‘natural reason’’ to decision-making about
armed force, Suarez excluded a number of rationales that had been ad-
vanced by earlier thinkers, but which by his time the mainstream tradi-
tion had set aside as inappropriate grounds for war: refusal to accept the
‘‘true’’, i.e. Christian, religion, offence given to God by idolatrous prac-
tices, the alleged incapacity of non-believers to exercise dominion (self-
government or ownership of property), and the alleged universal jurisdic-
tion of the pope or the Christian emperor. On this basis, Suarez concluded
that ‘‘there is no title for war so exclusively reserved for Christian princes
that it has not some basis in, or at least some due relation to, natural law,
being therefore also applicable to princes who are unbelievers’’.64

Nevertheless, Suarez did recognize one notable exception to his gen-
eral rejection of what today is termed ‘‘holy war’’. This was a case in
which a people, subject to a non-Christian prince, wished to accept Chris-
tianity against his will. Should the prince forcibly prevent this acceptance,
say by prohibiting the entry of missionaries, then Christian princes ruling
over other lands would have the right to defend (ius defendendi) those
innocent people against their prince, and even punish offences committed
by his regime against them. Suarez will not concede, however, that this
line of argumentation would be generally available to other religions: if
a people wished ‘‘to submit to the law of unbelievers – for example the
Mohammedan [law] – and its prince is opposed to this submission, then
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an infidel Turkish prince would not have a similar right of war against
that other prince’’. To hinder the preaching of (or conversion to) Chris-
tianity – the ‘‘true law’’ in Suarez’s eyes – would constitute a serious in-
justice, ‘‘whereas there is no injury at all in prohibiting the acceptance of
another [religious] law’’.65

In thus according a special status to Christianity as the rationale for a
religiously based right of humanitarian intervention, Suarez was merely
following the well-worn path of his predecessors. Vitoria, Thomas Aqui-
nas, Innocent IV and Gratian had each advanced similar arguments. De-
fence of fellow Christians against religious persecution was in fact one of
two principal grounds on which theological and canon law arguments for
the medieval Crusades had rested.66 (The other ground was the belief
that Muslims had unjustly seized Jerusalem and the surrounding ‘‘holy
lands’’, which had previously belonged to Christians; as a result, Christi-
ans were entitled to use military force to get their lands back.67)

Since the end of World War II, the Catholic Church has progressively
detached its teaching on humanitarian military intervention from its orig-
inal religious setting – the limited case of Christians under attack. One
manifestation of this development was the 1948 Christmas message of
Pope Pius XII, in which he spoke of ‘‘an obligation for the nations as a
whole, who have a duty not to abandon a nation that is attacked’’.68 No
special mention was made of Christians; the supposition was that this ob-
ligation to defend victims of aggression would arise irrespective of their
nationality or religious affiliation. This was reaffirmed by Pope John
Paul II in his message of 1 January 2000: ‘‘Clearly, when a civilian popu-
lation risks being overcome by the attacks of an unjust aggressor and
political efforts and non-violent defence prove to be of no avail, it is legit-
imate and even obligatory to take concrete measures to disarm the ag-
gressor.’’69 This teaching had found concrete expression the year before
when Cardinal Sodano, then the Vatican Secretary of State, justified as
legitimate the use of force in Kosovo to protect civilians (the majority of
whom were Muslims) from attack by Serb militias.70 Despite some claims
that John Paul had left entirely undefined the parameters of this duty of
humanitarian intervention,71 it may be noted that he did at least clarify
how such measures ‘‘must be limited in time and precise in their aims.
They must be carried out in full respect for international law, guaranteed
by an authority that is internationally recognized.’’72

Conclusion

The preceding analysis of the ethics of war in the Roman Catholic tradi-
tion has mainly focused on the resort to armed force between states (ius
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ad bellum). It may be noted, in conclusion, that the tradition has seen im-
portant developments in other areas as well.

The normative issues raised by civil war have certainly not gone un-
studied. John of Salisbury’s twelfth-century discussion of tyrannicide, the
treatment of insurrection (sedition) by Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth
century, and, in our own time, the articulation of liberation theologies,
have had a significant impact. The involvement of Catholics in intra-state
conflicts such as the Spanish Civil War, class struggle in Latin America or
sectarian violence in Northern Ireland has further fuelled reflection on
this topic. In response to these trends, an important Church document,
written under the direction of Cardinal Ratzinger (now Pope Benedict
XVI), took care to assert that ‘‘systematic recourse to violence put for-
ward as the necessary path to liberation has to be condemned as a de-
structive illusion and one that opens the way to new forms of servitude’’.73

The rules to be observed in armed conflict (ius in bello) constitute an-
other area in which the Catholic tradition has made important contribu-
tions. The medieval peace movements of the early Middle Ages (tenth to
twelfth centuries), the penitential casuistry of the thirteenth century, the
chivalric literature of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and the work
of Spanish theologians such as Vitoria and Suarez in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries have produced an important body of literature on
non-combatant immunity, proportionality and side-effect harm.74 In our
own day, this has been applied to problems as diverse as nuclear deter-
rence and arms control, force protection, terrorism,75 and ethnic cleans-
ing. Fundamental to this teaching is the conviction not only that a just
social, political or international order is the goal toward which all armed
struggle must be directed, but also in addition that ‘‘[ j]ustice must al-
ready mark each stage of the establishment of this new order’’.76 In other
words, ‘‘there is a morality of means’’77 that must always be respected in
even the most just of wars.
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7

Norms of war in Eastern Orthodox
Christianity

Yuri Stoyanov

The attitudes of the Eastern Orthodox churches to the use of armed force
and the means and methods of warfare have not received such exhaustive
treatment as the corresponding attitudes to the same phenomena in
Western Christianity – Roman Catholicism and the various denomina-
tions of Protestant Christianity. Yet lately a thought-provoking debate
has developed among Eastern Orthodox theologians and scholars
centred on the historical development and transformations of the notions
of ‘‘justifiable war’’ and ‘‘just war’’ or the categorization of war as a
‘‘lesser good’’ or a ‘‘lesser evil’’ in Eastern Orthodox Christianity.1 These
debates, as well as the Eastern Orthodox Christian responses to modern
developments in international humanitarian law and new weapons and
tactics of mass destruction, need to be considered in the context of the
historical development and transformations of the Eastern Orthodox per-
spectives on war and peace, their principal stages and figures, their scrip-
tural and patristic basis and their reinterpretations in modern ideologized
and reformist trends in Eastern Orthodox thought.

Eastern Orthodox attitudes to the problems of warfare, just war and
the ethics of war offer important parallels to and differences from the re-
spective Western Christian attitudes, which need a careful and balanced
analysis. It is worth mentioning at this stage that it is still difficult to pres-
ent a definitive reconstruction of the evolution of the notions of just and/
or justifiable war in Eastern Orthodox thought and societies, because
some of the main relevant works in its classical representative tradition,
Byzantine Christianity, either have not been edited and published or,
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when edited, have not been translated into modern West European lan-
guages and thus remain inaccessible to the larger scholarly audience.2
With the present state of evidence and research in this field of study, it
will be possible to introduce what seem to be the most important Eastern
Orthodox perspectives on the use of military force and right conduct
during warfare, while remaining conscious of the above problems and
the amount of unpublished source material in this particular field.

Scriptural and patristic basis

As in Western Christianity, the roots of the prevalent attitudes to war
and peace in Eastern Orthodoxy can be easily traced back to the New
Testament and its well-known passages concerning the use of force, vio-
lence, Christ’s moral teaching and its emphatic pacifistic perspective (for
example, Matthew 5–7, 26:52, Luke 2:14, 3:14, 6:29). At the same time,
Eastern Orthodoxy inherited the potential for a non-pacifistic and even
militaristic exegesis of the New Testament passages containing military
imagery (for example, 1 Thessalonians 5:8, Ephesians 6:10, 1 Corinthians
9:7, 2 Timothy 2:3–4), Jesus’ ‘‘sword’’ allusions (Matthew 10:34, Luke
22:35–38) and the heavenly war imagery in Revelation 20, which, as in
Western Christianity, in particular circumstances and through suitably lit-
eralist interpretations could be used to sanction the use of force. Eastern
Orthodoxy also inherited the evident tensions between the ideas of war
and peace respectively in the Old and New Testaments, which, despite
the continuity between the notions of the ultimate universal eternal
peace in some trends of Jewish prophetic and messianic thought and
early Christian messianism, diverged substantially in other areas.

These divergences had already caused divisions and schisms in early
Christianity, as many of the Gnostic groups came to attribute the Yahweh-
inspired war and violence episodes in the Old Testament to a lower,
often wicked, demiurge of the physical world, and Marcion’s (c.85–
c.160) dichotomy between the New Testament God of salvation and
love and the Old Testament God of the law of vengeance and justice
also proved influential until the early third century CE. Millenarian
trends in early Christianity, Montanism, and other related apocalyptic
currents, seeking to revive apostolic Christianity, characteristically pro-
fessed passionate pacifism and a rejection of violence. These pacifistic
preoccupations in early Christianity could be coupled both with apoca-
lyptic expectations of forthcoming eschatological peace and with pro-
nounced rejection and condemnation of Christian participation in
(Roman) military service. Such anti-militarism and pacific views were
shared and articulated with varying degrees of intensity and qualification
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by early Church Fathers such as St Justin Martyr (c.100–c.165), Clement
of Alexandria (c.150–c.215), St Hippolytus (c.170–c.236), Tertullian
(c.160–c.225), Origen (c.185–c.254), St Cyprian of Carthage (d.258),
Arnobius (3rd–4th century) and Lactantius (c.250–c.325).3 At the same
time, an increasing amount of evidence suggests that Christians served
in the army in the pre-Constantinian era, particularly from the late sec-
ond century onwards, and were beginning to form Christian milieus with-
in the Roman military.

Constantine’s Edict of Milan in 313, his conversion to Christianity and
the legitimization and institutionalization of the Church in the Roman
empire inevitably led to various patterns of rapprochement between the
state’s and the Church’s attitudes to war and war ethics. This rapproche-
ment is exemplified by Eusebius of Caesarea (c.260–c.340) but occurred
against the protests and opposition of anti-militarist Christian groups
such as the Donatists. The newly evolving concord between secular and
clerical authorities followed somewhat differing patterns in the West and
East Roman empire, conditioned by the contrasting ways in which
Church–state relations developed in the Latin West (which amid the
‘‘barbarian’’ invasions and the formation of the Germanic states were
also able to provoke frequent secular–ecclesiastic rivalries) and the Greek
East (in the framework of the crystallization of Byzantine political theo-
logy within a centralized imperial state).

In the specific political and religious conditions in the Latin West
(where the very survival of the Christian empire, forced to wage defen-
sive wars, was at stake), St Ambrose (c.339–397) and St Augustine
(354–430) eventually laid the foundation of the medieval Western Chris-
tian just war tradition, which, through a process well explored in Western
scholarship, was systematized in the commentaries/syntheses of, for
example, Gratian (d. by c.1160) and Thomas Aquinas (c.1225–1274).
Adhering to a different corpus of patristic writings and a different set
of relationships with the East Roman (Byzantine) state and ideology,
the Eastern Orthodox Church retained important elements from pre-
Constantinian Christian attitudes to war and its morality, whereas the
Byzantine state itself inherited and retained core elements of the secular
just war tradition of the pre-Christian Roman empire and Greek antiquity.
In the East Roman world, the pacific tendencies of pre-Constantinian
Christianity were brought into the framework of the newly evolving
Christian imperial ideology by figures such as Eusebius, St Cyril of Alex-
andria (376–444) and St John Chrysostom (345–407), who argued that
the establishment of the Christian empire fulfilled a providential design
to pacify the world and put an end to humanity’s violent conflicts and
strife. Such notions drew to a certain degree on some earlier patristic
views that, even in the pre-Constantinian Pax Romana, had in effect pro-

168 YURI STOYANOV



vided favourable conditions for the dissemination and internationaliza-
tion of Christianity. Such views may show some general indebtedness
to earlier Stoic thinking about the pacifying role of the pre-Christian Ro-
man empire.

Not all of the Eastern Christian Fathers of the late East Roman/early
Byzantine period, however, were prepared unequivocally to identify the
earthly Roman empire with the ‘‘empire of Christ’’. Coexistence between
the pacific and pacifistic theological and social attitudes transmitted from
early to Byzantine Christianity, on the one hand, and the political and
military needs of an imperial state (which retained important features of
pre-Christian Roman military structures, machinery and ethos), on the
other, was not always easy and unproblematic. The most telling manifes-
tations of this tension are to be found in Eastern Orthodox Christian
canon law, as in the 13th Canon of St Basil the Great (c.330–379) from
his first Canonical Epistle to Amphilochus, Bishop of Iconium (378), ac-
cording to which the act of killing during war needs to be distinguished
from voluntary murder, although it is advisable that the perpetrators
should be refused communion for three years.4 The text of the canon
also contains an allusion to an earlier pronouncement by St Athanasius
of Alexandria (c.296–373) made in his Epistle to Ammoun the Monk,
which (when extracted as a separate statement) asserts that it is ‘‘praise-
worthy’’ to destroy adversaries in war.5 When, however, the pronounce-
ment is seen in the overall context of the rhetoric and imagery of the
epistle, this can allow for different readings,6 which cast doubt on its
interpretation as a rare and important Eastern Christian patristic en-
dorsement of the lawfulness of killing in war.7

A succession of canons in the Apostolic Canons and those of the Ecu-
menical and Local Councils that entered Eastern Orthodox canon law
spell out explicitly the prohibitions on Christian clergy and monks on en-
tering military service or receiving positions in the secular state adminis-
tration and government.8 Stipulating further the prerogatives of clerical
and monastic non-resistance to violence, these canonical regulations de-
lineate the phenomenon that has been aptly defined as a ‘‘stratification
of pacifism’’9 in the early medieval Church, applicable in varying degrees
to the different Church activities in both the Greek East and the Latin
West. Consequently, both clergy and monks were expected to main-
tain the pacific and pacifistic standards of the early Church and were pro-
hibited from any military activity, which was strictly reserved for the
laity.

The subsequent developments of the inherited canon law of the patris-
tic and early medieval periods followed differing trajectories during the
High Middle Ages in Western and Eastern Christendom. Between the
eleventh and thirteenth centuries, Catholic canonists, theologians and
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clerics introduced various innovations in Catholic canon law to accom-
modate and specify the role of the Church in the evolving Catholic just
war and holy war doctrines (based generally on selective exegesis of the
scriptural sources, the principal notions in Augustine’s Christian justifica-
tion of warfare and definitions of just war as well as Roman law) and the
juridical theory of the Crusade.

No comparable contemporary developments can be detected in East-
ern Christian canon law, although there were attempts to soften the
harshness of the 13th Canon of St Basil and to consider it as an advisory
rather than a mandatory canonical requirement. The commentaries by
the prominent twelfth-century Byzantine canonists John Zonaras and
Theodore Balsamon on St Basil’s 13th Canon define it, respectively, as
‘‘burdensome’’ and ‘‘unendurable’’ – if it were to be implemented sys-
tematically, Christian soldiers involved in regular or successive warfare
would never be able to partake of the ‘‘holy mysteries’’ of the Body and
Blood of Christ.10 Both canonists argue that, because the excommunica-
tion of Christian soldiers from the mysteries for three years, as prescribed
by the canon, was widely seen as an excessive punishment, they were not
aware of any instance when the canon had actually been enforced by the
Church. However, both canonists refer to the proceedings of a Church
synod during the reign of ascetically minded warrior-Emperor Nike-
phoros II Phokas (963–969) during which Patriarch Polyeuktos (956–
970) and the ecclesiastical hierarchy invoked the authority of St Basil’s
13th Canon to deny the emperor’s request that the Church should estab-
lish canonical regulations through which Byzantine soldiers who fell in
warfare would begin to be honoured on a par with the holy martyrs and
accordingly be celebrated with hymns and feast days.11 Significantly, Ni-
kephoros Phokas’ request that fallen soldiers should be treated as mar-
tyrs occurred during the emperor’s offensives against the Arabs in Asia
Minor and Syria, re-conquests that witnessed a more pronounced use of
religious rhetoric. It is also significant that the refusal of the Byzantine
Church to treat fallen Christian soldiers as martyrs occurred after Pope
Leo IV (847–855) and Pope John VIII (872–882) had already stated
that those who died defending the Church and Christendom would be
granted absolution and receive heavenly rewards – notions that in the
second half of the eleventh century would crucially contribute to the de-
velopment and eventual formalization of the Crusade idea and the sanc-
tification of holy war by the Catholic Church.

Within the Eastern Orthodox tradition, comparable notions appear
in the ninth-century Vita of the celebrated missionary to the Slavs, St
Constantine–Cyril the Philosopher (826/7–869), which records his am-
bassadorial visit to the court of the Abbasid caliph al-Mutawakkil (847–
861) in 851 and his debates with Muslim theologians there. He was asked
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by the Muslim theologians why Christians do not apply in practice the
precepts in the well-known verses in Matthew 5:38–44 teaching non-
violence, non-resistance to evil/evildoers and love and prayer for one’s
enemies. In his reported reply St Constantine in effect gave priority to
John 15:13 (‘‘No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life
for one’s friends’’), arguing that as private people Christians can bear
any offences, but when in company they defend each other and sacrifice
their lives in battle for their neighbours. Accordingly, the martial feats of
the ‘‘Christ-loving soldiers’’ in defence of their lands, the Holy Church
and Christianity are interpreted through the prism of this precept in
John as constituting paradigmatic Christian duties for which they should
‘‘fight to the last’’. After fulfilling these ‘‘precious pledges’’, the Church
would qualify these Christian soldiers as martyrs and intercessors before
God. But, unlike contemporary Catholicism, between the tenth and
twelfth centuries this notion was not developed and affirmed systemati-
cally in Eastern Orthodoxy, and its rejection by Patriarch Polyeuktos
during the aforementioned synod was an important precedent for its con-
tinuing negation by the Byzantine Church.

Despite becoming increasingly acquainted with crusading ideology in
the era of the Crusades, Byzantine canonists who were critical of the se-
verity of St Basil’s 13th Canon still rejected the innovation attempted by
Nikephoros Phokas to secure martyrdom for soldiers slain in battle. The
one major exception, when an Ecumenical (Constantinople) patriarch al-
tered this generally negative stance of the Byzantine Church towards the
martyrdom of fallen soldiers, occurred during the patriarchate of Michael
IV Autoreinaos (1208–1214) in the wake of the Fourth Crusade, the Lat-
in conquest of Constantinople and the establishment of the Latin empire
of Constantinople. The Orthodox patriarchate was compelled to go into
exile in Nicaea as the Greek Nicaean empire was establishing its sway
in the Byzantine heartlands in western Asia Minor, and beginning the
struggle against the Latins in Constantinople aimed at reclaiming the an-
cient seat of the Byzantine empire. In these new and changing political
circumstances, Patriarch Michael IV Autoreinaos took the radical step
of promising remission of sins to Nicene soldiers who died in battle, a
move that may have been influenced by contemporary Western crusading
models and paradoxically may have been applied in the context of battles
against Latin crusaders.12

The practice of promising such a reward, however, was not continued
beyond his patriarchate. More than two centuries had to pass before his
initiative was revived on one occasion during the first half of the four-
teenth century when the last Byzantine strongholds and enclaves in
western Anatolia found themselves under increasing pressure from the
warlike Turkish emirates that emerged in the wake of the breakup of
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the Anatolian Seljuk sultanate. A contemporary Church calendar of
saints and feasts bestowed military martyrdom on several Christian sol-
diers of Philadelphia in western Anatolia who fell in battle, this time
against the Muslim forces of the feared Turkish warrior Umur Paşa
Aydınoğlu, who was trying to extend the conquests of his coastal emirate
of Aydın (on the western Anatolian littoral) further inland. Umur Paşa’s
political and military exploits included active and decisive involvement in
the Byzantine civil war of 1341–1347, which provoked the formation of
a Holy League (Sacra Liga) against him by the Latin powers in the
Aegean, leading to the Crusade of Smyrna of 1344 when a joint Hospital-
ler, Venetian and Cypriot fleet re-conquered Smyrna from his forces.13
Contemporary and later Muslim sources extol Umur Paşa as a model
Islamic warrior for the faith who distinguished himself in the ghazwa
warfare (originally ‘‘raid against the infidels’’), which by that time had ac-
quired increasingly religious overtones – the Turkoman ghāzı̄ fighters in
Anatolia could be praised as the ‘‘instruments’’ and ‘‘sword’’ of God, and
their eventual martyrdom would bring them eternal life. It is intriguing,
therefore, that this period of resumption of Latin crusading warfare in
the Aegean (admittedly on a smaller scale) against the ghazwa cam-
paigns of Umur Paşa witnessed a Byzantine Church attempt to honour
as martyrs Byzantine Christians who fought Umur Paşa’s warriors for
the faith. Like the previous Byzantine initiative in the sphere of military
martyrdom, however, this attempt remained isolated and, more signifi-
cantly, did not succeed in gaining any recognition from the Constantin-
ople patriarchate. During the Byzantine Church synod in Nikephoros
Phokas’ reign, moreover, certain priests and bishops were arraigned for
having fought in battles in which they slew many adversaries and were
accordingly defrocked by the synod that followed St Basil’s 13th
Canon.14

Finally, the prominent fourteenth-century Byzantine theologian and
canonist Matthew Blastares confirms in his influential work on canon
and civil law, Syntagma kata stoicheon (1355), the validity and relevance
of the three-year penance of exclusion from communion ‘‘advised’’ in
Basil’s 13th Canon, rejecting the arguments of Balsamon and Zonaras
on the basis of his own scriptural and theological exegesis.15 At the
same time, writing at a time when the Ottomans were establishing them-
selves in Gallipoli and Thrace and were to take Adrianople in 1365, Blas-
tares states that, in essence, St Basil extolled the Christian soldiers who
safeguarded Christianity and fought its enemies – a praiseworthy defence
on behalf of chastity and piety.16

Apart from these regulations and debates striving to define the limits
and various dimensions of Christian involvement in warfare in the sphere
of canon law, speculation about what should be the correct, adequate or
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acceptable Christian response to the reality of war and affirmation of
peace remained an important area in Eastern Orthodox theology, ethics
and anthropology throughout the medieval period. In the context of the
great theological disputes and schisms in the Church during the fourth
century, which were especially divisive and dramatic in Eastern Christen-
dom, the notion of religious peace was pre-eminent in the thought of
most of the Greek Fathers of the period. It was clearly of primary impor-
tance for the Cappadocian Fathers, St Basil the Great, St Gregory of Na-
zianzus (330–389) and St Gregory of Nyssa (c.331–c.396), who vigorously
fought the Arian movement. This accent on the quest for religious peace
was closely related to aspirations for a unity of the Church, in the spheres
of both doctrine and hierarchical organization.17

In the works of John Chrysostom, which remained extremely influen-
tial and popular throughout the Byzantine period, the theme of warfare
and its legitimacy reappears in various theological and social contexts.
In his Fourteenth Homily to the Philippians, he strongly condemns war-
fare, stating that ‘‘God is not a God of war and fighting’’, which are thus
against God; therefore, the Christian ideal and virtue entail the cessation
of warfare and fighting, as well as being in peace with all man. In his First
Homily on Corinthians I, he explicitly declares that true peace can come
only from God. He also clearly delineates the Eastern Orthodox ‘‘strati-
fication of pacifism’’ in his work On the Priesthood, in which the priest-
hood is required to adhere to the highest Christian standards and,
whenever needed, to serve as a corrective to the actions of the govern-
ment and laity in the secular world spheres where the state holds sway,
including the pursuit and challenge of warfare. Indeed, one of Chrysos-
tom’s well-known statements in his Second Homily on Eutropius 4 –
‘‘Never be afraid of the sword if your conscience does not accuse you;
never be afraid in war if your conscience is clear’’, which has been seen
as affirming an Eastern Orthodox version of justifiable war – needs to be
read in the context of his demarcation of the particular standards for the
priesthood and the laity concerning their respective non-involvement/
involvement in warfare.18 Finally, in his Seventh Homily on 1 Timothy
2:2–4, Chrysostom provides a categorization of three types of warfare:
those caused by attacking foreign armies, civil wars and the internal war
of man against himself, the last being the most grievous because the first
two cannot injure the soul, whereas the third disturbs the peace of the
spirit, stirring up evil desires, anger and envy.

The peace of the spirit and its correlation to the divine peace, the mis-
sion of Christ and peace among humans remained important themes
in Byzantine theology, mysticism and monastic spirituality throughout
the history of the empire and found early expression in the thinking of
Dionysius the pseudo-Areopagite (c. 500) and Maximus the Confessor

NORMS OF WAR IN EASTERN ORTHODOX CHRISTIANITY 173



(580–662). Paradigmatic New Testament notions alluding to God as ‘‘not
a God of disorder but of peace’’ (1 Corinthians 14:33); to Christ as ‘‘our
peace’’ (Ephesians 2:14); to ‘‘the peace of God, which surpasses all under-
standing’’ (Philippians 4:7); to the Kingdom of God as ‘‘righteousness
and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit’’ (Romans 14:17); to the gentle
and quiet nature of ‘‘the hidden person of the heart’’ (1 Peter 3:4), had
already undergone substantial theological embellishment in the patristic
period. These patristic embellishments defined Christians as ‘‘sons of
peace’’, a ‘‘peaceable race’’, ‘‘soldiers of peace’’, ‘‘workers for peace’’,
etc. During the Byzantine period, along with the New Testament notions
of peace, they became a constant source for new theological, ethical and
mystical elaborations and reinterpretations of the presence of, cultivation
of and fight for peace in the individual human, social, natural and divine
spheres. At the same time, the notion of spiritual warfare against super-
natural forces of evil (following on the influential pronouncements of St
Paul in, for example, Romans 7:23, Ephesians 6:16–20 and 1 Thessalo-
nians 5:6–8) remained central to Byzantine monastic spirituality, mysti-
cism and asceticism. Accounts of such warfare in Byzantine hagiography
and demonology can contain some striking and detailed imagery and ter-
minology; hence monks could be defined as the true ‘‘soldiers of Christ’’,
fighting on the front-line of this all-encompassing warfare.19

In the influential system of Dionysius the pseudo-Areopagite, for ex-
ample, primordial peace has an archetypal cosmological dimension –
without striving towards its restoration in human societies and within the
individual himself, man could not embark on the spiritual path to theosis
(deification or divinization) and universal salvation, leading to establish-
ment of the ultimate eschatological peace. A similar overwhelming em-
phasis on the notion of peace in all these various dimensions developed
in the Byzantine liturgical, hymnographic, homiletic and hagiographic
traditions. However, the numerous invocations of and appeals for peace
in Byzantine liturgical and hymnographic literature occasionally coexist
with prayers and prayer services for the safety and well-being of Ortho-
dox soldiers/troops and their victory in battle, sometimes alluding to the
imperial God-aided victories over the empire’s earlier adversaries and
often accompanied with associated military imagery, symbolism and ty-
pologies.20 Such prayers can be found in the various versions of the Di-
vine Liturgy of St Basil, the Divine Liturgy of St John Chrysostom and
the hymnic cycle for the Feast of the Exaltation of the Cross on 14 Sep-
tember. These prayers, prayer services and blessings reflect the tension
between the normative Christian pacific ideal of the Eastern Orthodox
Church and the political and military realities that the Byzantine empire
faced after the period of expansionism and military triumphs in late an-
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tiquity. Forced to wage intermittently defensive warfare on nearly all
fronts, the Byzantine imperial state felt compelled to cultivate inherited
(and develop some new) religio-political mechanisms to legitimize and
justify warfare against its numerous pagan, Muslim and Western (and,
on occasions, Eastern) Christian adversaries.

Holy and just war in the Byzantine world (c.527 – c.1453)

Pacifistic and pacific currents in Eastern Orthodoxy may have maintained
their currency in the medieval Byzantine world, but the existing rap-
prochement between state and Church in the late Roman and early By-
zantine period meant that the Byzantine Church frequently found itself in
situations in which its support for and justification of Byzantine military
campaigns was seen as highly significant and necessary. With or without
imperial pressure, the Byzantine Church could be involved in the mobili-
zation of popular endorsement for Byzantine troops and inevitably was
entrusted with ensuring that they observed their religious obligations
properly and entered battle, to face danger and death, spiritually pure
and in a pious frame of mind. As in Western Christendom, the involve-
ment of Eastern Orthodoxy in the realm of medieval warfare found ex-
pression in military religious services, the early appearance in the field
army of military chaplains (who could also serve in the fleet), the celebra-
tion of Eucharistic liturgies in the field, the use of Christian religious sym-
bolism and relics for military purposes, the blessing of standards and
weapons before battles, services for fallen soldiers after the cessation of
fighting, and thanksgiving rituals to celebrate victory.21 Focusing in great
detail on the different aspects of warfare tactics and strategy, the various
Byzantine military manuals such as the Strategikon attributed to Em-
peror Maurice (582–602) and the tract ascribed to Emperor Leo VI the
Wise (886–912) also stipulate at some length the religious services that
need to be performed in military camps and the religious duties of sol-
diers and priests.22 Following on the paradigmatic use of the cross-
shaped sign (the labarum) during Constantine the Great’s victory over
his rival Maxentius in the battle at Milvian Bridge in 312, crosses – either
depicted on flags or carried instead of or alongside standards – were
widely used during Byzantine military campaigns. A number of reports
recount the use of relics and well-known icons before and during battles
between the imperial troops and their adversaries. The widespread popu-
larity and evolution of the cult of military saints such as St George,
St Demetrius of Thessaloniki, St Theodore Teron and St Theodore
Stratelates, and their adoption as patrons by the Byzantine military
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aristocracy, highlight another symptomatic dimension of the role of East-
ern Orthodoxy in shaping the ethics and practice of warfare in the Byzan-
tine empire.23

An interesting and (as far as the subject of this chapter is concerned)
crucial debate has developed lately among Byzantinists focused on the
religio-historical problem of whether Byzantium ever conceptualized and
put into practice its own brand of wars fought for ostensibly religious
purposes comparable to the contemporaneous jihad in Islam and the cru-
sading warfare of Western Europe. This debate has brought to the atten-
tion of a wider audience some important but less well-known and often
neglected evidence of the interrelations between Byzantine Orthodox
Christianity, on the one hand, and Byzantine political and military ideo-
logy and warfare, on the other. Deriving from diverse secular and eccle-
siastical records, this composite evidence highlights the various intricate
ways in which Byzantine Orthodox Christianity permeated and contrib-
uted to important aspects of Byzantine military religious traditions. The
continuing debates on the provenance, nature and implications of this
evidence have demonstrated the simplistic nature and untenability of his-
torical reconstructions of unremittingly pacific policies of Byzantium (or
the monarchies/polities belonging to its contemporary or post-Byzantine
Orthodox Commonwealth) advanced by some Orthodox theologians and
popular works on Byzantine history.

The debate on whether Byzantium developed its own version of reli-
gious war or a crusading ideology, and the role of the Byzantine Church
in this development, can be traced to the early stages of modern Byzan-
tine studies – for instance, in the works of Gustave Schlumberger on
tenth-century Byzantine history.24 According to Schlumberger, the cam-
paigns of Nikephoros Phokas and John I Tzimiskes (969–976) against the
Arab Muslim powers in the Levant had a religious character and can be
qualified as proto-crusades, especially as Tzimiskes aspired to re-conquer
Jerusalem for Christendom. Schlumberger’s views were followed by me-
dievalists such as René Grousset25 and George Ostrogorsky; the latter
argued that Emperor Heraclius’ famous campaign against Sassanid Per-
sia in 622–630 can be identified as the actual forerunner of the Western
Crusades, and some of Tzimiskes’ anti-Arab campaigns betray a ‘‘verita-
ble crusading spirit’’.26 At the other extreme, in his influential publica-
tion on the idea of holy war and the Byzantine tradition, Vitalien Laurent
argued that, in contrast to the medieval Islamic and West European ver-
sions of holy war, the Byzantines failed to develop a proper holy war tra-
dition, owing to their inherent inertia and fatalistic attitudes, and thus,
unlike Latin Europe, could not manage to find an active military re-
sponse to Islamic expansionism.27 The view that the notion of a ‘‘holy
war’’, as developed in the Islamic and West European holy war ideolo-
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gies, remained alien and incomprehensible to the Byzantines has since
been upheld and supported with more arguments and evidence in a suc-
cession of important studies. However, the supporters of the position that
when Byzantine ideology and practice of war are judged on their own
terms and not just in the framework of Islamic and West European holy
war models, they can exhibit on occasions the traits of a specifically Byz-
antine ‘‘holy war’’ tradition have also brought new valuable source mate-
rial and methodological considerations into the debate.

The study of Byzantine and post-Byzantine versions of Christian war-
fare has been plagued for a long time by a number of influential inherited
stereotypes (some of which derive from particular medieval West Euro-
pean perceptions of Byzantium), attributing to the Byzantines a distinct
aversion to warfare and bloodshed, as well as passivity and compliance
in the face of the Islamic menace from the East. Recent works on Byzan-
tine military history, structures and strategy28 have demonstrated again
the unsustainability of such stereotypes. Most of these stereotypes owe
their authority and currency to their repeated exploitation in eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century European historiography of Byzantium and the
Middle Ages and have survived the advance of modern Byzantine
studies. This reassessment of Byzantine military religious traditions and
ideology has also highlighted the need to re-visit the question of whether
Byzantine policies, often seen as pacific and retreatist, derive from corre-
sponding pacific traits in Eastern Orthodoxy (as frequently argued) or
from the complex geopolitical situations in which the empire periodically
found itself and the resultant strategic considerations.29

A number of distinguished historians and theologians have endorsed
with varying degrees of certainty and emphasis different aspects of the
thesis that Byzantium did not develop a holy war tradition and abhorred
(or in the case of the crusading movement, also did not comprehend) the
holy war ideologies that arose and matured in the contemporary Islamic
Near East and Western Europe (with all the implications for the ethics and
theology of war in the Orthodox Churches/polities in the post-Byzantine
period). In many cases, the absence of a real Crusade ideology (in West
European terms) in medieval Byzantium is attributed to the specific na-
ture of Byzantine Orthodoxy, its institutions and approach to violence
and warfare.30 Proponents of this thesis,31 a summary of which follows
below, habitually approach Byzantine military history through the prism
of contemporaneous Islamic and West European theories and practice of
holy war and their shared features. These features include: the proclama-
tion (and leadership) of the holy war by a ‘‘legitimate’’ religious authority
– warfare is thus seen as decreed by God; the ostensible religious aims of
the war, which needs to be seen as being waged against adversaries iden-
tified in a religious context as ‘‘infidel’’ or ‘‘heretic’’ – these aims can
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be thus virtually unlimited; and the promise of spiritual rewards to the
warriors (remission of sins, martyrdom, eternal salvation, entrance into
paradise). Since Byzantine military history only sporadically shows (at
best only rudimentary) elements of these features, the inevitable conclu-
sion is that Byzantium did not develop and put into practice an ideology
of a Christian holy war. Even Byzantine wars that were characterized
by a pronounced religious sentiment and rhetoric, such as those under
Maurice and Heraclius against Sassanid Persia in the first three decades
of the seventh century or the anti-Arab campaigns of Nikephoros Phokas
and John Tzimiskes in the second half of the tenth century, do not pos-
sess, in this view, the core features of a Christian holy war. The Byzan-
tines used the same religious services and the same Christian icons,
relics and symbolism when confronting both non-Christian and Christian
adversaries.

The different social and political conditions in the feudal world of
Western Europe compared with the centralized imperial state of Byzan-
tium conditioned the development of a very different military ethos
among the corresponding aristocratic and military elites. The ethos culti-
vated among Latin knightly nobility was particularly conducive to enthu-
siastic support for and active participation in Christian holy wars. Unlike
the medieval Catholic Church, the Byzantine Church did not promulgate
war and did not indulge in the release of warlike and threatening decla-
rations. The Byzantine Church entirely delegated the conceptualization
and practice of warfare to the secular imperial government, trying on
occasions to check what could be regarded as unwarranted imperial
demands such as rewarding holy military martyrdom. Wars were de-
clared, led and conducted by the emperor, a secular and public authority,
entrusted to maintain the defence and unity of the imperial state. The
conceptualization of Byzantine warfare overall was consequently in es-
sence a continuation of the largely secular late Roman just war tradition;
wars were, therefore, seen as intended to defend imperial territories or to
regain lost territories and to protect imperial subjects. The late Roman
just war tradition inevitably underwent Christianization in the Byzantine
period and it was the divinely ordained mission of the Christian Romans
(the new ‘‘chosen people’’) to safeguard Constantinople, seen as both the
‘‘New Rome’’ and the ‘‘New Jerusalem’’, and its single universal Chris-
tian empire the ‘‘New Israel’’, against the encroachments of the new
‘‘barbarians’’ – pagans, Muslims and, on occasion, West European Chris-
tians. This Christianized ‘‘just war’’ tradition became a fundamental part
of Byzantine imperial ideology, closely interwoven with the reinterpreted
and actualized Romano-Byzantine paradigms of God-guidedness in battle
and imperial victory (‘‘Victoria Augustorum’’).
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Historians who argue that the study of the Byzantine version of Chris-
tian warfare needs to take into account to a much greater degree East
Roman/Byzantine political and religious developments reach somewhat
different conclusions,32 which are summarized below. In their view, some
of the criteria used to define holy war ideology in Islamic and West Euro-
pean contexts are not applicable to Eastern Christendom and Byzantium.
Thus, the fact that it was the Byzantine emperor who declared and con-
ducted the various Byzantine wars and military expeditions should not
automatically lead to the conclusion that these wars were entirely secu-
lar, because Byzantine political and religious ideology could not be sepa-
rated so easily. In Byzantine political theology, the emperor was extolled
as Christ’s vicar and God’s chosen ruler to preside over and defend the
God-elected Christian Roman empire, itself an earthly replica of the
divine heavenly monarchy. As a defender of the True Faith, Orthodoxy,
his God-granted mission was to lead his armies against those who threat-
ened the integrity of the universal Christian empire and its providential
mission – whose enemies thus were also enemies of Orthodoxy. Regain-
ing lost imperial lands, therefore, also meant restoring and expanding
Orthodox Christianity, a notion that could be used to justify offensive
warfare. In reality, Byzantine wars were always seen as being waged in
defence of the unity of the sole legitimate Christian empire and Ortho-
doxy, which attached a certain quality of ‘‘holiness’’ to these war efforts,
regarded consequently as divinely ordained and supported. On occa-
sions Byzantine imperial and military propaganda (during Heraclius’
anti-Persian campaigns, for example) might define the adversary in
religious terms as ‘‘infidel’’ and ‘‘impious’’, but these remained isolated
instances and were definitely not a routine practice. The Byzantine
Church tenaciously opposed the notion of sanctified military martyrdom
for fallen soldiers, although the situation may have been somewhat differ-
ent in the military religious ideology developed by the Byzantine military
classes.33

There are indications that the idea of Christian warriors as martyrs for
Orthodoxy, fighting for the salvation of their souls, became part of this
evolving ideology and may have been encouraged more frequently by
the imperial court than the only recorded case of such an imperial initia-
tive during Nikephoros Phokas’ reign would suggest. Such developments
in the ethics and martyrology of Byzantine Christian warfare can be
tracked down especially in the Anatolian frontier zones of the empire,
where Byzantine troops and military formations continuously confronted
the ghazwa warfare of the advancing Turkoman groups from around
the mid-eleventh century onwards. Finally, revisiting some of the evi-
dence of Byzantine campaigns in the Near East suggests that Byzantine
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aspirations regarding the re-conquest of Christian holy sites in Palestine
were not that minimal, as usually accepted. Reassessed in this manner,
some of the Byzantine military campaigns waged against non-Christian
forces in Anatolia and the Near East may indeed be defined, in this
view, as belonging to a certain degree to the category of holy war, to
which the Islamic jihad and West European crusading warfare also be-
long as sub-categories.

The debate on the existence or non-existence of a Byzantine version of
Christian holy war has undoubtedly opened new important venues for
the exploration of Eastern Orthodox perspectives on the ethics and the-
ology of warfare in the classical Byzantine and post-Byzantine periods.
In some of the spheres of this debate and with the present state of pub-
lished evidence and research, definitive conclusions cannot be reached as
yet. Debating Byzantine military history in greater depth, however, has
brought about a deeper understanding of some of the specifically Eastern
Christian and Byzantine approaches to the ethics and conduct of warfare.
In an important contrast with the medieval West, for example, in Eastern
Christendom and Byzantium, ecclesiastical involvement and participation
in warfare with some religious goals was important but not absolutely
vital for its promulgation and legitimization. However, given the blending
of imperial and religious ideology in Byzantine political theology, most
Byzantine wars, even those without ostensibly religious objectives and
waged primarily for geopolitical reasons, possess an aspect of ‘‘holiness’’
– at least in the specifically Byzantine context. All these wars were waged
to defend the integrity of God’s empire on earth and to recover formerly
imperial and Christian lands – by extension they were fought for God
and Orthodoxy. In this providential framework Byzantine military de-
feats and setbacks were interpreted as God’s punishment for Byzantine
sins – or, in the later history of Byzantium, as crucial stages in the unfold-
ing of the God-guided eschatological drama determining the fortunes of
the universal empire. Pleading for divine help and protection before and
in the course of war was absolutely imperative and then God could be in-
deed invoked as the ‘‘mighty Lord of battles’’ and the ‘‘God of Right-
eousness’’ leading the Orthodox to a complete victory. Apart from being
called upon to repel demonic hordes, in a succession of Orthodox hymnic
cycles the victory-giving powers of the Holy Cross could be sought by
summoning its influence as an ‘‘invincible weapon’’ of Godliness and
peace, granting the Orthodox people and their rulers victory over their
enemies.

The debates on and discussions of religious rhetoric and elements in
Byzantine campaigns show, moreover, that some of them could have
openly stated religious goals as part of their politico-military agenda.
Such religious goals could include the recovery of the True Cross and its
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restoration to Jerusalem during Heraclius’ anti-Persian campaigns34 or
the re-conquest of lost Christian lands and Holy Places in Palestine, in-
cluding naturally Jerusalem, which were reportedly publicly declared as
military objectives (along with the vanquishing of Islam) during the anti-
Arab offensives of Nikephoros Phokas and John Tzimiskes.35 Following
the establishment of the Crusader states in the Levant, religious motives
and sentiments arguably also played a prominent role in the successful
Anatolian campaigns of Emperor John II Komnenos (1118–1143) against
the Turkoman dynasty of the Danishmendids and Emperor Manuel
I Komnenos’ (1143–1180) ill-fated war against the Seljuk Sultan Kılıc Ar-
slan.36 These religious elements and the conducting of the campaigns are
not sufficient to define the wars of Heraclius, Nikephoros Phokas and
John Tzimiskes as ‘‘proto-Crusades’’ or those of John Komnenos and
Manuel Komnenos as ‘‘Crusades’’ in the contemporaneous Western
sense. But it would be difficult to deny that these campaigns possessed
some elements of Christian holy war in the more general Christian medi-
eval context. However, the heightened religious sentiments and elements
in these Byzantine campaigns were not a result of a consistently and sys-
tematically developed theory of a Christian holy war, which was more
or less the case in the Latin West between the eleventh and thirteenth
centuries. They were largely conditioned by the specific religio-political
conditions related to the separate Byzantine military operations. In the
case of the Komnenian emperors’ campaigns against the Danishmendids
and Seljuks, exposure to the Islamic ghazwa of the Turkomans in Anato-
lia and West European crusading theory and practice during the eleventh
century may also have played a role in enhancing their religious dimen-
sion.

Furthermore, what Western and Eastern Christian medieval military
religious ideologies shared was their dependence on and exploitation
of the Old Testament narratives and pronouncements of the God-
commanded and -ordained wars of the Israelites against the ‘‘heathen’’
and ‘‘idolatrous’’ Canaanites. As the new ‘‘Chosen People’’, the Byzan-
tines (and their Western Christian counterparts) could draw on these
models to depict their wars as God-guided campaigns against the new
‘‘infidel’’ or ‘‘God-fighting’’ enemies. Accordingly, successful warrior-
emperors and commanders could be compared to the kings of Israel or
to paradigmatic figures in the Old Testament Israelite ‘‘holy’’ wars such
as Moses, Aaron, Joshua and David. Thus, in Byzantine military religious
ideology and art, Moses’ crossing of the Red Sea could be interpreted
as prefiguring Constantine the Great’s victory at Milvian Bridge, and
Joshua’s military exploits and triumphs could be presented as alluding to
Nikephoros Phokas’ and John Tzimiskes’ victories on the battlefield. The
enemies of Byzantium could be ‘‘recognized’’ as new versions of the Old
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Testament adversaries and oppressors of the Israelites such as the Assyr-
ian king Sennacherib, acting again as instruments of God’s punishment,
provoked by the sins of the Byzantines.

The various Byzantine treatises on military strategy and tactics for
combat shed further light on the distinct Byzantine attitudes towards the
interrelationship of Christianity and warfare and its ethical implications.
These tracts often draw heavily on earlier Hellenistic and Roman author-
ities, which highlights the continuity of the tradition of tactical and strate-
gic manuals from Graeco-Roman antiquity to the Byzantine Middle
Ages, but they inevitably contain much material and advice reflecting
Byzantine Christian stances on warfare. The Tactica attributed to Em-
peror Leo VI states emphatically that fundamentally men are peaceful
beings, but the devil incites them to indulge in violence and instigate war-
fare for his own insidious purposes. The origins of warfare are thus at-
tributed to the devil and man should first and foremost prefer peace and
avoid war. Accordingly, it was defensive warfare that was preferable and
permissible in order to protect the imperial lands from invaders who have
been essentially provoked by the devil to assail the territorial integrity of
the empire. However, aggressive warfare and unnecessary bloodshed
involving even potential enemies of the empire should be disallowed.37
In an anonymous sixth-century Byzantine treatise on strategy, war is con-
demned as a ‘‘great evil’’, in fact the ‘‘worst of all evil’’, but, since the en-
emy has made the shedding of Byzantine blood a matter of honour and
virtue, a study of military strategy is necessary so that the aggressor can
be resisted and defeated.38 This statement contains one of the core ele-
ments of the traditional just war theory (justifying war in self-defence)
going back to antiquity and developed in detail in Western Christendom
from the late fourth century onwards. The Tactica ascribed to Leo dwells
on the need for a just cause for warfare in slightly more detail – again
stating that, when enemies have initiated an unjust offensive war, a
defensive war against them must be undertaken with courage and
eagerness.

The provenance of these notions is clearly recognizable in the just war
tradition that was crystallizing in the late Roman and early Byzantine
period as a result of the merging of the inherited Roman political military
ideology and post-Constantinian Christian political theology. But, apart
from specifying in general the jus ad bellum regulations of this just
war tradition, Byzantine military treatises do not develop in greater
detail a theory or notions regarding more general questions raised by
the need for a Christian justification of warfare. Their predominant focus
remains the various practical and technical details concerning military
strategy and tactics: campaign organization, siege warfare, skirmishing,
guerrilla warfare, marching through mountainous terrain, setting up
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camps, etc. On occasions some jus in bello regulations may be specified in
some detail; avoiding unnecessary loss of life in open combat is fre-
quently recommended – a predilection related to both the Byzantine
notion of philanthropy and the actual and well-attested strategic concerns
of Byzantium to prevent or solve conflicts (when possible) through diplo-
macy, bribery and other non-military channels.39 In the general ethics of
war, touched on to a greater or lesser extent in the treatises, war largely
appears a necessary or lesser evil – whether this is articulated explicitly
or not. The need to plead for divine help and favour in warfare remains
an important theme, and Christian rhetoric and polemic also occur on
occasions; the Tactica ascribed to Leo, for instance, emphasizes that
fighting the adversaries of Orthodoxy is spiritually meritorious for Chris-
tian warriors.

On the other hand, the study of the role of the Byzantine Church in the
religious dimension of Byzantine warfare has as yet failed to uncover a
systematic attempt at formulating a just (or indeed holy) war theory com-
ing from within the Church. This applies also to the Orthodox churches
that emerged in the Balkans and Russia following Byzantine missionary
efforts in these areas from the late ninth century onwards. Thus the
Orthodox churches in the Byzantine–Balkan world and Russia generally
did not share the important transformation of Christian attitudes to war-
fare that occurred in medieval Western Christendom during the crusad-
ing period between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries. Apart from its
continuing opposition to military martyrdom, Byzantine canon law re-
mained static in this period and did not revise its traditional stance on
regular, or what was perceived in the contemporary West as ‘‘holy’’, war-
fare. The abhorrence and criticism by Byzantine churchmen, and indeed
historians, of the phenomenon of combatant Latin bishops and priests
taking part in the Crusades are well attested. At the same time, despite
telling changes in the widespread Byzantine veneration of military saints
in which the early anti-warfare perspectives were softened or dis-
appeared, apparently to be integrated more easily into Byzantine lay mili-
tary piety, the Church was certainly not an enthusiastic supporter of all
aspects of this piety. However, further research is needed to explore in
greater detail the socio-religious dynamism underlying the emergence of
a distinct Christian warrior culture in the Byzantine Anatolian frontier
zones, which may reveal that the local church and hierarchs played some
role in this process.

Attempts to uncover a coherent and continuous tradition of legitimiz-
ing ‘‘justifiable war’’ in the Eastern Orthodox Church, from the patristic
through the medieval period, may not have been persuasive,40 but indi-
vidual medieval Orthodox churchmen did indeed on occasions articulate
views that advanced or came close to such legitimization, or took some
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part in the organization of defensive warfare. For instance, during the
great joint siege of Constantinople by the Persians and the Avars in 626,
the Constantinople Patriarch Sergios I acted as regent in the absence of
Emperor Heraclius and was in charge of defence. A contemporary hom-
ily reflects the patriarch’s public statements during the siege, which carry
the overtones of a religious war, proclaiming that God Himself will fight
for Constantinople’s citizens.41 In an atmosphere permeated with reli-
gious enthusiasm, sustained with military religious rites and ceremonies,
the patriarch used the image of the Virgin Mary to threaten the foreign
and ‘‘devilish’’ armies with her supernatural martial protection of the
city. Unsurprisingly, in her reported appearances during the siege she is
in the guise of a warrior-maiden, fighting for her city and chasing away
the Avar khagan, who concedes his inevitable defeat to the Mother of
God.

The already quoted impressive and significant legitimization of Chris-
tian just war and the potential martyr status of the Christian warrior as-
cribed to St Constantine-Cyril the Philosopher can perhaps be best
understood within the religio-political framework of his mission to the
court of al-Mutawakkil.42 As already indicated, this notion of sanctified
military martyrdom did not find acceptance in the mainstream of Byzan-
tine Church thought and practice. It is important, however, that it found
such an emphatic and explicit formulation in a proclamation attributed to
such an extraordinarily and enduringly influential figure in the Byzantine
Commonwealth as St Constantine-Cyril the Philosopher. Owing to the
continuing authority of his pronouncements in the Slavonic Orthodox
world, this particular proclamation, as will be shown below, has been
used as a basis for a more systematic formulation of Orthodox just war
theory.

In the context of St Constantine’s pronouncement concerning the sanc-
tity embedded in the legitimate brand of Christian military endeavour, it
is worthwhile noting the interesting and symptomatic proliferation of the
canonization and widespread veneration of historical Orthodox warrior-
princes in some of the late medieval cultures of the Byzantine Common-
wealth, notably Russia, Ukraine and Serbia – for instance, St Alexander
Nevsky, Grand Prince of Novgorod and Vladimir (1236–1263), St Dmitri
Donskoi, Grand Prince of Moscow (1359–1389), St Stefan Lazar, Prince
of Serbia (1371–1389), and St Stefan Lazarević, Prince of Serbia (1389–
1427). These cults of saintly princes and rulers were evidently intended to
develop a religio-political loyalty to a national dynastic line and, in the
case of medieval Serbia, created a veritable genealogy of ‘‘holy kings’’.
Some elements of the hagiographical biographies in the vitae of these
saintly princes and rulers suggest that in these cultures the Orthodox
churches were more prepared to foster and cultivate lay military piety
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than was the Byzantine mother church. The precise religio-political dyna-
mism that determined such developments still awaits a systematic study.
Characteristically, Byzantine political ideology, as reflected in a succes-
sion of Byzantine Mirrors of Princes, in general continued to adhere to
and promote an image of an ideal ruler that goes back to Hellenistic and
late Roman models of an ideal emperor, and did not accept or absorb
the concept of a warrior-king even in the period when Western chivalric
attitudes and stereotypes were exercising some impact in late medieval
Byzantium.43 At the same time, some of the hagiographic traditions sur-
rounding Orthodox warrior-princes such as St Alexander Nevsky and St
Stefan Lazar betray some remarkable continuity with Byzantine religio-
political models. Furthermore, both South Slavonic and Russian Ortho-
dox cultures offer some early paradigmatic examples of saintly princes
who accepted martyrdom without resorting to violence or self-defence –
for example, St John Vladimir, Prince of Duklja (d.1016), and Saints
Boris and Gleb, Princes of Kievan Rus (d.1015).

The evidence of the presence and evolution of the notions of just and
holy war in the medieval Byzantine world, notions that provided the
underlying foundation of Eastern Orthodox attitudes to warfare in the
early modern and modern periods, thus presents some important dissim-
ilarities from the equivalent concepts and developments in the medieval
Latin West. One may attempt a general explanation of these differences
simply in the framework of the Christian tradition on the whole and the
well-known trichotomy of Christian attitudes to war and peace proposed
by Roland Bainton: pacifism, just war and Crusade.44 But, for a deeper
understanding of the provenance and fortunes of these notions in Byzan-
tium and the Byzantine Commonwealth, one needs to take into account
the specifics of their trajectories in Eastern Orthodoxy. The continuity
of pacific and pacifistic currents in Eastern Orthodoxy from the pre-
Constantinian into the Byzantine period and their interrelationship with
the continuity and Christianization of Roman imperial ideology in By-
zantium seem fundamental for gaining a more insightful perception of
these distinct trajectories. Thus, with regard to changing Christian atti-
tudes to warfare in the Early and High Middle Ages, the notable endur-
ance of these continuities and their amalgamation in medieval Byzantium
need to be seen in the context of the various factors creating discontinu-
ity with the late Roman past in the contemporary Latin West and the
early Islamic world in the Near East and Levant. These continuities and
discontinuities also contributed significantly to the divergences of views
on war and peace among these three cultures.45

The convergence of imperial and ecclesiastical ideology in Byzantium
projected the formulas and images of Byzantine philanthropy in the
spheres of political and military ideology, with the consequent use of
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pacific rhetoric and symbolism in diplomatic and political discourse (de-
pending on the circumstances and the priorities of Byzantine pragmatism,
this discourse could be also aggressive and militaristic). References to and
images of Byzantine emperors as ‘‘peace-loving’’, ‘‘peace-protecting’’
and averting wars and violence acquired a ceremonial character and co-
existed with forceful images of their military triumphs over the enemies
of the empire. Ultimately, peace was supposed to be normative on both
the religious and the imperial political level; the Tactica ascribed to Leo
explicitly states that one should welcome peace not only for the Byzan-
tine subject but also for the ‘‘barbarians’’. The resultant Byzantine syn-
thesis between the inherited religious and political pacific models, the
late Roman just war tradition and some innovations in the theory and
practice of warfare conditioned by the changing strategic and political
circumstances created an ambivalent and flexible system of nuanced atti-
tudes to war in which various compromises were achieved to neutralize
the inherent frictions between the various elements. Apparently, the
elaboration of more systematic theories for the religious and philosophi-
cal justification of war was not seen as necessary; similarly, the jus in
bello regulations in the Byzantine military treatises largely reproduce
earlier Hellenistic and Roman models. Beyond military religious services,
the Byzantine Church participated extremely rarely in the justification
and legitimization of war, although individual churchmen on occasions
ventured to speculate and communicate their views on Christian just war
and military endeavour, which could amount to such justification.

This Byzantine synthesis was well suited to the religious and secular
needs of an imperial state that viewed itself as an heir to the East Roman
imperium and as the sole ‘‘holy and Orthodox universal empire’’; it
seemed appropriate also to the Orthodox monarchies and principalities
that emerged in the Byzantine Commonwealth in South-Eastern Europe,
Ukraine and Russia. Following the Ottoman conquests in Anatolia and
the Balkans and the integration of these regions into the new Ottoman
version of the Islamic caliphate, the Orthodox churches in these regions,
along with the Ecumenical patriarchate, found themselves in completely
new circumstances. In the wake of the fall of Constantinople to the Otto-
mans, an evolving Russian religio-political ideology came to claim the im-
perial leadership of the Orthodox Christian Commonwealth through the
well-known doctrine of ‘‘Moscow the Third Rome’’. This imperial leader-
ship extended to aspirations for the political and religious protection of
the Orthodox communities and churches within the Ottoman empire,
which in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries went through dra-
matic periods of nationalistic anti-Ottoman uprisings and the forma-
tion of nation-states. Not long after these periods of painful and divisive
nation-building, nearly all European Eastern Orthodox churches (apart
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from the Ecumenical patriarchate in Istanbul and the autocephalous
Greek Orthodox Church) were forced to function and survive in the
framework of the militantly secularist and repressive totalitarian regimes
in Eastern Europe. During all these periods, including the current post-
Communist phase, their adherence to and practice of the inherited New
Testament, patristic and Byzantine attitudes to war and peace were every
so often fiercely challenged and tested to their very limits.

Transformations of Eastern Orthodox attitudes to war and
peace in the Ottoman and modern periods

The post-Byzantine/Ottoman period and the rise of nationalism

It is worth reiterating that, unlike the case of Western Christianity, the
study of Eastern Orthodox approaches to the ethics and justification of
warfare is still in its nascent stages. In the case of medieval Eastern
Orthodoxy at least, the recent debates on and advances in the study of
Byzantine military history and Byzantine political and religious attitudes
to war and peace have made it possible to considerably update the state
of the evidence and research summarized above. The same cannot be
said about the study of the development of Eastern Orthodox stances on
warfare and its legitimization in the post-Byzantine/Ottoman and modern
periods. In this crucial area of the post-medieval and modern history of
Eastern Orthodoxy, enormous quantities of wide-ranging and diverse
material still need to be critically explored, first in the context of the var-
ious regional political and church historiographies, and then in the larger
context of the respective developments in Catholic and Protestant just
war traditions of thought during these periods. What can be offered in
this chapter, therefore, will be a summary of the general tendencies and
changes in the Eastern Orthodox discourses on the morality of war, as
the various Eastern Orthodox churches struggled to adapt and respond
in the post-Byzantine era to the changing religio-political circumstances
in the regions previously belonging to the Byzantine Orthodox Common-
wealth. Given the paucity of published archival material and research in
this sphere of study, some of the conclusions in this summary will inevit-
ably have a preliminary character. The summary will also aim to indicate
important areas of research that could prove useful and rewarding in the
pursuit of a better understanding of the occasionally puzzling changes in
modern Eastern Orthodox perspectives on the ethics of armed conflict.
Some better-researched cases of such changes or innovations will be
highlighted that shed new light on the respective importance of tradition
and innovation in modern Eastern Orthodox views regarding peace and
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war that can be considered normative and representative. This will also
make it possible to gain a clearer perspective on the continuities and dis-
continuities between these views and their scriptural, patristic and medi-
eval Byzantine foundations.

As a prelude to the discussion of these changes of perspective in mod-
ern Eastern Orthodoxy, one needs first to outline the process of the
emergence of autocephalous churches and patriarchates in the medieval
Byzantine Orthodox Commonwealth. In the early Byzantine period, the
Orthodox Church followed the so-called pentarchy system, where the
principal church authority lay with the foremost sees – the patriarchates
of Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem, with honorary
primacy granted to Rome. The early Arab conquests in the Levant
brought the patriarchates of Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem under
Islamic control, gradually decreasing their influence and significance.
Byzantine missionary efforts in South-Eastern and Eastern Europe led
not only to the Christianization of existing kingdoms, principalities and
tribal unions in the region, but also to the eventual emergence of auto-
cephalous churches and patriarchates in some of the newly Christianized
Orthodox monarchies. The establishment of such patriarchates occurred
as a rule in the framework of the political rivalries of these monarchies
with Byzantium and their pursuit of aggressive policies towards Con-
stantinople. Such was the case with the very early recognition of the
Bulgarian patriarchate by Constantinople in 927 in the wake of the anti-
Byzantine wars of the Bulgarian Tsar Symeon (893–926), during which
he aggressively sought and received an imperial title, threatening to con-
quer and establish himself in Constantinople. The Bulgarian patriarchate
was to remain the focus of intermittent Bulgarian–Byzantine political
(not so much ecclesiastical) rivalries until the Ottoman conquest. The
recognition of the autocephalous status of the Serbian Orthodox Church
by Constantinople in 1219 proceeded in much more peaceful circum-
stances. But the establishment of an independent Serbian patriarchate in
1346 (with active Bulgarian ecclesiastical participation) again occurred in
the context of the expansionist policy of the Serbian ruler Stefan Uroš
IV Dušan (1331–1355) towards Constantinople, one year after he had
proclaimed himself a basileus of the Serbs and Rhomaioi (Byzantine
Greeks). Characteristically, the elevation of the metropolitan of Moscow
in distant Russia to a patriarchal rank took place considerably later: it
was acknowledged and presided over by a Constantinople patriarchate
mission in 1589, 27 years after it had recognized the imperial title of the
Russian ruler Ivan IV the Terrible (1530–1584). The formation of the
Russian patriarchate was thus an event that again was conditioned by
considerations of imperial ideology and status in the sixteenth-century
Eastern Orthodox world.
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In South-Eastern Europe, the establishment of the new patriarchates
was intended to underscore the sovereignty of the new Orthodox mon-
arch vis-à-vis Byzantine political ideology, with its central notion of By-
zantine universal hegemony, specifically over Orthodox Christendom.
Byzantine recognition of the new patriarchates can be seen also as a
kind of concession to the political aspirations of the new Orthodox mon-
archs.46 Encountering and being exposed to the distinctive Byzantine
concepts of supranational ‘‘patriotism’’, the South Slavonic Orthodox cul-
tures also developed traditions eulogizing their own people as being
granted the status of the new ‘‘chosen people’’, entrusted with an excep-
tional mission to spread Orthodox Christianity further and act as its faith-
ful guardians. As in Byzantium, in the South Slavonic Orthodox world
these religio-political concepts could confer a providential dimension to
the comprehension and rationalization of Christian warfare, especially in
the period of the Ottoman conquest. The decline and shrinking of Byzan-
tium in the fourteenth century made one of the principal themes of the
Byzantine apocalyptic tradition – the final eschatological battles of the
last Byzantine emperor with the forces of Islam prior to the advent of
the Antichrist – more actual and influential than ever. With the spread
of such eschatological expectations concerning the fate of Constantinople
and Orthodox Christendom itself, in some Byzantine circles Orthodoxy
developed into ‘‘surrogate patriotism’’, with strong anti-Latin/Catholic
sentiments.47 Features of such a development can be discerned in con-
temporaneous and later versions of South Slavonic Orthodox cultures,
but its dynamics as well as links to the rise of national consciousness in
the region and its religio-political elements have remained regrettably
underexplored.48

Following the establishment of the Ottoman empire in the erstwhile
Orthodox Anatolia and Balkan Europe, the Byzantine apocalyptic tradi-
tion enjoyed a continuation among nearly all strata of Orthodox cultures
under Ottoman suzerainty, whether in the guise of post-Byzantine mes-
sianism or simple eschatological prophecies about the impending end of
Ottoman rule.49 This post-Byzantine messianism prophesied the advent
of a liberator-emperor who would rout the ‘‘infidel’’ Islamic occupiers in
‘‘holy battles’’ at Constantinople and banish them forever to initiate the
final events of the eschatological drama. In non-eschatological versions,
such prophecies could simply predict the recreation of the Byzantine em-
pire, ruling Orthodox Christendom again from its old capital, the Holy
City of Constantinople. Elements of this Byzantine messianism undoubt-
edly reappear in a modernized and secularized form in the Megali Idea
(‘‘Great Idea’’) of Greek nationalism of the nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries, aspiring to reinstate a Greek state for all the Greeks of the
Mediterranean and the Balkans. Such concepts also find a parallel in the
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abortive ‘‘Greek Project’’ of the Russian Empress Catherine the Great
(1762–1796), which was designed to force the dismemberment of the Ot-
toman realm and the establishment of a reconstituted ‘‘Russo-Byzantine’’
Orthodox empire in Constantinople. It is worth noting, however, that
Catherine the Great’s victorious campaigns and projects against the
Ottoman empire were devoid of the rhetoric of religious war;50 by that
time the Russian patriarchate had already been abolished and the Tsarist
administration was managing the Church largely as a state department.

By the time Russian imperial expansionism was beginning to make real
headway into the Ottoman Balkans, the Russian Church and the Eastern
Orthodox churches that had earlier found themselves under Ottoman
dominion had developed different sets of state–church relations, which
were to have far-reaching implications in the modern era of nationalism
and nation-state-building. Following earlier precedents of the integration
of the ‘‘Oriental’’ patriarchates of Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem
into the Islamic system of governance, in the wake of the Ottoman con-
quest of Constantinople its patriarch was designated as the religious and
administrative head of all Orthodox Christians under Ottoman sover-
eignty, regardless of their ethnicity. The implementation of these regula-
tions, known as the millet system, assigned significant civil, educational
and judicial roles to the Constantinople patriarchate, and the previously
independent patriarchates now came under its authority (only the Ser-
bian patriarchate was revived between 1557 and 1766). The millet system
secured the survival and relative strength of Orthodox Christianity in the
Ottoman empire, but it meant too that the ecclesiastical body of the Con-
stantinople patriarchate, from its head to the diocesan metropolitans and
the village priests, functioned as a secular administrative mechanism as
well. Apart from his ecclesiastical role, the Constantinople patriarch was
also the etnarch, the civil ‘‘leader’’ of the Orthodox Christians in the
Ottoman empire. This substantial secularization of the role of the Church
opened it to frequent lay interference in its internal affairs, whether by
the Ottoman authorities or by influential lay figures such as lawyers
and merchants, whom the Constantinople patriarchate had to employ in
order to fulfil its function.

The millet system also led to frequent friction and hostility between
the mostly Greek upper hierarchy of the patriarchate and the Serbian,
Bulgarian, etc., local churchmen under its jurisdiction. With the rise of
nationalism, in the wide-ranging and influential Greek communities and
diaspora within and outside the Ottoman empire, ‘‘Hellenism’’ and
Orthodoxy began to blend in a forceful nationalist ideology. Focused on
the aspirations for the formation of a new Hellenic Commonwealth, this
nationalist ideology further alienated the Serbian, Bulgarian and Roma-
nian churches. Acting during the Ottoman era as a nationally and cultur-
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ally unifying force, these churches inevitably played a crucial role in the
formation of the respective national ideologies. Thus these national
churches provided the religio-political source of the various eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century Orthodox Christian identities, including the com-
plicated process of the shaping of Romanian Orthodox culture in the
principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia, which remained autonomous
under Ottoman suzerainty until 1829.

The millet system, moreover, carried with it implicit dangers for the
upper hierarchy of the Constantinople patriarchate. The outbreak of
the Greek Revolution in 1821 (deemed to have been proclaimed by the
metropolitan of Patras, Germanos) signified in the Ottoman reading of
events that the patriarch and his senior prelates were guilty of high trea-
son. Consequently the Christian etnarch was promptly executed, along
with scores of other senior clerics in Istanbul, Edirne, Thessaloniki,
Crete, Cyprus, etc. Similar, although less drastic, retributive measures
are known to have been taken by the Ottomans in comparable circum-
stances against leading Bulgarian and Serbian churchmen. The event
marked the beginning of the end for the old millet role of the Constanti-
nople patriarchate, as its various functions and powers were eroded
progressively. In the nineteenth century, the Orthodox churches in
South-Eastern Europe, moreover, energetically sought and achieved
autonomy from its jurisdiction, which was in some cases a divisive and
arduous process. The consequent fragmentation of the ecclesiastical
authority of the Ecumenical patriarchate of Constantinople in South-
Eastern Europe was accompanied by bitter debates and a succession of
ecclesiastical crises provoked by the secular factors that were determining
the formation of the new autocephalous and national churches. Orthodox
internal strife in the second half of the nineteenth century was further ex-
acerbated by the attempts of Russian diplomacy in the Ottoman empire
to use for its own political purposes the struggle of Bulgarian churchmen
for ecclesiastical emancipation or indeed the increasing Arab–Greek
rivalry for control of the bishoprics or the patriarchal posts in the old pat-
riarchates of Antioch and, later, Jerusalem.

In the Ottoman period, the tradition of Byzantine messianism (in its
original Greek or derivative Slavonic versions) often lay dormant but
was kept alive and re-actualized mainly in clerical and monastic circles.
The tradition maintained its principal focus – the violent end of the Otto-
man Caliphate and a restoration of the Orthodox Christian empire at
Constantinople (or the relevant Orthodox Christian kingdoms) in the
wake of huge conflicts between Christianity and Islam – while allowing
some innovations. These momentous events might be attributed, for ex-
ample, to Russian military intervention. In the South Slavonic Orthodox
world, these themes became interwoven with the rich epical traditions
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commemorating and mythicizing military resistance to the Ottoman inva-
sion. Greek or South Slavonic churchmen who became actively involved
in the actual armed struggle and uprisings against the Ottomans, espe-
cially from the late eighteenth century onwards, were as a rule aware of
and often under the influence of one of the versions or elements of the
tradition of this Orthodox restoratio imperii. Consequently, some of
them sought to add a providential and religious dimension to the military
conflicts with the Ottomans. Their pronouncements and agendas stood in
sharp contrast with the official position of the Constantinople patriarch-
ate, which endeavoured to promote peaceful resolution to such conflicts
and reforms to improve the conditions of Orthodox Christians in the
Ottoman state. Such a stance was obviously affected by the precarious
position of the Constantinople patriarchate in the late Ottoman empire,
but also by its ostensible loyalty to the patristic, canonical and clerical
Byzantine views on war, organized violence and peace.

An especially instructive case in this context is the eighteenth-century
anti-Ottoman wars of the Orthodox Principality of Montenegro, which,
profiting from its inhospitable mountainous terrain, was never fully con-
quered by the Ottomans, and its heartlands remained de facto indepen-
dent throughout the Ottoman period. In 1516, the secular power in the
principality was conferred on the bishop of the Montenegrin Cetinje dio-
cese. This initiated the long era of the rule of the so-called prince-bishops
(1516–1697), a kind of Orthodox theocracy that continued after 1697
under the reign of bishops belonging to the charismatic Petrović-Njegoš
dynasty until one of them secularized Montenegrin rule in 1852. The
Montenegrin prince-bishops conducted and led a number of campaigns
against the Ottomans and maintained close links with the Russian impe-
rial and ecclesiastic authorities; they were also able to gain an auto-
cephalous status for their church. Perhaps it is not surprising that the
characteristic pre-battle speeches attributed to the influential Montene-
grin theocrat Petar I Petrović (1784–1830), one of the four saints of the
Montenegrin Church, contain some of the notions of Christian religious
war, invoking divine support to crush the ‘‘devilish’’ enemies of Chris-
tianity.51 Some of the pronouncements of his successor to Orthodox
theocratic rule, Petar II Petrović Njegoš (1831–1850), betray unmistake-
able echoes of these Christian religious war notions, which are graphi-
cally articulated in his dramatic poem ‘‘The Mountain Wreath’’.52

Imperial Russia and the Balkans

In the post-Byzantine period, Russian ecclesiastical views on war and
peace developed in markedly different religious and political circumstan-
ces from those in the Ottoman Balkans and Anatolia. During most of the
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period of Tatar suzerainty over the Russian lands (1236–1452), the Rus-
sian Church continued to function as a metropolitanate of the Constanti-
nople patriarchate and played the role of the pre-eminent carrier of the
cultural heritage and evolving ethno-religious consciousness in Russia.
The Tatar overlords did not intervene in the internal affairs of the
Church and it was actually able to conduct some impressive missionary
work to the north and east of the Russian heartlands. This era of Tatar
suzerainty witnessed the military feats of the Russian warrior-prince
saints St Alexander Nevsky and St Dmitri Donskoi, but the Russian
Church, especially in the early stages of the era, remained generally pa-
cific, in line with the prevalent Byzantine clerical attitudes in this period.
It did not develop either the rhetoric or the approach of religious or holy
war. In actual fact, most of Alexander Nevsky’s major campaigns were
directed against his Swedish, German and Lithuanian adversaries, while
seeking peace and compromise with the Tatars. The Russian Church
could on occasions promote non-resistance to the Tatars; however, be-
fore the great Russian–Tatar Battle of Kulikovo, Prince Dimitry Donskoi
reportedly asked for the blessing of Russia’s paradigmatic national saint,
St Sergius of Radonezh (c.1314–1392), who not only encouraged him
to ‘‘fight with faith’’ against the ‘‘heathen’’ with God on his side, but al-
lowed two monks to fight in the Russian army.53 Extolled as ‘‘the Builder
of Russia’’ and as a close ally of the Grand Princes of Moscow, St Sergius
of Radonezh was thus directly associated with the expansion of the prin-
cipality and its reconquest designs and moves against the Mongols, not
only in the actual political and military spheres but also in Russian na-
tional memory. As the Russian empire began to expand after the end of
the Tatar dominion, certain later Russian campaigns, such as some of
those conducted under Ivan the Terrible, were accompanied by height-
ened religious rhetoric, but they certainly cannot be qualified as religious
wars – they were part of Russian imperial military expansionism.54

Generally, in the Russian post-Byzantine Christian worldview, ‘‘holy
wars’’ to recover Constantinople for Orthodox Christendom would have
seemed largely unnecessary. The ‘‘Second Rome’’ had been punished for
its sins, and since its fall to the infidel it was Moscow, the ‘‘Third Rome’’,
that, guided by the Holy Spirit, was entrusted to be the sole legitimate
defender as well as the bastion of Orthodoxy. However, post-Byzantine
Greek religious influence was reintroduced during the reign of Tsar
Alexis I (1645–1676), himself known by the nickname ‘‘the most peace-
ful’’, through the divisive reforms of Patriarch Nikon, which aimed to
harmonize Russian service books with contemporary Greek ones and
ultimately provoked a schism within Russian Orthodoxy. With Greek in-
fluence back in fashion, some religious rhetoric from this period con-
jures up visions of the future deliverance of all Orthodox Christians
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from Ottoman subjugation by Tsar Alexis, ceremonially proclaimed by
him in the re-consecrated Hagia Sophia in Constantinople in the pres-
ence of all five Eastern Orthodox patriarchs. This visionary convergence
of the contemporary Orthodox sacred autocracy and its highest spiritual
authority culminated in the celebration of the Eucharist for the first time
since the fall of Constantinople in 1453.

Russian secular and religious concepts of just war began to crystallize
early in the history of Orthodox Russia. Defensive war was seen as rule
justified, as were military conflicts aimed at regaining territories unjustly
lost to an invader – they could be seen accordingly as wars of libera-
tion.55 These notions of just war were intertwined with the belief in the
inviolability of frontiers and war as the judgement of God. Thus the
power of the Cross may be invoked to give victory to those whose war
cause is just and to punish those who commit unjust military aggression.
But, as elsewhere in the Orthodox world, these concepts were not sys-
tematically developed even in the period when Russian military thinking
came under strong Western influence after the reforms of Peter the
Great (1682–1725), which is clearly demonstrated by the first original
Russian tract on international law written during his reign by the promi-
nent diplomat Baron Petr Shafirov.56

Increasing Russian military involvement in Europe during the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries did not lead to any further major devel-
opments in Russian military thought of conceptual guidelines related to
casus belli motives that could lead to military conflicts and to jus in bello
means for conducting warfare. Napoleon’s invasion of Russia in 1812 for-
tified Russian belief in the defence of the homeland as the highest form
of just war and the ultimate patriotic duty. St Filaret, metropolitan of
Moscow (1782–1867), made some interesting orations dwelling on the
reasons for the Russian success, asserting that those who die for the faith
and fatherland will be awarded with life and a crown in heaven and thus
sanctifying patriotic armed defence.

The Russian Church’s involvement in the wide-ranging Russian mili-
tary campaigns in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was predomi-
nantly focused on performing the standard Orthodox military religious
services. State control of the Church after Peter the Great’s reign had
obvious demoralizing effects on traditional Russian Orthodoxy. How-
ever, as the carrier of the established faith of the empire, the exten-
sive missionary projects and operations of the Church, inspired by its
self-entrusted mission to accomplish the Christianization of Asia, profited
from Russian imperial expansionism. During these missionary campaigns
and the establishment of its ecclesiastical structures in the newly con-
quered lands, the Russian Church inevitably became engaged in religious
controversies and conflicts with local Muslim clerical and political elites,
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especially in the Volga-Kama region (modern-day Tatarstan), related
mainly to Russian policies of Christianization in these areas. But such
predictable confrontations did not lead to warlike religious rhetoric or a
call for religious wars coming from within the mainstream of the Church.

The forceful rhetoric of Emperor Alexander I (1801–1825) during the
confrontations with Napoleon in 1807 and 1812, castigating him as an en-
emy of the Orthodox faith, needs to be seen in the context of the religio-
political climate in Europe and Russia during and after the French
Revolution and the Napoleonic wars. In an atmosphere permeated with
fears and trepidation about perceived increasing threats, not only to the
European Old Order but to European Christianity (which led to the
formation of the Holly Alliance in 1815), Alexander’s increasing use of
dramatic Christian rhetoric derived from his own belief that he had a di-
vine mission as a defender of Christendom in general, as well as from the
startling impact on the emperor of prophecy-oriented figures from con-
temporary European mystical pietism. This evangelical pietist dimension
of Alexander’s Christian worldview makes him an unlikely candidate for
the role of a leader of an Orthodox ‘‘crusade’’ against the Ottoman em-
pire sometimes ascribed to him, especially since Russian support for the
Greek Revolution of 1821–1829 was initially non-existent and came only
after Great Britain and France had already interfered on the side of the
Greek rebels.

The treaty that followed the Ottoman defeat during the Russo-
Ottoman War of 1768–1774 contained clauses that were seen in Russia
as granting the Russian empire a mandate to protect the rights of Eastern
Orthodox Christians within the Ottoman realm. These clauses were used
constantly by Russia to intervene through diplomatic pressure or mili-
tarily in the turbulent processes that led to the formation of the post-
Ottoman nation-states in South-Eastern Europe. The rise of European
pan-Slavism and the Russian Slavophile movement in the nineteenth cen-
tury made the aspirations for ‘‘liberation’’ of the various Slavonic peoples
under foreign domination a popular and emotional topic in Russia. De-
bates and speculation on the ethics of war, justifiable rationales for re-
sorting to violence and the Orthodox understanding of peace were rife
in religiously oriented Russian cultural milieus in the nineteenth century,
from the various doctrines and stances within the Slavophile movement
to the influential pacifism of Lev Tolstoy or Vladimir Solovyov’s literary
rationalization of the Christian just tradition.57 Whereas the Russian Sla-
vophile movement had its liberal representatives, other trends considered
the Russian version of ‘‘Byzantinism’’ as a religio-political antidote to
what was seen as contemporary Western decadence and decline. More
extreme Slavophile trends developed a Slavophile Orthodox messianism
in which the Slavonic peoples were viewed as custodians of an authentic
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unpolluted Christianity and thus entrusted with a messianic role among
the progressively degenerating European nations. Militant versions of
this messianic Slavophilism, such as those developed by the polymath
Nikolay Danilevsky (1822–1885), aspired to the unification of all the
Slavonic Orthodox world in a realm ruled benignly by an Orthodox
emperor residing in the old, re-conquered capital of Orthodox Christen-
dom, Constantinople. It is still debatable how influential militant Slavo-
phile doctrines were in shaping elements of Russian imperial ideology
during the reigns of Alexander III (1881–1894) and Nicholas II (1894–
1917). Opinions also vary as to whether the Russo-Ottoman War of
1877–1878 represented the martial peak of militant Slavophilism or
whether its primary motive derived from Russia’s old geopolitical goals
of achieving access to the Dardanelles and the Mediterranean.

Orthodox churches in the East European nation-states and under
Communism

Ultimately, the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877–1878 led to the Ottoman
recognition of the full independence of Romania, Serbia and Montene-
gro and the autonomy of a Principality of Bulgaria. Inevitably, both in
Russia and in the newly formed nation-states, this war was seen as a just
war fought for the liberation and independence of the Orthodox Chris-
tian peoples, a jus ad bellum that was to be used by the new Balkan states
in their forthcoming joint military aggression against the Ottoman empire
in 1912. The Balkan allies of the first (anti-Ottoman) Balkan War of 1912
invariably viewed the war as a culmination of their struggle to achieve
their respective ‘‘great’’ national ideas. Some of the subsequent disagree-
ments and conflicts between them resulted from the fact that the ecclesi-
astical boundaries of the various churches’ dioceses in the Ottoman period
were different from the newly established and changing state borders.
The role of some of the local churchmen, for instance, in the occasionally
violent Greco-Bulgarian conflicts over the jurisdiction of Orthodox sanc-
tuaries in Macedonia in the early twentieth century is one such symptom
of the adoption of secular and nationalist agendas by Orthodox churches,
leading in this case to bitter infighting.

The ecclesiastical, political and national spheres in the Orthodox world
in South-Eastern Europe continued to merge and interact profoundly
and unpredictably in the tense period preceding World War I. Not only
did the various Orthodox churches provide the key elements of the re-
inforced national identities of their people, but individual churchmen also
took an active part in the political and even military struggles marking
the protracted and frequently brutal dismemberment of the Ottoman em-
pire. Inevitably they became and were to remain a crucial political force
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in the new, predominantly Orthodox, states – a Bulgarian bishop, for ex-
ample, served twice as prime minister during the first 10 years following
the establishment of the autonomous Principality of Bulgaria. But the
Orthodox churches in these new nation-states were also subjected to con-
stant secular interference, as government after government sought to ex-
ploit their influence and use them as a political tool, whether in internal
or external state affairs.

Given the Balkan anti-Ottoman allies’ just war rhetoric during the first
Balkan War of 1912, a brief comparative analysis of the role of the vari-
ous churches in the mobilization of public support for the war and the
use of religious themes for its legitimization would have been extremely
useful for the purpose of this chapter. Unfortunately, the religious di-
mension of this war is yet another unexplored chapter in the history of
modern Orthodox churches’ attitudes to warfare with non-Christian ad-
versaries. Fortunately, the views and pronouncements of one of the
most vocal churchmen and theologians of twentieth-century Balkan Or-
thodoxy, Bishop Nikolai Velimirović (1881–1956), on this war and on Is-
lam in general are well known, accessible in the West and thus difficult to
ignore.

Canonized as a saint of the Serbian Orthodox Church in 2003, Bishop
Velimirović exercised substantial influence on twentieth-century Serbian
Orthodox religious thought – he is often considered the greatest Serbian
Orthodox theologian of the century and is praised by his adherents as
Serbia’s ‘‘New Chrysostom’’. His views (as well as those of his ‘‘school’’)
can be seen as representative of the attitudes of very influential currents
in the Serbian Orthodox Church during the interwar period and they
enjoyed a far-reaching revival from the 1980s onwards, thus providing a
useful basis for a brief case-study analysis.

In the tense period between the Balkan Wars and World War I,
Bishop Velimirović published a book in which he resorted to an uncom-
promising ‘‘crusading’’ rhetoric to depict the Balkan anti-Ottoman war as
the last stage of the earlier Crusades against Islam. He solemnly pro-
claimed that this Balkan Orthodox military effort was backed by Christ
and culminated in victory despite the pro-Ottoman stance of the Euro-
pean Christian ‘‘pharisaic’’ powers.58 In subsequent books published
shortly afterwards in England (the first of them with a preface by the
Archbishop of Canterbury), Bishop Velimirović kept his views and rhet-
oric similarly clear-cut and explicit: at the Battle of Kosovo in 1389, Ser-
bian armies fought ‘‘for Cross and Freedom against Islam rushing over
Europe’’.59 He offered his own reading of the historical trajectory of the
crusading movement. After passing through dramatic stages in Palestine,
Spain and Russia, the Crusades of Christianity against Islam and its
imperialism continue to this day and their most dramatic acts occurred
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in the Balkans and especially in Serbia.60 Throughout this epic battle,
Serbian political and military leaders served Christ as defenders of the
Orthodox faith and ‘‘cross-bearing warriors against the infidels’’.61

Velimirović’s religio-national ideology certainly lays great emphasis on
the covenantal mythology that has evolved in Serbian Orthodox readings
of the religious and spiritual dimensions of the Battle of Kosovo, which
have some obvious links to earlier Byzantine apocalypticism and mes-
sianism. His own elaborations of this covenantal mythology led to a sanc-
tification of the nation and its army. He saw the ultimate Serbian
Orthodox ideal as aspiring towards a holy nation, holy church, holy dy-
nasty and holy army – the holy army envisaged as defending the sacro-
sanctity of Christendom surrounded by a halo of sacredness.62 One can
also detect in this series of statements a new version of militant Slavo-
phile ideology, which has now evolved into a national messianism,63
manifested on occasions in the guise of ‘‘crusading’’ Orthodoxy. This na-
tional messianic ideology is articulated not in the abstract context of the
rise and fall of civilizations (popular with Russian Slavophiles) but in the
framework of a vision of an ongoing Orthodox Christian religious war
against its perceived hereditary enemy – Islam.

The convergence of this updated Orthodox Christian warrior ethos
with a warlike national ideology led Bishop Velimirović to a reassess-
ment of the phenomenon of war, which he saw as the basis of art, human
virtue and ability.64 This represents a radical shift indeed from the funda-
mental Eastern Orthodox ecclesiastical approaches to war in the patristic
and Byzantine period, when even a lay military strategist felt compelled
to concede in his manual on the practice and tactics of warfare that it is
the ‘‘worst of all evils’’.65 It is worth mentioning in this context the decla-
ration by the Serbian Orthodox Patriarch Gavrilo V Dožić-Medenica
(1938–1950) in March 1941 in support of the military coup d’état against
the regent of the kingdom, which poignantly blends epic warlike imagery
with ‘‘just war’’ notions that ultimately ascribe to the war effort a religio-
historic salvific quality.66

Apart from his crusading stance on Islam, Bishop Velimirović ex-
pounded strongly anti-Catholic and anti-ecumenical views that were also
influential trends in the mainstream Serbian Orthodox Church in the in-
terwar Yugoslav Kingdom. The Serbian Orthodox Church was thus ill
equipped to develop a much needed inter-confessional dialogue in the
multi-confessional kingdom with its competing identities when the Cath-
olic Church in Croatia also began to undergo a process of ethnicization.
The increasingly bitter conflict between the Orthodox and Catholic cleri-
cal elites in 1937–1939 was to lead to a virtual ‘‘mobilization’’ of the two
churches in the prewar period and aggravated further the religious di-
mension of the Yugoslav civil war fought along religious/ethnic lines in
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Axis-occupied Yugoslavia between 1941 and 1945. The severe blows that
the Serbian Orthodox Church suffered in this period – a heavily depleted
Church hierarchy and substantial destruction of Orthodox cult archi-
tecture in the western Balkans – contributed to the intensification and
perpetuation of its general self-perception as a ‘‘suffering church’’ (a
standard notion in Balkan Orthodoxy inherited from the Ottoman period),
in dire need of securing its self-defence and survival in the region.

Paradoxically, World War II was to bring about a reinstatement of the
Russian Orthodox Church after several cycles of massive Soviet repres-
sion of the Church, which began as early as the Russian civil war of
1918–1921 and progressively intensified in the 1920s and 1930s. In a suc-
cessful attempt to boost national support and mobilization for the war ef-
fort against Nazi Germany as a just defensive war, Stalin revived the
Russian Church and allowed a patriarchal election to be held in 1943.
Earlier, during the Russian civil war, despite his various pronouncements
and protests against the Bolsheviks, the Russian patriarch, Tikhon
(1918–1925), did not officially ‘‘sanctify’’ the anti-Bolshevik war effort of
the White Army, although a number of priests collaborated with it and
were eventually executed by the Red Army and the Soviet authorities.
Significantly, in one of his letters to the Bolshevik Council of People’s
Commissars in 1918, the patriarch accused them of ordering soldiers to
abandon the battlefields and the defence of the motherland, extinguish-
ing in their conscience the precept in John 15:13, ‘‘No one has greater
love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends’’.67 The letter was
written in the aftermath of the already collapsing Treaty of Brest Litovsk,
whose terms were seen in Russia as humiliating and unfair. Accusing
the Bolsheviks of sacrificing Russia’s national interests for an unjust
peace, the patriarch affirmed an Orthodox version of the just war tradi-
tion (national self-defence), using the same scriptural legitimization as St
Constantine-Cyril the Philosopher in the ninth century. During the early
cycles of Soviet anti-religious persecution the patriarch preached non-
violent resistance to the suppression of Church institutions, hierarchy
and religious life, repeatedly exhorting the faithful to abstain from ven-
geance and bloodshed, condemning anti-Jewish pogroms and pleading
with the Bolshevik authorities to halt the cycle of bloodshed and destruc-
tion.68 The patriarch condemned civil war as the worst kind of fratricidal
violence.

During the same period, interesting debates developed in the émigré
Russian Orthodox Church outside Russia between some bishops who
strove to preach a kind of ‘‘crusade’’ against Godless Communism in
Russia and those who argued that the Russian Orthodox response to
Communism should be non-violent resistance and work on spiritual re-
newal. In 1929, the émigré metropolitan Anthony Khrapovitsky issued
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an epistle ‘‘To the Orthodox Population of the Far East’’, in which he
argued more or less for a war against the ‘‘enemies of the Church’’. An
essay entitled ‘‘The Sanctity of Military Endeavour’’, which appeared in
a Russian publication in Paris in 1929,69 is symptomatic of some of the
attitudes to the Christian military ethos and war effort that enjoyed cur-
rency in some Russian émigré circles. The text eulogizes the historical
and spiritual record of the Orthodox ‘‘Christ-loving army’’, its ‘‘cross-
bearing spirit’’ and the ‘‘Christ-bearing and Christ-loving military en-
deavours’’ through which it defended the Church and the ‘‘Christian
Fatherland’’ by the sword. Proceeding with the theme of military martyr-
dom and sainthood, the text proclaims that it was on account of these
military struggles for the Holy Church and the Kingdom of God on Earth
that emperors, nobles, military leaders and soldiers have been accepted
into the host of Orthodox saints. In 1925, the Russian émigré religious
and political philosopher Ivan Il’in (1883–1954) – often seen as belonging
largely to the tradition of Slavophile thought – published On Resistance
of Evil by Force,70 in which he reaffirmed the necessity of war but ques-
tioned whether it can ever be defined as ‘‘just’’. The book provoked in-
tense reactions and disputes in Russian émigré lay and clerical circles,71
which have obvious relevance to the current debates on the histori-
cal constraints on the tradition of the justifiability of war in Eastern
Orthodoxy.

The establishment of Communist regimes in Eastern Europe after
World War II led to the institution of comparable patterns of initial op-
pression and persecution of the Orthodox churches in the various coun-
tries, followed by measures to secure their political subordination and
subservience to the state. This new model of Church–state relations in-
evitably produced different variants of the immensely increased and usu-
ally hostile state control over Church institutions and differing patterns
of passive and non-violent resistance to this aggressive and continuous
secular interference at the various levels of the Church hierarchy.

After the first stages of anti-Church repression, Communist govern-
ments became aware of the potential of using the national Orthodox
churches as a tool of their foreign policy through the existing ecclesiasti-
cal network of international Orthodoxy. The participation of these
Orthodox churches in international ecclesiastical and lay peace initiatives
during the Cold War period was largely supervised and controlled by the
various governments. The Soviet efforts to use the Moscow patriarchate
in this manner were particularly blatant and tensions and conflicts often
arose between the patriarchates functioning within the sphere of the
Eastern bloc, on the one hand, and the ancient ‘‘Eastern’’ patriarchates,
as well as the Orthodox churches operating in non-Communist countries
such as Greece and Cyprus, on the other.
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Whereas Orthodox churches in the Communist countries were sub-
jected to all these political and ideological pressures, the Orthodox
Church in Cyprus continued to play a high-profile role in the political
life of the state – a legacy of the ethnarch status of its archbishop in the
Ottoman period, with its combination of civil and religious leadership du-
ties. This inevitably brought the Church onto the centre stage of political
and military developments on the island. In 1931, for instance, some of
the Orthodox bishops took part in the organization of a riot against
the heavy-handed British rule of the island. The election of Archbishop
Makarios III in 1960 as president of the new Republic of Cyprus was
another symptom of the interweaving of the ecclesiastical and political
sphere in Cyprus, which in this case involved also dealing with the com-
plex military political conditions provoked by the ‘‘Ecclesiastical Coup’’
of 1972 against Makarios, the military coup against him in 1974 (organ-
ized by the Greek military government) and the subsequent Turkish in-
vasion of Cyprus. Such events showed that a modern Orthodox Church
can embark politically on a direct collision course with state and mili-
tary authorities when they encroach on the democratic process of state-
building and its values.

The Yugoslav wars and Orthodoxy

The collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe in 1989 seemed to mark
the beginning of a new period for the revitalization of Eastern Orthodoxy
and the restoration of its traditional place in the social and religious life
of the region. The military conflicts in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo
in the 1990s, however, again put to the sternest possible test the model
of state–Church relations established in the post-Ottoman Balkan nation-
states and its implications for modern Eastern Orthodox approaches to
warfare as well as its means and limits in multi-confessional and multi-
ethnic regions and/or countries.

Initially, the state–Church model in socialist Yugoslavia after World
War II was similar to the model in the East European countries. The tri-
als of clerics and religious leaders for their actual or alleged collaboration
with the Axis occupiers, extreme nationalists, etc. actually exceeded
those in neighbouring Communist countries, which also reflects the na-
ture of the inter-religious/ethnic conflicts in wartime Yugoslavia.

This model was altered in the 1950s and the 1960s following Tito’s rift
with Stalin and the Soviet Union in 1948. Religious organizations in Yu-
goslavia were able to take advantage of the various processes of liberal-
ization in Yugoslavia, from the economic to the ideological spheres.
In the 1960s, inter-faith dialogue between the Serbian Orthodox Church
and the Catholic episcopate in Croatia made some, if uneven, progress;
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both churches took part, again intermittently, in international ecumenical
initiatives and meetings.

By the end of the 1980s, however, it was becoming increasingly appar-
ent that relations between the Serbian Orthodox and Croat Catholic
elites were deteriorating and approaching a crisis not dissimilar from the
one in the late 1930s that preceded the inter-religious military conflicts in
World War II Yugoslavia. It was also becoming increasingly clear that
Orthodox and Catholic religious history, symbolism and practices were
being subjected to a process of ‘‘nationalization’’ and politicization in
the speedy formation of new national ideologies for the two commun-
ities. Elements of a similar process, but which began much later and was
much less wide-ranging and influential as well as following a different
socio-religious dynamic, could be observed in some circles of the Islamic
community in Bosnia-Herzegovina. The impression that Orthodox and
Catholic clerical circles were prepared to allow their religious institutions
to be politically instrumentalized and used as an extension of the secular
military sphere in an actual war situation was confirmed in the first polit-
ical and military conflicts that triggered the disintegration of Yugoslavia
in the 1990s. The obvious and multifaceted religious dimension of these
conflicts has attracted much scholarly and general attention and many of
its aspects are still under investigation.72

The accumulating evidence and critical analysis of the wartime post-
Yugoslav national ideologies of the 1990s have led historians to apply
terms such as ‘‘religious nationalism’’ or ‘‘ethno-clericalism’’ to define
the processes that developed in some major spheres of Serbian Orthodox
and Croat Catholic clerical and religiously oriented cultural circles in the
1980s and 1990s. In the case of Serbian Orthodox culture, the use of
some of its traditional religious iconography and hagiography of principal
national saints or religio-national pilgrimage rituals such as the Kosovo
gatherings for the mobilization of what was viewed as a just national
cause and the subsequent war effort is abundantly in evidence. What has
become a focus of investigation and debate is whether the militarization
of this Serbian Orthodox heritage was largely the outcome of its mis-
appropriation by opportunist nationalist politicians and military leaders
or did the Church or individual churchmen encourage this process?

The prominence of religious elements in the legitimization of Serbian
war efforts and operations during the wars of the 1990s is clearly not suf-
ficient to implicate the Church as an active conduit of this process. As in
the case of other Balkan Orthodox nations, religious constructs played a
central role in the formation of Serbian national identity and these could
be invoked spontaneously in times of crises and conflicts. Furthermore,
on one level the upper hierarchy of the Serbian Orthodox Church took
part in regional and international religious initiatives and meetings for
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peace and reconciliation during and after the Yugoslav wars of succes-
sion.73 A number of observers, however, have questioned the sincerity
of the Serbian Orthodox clerical elite’s participation in such initiatives,
pointing to cases in which senior Serbian Orthodox clerics publicly called
for campaigns of military vengeance for World War II crimes against
Orthodox Serbdom, endeavoured to provide religio-political justification
for the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina74 or tried to use peace negotiations
and agreements for narrow ecclesiastical or political reasons (including
discussions of state and diocese borders).75 Questions have been asked,
especially in Serbia, about whether senior Orthodox clerics who became
public figures in the 1990s used the build-up to and advance of the mili-
tary conflicts to reclaim the political and social role of the Church in Ser-
bia, which was strongly curbed in Tito’s Yugoslavia.

Both Patriarch Pavle and some senior Christian clerics (Catholic and
Orthodox) in postwar Bosnia-Herzegovina tried to minimize the partici-
pation of religious institutions in the military conflict in the region, argu-
ing that religious symbolism and discourse had been hijacked by all the
warring parties to strengthen and legitimize their war propaganda. There
is substantial evidence, however, that since the 1980s senior Serbian
Orthodox clerics and institutions have played a major role in the reinven-
tion of a religious national ideology grounded in intense Christian milita-
ristic imagery and focused on the potent themes of heroic self-sacrifice as
personal and national redemption (as developed in the Kosovo covenan-
tal mythology). This ultimately created an environment in which organ-
ized violence could be justifiable and even recommendable as the only
possible self-defence strategy for a perpetually beleaguered Christian
Orthodox nation and Church. It was this intensely emotional and aggres-
sive religious rhetoric and imagery that entered the spheres of mass
media and mass politics (as well as, on occasions, Church media) rather
than the warning statements and views of Serbian liberal clerical figures
and religiously inclined cultural circles. During the armed conflicts this
religious rhetoric and symbolism was thoroughly militarized on all levels,
with the active participation of members of the higher and lower clergy,
from the use of traditional Orthodox insignia to allusions to Old and New
Testament passages to validate what was seen as a crucial martial stage of
national messianism in a time of fateful inter-religious confrontation.

The notion of Orthodox Serbdom as the avant-garde defender of
European Christendom from militant and expansive Islam, with its obvi-
ous ‘‘neo-crusading’’ overtones, enjoyed an understandable currency in
lay military and clerical circles. The resultant development of traditional
militarist Christian discourse, such as the ‘‘sacred’’ nature of the fight
against an ‘‘infidel’’ enemy of the faith, led some senior ecclesiastics to
heroicize (and even, on occasions, to sanctify) the war effort and some
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of its protagonists to the extent that paramilitary leaders could perceive
Patriarch Pavle as their supreme commander.76 Some of these processes
were further deepened by analogous developments in Croat wartime
religio-national ideology and to a degree and somewhat later in some
Bosnian Muslim ideological currents that sought to religionize the war
effort. The simultaneous revival of the influence of Bishop Velimirović
and his adherents in the Church, which was to culminate in his eventual
canonization, meant also a revival of his militant anti-ecumenical, anti-
Catholic and neo-crusading anti-Islamic discourse at all levels of the
Church hierarchy.

Finally, the legacy of the wartime years and the Church’s stance on the
inter-religious conflicts has crucial implications for its current highly vis-
ible quest for a stronger political role in the new state–Church model that
is evolving in the postwar years. In the unfolding debates on this process,
Serbian liberal clerical and lay circles have expressed strong fears that
senior churchmen continue to promote their vision of a politicized and
exclusivist Orthodoxy, accompanied by reaffirmations of the tenets of
the latest wartime religio-national ideology and elements of a rudimen-
tary but growing ‘‘Orthodox fundamentalism’’.77

The role of senior Serbian Orthodox clerics in the politico-military in-
strumentalization of Orthodoxy during the Yugoslav military conflicts
also explains the lack of a critical or any response by the higher echelons
of the Serbian Orthodox Church to the methods of conducting war by
Serbian regular army and paramilitary units throughout the conflicts,
which repeatedly breached the codes of war established in the Geneva
Conventions and which received wide-ranging international coverage
and condemnation. But this ecclesiastical ‘‘indifference’’ to jus in bello
norms during the Yugoslav wars of succession can be also related to
the greater problem of the development of modern Eastern Orthodox
stances on legitimate and illegitimate means of warfare, proportionality
and discrimination, which lately have been the focus of growing interna-
tional political, scholarly and inter-religious attention and debates.

As already indicated, even during the heyday of the Byzantine imperial
era, on the whole the Eastern Orthodox tradition did not find it necessary
to elaborate more systematic theories for the religious and philosophical
justification of warfare and jus in bello regulations; the latter, as set out in
Byzantine military treatises, largely reproduce inherited models from the
Hellenistic and Roman antiquity. Jus in bello issues have received only
occasional and cursory treatments in the later Russian just war tradition,
a deficiency that certainly can be blamed to some extent for the absence
of proportionality and discrimination that can frequently be observed in
Russian combat practices.78 The lack of a more detailed and systematic
consideration of the jus in bello norms in modern Eastern Orthodox
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thought concerning the use of force and its limits, as well as its relevance
to combat methods during military conflicts involving states or parties
of the modern Eastern Orthodox world, deserves separate scrutiny. A
major question to be addressed in this scrutiny should be how modern
Eastern Orthodox thought can bridge the growing gap between its pre-
dominantly pacific legacy and the actual reality and conduct of modern
warfare, especially when a warring party seeks an ‘‘Orthodox’’ legitimiza-
tion of its war effort, as in the case of the Yugoslav wars of the 1990s.

Contemporary challenges

The Yugoslav military conflicts posed some obvious challenges, not to
say theological and ethical crises of conscience, to international Ortho-
doxy, with its different Orthodox churches and patriarchates, which were
also affected by their existing and increasing contacts with institutions re-
lated to the implementation of the League of Nations Covenant, the
United Nations Charter, and so on. The Ecumenical patriarchates re-
sponded with the organization of a series of conferences and meetings
that condemned aggressive nationalism and its exploitation to stir up
inter-ethnic and inter-religious conflicts.79 In effect, the Ecumenical
patriarchate reiterated some of its earlier positions on religious national-
ism and its dangers, referring also to more general issues in the ethics of
war: the justification of humanitarian intervention, ethnic cleansing, nu-
clear weapons, etc. Both the Russian and the Greek Orthodox churches
took part in regional and international peace-making initiatives and
meetings during the armed conflicts, and in April 2004 the Russian patri-
arch, Alexei II, made a well-publicized visit to Belgrade during NATO’s
bombing campaign against Serbia and made a public peace appeal that
also called for a peaceful reversal of the Serbian regime’s policies in
Kosovo. At the same time, some Russian and Greek Orthodox clerics
sought to heroicize the Serbian war effort and its military/paramilitary
leaders, or indulged (in the Russian case, in clerical circles associated
with neo-Slavophilism) in anti-ecumenical and occidentophobic state-
ments and discourse. These Greek and Russian clerical attempts at pan-
Orthodox ‘‘solidarity’’ did little to support (and actually further isolated)
the liberal circles and voices in the Serbian Orthodox Church.

The role of the Serbian Orthodox Church in the Yugoslav military con-
flicts provoked wide-ranging reactions in international Orthodox theolo-
gical circles. As early as 1991, Paris-based Orthodox theologians accused
Serbian Orthodox dignitaries of taking part (if unwittingly) in the re-
gime’s intensifying campaign to stir up inter-ethic hatred.80 In 1995, the
pacific Orthodox Peace Fellowship sent a written protest to Patriarch
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Pavle that a service for the blessing of weapons in a Serbian edition of
the Book of Needs published in Kosovo in 1993 was being used in fratri-
cidal war.81 During a meeting of the Executive Committee of the World
Council of Churches in Bucharest in September 1994, the patriarch of
Alexandria, the pope/patriarch of the Coptic Orthodox Church and the
patriarch of the Romanian Orthodox Church issued a peace appeal (in
view of the military conflict in Bosnia-Herzegovina) in which they called
for an urgent inter-faith dialogue with Islam and condemned the political
expropriation of religious traditions on the basis of militaristic nationalis-
tic agendas.82

Serbian Orthodox clerical approaches to the Yugoslav wars in the
1990s had implications beyond these military conflicts in the general con-
text of contemporary Christian doctrines on the ethics of war. Accord-
ingly the World Council of Churches and the ecumenical movements
often adopted critical stances towards the Serbian Orthodox Church in
this period. Consequently, the Syndesmos Declaration by the participants
in a ‘‘War and Peace in Europe’’ seminar, hosted by the Archdiocese of
Crete in 1994, appealed for inter-Orthodox solidarity in peace-making
efforts but also strongly criticized what they saw as a prejudicial bias of
the World Council of Churches against the Serbian Orthodox Church.83

These meetings, initiatives, statements and appeals made the debate on
contemporary challenges to Eastern Orthodox views on war and peace
an important theme in current theological and church history studies. In
2003, the Ecumenical patriarch of Constantinople, Bartholomew I, em-
phatically reiterated the traditional Eastern Orthodox patristic and By-
zantine clerical precepts on warfare, declaring that in only a few specific
instances could the Orthodox Church ‘‘forgive armed defense against op-
pression and violence’’.84 After a decade of redefining its new models of
relations with the state and indeed the military, in 2000 the Jubilee Coun-
cil of Russian Bishops issued an extremely important statement of faith.85
This contains a section on ‘‘War and Peace’’ that advances a rare exposi-
tion of a more systematic Orthodox treatment of the Christian just war
tradition.86 An earlier section of the statement, ‘‘Church and Nation’’,
alludes to cases in which national saints and churchmen have blessed de-
fensive wars against invaders, including St Filaret of Moscow’s declara-
tion that defenders of the faith and fatherland will gain heavenly life and
crowns.87

The section on the Orthodox teaching of ‘‘War and Peace’’ begins with
an explicit restatement of the traditional Orthodox view of war as uncon-
ditionally evil, caused by fratricidal hatred and human abuse of God-
given freedom. But then the statement identifies the cases in which war,
although evil and undesirable, is necessary: national self-defence, defence
of neighbours and ‘‘restoration of trampled justice’’ (a near-secular for-
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mulation that could easily provide rather wide-ranging options for the
justification of warfare). To justify the resort to war in these instances,
the statement reproduces the whole episode from the Vita of St Constan-
tine-Cyril the Philosopher (as quoted above) and thus, like the ‘‘Apostle
of the Slavs’’ and Patriarch Tikhon in 1918, bases its just war doctrine on
John 15:13. This is given as a reason for the high respect of the Church
for the Christian virtues of soldiers who follow the precepts of such a
just war and rewards them by canonizing them as saints. Matthew 26:52
(‘‘They that take the sword shall perish by the sword’’) is also used as a
scriptural basis for this just war formulation, asserting that it should be
impossible to serve one’s country ‘‘by immoral means’’. Then the state-
ment makes the important step of reproducing in detail the traditional
jus ad bellum and jus in bello conditions of the Western Christian just
war tradition, as based on St Augustine’s teachings. Significantly, the
document tries to redefine some of these conditions, using scriptural
references to Sirach 8:8, 1 John 2:16 and Romans 12:21–22 to character-
ize the Orthodox teachings concerning jus in bello norms – a topic that,
as already indicated, largely does not receive detailed attention in East-
ern Orthodox thinking on justifiable warfare. The document articulates
further the Russian Church’s special concern for the Christian education
of the military and the tasks of military chaplains. The ‘‘War and Peace’’
section concludes with a lengthy exposition of Eastern Orthodox con-
ceptions of peace and ends by proclaiming the Russian Church’s com-
mitment to peace-making at national and international levels and its
dedication to opposing any propaganda of war and violence.

It is difficult to overestimate the importance of this statement of faith
for identifying the currently increasing religious, social and even political
roles of the Russian Church in post-Soviet Russia. It has even been pro-
posed that the document could be adopted as a basis for the state’s reli-
gious policies. In the 1990s, the Russian Church had been involved in
peace-making efforts such as Patriarch Alexei’s forceful Moscow peace
appeal during the Russian constitutional crisis in early October 1993
when Russia was on the brink of civil war, or the Russian Church’s initia-
tive to bring together the heads of the religious communities of Azer-
baijan and Armenia for peace-rebuilding talks during their military
confrontation in the same year.88 At the same time, the Russian Church’s
clearly articulated doctrine of just war must be viewed in the framework of
the visibly strengthening relations between the Church and the military
and the various manifestations of this process (including some changes
in the stances of Russian churchmen towards the war in Chechnya).89
Finally, given the impact of neo-Slavophilism and/or anti-ecumenical
and anti-Catholic discourse and campaigns in certain Russian clerical
circles (related to issues such as relations between Orthodox and Uniate
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communities in Ukraine), it is certainly significant that the official state-
ment of this doctrine has incorporated Western Christian just war notions
in a non-polemical context.

These current reaffirmations and reformulations of Eastern Orthodox
stances on warfare have interesting implications for the application of
Bainton’s trichotomy of historical Christian attitudes to warfare (pacifism,
just war and Crusade) to pre-modern and modern Eastern Orthodoxy.
Whereas the third component in Bainton’s trichotomy (Crusade) is largely
absent from pre-modern Eastern Orthodox approaches to warfare, the
formation of religio-national ideologies in Orthodox Eastern Europe in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries has led to the emergence of what
can be only defined as elements of ‘‘crusading’’ (or neo-crusading) dis-
course in some of their versions. Throughout this turbulent period the
historically prevalent pacific Eastern Orthodox ecclesiastical stance has
remained as influential as ever in higher-ranking Orthodox clerical circles
and ‘‘normative’’ Orthodox theology. It has been recently categorically
reiterated by Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew and a number of senior
Orthodox ecclesiastics and in statements issued at official Orthodox
meetings. At the same time, the Russian Church has attempted to sys-
tematize a new version of the Orthodox just war tradition (including
scripture-based reformulations of jus in bello norms), which previously
had been articulated in a fragmentary and inconsistent way.

There is little doubt that the successive military conflicts since the
1990s, both in the former Yugoslavia and in the Near East, have com-
pelled Orthodox hierarchs and synods as well as Orthodox theologians
and Church historians to address more systematically the theological
and moral problems related to the justifiability and desirability of mod-
ern warfare – both within the Orthodox tradition and in Christianity in
general. The religio-historical model proposed in 2003 by Alexander
Webster symptomatically aims to revise the traditional thesis of a histori-
cal predominance of pacific and pacifistic attitudes in Eastern Orthodoxy.
Webster’s alternative model instead reconstructs an unbroken and coher-
ent Eastern Orthodox justifiable war tradition from the patristic period
onwards, recognizing war as a ‘‘lesser good’’ rather than a necessary evil
and adhering to a ‘‘teleology of justice’’.90 Webster’s reconstruction also
includes the presumption that the prevalence of pacific attitudes and the
rejection of just war thinking in modern Eastern Orthodoxy represent
misconceptions arising from ecumenical and theological contacts with
some trends in Catholic and Protestant religious thought in modern times
as well as the emergence of an Orthodox diaspora in the Western
world.91 Webster’s model and claims have met strong opposition and
counter-arguments92 that the proposed reconstructions impose on Ortho-
dox history and thought a just war conceptual framework similar to that
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of Thomas Aquinas and ignore some crucial jus in bello issues related to
the modern means of warfare.93 The theory of the continuous existence
of a justifiable war tradition in Eastern Orthodoxy, in which it is viewed
as a moral good rather than a necessary evil, thus came to be seen by its
critics as an attempt at a revision and modernization of Orthodox views
on war and peace through the application of scholastic logic and a Tho-
mistic conception of justice. The resultant symbiosis of Eastern and
Western Christian concepts of war and justice can indeed be defined as
a theological effort to initiate the conceptualization of an Orthodox just
war theory adapted for modernity and its challenges. Perhaps it is signif-
icant that, after he more or less established the foundation for such a
novel ‘‘Westernized’’ Orthodox just war theory, Alexander Webster co-
authored a book intended to ‘‘reclaim’’ and harmonize the classic East-
ern and Western traditions on war-making in view of the perceived need
to justify an impending joint Eastern and Western Christian military re-
sponse to militant Islam’s increasing threat to Western civilization.94

At the same time, the traditional and widely held view that the quintes-
sentially pacific teachings of Orthodoxy preclude the formulation of just
war doctrines continues to be strongly reaffirmed not only by leading Or-
thodox ecclesiastics but also by Orthodox theologians, individually and as
group statements.95 In a public statement in 1991 in relation to the first
Gulf War, the Holy Synod of Bishops of the Orthodox Church in Amer-
ica declared that just war theory does not reflect the Orthodox theologi-
cal tradition, which maintains that war can never be theologically
justified. Accordingly, questions have again been asked about whether
Western Christian-style just war systems can really be appropriate for
Orthodoxy and whether Orthodox theological and ethical thought should
try ‘‘to bridge pacifism and just war theory through a re-conception of
justice and peace-making’’.96

Modern Orthodox thought can certainly draw on a rich heritage of
theological and ethical thought to stimulate such reconceptions. Mean-
while, the evolving debates on the coexistence of pacific and justifiable
war trajectories in Orthodoxy can be only of great help to ecumenical
and inter-Orthodox contacts and dialogue. It has been suggested that
studying classical Eastern Orthodox and Byzantine views on war and
peace could make it possible to consider the increasingly vital issues of
war and peace through a ‘‘Byzantine’’ perspective – which remains little
known in the Western Christian tradition but still furnishes sufficient
‘‘points of common reference’’ and may offer promising new directions.97
Such studies and debates have become all the more needed given the cur-
rent fundamentalization of mainstream Christian and Islamic traditions,
with the resulting changes in their attitudes to the resort to violence and
means of warfare. In this context, the study of the historical experience of
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the four ancient Eastern patriarchates of Orthodoxy, with their enduring
tradition of inter-confessional dialogue and their search for a modus
vivendi with Islam, as well as their non-alignment with national causes,
may also provide some valuable new insights.

It is evident that further investigation and publication of the sources of
patristic, medieval and modern Eastern Orthodox traditions on the use of
force are certainly very much needed; some of these traditions have been
greatly neglected to the detriment of the better understanding of the di-
versity of Christian attitudes to war- and peace-making. Such studies not
only will enrich our knowledge of the historical transformation of stances
towards war and peace in the monotheistic traditions on the whole but
will have contemporary relevance in the quest for current religious an-
swers to some vital problems in the ethics of war, ranging from the rise
and misuse of aggressive religio-national ideologies to the legitimization
of humanitarian intervention and pre-emptive war, as well as the impact
of military conflicts and nuclear weapons on the environment.
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37. See Vári (ed.), Leonis Imperatoris tactica.
38. ‘‘The Anonymous Byzantine Treatise on Strategy’’, in George T. Dennis (ed. and trans.)

Three Byzantine Military Treatises. Washington DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 1985, pp. 20–21.
39. On the coexistence in military treatises (and Byzantine political military ideology in

general) of Byzantine philanthropic notions with the strategic and practical concerns of
an empire that was intermittently on the defensive on one or more fronts, see Haldon,
Warfare, State and Society in the Byzantine World, pp. 26 ff.

40. See the arguments for the existence of such a tradition in Webster, ‘‘Justifiable War as a
‘Lesser Good’ ’’, and the negative responses to his case published in St Vladimir’s Theo-

logical Quarterly, 47(1), 2003: 59–65, 77–111.
41. On these episodes during the siege of Constantinople and the quoted homily of Theo-

dore Synkellos, see Averil Cameron, ‘‘Images of Authority: Élites and Icons in Late
Sixth-Century Byzantium’’, Past and Present, 84, 1979: 3–35, pp. 20–21.

42. On the religio-political circumstances of St Constantine’s mission to the Abbasid court
and their possible impact on his ‘‘just war’’ statement, see Goodin, ‘‘Just War Theory
and Eastern Orthodox Christianity’’.

43. See the analysis in Joseph A. Munitiz, ‘‘War and Peace Reflected in Some Byzantine
Mirrors of Princes’’, in Timothy S. Miller and John Nesbit (eds) Peace and War in By-
zantium. Essays in Honor of George T. Dennis. Washington, DC: Catholic University of
America Press, 1995, pp. 50–62.

44. Roland H. Bainton, Christian Attitudes toward War and Peace: A Historical Survey and

Critical Re-evaluation. Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1960.
45. See the brief analysis of the implications of these continuities and discontinuities in

Haldon, Warfare, State and Society in the Byzantine World, pp. 32–33.
46. On this interdependence of ecclesiastical and secular politics, see the analysis in D.

Obolensky, ‘‘Nationalism in Eastern Europe in the Middle Ages’’, Transactions of the

Royal Historical Society, 5th series, 22, 1972: 1–16, pp. 15–16.
47. Michael McCormick, ‘‘Patriotism’’, in A. Kazhdan et al. (eds) The Oxford Dictionary of

Byzantium. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, vol. 3, 1991, pp. 1600–
1601.

48. On the need to integrate the study of the nation-building and ethnic self-determination
processes in the Byzantine Commonwealth into modern mainstream attitudes to and
narrative of European identities as well as the reasons for the general absence of
Byzantium and the Byzantine Commonwealth from the predominantly ‘‘Eurocentric’’
reconstructions of the formation of Europe in European historiography, see Averil
Cameron, The Byzantines. Oxford: Blackwell, 2006, pp. 163–179. This neglect of the
nation-formation processes in Orthodox Eastern Europe is all the more puzzling since,
as stated by Timothy Ware in his standard book on Orthodoxy, ‘‘Nationalism has been
the bane of the Orthodox Church in the last ten centuries’’ (The Orthodox Church, Lon-
don and New York, 1963, reprinted 1997, p. 77). It is worth noting in this context that,
in the fourteenth century, the capital of the second Bulgarian empire, Tǔrnovo, came to
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Anzulovic, Heavenly Serbia, pp. 5, 22–23, 121–122; Duijzings, Religion and Politics

of Identity in Kosovo, pp. 180, 196–198; Tomanić, Srpska crkva u ratu i ratovi u njoj,
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8

Norms of war in Protestant
Christianity

Valerie Ona Morkevicius

Protestant just war thought has much in common with its Catholic coun-
terpart. The fathers of the Reformation, Martin Luther and John Calvin,
viewed political power conservatively, and largely appropriated Catholic
just war thinking – especially Augustine and Aquinas – into their theo-
logical perspectives. True to the spirit of the Reformation, they also
drew directly from the Old and New Testaments. Ultimately, most of
the newly emerging Protestant churches, and their modern successors,
would adopt just war theory.

Embracing just war theory was as political as it was theological. Luther
and Calvin clung to the medieval conception of government as a divinely
ordained gift, necessary for earthly order. At the same time, politically
they relied on sympathetic princes for protection. Geneva even presented
Calvin an opportunity to institute a Protestant theocracy. Over the last
five hundred years, many Protestant denominations have been state
churches, making the issue of legitimizing violence essential.

The panoply of denominations makes it difficult to systematically de-
scribe Protestant thought about war. These denominations, having evolved
in the half millennium since the Reformation, developed in different his-
torical and national situations and claim a variety of founding genealo-
gies. To structure this discussion of Protestant just war thought, this
chapter considers Protestants as five broad historically based groups: Lu-
theran, Calvinist, Anglican, Evangelical and Anabaptist. Within each of
these divisions are numerous independent groups, which in practice may
differ greatly (and may not even recognize each other as members of the
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same family of denominations!). The first three – Lutherans, Calvinists
and Anglicans, and their daughter churches – have often been state
churches, or at least dominant social forces. These three Protestant fami-
lies generally uphold just war theory, largely as it was inherited from the
Catholic tradition. Evangelicals, a very loose grouping of denominations
and sects, locate their historical roots in one or more of the first three
traditions. Their beliefs about war are as highly varied as their origins.
Anabaptists, with a few notable exceptions, encompass the ‘‘Peace
Churches’’, which uphold pacifism.

This chapter examines three variants of Protestant thinking about war:
the just war tradition, pacifism and crusading. The just war tradition re-
ceives the most attention – arguably, those claiming it have been the
most dominant denominations, in political, social and demographic terms.

The Protestant just war tradition

The Lutheran, Calvinist and Anglican traditions, and many of their suc-
cessors, uphold traditional just war theory, inherited from their Catholic
predecessors. Several denominations within these three traditions have
explicitly declared it to be part of Church doctrine.1

This section explores the most influential thinkers from these just war
traditions, starting with Luther and Calvin in the sixteenth century, be-
fore considering the contributions of Grotius and Pufendorf in the seven-
teenth century and Tillich, Barth, Niebuhr and Ramsey in the twentieth.
By focusing on these thinkers as individuals, rather than attempting to
construct a systematic historical narrative, I follow Jean Bethke Elsh-
tain’s lead, treating the just war discourse ‘‘as an authoritative tradition
dotted with its own sacred texts, offering a canonical alternative to real-
ism as received truth’’.2

The foundations of Protestant just war thought

Martin Luther (1483–1546) was the most prominent reformer of his time,
and had considerable influence on Protestantism. He was born in Saxony,
and his father was prosperous enough to send him to university, to study
law.3 In 1505, however, after nearly being struck by lightening, Luther
rather suddenly entered an Augustinian monastery. His Ninety-Five The-
ses, publicly calling for major reforms in the Catholic Church, appeared
in 1517.

The rampant political instability in the Germany of his day clearly leaves
Luther longing for peace and order. He likens a prince who engages in a
just war to a surgeon who amputates a diseased limb, sacrificing some for
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the common good. If princes could not use force, ‘‘everything in the
world would be ruined . . . Therefore, such a war is only a very brief lack
of peace that prevents an everlasting and immeasurable lack of peace.’’4
The starting point for Luther’s just war theory, as it had been for Aqui-
nas, is therefore the question of just authority.5

Luther condemns rebellion in favour of submission to state power –
even when unjustly exercised. Rebellion is intolerable, violating both
Christian and natural law. On the eve of the 1525 Peasants’ War, Luther
implores the princes to consider the peasants’ demands and to defuse
their anger by rendering justice. He warns that the war’s outcome is un-
predictable: ‘‘Do not start a fight with them, for you do not know how it
will end.’’6 Yet despite sympathy for their cause, Luther warns the peas-
ants against armed rebellion. Citing Paul, he reminds them of their duty
to submit to authority.7 Although they are suffering gross injustices, the
peasants as Christians are obliged ‘‘not to strive against injustice, not
to grasp the sword . . . but to give up life and property’’.8 After all, ‘‘a
wicked tyrant is more tolerable than a bad war’’.9 Rebellion, like ‘‘a great
fire . . . attacks and devastates a whole land . . . it makes widows and
orphans, and turns everything upside down, like the worst disaster’’.10 A
rebel is worse than a simple murderer, for he ‘‘attacks the head himself
and interferes with the exercise of his word and his office’’.11 Although
punishment of a murderer may be left up to the prince, any good citizen
can – and should – capture and punish a rebel to preserve public order.

Luther’s definition of rebellion is quite specific. The Diet of Augsburg
proclaimed in 1530 that all Reformation heresy should be removed from
the empire. In this case, Luther counsels Protestants that self-defence is
not rebellion, and urges soldiers not to obey the emperor if he orders
them to suppress the movement forcibly.12 So long as the Protestants
did not first use violence, physical defence against the temporal author-
ities’ intervention should not be counted as rebellion. The reasoning
stems from Luther’s belief that the ‘‘two kingdoms’’ were separate: the
princes were overstepping their temporal authority by interfering in spir-
itual matters. Heresy could not be a legitimate cause for war.

Luther’s principle of just authority applies equally to war and peace.
Political leaders are granted their positions by God, and the right to use
force to maintain order is not limited to Christians: ‘‘even a heathen ruler
has the right and the authority to punish.’’13 Punishment of tyrants
should be left in God’s hands.14 In the case of the Peasants’ Rebellion,
Luther reminds the princes that they are God’s servants, and that, if
they fail to fulfil their duties by ‘‘punishing some and protecting others’’,
they will themselves become ‘‘guilty of all the murder and evil these
people commit’’.15
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Luther’s theology does not permit crusading. The issue here is also just
authority. The spiritual powers are not to intervene in secular affairs, and
vice versa. After the defeat of King Louis II of Hungary by the Turks in
1526, Europeans discussed the appropriate response. Luther felt that a
war of self-defence against the Turks was not only justified but required
by duty. However, he objected to the idea that the war’s cause should be
considered religious and that the war’s aim should include eliminating
Islam. Luther saw the war as God’s punishment for Christendom’s impi-
ety, so military action had to be seen as a ‘‘secular struggle, not a reli-
gious crusade’’.16 Furthermore, Luther strongly protested against calling
the European army ‘‘Christian’’, for to do so would dishonour Christ’s
name, not only by associating it with violence but also because ‘‘there
are scarcely five Christians in such an army, and perhaps there are worse
people in the eyes of God in that army than are the Turks’’.17 Addition-
ally, it was wrong in Luther’s eyes to make a temporal leader the de-
fender of the gospel or the head of Christendom. Ultimately, the Turk
should be allowed to ‘‘believe and live as he will’’, for, ‘‘if the emperor
were supposed to destroy the unbelievers and non-Christians, he would
have to begin with the pope, bishops, and clergy, and perhaps not spare
us or himself’’.18

Luther’s careful reading of the Scripture made him keenly aware of the
tension between just war theory’s conditional tolerance of violence and
the Gospel’s apparent pacifism. He therefore stresses personal non-
violence even while permitting the state to use violence to uphold order.
In Luther’s work, just war theory can be understood only in light of the
‘‘two kingdoms theory’’. This Augustinian idea holds that Christians
simultaneously inhabit two realms: one spiritual and perfect, the other
earthly and inherently sinful. Luther shares Augustine’s view that our
world is by nature corrupted, and thus the ‘‘coercive and violent’’ func-
tions of the state are needed to protect the innocent.19

Rather than equating the ideal world with the end time, Luther imag-
ined it as present in the private Christian life. Of course, as Luther con-
stantly reminds his readers, the number of ‘‘true’’ Christians is very small
indeed; thus, temporal authority is needed to preserve earthly peace.20
Luther’s politics is thus very realistic: ‘‘Certainly it is true that Christians
. . . are subject neither to law nor sword, and have need of neither. But
take heed and first fill the world with real Christians before you attempt
to rule it in a Christian . . . manner.’’21

Applying the two kingdoms theory, Luther argues that it is possible to
bear the sword over non-Christians ‘‘in a Christian manner’’, for the sake
of justice and order.22 Luther explains: ‘‘the Scripture passages which
speak of mercy apply to the kingdom of God and to Christians, not to
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the kingdom of the world.’’23 Although the ‘‘severity and the wrath of
the world’s kingdom seems unmerciful’’, it is actually ‘‘not the least of
God’s mercies’’, since it ensures justice for the innocent.24 So, although
‘‘no Christian shall wield or invoke the sword for himself and his case,
on behalf of another . . . he may and should wield it . . . to restrain wicked-
ness and to defend godliness’’.25

Following Augustine, Luther distinguishes between the occupation of
soldiering and the individual soldier. The soldier’s work (or the judge’s
or hangman’s) is in itself necessary, even ‘‘right and godly’’, but whether
or not the soldier is a good man depends on him alone.26 Luther’s justifi-
cation of the soldier’s profession relies on his own interpretation of the
New Testament. As neither Jesus nor John the Baptist explicitly forbade
soldiering, it must be ‘‘certain and clear enough that it is God’s will that
the temporal sword and law be used for the punishment of the wicked
and the protection of the upright’’.27 Luther also highlights several New
Testament incidents where the apostles had opportunities to forbid
Christians from being soldiers, yet did not: John confirmed the soldiers’
calling, telling them to be content with their wages, and Peter converted
the centurion Cornelius, without telling him to abandon his profession.28

If temporal authority is a necessity – even a positive good – and if the
military profession has not been condemned in the New Testament, then
logically war itself must be justifiable. Luther cites Romans and I Peter to
argue that ‘‘the very fact that the sword has been instituted by God to
punish evil, protect the good, and preserve peace . . . is powerful and suf-
ficient proof that war and killing along with all the things that accompany
wartime and martial law have been instituted by God’’.29

Implicitly, Luther limits just cause to state defence. War itself repre-
sents ‘‘the punishment of wrong and evil’’ for the sake of ‘‘peace and
obedience’’.30 Whoever starts a war is wrong, as is anyone who looks
for cause to fight.31 Princes are not to fight their feudal superiors, even
if they have been wronged.32 But they may defensively fight against
equals, inferiors and foreign governments.

War should always be the last resort. Pointing to Mosaic law, Luther
insists that the Christian prince should first offer the antagonist ‘‘justice
and peace’’, before resorting to violence.33 Therefore war must be fought
only when an enemy ‘‘attacks and starts the war, and refuses to cooper-
ate in settling the matter according to law or through arbitration and
common agreement’’.34

Luther is not as interested in just means. If the cause is just, then the
necessary means are justifiable. In a just war of self-defence, ‘‘it is both
Christian and an act of love to kill the enemy without hesitation, to plun-
der and burn and injure him by every method of warfare until he is con-

224 VALERIE MORKEVICIUS



quered’’.35 The language Luther uses to exhort the nobles to suppress
the Peasants’ Rebellion reveals nearly any tactic to be acceptable: ‘‘Let
no one have mercy on the obstinate, hardened, blinded peasants who
refuse to listen to reason; but let everyone, as he is able, strike, hew,
stab and slay, as though among mad dogs.’’36

Nonetheless, Luther does draw a distinction between legitimate tactics
of war and other violent acts that often occur in wartime. Although the
enemy may be killed in just about any fashion, the army should exercise
self-control. Luther draws on Deuteronomy 20, where God commands
the Israelites not to hew fruit trees for siege works, and deduces that
such a God would ‘‘never have permitted them to rage against women
and girls in debauchery, lust, and other violence after conquering the en-
emy, as happens nowadays in our barbarity’’.37 After victory, restraint
should be shown and peace and mercy offered to those who surrender.

There is also a possibility for conscientious objection. On the one hand,
Luther argues against pacifists who, ‘‘because of tenderness of con-
science’’, deny that Christians can ever participate in war, pointing to
the passage in Luke in which John the Baptist tells the newly baptized
soldiers to be content with their wages.38 Subjects are bound to follow
their lords into battle, so long as they are not convinced the cause is
wrong. However, if it is unjust, they should neither ‘‘fight nor serve’’, de-
spite the consequences.39

Ultimately, the Lutheran Augsburg Confession (1531), Article 16, en-
shrined just war theory as Church doctrine:

It is taught among us that all government in the world and all established rule
were instituted and ordained by God for the sake of good order, and that
Christians may without sin occupy civil offices or serve as princes and judges,
render decisions and pass sentence according to imperial and other existing
laws, punish evil doers with the sword, engage in just wars, serve as soldiers, etc.40

Lutheranism became the dominant religion of the Scandinavian countries
and much of Germany, garnering a great deal of social and political im-
portance in Europe.

John Calvin (1509–1564) shared many of Luther’s ideals, and became
an important leader of the Reformed Church. Born in France, Calvin was
first sent to Paris to be educated toward a theological vocation; his father
later withdrew him to study law instead. Ultimately, Calvin completed
both degrees after his father’s death. He does not seem to have been in-
spired by Protestant ideas before 1533, when he rather suddenly gave up
his ecclesiastical benefices rather than taking orders in the Catholic
Church.41 His greatest opus, the Institutes of the Christian Religion, was
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published in 1535; a year later, he settled in Geneva to help implement
the Reformation’s ideals. Calvin remained in Geneva for most of his
life, helping to ‘‘shape the life of the city as a community of believers,
united in both the civil and religious orders under a shared commitment
to Christ’’.42

Like Luther, Calvin was deeply troubled by the political insecurity of
his time, making the threat of disorder one of the dominant themes in
his works.43 His justification for the use of force at home and abroad
focuses on a fear of anarchy. This concern with maintaining peace and
order leads him to criticize the Anabaptists, who encouraged their mem-
bers to withdraw from public life and to be strictly non-violent.

Aquinas was of greater importance for Calvin than for Luther, possibly
because of their shared affinity for the classics. Calvin draws freely from
Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Seneca and others. He derives from
them his concept of natural law, leading him to assert the decidedly
Renaissance belief that ‘‘the law of God which we call the moral law is
nothing else than a testimony of natural law and of that conscience which
God has engraved upon the minds of men’’.44

In the Institutes, Calvin enters the discussion of the legitimacy of war-
fare from a similar starting point to Luther’s: the importance of civil au-
thority as a God-given office. Like Luther, Calvin makes it clear that
Christians should not withdraw from public life: ‘‘no one ought to doubt
that civil authority is a calling, not only holy and lawful before God, but
also the most sacred and by far the most honourable of all callings in the
whole life of mortal men.’’45 Leaders’ power is invested in them by God,
creating a set of reciprocal duties. The magistrates owe their subjects pro-
tection, and should strive to uphold God’s will; subjects owe their magis-
trates respect and obedience.

Magistrates must use force to fulfil their duty as ‘‘ordained protectors
and vindicators of public innocence, modesty, decency, and tranquillity
. . . [providing] for the common safety and peace of all’’.46 The magis-
trate’s army ‘‘is not only an agent of the kingdom of the World, but of
God’’.47 Christian leaders may use their power ‘‘severely to coerce the
open malefactors and criminals by whose wickedness the public peace is
troubled or disturbed’’.48 Like Augustine and Luther, Calvin asserts that
the magistrate is not the actual actor judging and hanging criminals, but
rather serves as God’s tool, carrying out God’s commandments on
earth.49 Mostly Calvin justifies the domestic use of force by reference to
the Old Testament, although he does cite the apostle Paul (Romans 13)
to argue that the sword has been given by God to earthly rulers.

Using the domestic analogy, Calvin asserts that leaders also have the
right to wage wars to execute ‘‘public vengeance’’ and to ‘‘preserve the
tranquillity of their dominion’’ by checking ‘‘the fury of one who disturbs
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both the repose of private individuals and the common tranquillity of all,
who raises seditious tumults, and by whom violent oppressions and vile
misdeeds are perpetrated’’.50 However, war must always be a last resort.
Citing Cicero, Calvin argues that ‘‘everything else ought to be tried be-
fore recourse is had to arms’’.51 A ruler should not ‘‘lightly seek occa-
sion’’ to fight, nor ‘‘accept the occasion when offered, unless . . . driven
to it by extreme necessity’’.52

Just cause for Calvin is primarily limited to self-defence. An invader –
whether a king or a host of common criminals – is a robber and should be
‘‘punished accordingly’’.53 Here, Calvin diverges from Luther. Intri-
guingly, although Calvin’s legitimation of the sovereignty of kings and
states is based heavily on both Old and New Testament sources, his dis-
cussion of war as a policy relies largely on natural law reasoning. Where-
as Luther firmly based his justification of war on biblical sources, Calvin
points to ‘‘natural equity and the nature of the office’’ as justifications.54
Rather than teasing out a comprehensive doctrine justifying war from the
New Testament’s stories of soldiers’ conversion, Calvin abruptly ends the
section by stating: ‘‘and the Holy Spirit declares such wars to be lawful by
many testimonies of Scripture.’’55 Calvin justifies himself by arguing that
‘‘an express declaration of this matter is not to be sought in the writings
of the apostles; for their purpose is not to fashion a civil government, but
to establish the spiritual Kingdom of Christ’’.56

Like Luther, Calvin does not approve of rebellion. Subjects owe their
rulers respect and obedience, regardless of their quality or justness.57 He
likewise counsels unhappy citizens to rely on God to avenge them in His
own time, and ‘‘not at once think that it is entrusted to [them], to whom
no command has been given except to obey and suffer’’.58 Thus, although
Calvin believed that constitutions and certain forms of representative
government could be used to curtail kings’ tyrannical tendencies (and re-
peatedly condemned abuse of power59), his political theory provided
little room for subjects to create such institutions independently.60

Calvin also touches on the question of just means. Rulers should not
‘‘be carried away with headlong anger, or be seized with hatred, or burn
with implacable severity’’.61 Citing Augustine, he argues that they should
instead ‘‘have pity on the common nature’’ present even in their en-
emy.62 Enemies should be shown the same regard one would wish for
one’s self.

A form of conscientious objection is possible for Calvin, since obedi-
ence to earthly rulers must never lead to disobedience to God. Rulers de-
rive authority from God, but, ‘‘if they command anything against him, let
it go unesteemed’’.63 Unlike Luther, who specifically discussed conscien-
tious objection in wartime, Calvin’s discussion of the subject is general
and does not address soldiering directly.
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Calvin’s Reformed movement, which spread across northern Europe
and later to North America, was the predecessor of several large Protes-
tant groupings, including the Reformed, the Christian Reformed, the
United Reformed, the Presbyterians, the Congregationalists (the United
Churches of Christ) and some Baptist churches. These churches generally
respect the just war tradition. The Presbyterian Church, for example, up-
holds the just war tradition as part of its doctrine. Article 23 of the 1648
Westminster Confession of the Presbyterian and Congregationalist tradi-
tions states:

It is lawful for Christians to accept and execute the office of a magistrate (ap-
pointed or elected political office) when called there unto; in the managing
whereof, as they ought to especially to maintain piety, justice and peace, ac-
cording to the wholesome laws of each commonwealth, so, for that end, they
may lawfully, now under the New Testament, wage war upon just and neces-
sary occasions.64

The distinction between the Lutheran and Calvinist approaches to just
war is subtle. A few key differences are notable. For Luther, the initial
question as to whether Christians can justifiably use violence is more
theologically and politically troubling. Luther carefully develops the two
kingdoms theory to explain away the tension between New Testament
calls for radical peace and the violence seemingly necessary for earthly
stability and order. Luther does not deny the pacifist call; he simply sets
it aside for some future time. Reinhold Niebuhr will explore this perpet-
ual contradiction in the twentieth century.

For Calvin, the problem of justifying the Christian use of violence in
the first place is not so significant. Influenced by natural law, Calvin views
violent conflict as inevitable in human society. His focus, therefore, is on
who may use violence, and how, in order to maintain a just order. Later,
some aspects of Calvin’s thought would be used to justify crusading-type
violence, as for example during the English Civil War.

Like Lutheranism and Calvinism, the Anglican Church broke with Ca-
tholicism in the sixteenth century, for reasons as much political as reli-
gious. Ultimately, Queen Elizabeth I created an inclusive Calvinistic
Protestantism, although the Church hierarchy remained highly conserva-
tive. The Thirty-Nine Articles of the Anglican Confession, dating to 1571,
were influenced by the earlier Augsburg and Wurttemberg confessions.
Article 37, dealing with civil magistrates, focuses on the temporal and
spiritual role of the English monarch. Without theological discussion, it
simply asserts that ‘‘it is lawful for Christian men, at the commandment
of the Magistrate, to wear weapons, and serve in the wars’’.65 This just
war stance has been upheld by the Anglican Communion to the present,
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and by several of its daughter churches, including the Methodist and
Wesleyan denominations.

Protestant just war thought and international law

Protestant just war thought is closely interwoven with international law.
In the seventeenth century, Grotius and Pufendorf considered the ethics
of warfare. It is important to note, however, that they framed their work
not as contributions to Protestant just war thinking per se, but rather as
projects of humanistic, international law.

Hugo Grotius (1583–1645), the Dutch legal scholar, published treatises
on international law, ranging from the law of the sea to religious tolera-
tion. Of the Laws of War and Peace, published in 1625, is of central im-
portance. Grotius unites theological and humanist perspectives in his
discussion of whether war can ever be just, and in what circumstances.
Grotius openly acknowledges his intellectual debt to Alberico Gentili,
an Italian Protestant legal scholar whose De Jure Belli (1598) greatly
influenced him. But Gentili’s work, aimed at legitimizing English policy
towards the Spanish armada, was later overshadowed by Grotius’ more
systematic approach. This section focuses on Grotius, who had the
greater influence not only on other Protestant thinkers but on virtually
all scholars of international law in the Western tradition.

Grotius asserts that war is a natural right. As Europeans explored Asia
and the Americas in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the idea of
natural law – a universal set of principles observed by all peoples – came
under fire from sceptics pointing to the vast array of cultures whose
values seemed so irreconcilable. Grotius thus based his natural law sys-
tem on the ‘‘one universal precept the sceptics did accept: the natural
urge of all of us to self-preservation’’.66

Grotius does not treat natural law completely secularly. He posits that,
‘‘since the law of nature is perpetual and unchangeable, nothing contra-
dictory to it could be commanded by God, who is never unjust’’.67 Thus,
although the Old Testament Mosaic laws are no longer binding for Chris-
tians, they serve as a good example for formulating modern laws of war.
Furthermore, the New Testament also does not forbid war: ‘‘the laws of
Christ do not impose duties . . . above [those] . . . required by the law of
nature.’’68 To justify his view, Grotius, like Luther and Calvin, points to
the interaction between John the Baptist and the newly converted sol-
diers, arguing that, if Christians were obligated to give up the sword, an
explicit command would have been given then. Grotius also agrees with
Luther that true Christians would not need force: ‘‘if all people were
Christians, and lived like Christians, there would be no wars.’’69

NORMS OF WAR IN PROTESTANT CHRISTIANITY 229



Grotius, like Luther, makes just authority the primary condition for es-
tablishing just cause. No war can be lawfully made except by the sover-
eign authority of a state. That authority lies explicitly in the political
leaders, not in the people. Rebellion is not permissible, because subjects
do not have a ‘‘right to restrain and punish kings for an abuse of their
power’’.70 War must be openly declared, not because secrecy is problem-
atic ethically, but because it must be clearly demonstrated that the war is
the will of the sovereign.71

Just cause for Grotius centres on self-defence. Aware that rulers could
use ‘‘defence’’ to veil their pursuit of power and material gain, Grotius
specifies that true self-defence arises only out of necessity, and must be
based on actual knowledge of another’s hostile intent, and not merely
on fear or jealousy of the other’s potential.72 A war cannot be just simply
because of its realist benefits, by providing territory or wealth. National
honour is also not an acceptable cause, and Grotius is adamant that reli-
gious or moral causes cannot be justified – no doubt a critical response to
the ongoing Thirty Years War between Protestant and Catholic states.73
Lastly, Grotius explains that a leader must not simply act in a just way,
but must have just intentions for doing so.74

Grotius’ definition of self-defence is not as narrow and restrictive as it
first seems. While cautioning that leaders should always act for the good
of the entire country (and not their private interests), he argues that in
some cases it may be just to intervene on behalf of others.75 States may
thus justly fight to protect allies and to uphold bonds of Common Nature.
Grotius also permits war to recover an indemnity or to punish another
state for some wrongdoing. Both of these can be subsumed by a broad
definition of self-defence. Collecting an indemnity can be a form of terri-
torial self-defence and, since the primary ‘‘crime’’ in the international
system is a violation of sovereignty, punishment too can be seen as a sub-
set of self-defence. The difference here is that, whereas self-defence im-
plies simply staving off an invasion, punishment allows states to protect
themselves further by preventing future crimes.

Grotius devotes more attention than his predecessors to the lawful
conduct of war. Any means leading to a just end of the war are justifiable,
but what is ‘‘right’’ in legal terms may not always be ‘‘moral’’.76 Christi-
ans are called to restraint, especially regarding the lives of innocents.
Grotius upholds Aquinas’ principle of double effect: ‘‘it will be necessary
to guard against things, which fall not within the original purpose of an
action, and the happening of which might be foreseen: unless indeed the
action has a tendency to produce advantages, that will far outweigh the
consequences of any accidental calamity.’’77 Although civilians may be
injured or killed in the course of a legitimate military action, ‘‘yet human-
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ity will require that the greatest precaution should be used against involv-
ing the innocent in danger, except in cases of extreme urgency and util-
ity’’.78 Grotius defines innocents as those who do not bear arms, such as
women, children, priests, philosophers and merchants.79 Such civilians
may be killed in war, but not intentionally, unless their deaths are abso-
lutely and inevitably necessary in military terms. His source for this is not
a Christian one, but rather the Roman historian Seneca.

Even enemy soldiers should be shown some mercy, when they are not
posing an active threat: ‘‘No one can be justly killed by design, except by
way of legal punishment, or to defend our lives, and preserve our prop-
erty, when it cannot be effected without his destruction.’’80 Likewise,
after surrender has been tendered, further bloodshed is no longer legiti-
mate.81 Alluding to his disgust over the violence between Christians dur-
ing the Hundred Years War, Grotius urges conquerors to permit the
continuance of the existing religion.82

Grotius even lays out principles for the respect of enemy property. The
seizure or destruction of property may be legal, but yet not moral. Wan-
ton destruction of property is unwarranted. Unnecessary violence and
damage should be avoided, especially in capturing towns, where the lives
and livelihoods of innocent residents are at risk. Grotius argues that, ‘‘be-
sides being no way conducive to the termination of war, [such means] are
totally repugnant to every principle of Christianity and justice’’.83 Addi-
tionally, art, religious objects and tombs ought to be spared. Although
the law of nations may give armies the legal right to destroy them, as a
sign of respect it is better to forbear.84

Samuel Pufendorf (1632–1694) was Grotius’ intellectual and historical
successor. Born in Saxony, he entered the University of Leipzig to study
Lutheran theology, developing an interest in natural law and moral phi-
losophy. By 1659, he had moved to Holland, where Grotius’ son recom-
mended him to the Elector Palatinate. In 1673, On the Duty of Man and
Citizen According to Natural Law was published.

Unlike his predecessors, who implicitly considered mankind as natu-
rally sinful and tragically doomed to violence, Pufendorf declares that
‘‘it is most agreeable to natural law that men should live in peace . . .
[which] itself is a state peculiar to man, insofar as he is distinct from the
beasts’’.85 War, however, ‘‘is sometimes permitted, and occasionally nec-
essary’’, when one’s property or rights cannot be defended in any other
way.86

Just cause is broader for Pufendorf, as it had been for Grotius, in the
tradition of Aquinas who permitted war not only in self-defence but also
for the righting of wrongs. One’s fellow citizens have the highest claim
to defence, followed by allies, friends and kin. Pufendorf legitimizes

NORMS OF WAR IN PROTESTANT CHRISTIANITY 231



collective security, permitting fighting ‘‘on another’s behalf’’, assuming
that the other party ‘‘has a just cause and . . . the party coming to aid has
a reasonable ground for conducting hostilities on his behalf against the
third party’’.87

War can be justly fought to collect ‘‘what is due to us from others but
has been denied, or the procurement of reparations for wrong inflicted
and of assurance for the future’’.88 Although just cause can thus be
claimed even in offensive wars, rulers must take care that war is always
the last resort. Amicable settlement should always be sought first and, if
there ‘‘remains some doubt about right or fact’’, one should avoid turning
to arms.89

Just intent is also significant. Even a just cause can lead to an unjust
war if the leader is motivated by ‘‘lust for wealth and lust for power’’.90
Going to war on the basis of a false pretext, such as ‘‘fear of the wealth
and power of a neighbour, unjustified aggrandizement, desire for better
territory, refusal of something which is simply and straightforwardly
owed . . . or desire to extinguish another’s legitimately acquired right’’, is
unjust.91

Like Grotius, Pufendorf carefully describes rules for just means. He
similarly distinguishes between the natural right to inflict unlimited suf-
fering on one’s enemy and the moral obligation to fight with moderation.
A distinction must be made between ‘‘what an enemy may suffer without
wrong and what we ourselves may inflict without loss of humanity’’.92
The minimum of necessary force should be used, because ‘‘humanity . . .
requires that so far as the momentum of warfare permits, we should in-
flict no more suffering on an enemy than defence or vindication of our
right . . . requires’’.93 The concern with moderation is thus two-fold: re-
spect for the humanity of one’s enemy and of one’s self.

Pufendorf also discusses enemy people’s property rights. Unlike Gro-
tius, who liberally upheld their right to keep their property, Pufendorf
simply refers to the common practice of warfare. By custom, property
taken by soldiers is acquired for the state, but it is a ‘‘universal practice’’
that movable property is left to the soldiers, who take it as a reward or in
lieu of pay.94

A century later, Swiss Protestant Emerich de Vattel would continue
the conversation about international law in a decidedly secular tone in
his Law of Nations (1758). This secularism is presaged in Grotius and
Pufendorf, who carefully separate the roles of Church and state, as well
as private and public morality. The integration of Protestant theologies
of violence with modern secular international law suggests that, at least
in the case of the mainstream denominations, there has been a willing-
ness to accept and encourage the development of international law and
institutions to limit and control violence.
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Protestant just war theory: Facing the twentieth century and beyond

World War II’s devastating destruction and genocide led to a resurgence in
Protestant just war thought in Europe and the United States. Theologian
Karl Barth (1886–1964) served as a pastor in his native Switzerland be-
fore becoming a professor of theology in Germany. On the eve of World
War II, he attacked the German government as heretical in its attempt to
nationalize the Church. Expelled from Germany in 1935, he volunteered
for the Swiss army after the outbreak of war.95 Although he vehemently
opposed Nazi totalitarianism, Barth did not view Communism as an
equal threat, and was the only prominent theologian of the era not to
condemn the suppression of the 1956 Hungarian Revolution.96

The crux of Barth’s critique of Nazism is that God ordains neither state
nor nation. This differs from Luther, who claimed the state is created by
God for mankind’s sake. Barth argues that raising the nation to such a
position is ‘‘heretical by the fact that it inevitably introduces a foreign de-
ity, a national god’’.97

With the state no longer sacrosanct, the recourse to war becomes more
complex. Even national self-defence cannot be a sufficient just cause.
Barth even questions the defence of one’s own person, arguing that such
self-defence is ‘‘almost entirely excluded’’ by divine command.98 Self-
defence is not ‘‘natural’’, because it is not obvious why ‘‘force should be
met by force, aggression by aggression, disorder by disorder’’, creating a
cycle of violence resolving nothing.99 Self-defence thus ‘‘degrades’’ the
self, and perhaps more importantly violates the rights of the aggressor
over whose life God ‘‘does not give us any authority’’.100 Therefore, de-
fence of our selves, our possessions and others’ possessions should be
prohibited.

However, ‘‘it is certainly not the case that God has abandoned . . . the
common life of man to the confusion which would inevitably result if . . .
individuals could assault others without restraint and at their own im-
pulse’’.101 Therefore, one can act to defend another’s life. In that case,
‘‘it will not be a matter of his own conflict with the assailant, in which he
tries to overpower and disarm him as an enemy, but of God’s conflict
with the disorder and disaster which devastate humanity’’.102 Killing can
be justified to defend others – especially one’s community. There can be
something in the life of the state that, if surrendered, would mean
‘‘[yielding] something which must not be betrayed, which is necessarily
more important . . . than the preservation of life itself, and which is thus
more important than the preservation of the lives of those who unfortu-
nately are trying to take it’’.103

Barth’s definition of what is valuable enough to be thus defended is
very limited. Concerns about the balance of power, honour, even the
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internal conditions of another state are all ‘‘too paltry to be worth the
terrible price involved for their realization by war . . . War for such rea-
sons is an act of murder.’’104 Even ‘‘the existence or non-existence of a
state does not always constitute a valid reason for war’’, because some-
times a state’s licence to exist has ‘‘expired’’ and it would be ‘‘thus better
advised to yield and surrender’’.105 A state has a right to self-defence
only when it ‘‘has serious grounds for not being able to assume responsi-
bility for the surrender of its independence’’ because the consequences
would be so devastating for the life of its citizens as a people.106

Although war may sometimes be justified, the Church should always
‘‘start with the assumption that the inflexible negative of pacifism has
almost infinite arguments in its favour and is almost overpoweringly
strong’’.107 War should not be accepted as a ‘‘normal, fixed and in some
sense necessary part of . . . the just state’’.108 Instead, the Church should
encourage states to fashion a just peace so war is no longer needed, urg-
ing states to observe ‘‘fidelity and faith in their mutual dealings as the re-
sponsible presupposition of a true foreign policy, for solid agreements
and alliances and their honest observance, for international courts and
conventions’’, and to disband their ‘‘standing armies in which the officers
constitute per se a permanent danger to peace’’.109

Barth also upholds conscientious objection. In his view, ‘‘killing is a
very personal act, and being killed a very personal experience. It is thus
commensurate with the thing itself that even in the political form which
killing assumes in war it should be the theme of supremely personal
interrogation.’’110 The burden of responsibility for killing in war lies
squarely on the individuals involved – both as citizens and as soldiers.
Thus, the state cannot command a man to serve, because ‘‘the state is
not God’’.111 But a conscientious objector must meet two conditions.
First, this ‘‘act of insubordination’’ must be carried out in a way that
does not deny the state but affirms it.112 The individual’s opposition
must be a service to the political community, and not just a means of
keeping his own hands clean. Second, the objector must accept the con-
sequences of his objection without complaint. He cannot accept alterna-
tive service: if the war is not worthy of being fought with weapons, it
should be resisted even in its non-military forms, such as civilian or am-
bulance service.

The views of German theologian Paul Tillich (1886–1965) on war
would also be strongly influenced by the two world wars. A Lutheran
minister in Berlin, Tillich was sent to the front in 1914 as a chaplain. In
1932, while teaching at Frankfurt University, he stood up against storm
troopers who attacked students there, and was pressured to leave Ger-
many. In 1935, he accepted an invitation from Reinhold Niebuhr to
come to Union Theological Seminary in the United States. By the late
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1950s, he had become the ‘‘foremost Protestant thinker’’ in the United
States.113

Like Barth, Tillich argues that the totalitarian state is inherently in
conflict with the Church. The Church should neither be subjected to state
power, nor radically separated from it. In a 1934 essay, Tillich criticizes
the traditional Lutheran position that the Church has the right to influ-
ence the state only indirectly, arguing that it leads to an ‘‘absence of pub-
lic criticism of state activities’’ and a ‘‘separation between private and
public morality’’.114 If the state makes claims of an absolute and totali-
tarian character, it inevitably conflicts with the Church. Although the
Church is not ‘‘absolute itself’’, it ‘‘gives evidence of the absolute’’,
whereas the state has only ‘‘the task of regulating the finite and social
sphere, and therefore has no right to a claim of an absolute or totalitarian
character’’.115 The Church must therefore demand that the state remain
within its limits.

The difficulty, however, is that, even as the Protestant Church emerged
to ‘‘challenge the totalitarianism of the Catholic church’’, the Reforma-
tion itself ‘‘propagated a nationalism of which culture as well as religion
became its victims’’, and the ‘‘church’s opposition to nationalistic ideol-
ogy, with its unjust claims and untrue assertions, became weaker with
every decade of modern history’’.116 Between the ‘‘subjection of the
churches to the national states’’ and the ‘‘liberal ideal of separation of
church and state’’, the Church has been rendered ‘‘impotent’’ in modern
times.117 The Church must reclaim its independence and not allow itself
to be pushed into a narrow corner of the social fabric. Otherwise, the
Church loses ‘‘its radical otherness’’ and becomes no more than a ‘‘be-
nevolent social club’’.118

For Tillich, international institutions can help foster more peaceful
relations between nation-states, and even lead them towards greater (al-
though never total) unity. ‘‘Despite all failures,’’ Tillich writes in 1936,
the League of Nations ‘‘has put into effect the idea of a . . . sphere of
power superior to individual sovereignty; the struggle for power of the
national groups takes place at least partially in the arena of a legal order,
which is democratic in form’’.119 Institutions’ capacity to create unity is
limited by the competitive nature of human communities and by the fact
that such institutions are ‘‘determined by a group of leading nations’’,
namely the winners of the world wars.120

With this view of the international community in mind, Tillich lays out
two conditions for a just war: when a higher unity must be created or de-
fended. For the first case, Tillich provides the example of the American
Civil War, when the nation had to be held together by force for some
greater good (the expansion of civil rights); for the latter, Tillich points
to the American Revolutionary War, when the colonies had to separate
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from Britain to acquire their legitimate political rights.121 Just causes
represent ‘‘creative justice’’ or ‘‘a justice whose final aim is the preserva-
tion or restitution of a community of social groups, subnational or supra-
national’’.122 Creative justice is the only legitimate cause for war.

But there is ‘‘no way of saying with more than daring faith whether a
war was or is a just war in this sense’’, for there are so many variables to
consider and human reason is limited.123 Nonetheless, this inescapable
incertitude ‘‘does not justify the cynical type of realism which surrenders
all criteria and judgements, nor does it justify the utopian idealism which
believes in the possibility of removing the compulsory element of power
from history’’.124 Thus, the Church must encourage peace, but nonethe-
less should not deny this tool of statecraft to the body politic. After all,
pacifism may end ‘‘in consequences which are opposite from those in-
tended’’ in a world where ‘‘national as well as international peace de-
pends on the power to restrain the violators of peace’’.125

Tillich also explicitly deals with the issue of nuclear weapons in the
years after World War II. War cannot be just if it is ‘‘in reality universal
suicide’’, and thus ‘‘one can never start an atomic war with the claim that
it is a just war, because it cannot serve the unity which belongs in the
Kingdom of God’’.126 Furthermore, a nuclear war would be evil ‘‘if
it could not serve the principle of creative justice’’, since it would be
‘‘[annihilating] what it is supposed to defend’’.127 The ‘‘impotency of
conventional weapons does not lift the prohibition against the use of
atomic weaponry . . . no first use of atomic weapons is permitted; and
should this mean withdrawal from territory, this is a tolerable short term
consequence’’.128 However, ‘‘one must be ready to answer in kind, even
with atomic weapons, if the other side uses them first’’, for the ‘‘threat it-
self could be a deterrent’’.129

In the United States, Reinhold Niebuhr (1892–1972) became one of
the foremost Protestant just war theorists. The son of an immigrant Lu-
theran preacher, Niebuhr became a professor at New York’s Union
Theological Seminary. In 1932, Niebuhr and his younger brother (theolo-
gian H. Richard Niebuhr) engaged in a landmark debate within the pages
of The Christian Century. Responding to the Manchurian crisis and the
looming spectre of World War II, the younger Niebuhr believed that
strict pacifism was the appropriate Christian response, penning the
‘‘Grace of Doing Nothing’’. He denied the usefulness of just war criteria,
arguing that ‘‘war cannot be evaluated in terms of the rightness of partic-
ular causes, an exercise that results only in self-righteous hubris’’.130

But the elder Niebuhr argued that engagement was necessary, laying
the foundations for Christian realism. Niebuhr pragmatically asserted
that no specific norm could be taken absolutely, that ‘‘the thing for the
moralist to keep in view historically is the social goal, and values must
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be wielded against each other to produce the pattern of activity that will
result in the most egalitarian and inclusive social good’’.131 For this rea-
son, Niebuhr’s work does not provide a systematic approach to just war
theory, although it does outline a justification for violence and suggest
some ways in which inter-state peace could be established.

Like Pufendorf, Niebuhr was moderately optimistic about the human
potential to live in harmony. In his view, humankind is blessed with a
‘‘natural impulse’’, prompting him ‘‘to consider the needs of others,
even when they conflict with his own’’.132 But although education could
encourage people to expand their range of benevolent impulse, ‘‘there
are definite limits in the capacity of ordinary mortals’’, making it imposs-
ible for them to give others the same rights they grant themselves.133

As a result, coercion is a natural requirement for ‘‘all social co-operation
on a larger scale than the most intimate social group’’.134 Although states
cannot rely on coercion alone to maintain unity, they would be lost with-
out it. Realistic about the relationship between order, coercion and jus-
tice, Niebuhr admits that ‘‘power sacrifices justice to peace with the
community and destroys peace between communities . . . the power that
prevents anarchy in intra-group relations encourages anarchy in inter-
group relations’’.135 Indeed, ‘‘the fact that the coercive factor in society
is both necessary and dangerous seriously complicates the whole task of
securing both peace and justice’’.136 Humankind should not naı̈vely hope
for an ideal society, but should instead concentrate on creating a society
‘‘in which there will be enough justice, and in which coercion will be suf-
ficiently non-violent to prevent his common enterprise from issuing into
complete disaster’’.137 Ultimately, the ‘‘political order must be satisfied
with relative peace and relative justice’’.138

Violence should not be blithely dismissed as a reasonable tool for
achieving justice and social change. Although coercion undermines jus-
tice in some respects, ‘‘equality is a higher social goal than peace’’.139
Without equality, ‘‘peace’’ is really nothing more than ‘‘an armistice
within the existing disproportions of power’’.140 Therefore, it is wrong
to assume that ‘‘violence is intrinsically immoral’’.141 Niebuhr unequivo-
cally states: ‘‘Nothing is intrinsically immoral except ill-will and nothing is
intrinsically good except goodwill.’’142 Human motives are inevitably
mixed, and a priori classifying certain means of achieving them as wrong
or right is unjust. Typically, overt acts of violence (such as outright rebel-
lion) are condemned, whereas covert acts of violence (such as systemic
economic injustice) are tacitly permitted. So if coercion is ethically justi-
fied, although ‘‘always morally dangerous’’, we cannot ‘‘draw any abso-
lute line of demarcation between violent and non-violent coercion’’.143
Intent is difficult to determine, and our habits and laziness lead us to as-
sume that non-violent acts are motivated by goodwill whereas violent
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ones are driven by ill will. In Niebuhr’s view, this ‘‘traditionalized instru-
mental value’’ attached to all actions based on their violence or non-
violence obscures the intents behind them, as well as their long-term
effects.144

For Niebuhr, the question of whether the use of force is justifiable
hinges on its intended results: ‘‘a political policy cannot be intrinsically
evil if it can be proved to be an efficacious instrument for the achieve-
ment of a morally approved end.’’145 Nonetheless, Niebuhr recognizes
that violence as a political tool carries special moral risks and conse-
quences. In the short term, ‘‘the destruction of life or the suppression
of freedom result in the immediate destruction of moral values’’.146
Whether this sacrifice could be justifiable depends on the circumstances.

Nations are, by nature, too selfish and hubristic ‘‘to make the attain-
ment of international justice without the use of force possible’’.147 The
danger is that inter-state politics easily falls into an endless cycle of vio-
lence, as nations avenging wrongs against themselves engender new
wrongs against others. Niebuhr therefore lays out several methods for
overcoming this cycle and ‘‘making force morally redemptive’’.148 One
method is to place violence in the hands of a community or organization
‘‘which transcends the conflicts of interest between individual nations and
has an impartial perspective upon them’’.149 The League of Nations
could have served such a role, but Niebuhr is sceptical about its potential
for impartiality, given the broad differences in power between states.
Furthermore, the international community itself neither carries enough
‘‘prestige’’ nor represents a ‘‘sufficiently unified’’ communal spirit to dis-
cipline violators.150 Because of its institutional weakness, it would have
difficulty proving itself in the one really important test of its efficacy:
whether it would be ‘‘able to grant justice to those who have been wor-
sted in battle without requiring them to engage in new wars to redress
their wrongs’’.151 Recognizing that human society will probably never
completely escape social conflict, Niebuhr does not advocate abolishing
coercion, but rather proposes limiting it by ‘‘counselling the use of such
types of coercion as are most compatible with the moral and rational fac-
tors in human society and by discriminating between the purposes and
ends for which coercion is used’’.152 Realistically, the international com-
munity can reduce the occurrence of violence but cannot hope to banish
it entirely.

Unlike Luther and Calvin, who unequivocally condemned rebellion,
Niebuhr sees it as potentially leading to greater justice. The short-term
upheaval of rebellion may be worth the long-term improvement in social
justice: ‘‘if a season of violence can establish a just social system and can
create the possibilities of its preservation, there is no purely ethical
ground upon which violence and revolution can be ruled out.’’153 If coer-
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cion is accepted as a necessary instrument of social cohesion, not only do
violent and non-violent coercion have to be considered as a single cate-
gory, but the distinction between coercion used by governments and that
used by revolutionaries must also disappear.

Although Niebuhr justifies the use of force, he spends very little time
on the question of just means. He does comment that, ‘‘if violence can
be justified at all, its terror must have the tempo of a surgeon’s skill and
healing must follow quickly upon its wounds’’.154 Logically, it seems that
just means must therefore uphold the end goal of peace. Additionally, in
his discussion of the possible injustices associated with non-violent coer-
cion (i.e. boycotts and sanctions), Niebuhr points out that these tactics
are no better than their violent counterparts at isolating the guilty from
the innocent.155 Implicitly, Niebuhr thus upholds the principle of non-
combatant immunity. However, just as the validity of force as a legitimate
political tool could be judged only against its ends, Niebuhr’s lack of at-
tention to just means suggests a similar relativist emphasis.

After the advent of the nuclear bomb, Niebuhr re-evaluated his think-
ing about just means. At first, he did not judge nuclear weapons to be sig-
nificantly different from the conventional weapons already available,
considering them an expansion of scale rather than a revolutionary tech-
nology threatening the very roots of just war thought.156 When the mas-
sive US retaliation policy emerged, Niebuhr called it ‘‘reckless’’ and a
violation of the principle of non-combatant immunity, yet came short of
suggesting that the potential for nuclear war had really changed the na-
ture of international politics.157 Ultimately, Niebuhr’s thought evolved
towards a new ‘‘nuclear realism’’, recognizing that the risks involved
in the new technology call for more than restraint, and perhaps even a
policy of avoidance of war.158

Almost a generation after Niebuhr, Paul Ramsey (1913–1988)
emerged as a significant Protestant just war thinker. A Methodist, Ram-
sey’s theological roots lay in the Anglican tradition. Conservative both
politically and religiously, Ramsey’s work was a reaction against ‘‘the
dominance of Niebuhrian political realism on the Protestant ethical scene
– not because of its realism about coercion, but because of its political
approach to morality’’.159 For Ramsey, a Christian ethic could not be
based on the political calculation of good ends. Instead, it must draw on
a priori moral principles.

The most fundamental moral principle is love. In Basic Christian Ethics,
Ramsey systematically presents his theological principles. Love functions
in a distinctive way in Ramsey’s theology, appropriating ‘‘much of the
function of a Roman Catholic natural law ethic, without either its meta-
physical or its teleological grounding’’.160 Natural law is rejected on the
Reformation grounds that it wrongly directs the ‘‘cultivation of virtue
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toward human fulfilment, rather than to . . . obedience to God’s com-
mands’’.161 For Ramsey, as for Augustine, love justifies the recourse to
war (as opposed to concerns for justice, as in Niebuhr).

Ramsey was most occupied with the question of just war at the height
of the Cold War, in the 1950s and 1960s, penning both War and the Chris-
tian Conscience (1961) and The Just War (1968). The latter text revises
and reworks many ideas from the first, and so represents Ramsey’s most
refined ideas.

Like Luther, Ramsey holds that Church and state operate in separate
spheres. Religious communities should be concerned with political doc-
trine, but ‘‘in politics the Church is only a theoretician’’, clarifying and
laying out the legitimate options for choice.162 Churches should not try
to influence particular policy decisions, but should instead establish
an ethical basis from which to evaluate them. In a sense, Churches can
create political doctrine but not policy; they can say what may be done,
but not what should or must be done.163 Churches must submit to politi-
cal authority, for political decision-making ‘‘is an image of the majesty of
God’’.164

As for Luther and Calvin, Ramsey sees power as inherently involved
in politics. Governments have the responsibility to uphold the national
common good and, as far as they are able, the international common
good.165 The common good is based on order, without which achieving
other goods becomes impossible. Order is ‘‘not a higher value in politics
than justice, but neither is humanitarian justice a higher value than order’’;
instead, each is conditional upon the other.166 Thus, there is always a
certain degree of tragedy in politics, as it tries to negotiate between these
often competing goals.

Ramsey traces the origins of just war not to natural justice but to ‘‘the
interior of the ethics of Christian love’’.167 Retelling the story of
the Good Samaritan, Ramsey imagines what might have happened if the
Samaritan had arrived while the robbers were still assaulting the man on
the roadside. Should the Samaritan have just stood by, waiting for the al-
tercation to end, before carrying the victim to the inn? Although Christ
did teach that disciples should turn the other cheek, he did not counsel
them to ‘‘lift up the face of another oppressed man for him to be struck
again on his other cheek . . . Instead, it is the work of love and mercy to
deliver as many as possible of God’s children from tyranny.’’168 If forced
to choose between the perpetrator of injustice and his victims, one must
prefer the latter – they are deserving of love and protection. Thus, mili-
tary force is justified out of ‘‘love for neighbours threatened by violence,
by aggression or tyranny’’.169

The issue of right intention is clearly present in Ramsey’s work. He ar-
gues that ‘‘it is never right to intend to do wrong that good may come of
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it’’.170 This is especially true in a nuclear world. At the height of the Cold
War, with the very real threat of mutually assured destruction, Ramsey
counselled that ‘‘nuclear weapons have only added to this perennial truth
a morally insignificant footnote: it can never do any good to intend or do
wrong that good may come of it’’.171 Whereas this interpretation led him
in his earlier work to deny the justness of nuclear deterrence, in his later
book he revises that position, arguing that deterrence does not really rest
on the intent to murder.

Ramsey also upholds the traditional just means principles, especially
non-combatant immunity. Although love for one’s neighbour might jus-
tify the recourse to force, it could not justify a decision ‘‘to intend and di-
rectly to do the death of the aggressor’s children as a means of dissuading
him from his evil deeds’’.172 The same love that permits violence limits
its scope. Nonetheless, this restriction does not mean that non-combat-
ants ‘‘were to be roped off like ladies at a medieval tournament’’;173
they are immune ‘‘only from direct, intended attack’’.174 Ramsey claims
that the just war tradition ‘‘never supposed that non-combatants were
morally immune from indirect injury or death on however colossal a
scale, if there is proportionate grave reason for doing this’’.175 One must
make a prudential decision among good, evil and lesser evil consequen-
ces. Nonetheless, acts of murder and acts of war are not synonymous:
‘‘indiscriminate bombing or counter-people warfare stands indicted as
intrinsically wrong.’’176 Thus, counter-population nuclear targeting is un-
acceptable (because it directly and intentionally puts civilians in harm’s
way), but counter-force nuclear targeting may be acceptable, even if it
causes large numbers of civilian casualties.177

Ramsey also addresses the issue of counter-insurgency warfare. Recog-
nizing that the balance of nuclear terror had opened the world to a mul-
tiplication of small-scale conventional wars, Ramsey concentrates on the
question of how a counter-insurgency war could be conducted justly. His
discussion begins with a reminder that, in determining the justice of any
war’s conduct, the two most fundamental principles are those of discrim-
ination and proportionality.178 These principles apply equally to both
sides in the conflict.

Unlike his predecessors, Ramsey does not discuss whether rebellion
(or insurgency) itself is legitimate, assuming that sometimes insurgencies
have justified causes. Nonetheless, Ramsey points out that insurgents
often overstep the bounds of discrimination. An insurgency movement
resorting to terror engages in ‘‘an inherently immoral plan of war, no
matter how many benefits are supposed to accrue from it’’.179

The problem for the army involved in counter-insurgency warfare is
that it risks involving itself in terror as well, owing to the intermixing of
civilians and insurgents. Ramsey argues that modern war, ‘‘both at the
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highest nuclear level and at the sub-conventional level’’, has become
‘‘irremediably indiscriminate . . . by an entire rejection of the moral im-
munity of non-combatants from direct attack’’.180

Ramsey suggests that a clearer principle of discrimination is needed,
more clearly defining the nature of a combatant. A combatant ‘‘means
anyone who is an actual bearer of the force one seeks to repress by re-
sorting to arms’’, even if he or she does not wear a uniform.181 Some sur-
rendered soldiers fit this category, if it cannot be assured that they are
completely disarmed, as do some apparent civilians, if they are evidently
armed. Ultimately, Ramsey admits that it may be so difficult to sort
out the combatants from the non-combatants that fighting a just war
may become impossible. In that case, an alternative would be to combat
the insurgency politically rather than militarily. Ultimately, ‘‘even if a
revolution happens to be wholly unjustifiable because it uses means no
end can warrant and seeks ends for which no political means are apt and
is on balance evil in its worldwide consequences’’, that does not mean
that it should be opposed militarily.182 If a war is not winnable using
just means, then justice may demand that it not be fought.

Protestant pacifism

Pacifism has always played a role within Protestantism as a counterbal-
ance to just war thought. For the first four centuries, pacifist movements
were limited to the smaller sects: the Anabaptists in the sixteenth century,
the Quakers in the seventeenth, and the Brethren in the eighteenth.183
These denominations, unlike the dominant Protestant state churches,
were suspicious of state power, encouraging their members to remain
separate from the world. Basing their politics on the ‘‘doctrine concern-
ing the separation of the faithful from the world’’ and a ‘‘conception of
the church as a suffering church’’, most Anabaptists historically embraced
‘‘the practices of persecution and oppression’’.184 Thus, they would fight
to defend neither themselves nor their state, and some would even go
so far as to refuse to serve the state in any capacity. The relationship
between Anabaptist groups and the state Protestant (and Catholic)
churches was a troubled one. Several theological differences separated
the Anabaptists from the mainline churches, of which the just war issue
was one of the most significant. By refusing to serve the state in wartime,
Anabaptists came to be seen as not only theologically heretical but polit-
ically dangerous.

The twentieth-century Mennonite theologian John Howard Yoder is
the most dominant voice to arise from one of these traditional Peace
Churches. Yoder’s influence reaches far beyond the scope of traditional
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Protestant pacifism, directly influencing theologian Stanley Hauerwas,
who has become an outspoken advocate for pacifism from within main-
stream Protestantism.

Yoder writes from outside the just war canon, yet his work encourages
just war thinkers to take their own tradition more seriously.185 His book
When War Is Unjust directly engages both Catholic and Protestant just
war thinkers, including critical responses from each of these traditions.
Yoder argues that it is essential to engage those who uphold just war
theories, because ‘‘it is still the case that every time just-war proponents
exercise effective discipline and limit the harm they do, fewer lives and
other values will be destroyed than if they had not applied that re-
straint’’.186

Yoder criticizes just war theory for employing a sliding scale of ethics.
Once the proposition is accepted that the commandment against killing
can occasionally be violated, it becomes necessary to make more and
more exceptions in order to maintain the viability of the system.187 The
rules must evolve as military technology and tactics develop; otherwise
they lose their efficacy. Furthermore, the laws of war unsurprisingly
favour the interests of their crafters. Thus, they reflect the power dispar-
ity between states in the world, reinforcing structural injustice. Lastly,
Yoder points out that just war theory’s validity depends on its ability to
distinguish between wars, permitting some while condemning others. Yet
just war theory only very rarely accomplishes the latter: politically it is
too difficult, and theoretically it raises an uncomfortable possibility. If
a war cannot be waged justly, then a strict reading of just war theory
implies that it should not be fought at all. But if the cause were just
enough to legitimize violence, how is it that possible?

Much of Stanley Hauerwas’ (1940–) advocacy of pacifism also directly
confronts just war theory on its own terms. Hauerwas’ first forays into the
just war/pacifism debate came in response to the 1983 pastoral letter from
the National Conference of Catholic Bishops of the United States con-
demning nuclear weapons.188 In the pastoral letter, the bishops take on
a near-pacifist (what Yoder would call a ‘‘nuclear pacifist’’) position,189
arguing that, given the dangers inherent in nuclear weapons and the
ever-present risk of escalation, warfare is less desirable now than ever.
Yet they stop short of true pacifism, leaving open the possibility of Chris-
tian participation in war as a means of achieving earthly justice. Hauer-
was also criticized the United Methodist Bishops’ Pastoral (1985) on the
question of nuclear war.

Hauerwas argues that the difficulty in maintaining a just war position is
that tolerating war in certain circumstances gives war a moral status that
then obscures our ability to judge it. To truly test the legitimacy of this
status, an account of war must be made that would show ‘‘that if war
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were eliminated we would be morally the worse for it’’.190 War is more
than violence on a grand scale; it is an institution. This institution, clearly
the product of human choices, is perceived as ‘‘an external agent . . . an
unsolicited yet unavoidable consequence of our shared activities’’.191
Like any institution, war serves its creators’ interests – in this case, states
– enabling them ‘‘to perpetuate their own particular shared goods, to pre-
serve their histories and moralities’’.192 In other words, war protects not
merely the existence of a people but, more importantly, ‘‘their interpreta-
tion of their existence’’.193

But the illogic of war as a positive good emerges out of the very at-
tempt to demonstrate its positive side. How can just war be an exception
to the general rule of non-violence, if war itself is an institution so de-
terminative of our state system? Scepticism about the possibility of just
war theory actually condemning a particular war leads Hauerwas to
argue that ‘‘just war theory is not just a theory of exceptions, but an
attempt to limit the destructive potential of war once it is recognized as
a moral necessity . . . [I]t does not attempt to make war impossible, but
rather to make the moral necessity of war serve human purposes.’’194
Thus, war theory ‘‘is a theory of statecraft’’, seeking not peace but
‘‘the maintenance of ordered justice through which the innocent are
protected’’.195

Hauerwas argues that just war theorists’ focus on the political ‘‘neces-
sity’’ of violence fails to recognize that Christ has already created the
possibility of peace on earth. Their condemnation of war reflects not theo-
logy but rather military reality: the existence of nuclear weapons threat-
ens to turn any conflict nuclear, so therefore churches must reject war
itself, to prevent mankind’s destruction. But Hauerwas wonders whether
this really has ‘‘anything to do with pacifism. If war is wrong, then nu-
clear war is clearly wrong, but no conclusions about how to keep war
nonnuclear need to be drawn to reach that conclusion.’’196

Unlike Luther and Calvin, who conceived of two separate kingdoms,
Hauerwas argues that the ‘‘kingdom has been made present fully in Jesus
Christ’’.197 The heavenly kingdom exists here and now, interwoven
with the earthly one. Consequently, ‘‘the Christian commitment to non-
violence is therefore not first of all an ‘ethic’ but a declaration of the re-
ality of the new age’’.198 Just war theory presumes a separation between
these kingdoms; true pacifism denies it.

The use of war as a political tool is for Hauerwas a denial of God’s
power to act in shaping the course of human history. War is nothing but
‘‘the desire to be rid of God, to claim for ourselves the power to deter-
mine our meaning and destiny’’; thus, ‘‘our desire to protect ourselves
from our enemies, to eliminate our enemies in the name of protecting
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the common history we share with our friends, is but the manifestation of
our hatred of God’’.199

However, giving up war as a tool should not be misconstrued as abdi-
cating the responsibility to be active in the world. Pacifism is not easily
‘‘summed up as antiwarism or antiviolence’’.200 Christians must be com-
mitted optimists, believing that war is not inevitable, and must make their
message heard. This means changing the terms of the debate. The state is
not an institution ordained by God to order human society; it is simply a
fact of our existence in this time and place. Politics is not synonymous
with power, but instead is an ongoing conversation.

Pacifism thus understood is about learning ‘‘to deal with conflicts
through truth rather than violence’’.201 If just war is ‘‘an account of
politics that is nonutopian in the interest of keeping the political within
humane limits’’, pacifists must offer a more hopeful view of politics.202
Rather than denying the political nature of our common life, ‘‘non-
violence requires that we become political by forcing us to listen to the
other rather than destroy them’’.203 Most importantly, the Church must
demonstrate its message of peace by being its message of peace. Its pri-
mary goal is not so much to ‘‘make the world more peaceable or just’’,
as to manifest ‘‘the peaceable kingdom in the world’’.204 Christians must
be patient when faced with injustice, recognizing that they ‘‘cannot seek
‘results’ that require [them] to employ unjust means’’.205

Since the late twentieth century, some dominant Protestant denomina-
tions have also grown increasingly pacifistic in their views. The emer-
gence of weapons of mass destruction has led some to declare that, in
the modern world, a just war is no longer possible. These denominations,
including the Federal Council of Churches, the United Church of Christ,
and the United Methodists, have developed a ‘‘just peace’’ theory. This
perspective begins with the assumption that war is unjust, rather than
asking whether war could be justified or justly fought in certain circum-
stances. It also assumes that peace is possible, that war is not the obvious
result of a fallen human nature. For this reason, this newly emerging tra-
dition stresses cooperation and active peace-making, and applauds the
efforts of the United Nations.

This theory claims that ‘‘the revolution in the destructiveness of con-
ventional weapons (to say nothing of nuclear, biological or poison gas
weaponry) is so massive that one cannot fight without an unacceptable
amount of loss of innocent life’’.206 The United Methodist Church, for
example, declared in the 1972 edition of its Book of Discipline that
‘‘though coercion, violence and war are presently the ultimate sanctions
in international relations, we reject them as incompatible with the gos-
pel and spirit of Christ’’.207 The Church’s Social Principles declare its
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rejection of war ‘‘as an instrument of national foreign policy’’.208 This
position has been upheld in the subsequent editions.

Protestant crusading

At the opposite extreme, the crusading concept would be reinstated, to
some extent, by the Reformed churches, especially those with Calvinist
tendencies.209 This choice reflects the denomination’s early struggle for
existence as a militant minority caught up in the wars of religion, as well
as its theocratic conception of Church-led governance.210 The earliest
Protestant rhetoric of holy war dates to the Eighty Years War, not only
on the Continent but within England as well.

Holy war differs from just war in three major ways.211 First, in just
war theory, the legitimate authority to declare war lies with the secular
leader, acting on his own terms. By contrast, the authorization for a holy
war comes from a religious authority, or from God himself, through a
special revelation. Political leaders may be the recipients of such revela-
tions, but they act under the explicit direction of a higher power, and not
on their own terms. Secondly, holy wars not only use religious language
rhetorically, but are fought for religious reasons, whereas just war theory
denies the legitimacy of such causes. Lastly, just war theory holds open
the possibility that there is some justice on both sides or, at the very least,
the political and moral legitimacy of the other side’s leaders are not irre-
vocably damaged by the mere fact of fighting for an unjust cause. Put
simply, a good person could fight a bad war. Holy war, however, is under-
stood as a struggle between good and evil, turning the other side into a
‘‘demonic and damned enemy committing sacrilege’’.212 For this reason,
it tends towards a self-righteousness that does not lend itself well to limit-
ing the scale of the violence.

It is important to note, however, that Protestant crusading did not
emerge explicitly as a third perspective on war, clearly separate from
just war thought. Many theologians who use language reflective of a cru-
sading or holy war position believe themselves to be speaking from with-
in the just war tradition itself. Puritan theologians and ministers justifying
England’s Civil War, for example, did not abandon ‘‘the formal frame-
work of just war theory’’, although they moved in the direction of holy
war.213 During World War I, most priests and ministers in Britain
accepted that the ‘‘traditional teaching of the ‘just war’ theory was unde-
niably valid’’, despite using crusading language in sermons and pam-
phlets.214

The theological discussion of holy war and its justification re-emerges
in the discourse each time there is a significant war. During the English

246 VALERIE MORKEVICIUS



Civil War, the Puritans claimed God as their commander in war, passion-
ately invoking the Bible to urge fellow Christians to violence, evidencing
‘‘a mentality not foreign to the crusades’’.215 The Puritans found justifi-
cation for their stance in Calvin, and also in a popular theological per-
spective of the time that ‘‘lessened the distance between old and new
covenants, and, in fact, gave priority to the former in defining a norma-
tive pattern of Christian conduct in civil society’’.216 Likewise, during
the American Revolution, Congregationalist and Presbyterian ministers
supported the colonists’ cause with crusading language.217 During World
War I, some conservative Anglican priests argued that Germany should
be showed little mercy, with the Bishop of London even calling for a
‘‘holy war’’.218 In the United States, the language of Crusade re-emerged
in the Protestant discourse during the Vietnam War and later during the
first Gulf War in 1991.

Most recently, crusading language has appeared in the Evangelical
Protestant discourse surrounding the war on terror and the Iraq War in
the United States. This language has been used not only by certain fun-
damentalist and evangelical ministers, but also by key Republican Party
leaders and even the President himself. (The President, having been
raised Episcopalian, is a member of the United Methodist Church, nei-
ther of them an Evangelical denomination.) On the one hand, these poli-
ticians base much of their public justification for the recourse to war on
just war theory, presumably to appeal to a broader range of voters. In
his 2003 State of the Union address, President Bush asserted: ‘‘If war is
forced upon us, we will fight in a just cause and by just means,’’ language
that he repeated numerous times throughout the year.219 At the same
time, the President has consistently used language more reflective of a
holy war perspective. In addition to using enemy images in his rhetoric
(that is, portraying the other as explicitly evil), Bush also explicitly
painted the conflict itself as a struggle between good and evil: ‘‘Out of
evil will come incredible good,’’ he declared in October 2002.220 A sym-
pathetic chronicle of his years in the White House describes Bush as
viewing the war on terror as a ‘‘religious war’’ between Christians and
Muslims.221

Conclusion

Within Protestantism, the proper role for violence is still a matter of
active consideration. The dominant Protestant churches have historically
accepted just war theory, but, with the development of nuclear weapons
and other weapons of mass destruction, several of these churches have
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begun to adopt positions that are nearly pacifist in nature. Their case is
not that violence per se is unjust, but that modern weapons may make
the just use of violence impossible. Nonetheless, none of these churches
has officially forsaken the just war position, or cut it from its confessional
statements.

Pacifism, once considered heretical by the dominant Protestant de-
nominations, is the official position of only a few smaller denominations,
and has remained vocal in its call for a radical transformation of politics.
Its radical opposite, the crusading perspective, still exists, although not
supported by the largest denominations. Nonetheless, the rhetoric of
Crusade has reappeared in the Protestant tradition each time a major
war looms, in the arguments made by theologians, ministers and politi-
cians alike. Thus, Protestant just war theory remains at the crossroads be-
tween pacifism and Crusade, in a debate yet to be resolved.
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9

Norms of war in Shia Islam

Davood Feirahi

In Islam, as in many other civilizations, religious texts/principles define
and set human behaviour. Religion and religious ideas have great impor-
tance in understanding the nature of war and military ethics in the Is-
lamic world. If we define Islamic civilization through one of its major
features, then we can say that it is a civilization based on religious juris-
prudence (fiqh). As such, it is oriented around the Sharia, a comprehen-
sive body of law that defines the values, rules and morality of Muslims in
all areas of life (from birth to death), including war and military ethics.

Jurisprudence in Islamic society is the science that defines the historical
life of Muslims in relation to the religious texts, in any time or place. Ju-
risprudence aims at creating harmony between religious commands and
daily life within a given environment. In Islamic culture, religious text
means the holy Qur’an and narrations from the Holy Prophet and the
Infallible Imams in Shiism, all of which are closely interrelated. In Islamic
terms, these are all referred to as Sunna (tradition). In other words, we
may say that the Prophet’s sayings (Hadith) and the narrations of the
Infallible Imams of Shiism (Akhbar) are all interpretations of the holy
Qur’an. The duty of jurisprudence is to interpret issues related to social
life, such as war and peace, on the basis of the Qur’an and tradition, and
to derive religious rules and laws from them, whose observance is obliga-
tory for all members of the community. Fiqh (jurisprudence) also refers
to two other sources, which are called ‘‘consensus’’ and ‘‘analogy’’ by
followers of Sunnism, and ‘‘intellect’’ and ‘‘consensus’’ by the Shiites.
Therefore, we may conclude that in Shiite Islam we have four sources of
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interpretation: the Holy Qur’an, Tradition (Sunna), Intellect (Aql ), and
Unanimity (consensus).1 These are the sources from which the rules
for war and peace are derived; this is why we define religious jurispru-
dence as the deduction of religious rules from these four sources of inter-
pretation.

In Islamic jurisprudence, war is equal to ‘‘jihad’’, which is one of the 10
secondary rules of Islam. However, it should be noted that one must nec-
essarily distinguish between the Qur’anic and the jurisprudential usages
of ‘‘jihad’’. In most cases in the Qur’an, jihad means ‘‘striving’’ in the
way of God; in its jurisprudential usage, however, jihad refers to ‘‘war’’,
which is a specific instance of striving in the way of God. Thus, in Islamic
jurisprudence, jihad, whether offensive or defensive, is a term that always
means ‘‘war’’. That is why one of the 10 chapters/topics of Islamic juris-
prudence is entitled ‘‘The Book of Jihad’’ (Kitab al-Jihad).

This chapter aims to analyse the interpretation of jihad and military
ethics in Shiite Islam, with reference to the Islamic texts that deal with
jihad from the Shiite perspective.

The concept of jihad in traditional Shiite jurisprudence

Any proper study of the concept of jihad in Shiite Islam must be based
on two principles:
1. differentiating the classical and the new interpretations of jihad in

Islamic fiqh/jurisprudence;
2. understanding the basic difference between the Shiites and Sunnites in

the concept of jihad.
Shia and Sunni are two major Islamic sects that in most theological and
jurisprudential cases overlap. Their basic differences lie in the Caliphate
and the imamate. In contrast to the Sunnites, the Shiites believe in the
infallibility of the Twelve Imams. Since, in Shiite thought, offensive jihad
is dependent on the Infallible Imam, the Shiite and Sunnite conceptions
of offensive jihad are quite different.

Because the above principles are so essential, a thorough understand-
ing of the issue of jihad is not possible without a proper understanding of
the concept of jihad in Shiite Islam.

The classical Islamic jurisprudence, whether Shiite or Sunnite, classifies
jihad on two levels: offensive and defensive. In this classical approach the
main meaning of jihad is offensive jihad,2 which is an obligatory act for
any Muslim. Particularly among Sunnites, it is believed that the Qur’anic
verses on jihad nullified (nasikh) the Qur’anic verses on peace,3 and so it
is believed that jihad is a permanent obligation, never to be suspended,
for all Muslims up to the end of time.
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Shams al-Din Abu-Bakr Mohammad bin Abi-Sahl al-Sarakhsi (d.1089),
one of the Hanafi Sunni jurisprudents, has set the Qur’anic verses in such
a way that the rules on relations between Muslims and non-Muslims start
by abandoning any relation, then proceed to an invitation to convert to
Islam through preaching, leading to defensive war in the event of any
offence by the enemy, and ultimately to offensive attack on non-Muslims.
The last step in this line of evolution is believed to be the final rule. He
says:

The Holy prophet of Allah (God) was first instructed to leave any relation with
non-believers. Then He was instructed to preach to them, encouraging them to
convert to Islam. Then, He was delegated to defensive war, but only if He was
attacked first. Afterwards He was instructed to conduct an offensive war. This
is how Jihad with non-believers is set as a religious duty, with its validity ac-
knowledged until the Day of Judgement.4

Imam Mohammad Shafei (d.819), the founder of the Shafei sect (one
of the four main Sunni schools of law), believes that the Qur’anic verses
that deal with peace, non-violence and the prohibition of war during
haram (forbidden) months, have all been abrogated by the Holy verse
‘‘fight with them until there is no persecution and religion should be
only for Allah, but if they desist, then there should be no hostility except
against the oppressors’’ (Qur’an 2:193; Shakir translation).5

Abu-Muhammad al-Maqdisi (d.1223), an eminent jurisprudent of the
Hanbali Sunni school of law, believes that offensive jihad should be con-
ducted at least once a year.6 Abu-Omar Yousef bin Abdollah al-Qortobi
(d.1070), one of the founders of the Maleki Sunni school of law, is of the
same opinion.7 Abu-Albarakat al-Maleki (d.1924) believes that Muslims
are obligated to conduct jihad even under the rule of a tyrant or an il-
legitimate emir or governor.8

The idea of offensive jihad in the works of Hanafi is of the same nature
as that in the other classical Sunni jurisprudence. The author of Tabyin
al-Hagha’igh (Elucidation of the Truth) states that:

It is our obligation to commence a war on them (non-believers), though they
may not intend to commence a war on us. Because Allah has made it an obli-
gation on us to kill the unbelievers, so nobody (Lawful or Unlawful Governors)
would be in a position to suspend this rule, so that all the people would say that
there is no god but Allah.9

In thus defining the obligatory nature of jihad, he refers to the consensus
of the Muslims as one of the jurisprudential bases of such a deduction.

As quoted by Great Ayatollah Sayyid Hussain Boroujerdi (1875–1961),
classical Shiite jurisprudence, in terms of methodology and method of
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reasoning, is somewhat like the Sunni version,10 despite asserting a belief
in the Infallible Imams. This theological difference led to Shiite jurispru-
dence considering ‘‘the narrations from the Imams of Shiite’’ (akhbar) as
important sources of interpretation of the Holy Qur’an and the Prophet’s
narrations. Therefore, there is a significant difference in the definition of
the concept of jurisprudence between the Sunnites and the Shiites, partic-
ularly concerning the nature of jihad.

The Shiite jurisprudents, like their Sunni counterparts, believe that
jihad is one of the major religious obligations. However, from the Shiite
perspective we have another important condition: jihad may not be con-
ducted in the absence of an instruction issued by a just Imam, which has
been interpreted in Shiite traditional jurisprudence as meaning an Infalli-
ble [Twelfth] Imam. Sheikh Al-Taefa Abu-Ja’far Mohammad al-Tousi
(995–1075), who was a great Shiite jurisprudent, stated in his work al-
Nihayah (The Ultimate):

Jihad is a religious duty essential to be performed either by the person him-
self or by someone on his behalf. So it is an obligation for any one (except for
women, old or sick people, children & insane). But, one of the conditions of
Jihad is the presence of a just Imam, since he is the one and only to issue such
command, so Jihad is only possible if such Imam is present or when he has ap-
pointed someone on his own behalf to take care of Muslim affairs. Therefore,
Jihad is not a religious obligation when an infallible Imam is not present. If
someone goes to Jihad upon the instruction of an unjust imam or an ordinary
ruler, then one deserves punishment since he has committed a sin. Even if
such Jihad would be performed with success, there would be no reward to that
achievement. If one gets hurt or defeated in such unjustified Jihad, he is a sin-
ner any way.

But if Muslims are attacked by the enemy and the religion or lives of Muslims
are in danger, in such a case Jihad and defence is a religious duty even under
an unjust ruler, of course not as an offensive Jihad, but as one defending the
lives of Islam and Muslims.11

These statements show the Shiite view of the nature of jihad in Islam,
which is not in line with the Sunni ideas of jihad. Shiite offensive jihad
belongs to the Infallible Imam. This position remained unchanged from
the time of Sheikh Abu Ja’far al-Tousi in the eleventh century,12 until
Sheikh Mohammad Hasan al-Najafi al-Javahiri (d.1849), another impor-
tant Shiite jurisprudent, compiled one of the most authoritative collec-
tions of Shiite jurisprudence, Javahir al-Kalaam.13

There are two main characteristics of Sheikh al-Tousi’s statements:
1. he divides jihad (like the Sunnites) into two categories: offensive and

defensive;
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2. offensive jihad is dependent on the presence of the Infallible Imam or
his appointed representative, either of whom can call for jihad; there-
fore, jihad is not permitted alongside, and by the order of, any ruler.

These two criteria are the determining conditions for jihad among Shiites.
That is why jihad is the prerogative only of an Infallible Imam; i.e. the
Twelfth Imam of Shiite, who is currently in a state of Greater Occultation
(the period when there is no agent of the Hidden Imam on earth). In Shi-
ite thinking, offensive jihad is not possible in his absence. Based on this
fact, in classical Shiite jurisprudence, which it is also claimed has unani-
mous recognition by all Shiites (consensus), offensive jihad is suspended.

New trends

Contemporary critical interpretations of Islamic jurisprudence, both Shi-
ite and Sunnite, have presented new approaches to understanding the
Qur’anic verses on jihad. Among the Sunnite scholars we may refer to
the ideas of Sheikh Mohammad Abdoh (1849–1905) in Al-Minar.14
Among the Shiite scholars we may refer to Morteza Motahari (1920–
1980)15 and Salehi Najafabadi (1924–2006).16 In contrast to the classical
jurisprudents, who believed that the ‘‘absolute’’ (mutlaq) verses on jihad
abrogated the ‘‘conditional’’ (muqayad) verses17 and emphasized the
legitimacy of offensive jihad, these modern scholars believe that the con-
ditional verses in fact elaborate and interpret the absolute verses on jihad.
Consequently, the maintenance of peace and the defensive nature of ji-
had in Islam remain the main valid concepts. Based on these new ideas,
the classical classification of jihad into offensive and defensive forms is no
longer acknowledged as valid, and jihad in Islam becomes a totally defen-
sive measure.

I believe in the importance of these points since they show that in Shi-
ite belief, in the absence of the Imam, jihad may be used only as a defen-
sive measure. In other words, although there may be other new ideas on
the subject, in the Shiite view jihad is of a defensive nature. This issue
will be elaborated on here, followed by an examination of military ethics
in Shiite Islam.

The principles of jihad and defence in Shiite jurisprudence

As previously noted, the system of Shiite jurisprudence (fiqh) is an ima-
mate-based branch of Islam, whose major difference from Sunni Islam
concerns the issue of the imamate.18 The format and concepts of Shiite
jurisprudence stand on the facts that the Prophet appointed 12 Infallible
Imams by God’s command, the last of whom is currently in Occultation.
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Belief in the imamate also has a great impact on Shiites’ conception of
jihad.

As a criterion for reasoning, the ‘‘narrations’’ (akhbar) from the Infal-
lible Imams are the main source for interpretation of the Qur’an and the
Sunna (tradition) of the Prophet in Shiite jurisprudence.19 Shiites believe
that, although the Qur’an is an absolute and perfect text from Allah, we
may interpret issues discussed in the Sacred Book in light of the Hadith
of the Prophet and the narrations of the Imams. That is why in Shiism the
sayings of the Imams occupy such a central position for interpreting and
understanding the Qur’an. Jihad is also interpreted and defined in the
same manner by Shiites.

Peace as a principle

There has been much discussion about the priority of war or peace in
Islam. In the minds of many non-Muslims, and even in the minds of
some Muslims, there is a belief that Islam is a religion of war and the
sword.

This understanding may have two explanations. One is that traditional
interpretations of Islam by the Sunnites resulted from the historical ex-
pansion of Islam by Muslim caliphs and rulers through wars. The other
explanation is that the understanding of Islam in certain religio-political
circles in the West results from Western contact with Sunnite Muslims
during the medieval period, and more recently in light of the contempo-
rary radicalism that prevails among many Muslims in the Sunnite world.
Consequently, two important matters are neglected:
� the new interpretation of Sunnite Islam, which believes in peace as a

fundamental principle in Islam;
� the voice of Shiites who emphasize that, in the absence of the Infallible

Imam, only defensive war is valid and justified; this idea covers a vast
geographical area in the Middle East.

I shall refer first to certain Qur’anic verses that emphasize that peace is
fundamental, and then I consider the narrative ideas of Shiism (Ravayah).

The Qur’an and peace
There are two types of Qur’anic verse on war and peace: in conditional
(muqayad/mashrout) verses, war against non-Muslims is contingent
upon the enemy attacking first; the absolute (mutlaq) verses recommend
jihad, no matter what the conditions might be.

As previously stated, classical Shiite jurisprudence accepts and inter-
prets the absolute Qur’anic verses on jihad in the same manner as the
Sunnite Muslims do, but then suspends jihad because the Infallible Imam
is not present. The new Shiite interpretations emphasize that, according
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to legal/ jurisprudential rules, the absolute verses are interpreted by the
conditional jihad verses, which make jihad subject to certain conditions.
Salehi Najafabadi believes that this is a general rule, which must be ob-
served in any sort of interpretation.20 Morteza Motahari is of the same
opinion: ‘‘The principle is that the absolute verses shall be interpreted
by the conditional verses (muqayad/mashrout) and deduct that whatever
is stated in absolute verses, meant the same as the concept presented in
the conditional verses.’’21

Morteza Motahari says: ‘‘Religion shall be in favour of peace.’’ The
Qur’an also states that ‘‘Peace is better [than war]’’. But religion should
also favour war when the other side does not want to coexist harmo-
niously, or when a tyrant disregards human dignity. To submit to such a
tyrant would involve a great loss of human dignity. In such cases war be-
comes a legitimate alternative. Islam emphasizes peace if the other side
also favours peace. But if the other side wants war, Islam commands
war.22 The old interpreters believed, in contrast, that the verses in which
jihad is conditional are abrogated by the absolute verses, such as the
chapter on Toubah (Repentance): ‘‘and fight the polytheists all together
as they fight you all together; and know that Allah is with those who
guard (against evil)’’ (Qur’an 9:36).23

In any case, the verses favouring peace as a principle state that war (ji-
had) is recommended only if the unbelievers start an attack on Muslims
first. These verses are the guiding principles for contemporary Sunnite
and Shiite interpreters, and lead them to believe that in these verses jihad
is of defensive nature.

Make prepare against them what force and horses tied at the frontier, to
frighten thereby the enemy of Allah and your enemy and others besides them,
whom you do not know. (but) Allah knows them; and whatever thing you will
spend in Allah’s way, it will be paid back to you fully and you shall not be dealt
with unjustly. (Qur’an 8:60)

This verse says that to be prepared to defend is an obligation and the of-
fenders are referred to as enemies of Allah and the Islamic community
(umma). Then in the next verse the priority of peace is emphasized:
‘‘And if they incline to peace, then incline to it and trust in Allah; surely
He is the Hearing, the Knowing’’ (Qur’an 8:61).

Some past Shiite scholars, such as Sayyid Ali al-Tabataba’ie (d.1814),
emphasized that this peace (selm) verse and the verse cited above are
not among the abrogated verses. Rather, they merely emphasize the con-
sistency of peace.24 Also, Allameh Mohammad Baqer al-Majlesi (d.1692),
commenting on the peace verse (Qur’an 8:61), asserts that the Qur’an
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suggests that Muslims should accept peace if the enemy also desires it.
Allah orders that Muslims trust Him, so the Islamic government need
not worry about the enemy tricking them by accepting peace, because, if
the enemy tricks Muslims and violates the peace, Allah is with them to
bring them victory.25

Sayyid Mostafa al-Khomeini (d.1976) believes that the peace verse is
not only a peace-centred rule for Islamic society but also a religious rea-
son for establishing political relations between Islamic governments and
foreign, non-Muslim governments, so as to recognize and respect these
governments.26 It is also stated in the Qur’an that;

And fight [waqatiloohum] in the way of Allah with those who fight with you,
and do not exceed the limits, surely Allah does not love those who exceed the
limits. And kill them wherever you find them, and drive them out from whence
they drove you out, and persecution is severer than slaughter, and do not fight
with them at the Sacred Mosque [the Ka’ba in Mecca] until they fight with you
in it, but if they do fight you, then slay them, such is the recompense of the un-
believers. But if they desist [fighting], then surely Allah is Forgiving, Merciful.
(Qur’an 2:190–192)

In the same chapter, the Qur’an states that aggression is the same as en-
dangering your own life, and recommends that you ‘‘spend in the way of
Allah and cast not yourselves to perdition with your own hands’’ (Qur’an
2:195).

In a commentary on these verses from Chapter 2 of the Qur’an, Salehi
Najafabadi draws our attention to an important point regarding the na-
ture and limits of defensive war in Islam:
� ‘‘A war, though is an act of defense, but shall be for Allah’s sake (in

His way) with the intention to seek his satisfaction.’’
� ‘‘The condition to fight for Allah’s sake is to make sure that the enemy

has attacked first. So fight with the ones who have attacked you and are
fighting with you.’’

� Since the war atmosphere is full of stress, the Qur’an strictly prohibits
going beyond the limits of a just war (just to attack the militant enemy
and not civilians). Furthermore, since going beyond the limits of a just
war is known to all consciences and observable to all mankind, the
Qur’an describes the word for aggression in very definite and absolute
terms, and leaves the interpretation to the individual’s conscience in
any time or place. Islamic literature – as will also be discussed in this
chapter – refers to these limits of legitimate defence, such as prohibit-
ing violence against women, children, the elderly, clergy and scientists,
who are neutral in war, in addition to refraining from burning crops,
jungle, trees, rivers and houses.
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� These verses emphasize that Allah does not accept aggression on the
part of anybody or in any circumstances. Therefore, an attack by an en-
emy cannot be a reason for a full counterattack aimed at teaching them
a lesson for their original aggression.27
Finally, in reference to the philosophy of defence, the Qur’an presents

a general summary of the concept of defensive jihad in the following
terms:

Permission (to fight) is given to those upon whom war is made because they are
oppressed, and most surely Allah is well able to assist them. (22:39)

Those who have been expelled from their homes without a just cause except
that they say: Our Lord is Allah. And had there not been Allah’s repelling
some people by others, certainly there would have been pulled down cloisters
and churches and synagogues and mosques in which Allah’s Name is much
remembered; and surely Allah will help him who helps His cause; most surely
Allah is Strong, Mighty. (22:40)

Shiite narrations and peace
In Shiite narrations (akhbar), peace is clearly respected as a fundamental
principle. Imam Ali (martyred in 661), the first Infallible Imam of Shiism,
states that ‘‘Peace is closer to salvation and is more beneficial up to the
moment that Islam is not in peril’’.28 In an order to his governor (emir)
in Egypt, Malik Ashtar (d.659), Imam Ali says:

Never turn your back on peace, to which Allah has called you and your enemy.
Because in peace there are lots of benefits, such as protecting the safety of your
armed forces, giving them peace of mind, and bringing security to your home-
land. But, never forget your enemy after making peace with them, because
sometimes the enemy gets closer to you to make an ambush. So be quite care-
ful and, while staying committed to peace, never be simple minded.29

Imam Ali further advises his governor that, ‘‘in order to keep the peace
and peace of mind of people, listen to the advice of the scholars and wise
men; because, peace would reveal the truth and the evil’’.30

Prophet Mohammad stated that if a person brought peace among
people, even between two persons, the angels would continuously praise
him.31 Imam Ali also further emphasizes that ‘‘if someone calls for peace
accept it and be patient because victory is the outcome of patience. Land
belongs to Allah and He would grant it to the ones He wishes so and the
future belongs to the believers.’’32 In the same sermon he recommends
that ‘‘if you face the enemy, never start the war’’.33

Imam Musa al-Kazim (743–798), the Seventh Shiite Imam, referred to
the Bible when he addressed one of his close disciples, saying:
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Happy would be the ones who give alms, because they are forgiven on the Day
of Judgment. Happy would be the peace seekers who are making peace among
people, because they will be close to Allah on the Day of Judgment.34

The religious commands also emphasize the priority of peace and con-
demn corruption on Earth. In the story of Korah (Qarun) in the Qur’an,
it is clearly stated that corruption is not acceptable and that Allah disap-
proves of those who engage in corruption: ‘‘seek by means of what Allah
has given you the future abode, . . . and do not seek to make mischief in
the land’’ (Qur’an 28:77).

We did not create the heaven and the earth and what is between them in vain;
that is the opinion of those who disbelieve then woe to those who disbelieve on
account of the fire. Shall We treat those who believe and do good like the mis-
chief-makers in the earth? Or shall We make those who guard (against evil)
like the wicked? (Qur’an 38:27–28)

The teachings of Islam provide further moral guidelines regarding cor-
ruption. As stated by Imam al-Sadeq (698–763), the Sixth Shiite Imam,
outward corruption is an indication of inward corruption ‘‘in people’s
hearts’’.35 The Qur’an says that Korah became corrupt because of his
greed. Also, there are two concepts of corruption in Islamic jurispru-
dence literature: one refers to all unlawful acts, and the other parallels
the Qur’anic words of al-Fitnah (sedition), oppression, pillage and preju-
dicial acts. Often the criteria of corruption are left undefined in the
Qur’an. Thus, the exact features of corruption are left to be determined
by social customs and rationality.

Jihad as defence, when the Imam is absent

As previously mentioned, jihad in traditional Shiite jurisprudence (like
Sunnite) has two forms: offensive and defensive.36 The guidelines estab-
lished by the Shiite Imams and Shia jurisprudence set two main condi-
tions for offensive jihad: (a) the presence of the Infallible Imam and (b)
instruction by the Infallible Imam, alongside other objective conditions
such as freedom, financial capabilities, being healthy enough to make
such instruction, being a male Muslim, sane and mature or of adult age.37

In the absence of the Imam (or of his directly appointed representative
when the Imam is available), offensive jihad with non-Muslims is not per-
mitted.38 Therefore, although jurisprudents are recognized as ‘‘represen-
tatives of the Imam in occultation’’, jihad remains the right solely of the
Infallible Imam, not of his representatives in his Occultation. In this re-
spect there seems to be a consensus amongst the Shiite jurisprudents.39
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The Grand Ayatollah Imam Khomeini (d.1989), the religio-political
leader of the Islamic Revolution of Iran (1979), in his book Tahrir al-
Wasilah,40 emphasizes that offensive jihad is the prerogative of the Infal-
lible Imam only, and that jurisprudents do not share in this privilege. In
addition, the Grand Ayatollah Sayyid Mohammad reza al-Golpaigani
(d.1993) – a contemporary supreme source of Emulation (marja’-i taqlid)
in Qom – believes that offensive jihad is the prerogative of the Infallible
Imam only, and that no one else shares this privilege.41 However, an-
other authority, the Grand Ayatollah Sayyid abu-al-Qasim al-Kho’ei
(d.1992) of Najaf, questions the validity of this statement.42 He also
points to the credibility among Shiite jurists of permission given by the
Immaculate Imam or his special deputy in jihad. He provides two sources
for this traditional and well-known position: (1) the narrations (akhbar)
of the imams, and (2) the consensus of the jurisprudents. Kho’ei provides
a critical analysis of these sources and maintains that, in spite of some
narrations and the consensus among jurists on the prohibition of offen-
sive jihad during times of occultation, jihad may nevertheless be con-
ducted in the absence of the Infallible Imam.43

Grand Ayatollah Mirza abu-al-Qasim al-Qomi (d.1814) claims that the
consensus on the suspension of offensive jihad in occultation is valid.
Consequently, he also accepts the suspension of receiving tribute from
the believers of other religions in the Muslim community.44

Some Shiite narrations emphasize the theory of epochal dissimulation;
they consider the period of the absence of the Imam to be, in general, a
period for dissimulation. On the basis of these narrations, most author-
ities focus only on the defensive aspects of jihad. Imam Sadeq states:

He, who is killed next to his property, is a martyr. And, no non-Muslim shall be
killed in Dar al-Taqeya (the dissimulation world), except those who are corrupt
or are murderers. This restriction holds until there is no threat on you or your
family’s life.45

However, the prevailing consensus among Shiite jurisprudents is that
offensive jihad is permissible only when the Infallible Imam or his special
representative (on jihad) is present.46 Therefore, offensive jihad in the
absence of the Imam (i.e. in our time) is not permitted, although some
past and present Shiite jurisprudents have expressed doubts over this
position.47

Therefore, in the absence of the Infallible Imam of the Shiites, most
Shiite jurisprudents believe in jihad as a defensive measure only, which
does not require special permission or instruction from the Infallible
Imam and is possible only if an enemy attacks Islamic lands first and
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intends to occupy or destroy them.48 Defensive jihad does not have any
of the restrictions of offensive jihad. Therefore, it is a duty for everyone –
male, female, old or young – to defend Muslim land.49 Shahid Sani, Zayn
al-Din Ali ibn Mushrif al-Amili (d.1540) believes that, although such de-
fence is a duty for all Muslims, it is more of a duty for those who are
closer to the enemy and for those who are under direct attack from the
enemy.50

In the absence of the Infallible Imam, Islamic society requires constant
preparedness and protection of its borders as a primary defensive mea-
sure. As stated by Sheikh al-Tousi, unless war with an enemy is fought
in defence of Islam and Muslims, it is not acceptable.51 Imam Ali too
says that Muslims should protect their borders but should never start a
war, except in defence of Muslims and Islam.52

Prohibition on engaging in war

Shiite jurisprudents believe that defending the lives of Muslims and the
borders of Islam is a duty and that a Muslim is never expected to surren-
der to an aggressor. Addressing his disciples, Imam Ali instructed, ‘‘If
they impose a war on you and start war against you . . . then go to war
and accept death, since the real death is living in humiliation, oppres-
sion, and defeat, and eternal life is in going to war and dying or achieving
victory.’’53

Imam Sadeq asserts that ‘‘To fight with the enemy is a duty for all the
Islamic nations (umma), so obey it or you shall be punished’’.54 He also
narrates from the Holy Prophet: ‘‘Leaving Jihad would result in losing
dignity, poverty, and collapse of religion . . . and Allah would cover those
who abandon the battlefield (Jihad) with the cloth of disgrace.’’55

Allameh Hasan bin Yousof al-Hilli (1250–1326) considers various
stages of defence, from the most basic to the most advanced. The first
stage seeks justice and demonstrates opposition towards war; the next
stage requests assistance from others in order to deter the enemy; finally,
if these measures prove unsuccessful, the next step would require arms –
from the most rudimentary to the most sophisticated weaponry, in order
to confront the enemy. These strategies should continue until the aggres-
sive acts of the enemy have come to a halt. The defenders shall be con-
sidered martyrs if they are killed in this process.56

All these rules are valid only if the aggressor is not fleeing or ceasing
aggression. If the aggressor stops attacking, any harm to the enemy shall
be compensated through al-Qisas, the law of retaliation (for instance, an
eye for an eye . . . ) or with the payment of blood money.57 Even during
such situations of war, the use of weapons other than those absolutely
vital is not permissible. If heavy weaponry is used when there is no
need, the user should receive punishment.58
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Allameh Hilli refers in another book to the necessity of monitoring
borders and emphasizes that offensive war (starting a war) against unbe-
lievers is not permitted as long as the enemy stays away from Islamic
lands. Hence, Muslims should be kept informed about the enemy’s inten-
tion and situation. Muslims should never start a pre-emptive war but
should only defend against the enemy’s attack. Even then, such a war
should not aim for jihad, only for the defence of Islam and Muslims.59
Allameh Hilli also states that defending Islam and people’s lives is a
duty, and that defending property is permissible.60 Imam Shafei con-
siders escaping the homeland and migrating as a way of reacting to an
enemy’s attack, but Allameh Hilli rejects this idea in most situations,
endorsing it only to save people’s lives.61

Sheikh Mohammad Ali al-Ansari, in summarizing Shiite ideas on levels
of defence, says:

The first level of defense is requesting the assistance of others to stop an en-
emy. If the enemy (Muslim or non-Muslim) attacks a family, it is of course
a duty to stop the aggressor and ask for help, and at the same time prepare
to defend in any manner possible, even with bare hands. Other means of de-
fense are not allowed unless when there is no help and lives of Muslims are
threatened.

Shaykh Tusi says: ‘‘If some one is attacked and his life or property is in danger,
then he has the right to shout for help. That would be the best measure. If there
is no help, he should use hands or cane/walking stick to defend himself and his
property. If that is not sufficient, he could then use weapon to defend his life
and property.’’62

These points are stated in other Shiite books, in more or less similar
terms. Therefore, it becomes abundantly clear that, during the absence
of the Imam, Shiite jurisprudence approves only of defensive – rather
than offensive – jihad. It is clear that the strategy of defence also has its
own rules and levels, from moderate measures to more extreme ones
(from shouting for help, kicking, hurting and killing the aggressor).63 In
terms of defence, saving first of all life and then property are of great
importance.64 Towards that end, even cooperation with tyrannical rulers
is permissible.65 Shahid Avval, Mohammad bin Jamal al-Din Mecci
(1336–1387) believes that, according to Shiite jurisprudence, if one is
killed in defence of one’s life and property, one is considered a martyr.66

Efforts to establish peace

The conditions described above show the basic position of Shiite Islam
on the nature of defensive jihad. Such defensive measures must come
to an end in the shortest time possible. Both sides in a war are then
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expected to return to the status quo ante. In other words, the necessities
of defence shall not be a legitimate reason to prolong the war. Based on
this reasoning, Shiite sources urge their followers to return to peace.

It has been said that Imam Ali called on his disciples to think and act in
order to preserve peace. Instead of cursing the enemy, he asked them to
recite the following prayer for their adversaries:

Oh God, Save our blood and their blood and make peace among us and save
them from misunderstandings that led to this animosity, and guide them to the
right path.67

Attempting to bring peace is a religious duty in Islamic law, and deserves
to be rewarded by God. That is the reason Shiite sources have discussed
and emphasized the ‘‘objective outcomes’’ of peace. Islamic sources call
for ‘‘seeking peace’’ (istislah) among adversaries engaged in war. Some
Hadiths of the Holy Prophet show that there is a direct relation between
ethics and peace. For instance, the Holy Prophet of Islam emphasized
that ‘‘seeking peace and making efforts to bring it about is the sign of
manliness and courage’’.68 Other Shiite narrations deal with efforts to es-
tablish peace between enemies. The following are a few examples:69
� Imam Ali: ‘‘seeking peace with the enemy through friendly negotiation

and proper actions is easier than meeting them on the Battlefield.’’
� ‘‘He, who tries to establish peace with the enemy, would gain more

friends.’’
� ‘‘He who establishes peace between two enemies, certainly he will be

granted what he wished for.’’
� Imam Hasan Askari, the Eleventh Imam (846–875), said:

He who is pious in nature, observes ethics, and is virtuous in his character
would be praised by his friends because through these measures he will be
able to defeat the enemy.

All these sayings demonstrate the importance of seeking peace and mak-
ing efforts towards the realization of peace. These sayings also show what
types of behaviour and styles of negotiation lead to peace. Imam Ali says
that ‘‘friendly negotiation’’ and ‘‘proper actions’’ are the prerequisites for
reaching peace. Imam Hasan Askari also believes that ‘‘peace is not
something optional, but is the outcome of observing the ethics of peace’’.
He believes that proper behaviour in dealing with others is the sign of a
sound mind that would be welcomed by public opinion, and such gestures
would ultimately make the enemy retreat.

Peace in Islamic jurisprudence is a form of religious contract, which is
made in order to end conflict between the two sides. One category of
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peace is peace between Muslims and non-believers. Allameh Hilli be-
lieves that such a peace contract is valid by itself without any other con-
ditions, and is expected to be observed and enforced by both sides; it may
not be cancelled except by mutual agreement.70

Condemning treason and the breaching of promises

Shiite jurisprudence condemns and forbids any act of treason or the
breaching of promises or treaties in the defensive strategies of Shiites.

In ‘‘Majma’al-Bahrayn’’, the breaching of agreements or pacts is de-
clared forbidden.71 Saheb Javaher, Sheikh Mohammad Hasan al-Najafi
al-Javahiri (d.1849), believes that all Shiite sources agree on this issue.72
In all the sources we may find evidence to this effect. Treason or treach-
ery is naturally abhorrent and may turn people against Islam. The Shiite
jurisprudents present the following sayings and verdicts to substantiate
this statement:73
� Imam Sadeq: ‘‘It is not proper that Muslims commit treason, order

someone else to do so or even accommodate the ones who do not
keep their promise.’’

� Imam Ali, delivering a sermon to the people in Kufa (a city in Iraq): ‘‘O
people! I could be the smartest of all, if treachery and breaking the
promises were not forbidden. Beware that breaking the promise is a ter-
rible act that would lead to blasphemy. The one who breaks the promise
would be labeled on Judgment Day to be recognized by every one.’’74

This demonstrates how treachery and the breaking of promises in agree-
ments or bilateral relations are forbidden; they are naturally abhorrent
and would harm Islam and Islamic society. Therefore, although treachery
may be considered an act of war that helps to defend Islam against ag-
gressors, any act of defence must be within the framework of the religion.
No treaty or pact between an Islamic society or government and aggres-
sors, nor any international treaty, must ever be broken or nullified unilat-
erally by an Islamic government.

In this respect, the role of the laws of treaties in Shiism must be high-
lighted, in setting the defensive strategy of the Shiites. Firstly, Islamic law
allows Muslims to enter into bilateral or multilateral pacts and treaties.
Secondly, since Shiite jurisprudence forbids breaking treaties, any inter-
national treaty signed by Islamic countries/governments is valid and
must be respected by all sides.75

Military ethics in Shiite Islam

Military ethics covers all the values and norms that are expected to be
observed under war conditions, and the sets of ethical values and rules
to be implemented.
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In Islam, the rules of ethics are obligatory. Therefore, observing them
deserves reward and neglecting them requires punishment. There is a dif-
ference between laws and the rule of ethics, however. Islamic laws and
legal injunctions must always be implemented, and there are means to
ensure their implementation. Ethical rules, however, do not enjoy such
measures and their implementation depends only on the conscience of
the people. There are various rules of ethics for the military in Islam; a
few examples will now be discussed.

Prohibition on cursing the enemy

Shiite sources categorically prohibit the cursing or scolding of the enemy.
The Holy Qur’an instructs Muslims always to talk with ‘‘a recognised
form of words’’ (2:235; Pickthall translation).76 In Shiite jurisprudence,
cursing is forbidden (haram).77 In one of his prayers cited in Sahifa Saj-
jadiyyah, Imam Zayn al-’Abidin (the Fourth Shiite Imam, d.712) utters:
‘‘Praise belongs to God who gave me a chance not to scold, curse, make
false testimony or backbite against any believer.’’78 The Holy Prophet
said, ‘‘Never curse the unbelievers.’’79 On another occasion, Imam Sadeq
said: ‘‘Abstaining from cursing one’s opponents is a blessed act.’’80 Imam
Baqer (the Fifth Shiite Imam, d.732) said: ‘‘If you curse someone, you
would make him your enemy. Therefore, never curse any one so that
you would not make an enemy for yourself.’’81 In comprehensive advice,
the Holy Prophet of Islam said: ‘‘Do not curse even a camel for in case of
an accident you must pay blood money of human or even from the dowry
of your wife.’’82 On another occasion the Holy Prophet said;

Do not get angry with people. Seek the satisfaction of the people as if you are
looking for your own satisfaction. Love people so they would love you. Smile to
your brother and do not annoy him, so you would never get hurt in this world
and the next.83

When Imam Ali heard his enemies were being cursed during the fight, he
immediately ordered this practice to be stopped. Then his disciples asked
him the reason. The Imam replied: ‘‘Being right does not mean that we
have the right to curse. I do not like you cursing them. Just tell them of
what they have done.’’84

Prohibition of terror

Although defensive jihad permits any kind of action against aggressors,
in Shiism acts of terrorism are forbidden. In Shiite terminology, terror
( fatk) refers to an unexpected attack on a civilian in a non-war situation.
There is no verse referring to the concept of terror in the Qur’an. But
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other Shiite sources, for example narrations, denounce and condemn
such acts. Therefore, from a Shiite perspective, terror or an unexpected
attack as a defensive measure or for deterrence is forbidden.

Shiite scholars refer to the sayings of the Prophet as recorded by Imam
Sadeq regarding the absolute prohibition on terror. These narrations re-
fer to judging a person who cursed Imam Ali. Shiites believe that cursing
Immaculate Imams is equivalent to cursing the Prophet. But Imam Sadeq
prohibited terrorizing the accused person. In light of these sayings, Shiite
jurisprudents absolutely prohibit acts of terrorism, because those narra-
tions absolutely ban such acts.

Ayatollah Montazeri refers to a statement on terror and says: ‘‘It is
truly narrated that Abu-Sabah al-Kafani told Imam Sadeq that he had a
neighbour who was cursing Imam Ali and asked Imam’s permission to
catch him off-guard, and attack and kill him by his sword. Imam Sadeq
replied that ‘this would be an act of terror and is prohibited by Prophet
of Allah. Beware Abu-Sabah that Islam prohibits terror’.’’85

Ayatollah Montazeri refers to another narration with the same
concept. It is narrated by Muslim ibn-Aqil from the Holy Prophet who
said:

After Muslim, the envoy of Imam Husayn (the Third Shiite Imam, d.681), pre-
pared the city of Kufa for the arrival of the Imam (in 680), then Ibn Ziyad came
to Kufa and captured the city by the force of his army. One day Ibn Ziyad went
to meet Shoraik Bin-A’var, a wise man of Kufa. Bin-A’var was a Shiite and had
hidden Muslim in his house. He told Muslim that when the time is right he will
give Muslim a signal so that he can come out and kill Ibn Ziyad. In this way the
condition would have changed in favor of the supporters of Imam Husayn.
However, Muslim ibn-Aqil did not accept his suggestion. When Bin-A’var pro-
tested, Muslim cited a hadith of the Prophet who had said: ‘‘The faith forbids
terror, a believer never terrorizes another.’’86

Prohibition of deceit

Not only does Shiite jurisprudence condemn terror, it also prohibits any
kind of trickery and deceit, including any unexpected attack on the
armed forces of the enemy at night. Sheikh al-Tousi emphasized that night
ambush is not acceptable and all attacks must be made in daylight.87

Generally, anything related to deceit would not be approved by Shiite
jurisprudence. Imam Sadeq said: ‘‘It is not proper for Muslims to do
any deception or encourage deceit, or even fight along with cheaters.’’88
Allameh Majlesi elaborated on the above narration in Bihar al-Anwar,
which contains a vast number of Hadiths and sayings of the Imams. Ac-
cording to him: ‘‘It means that Muslims are not supposed to encourage
the act of deception because deception is oppression and a hostile act.
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They are both prohibited, even if the one who is deceived is an unbe-
liever.’’89

However, there is an exception in the general rule of prohibition of
deceit, which in Shiite jurisprudence derives from the rule of reciprocity.
It means that deceit is acceptable against those who are deceitful. In a
statement attributed to Imam Ali, he says: ‘‘if we keep the promise with
the ones who are deceiving us, then we are deceiving God and if we de-
ceive them, it means that we kept our promise with God.’’90

Allameh Majlesi refers to various Qur’anic verses dealing with the
question of reciprocity. In chapter 16:126 it is emphasized that: ‘‘And if
you chastise, chastise even as you have been chastised and yet assuredly
if you are patient, better it is for those who are patient.’’ Also, in chapter
42:40 it instructs: ‘‘And the recompense of evil is evil the like of it but
who so pardons and puts things right, his wage falls upon God; surely
He loves not the evildoers.’’ Imam Ali says: ‘‘Return the stone they
have thrown. Fight fire with fire.’’91

Therefore, one can conclude that, although deceiving the enemy is an
acceptable exception when the enemy uses deception, the Qur’an gener-
ally advises forgiveness and amnesty. In fact, the Holy Qur’an teaches
forgiveness and amnesty rather than retaliation. In chapter 42:43, God
says: ‘‘And whoever is patient and forgiving, these most surely are ac-
tions due to courage.’’

The reasoning behind this major exception is that an act of deceit is
equivalent to a declaration of war; that is to say, by resorting to deceit,
the enemy intends to fight. In such a war, deception is a means of war
and therefore legitimate. The Prophet Mohammad said, ‘‘War is a kind
of deceit’’.92 Ali Bin al-Husayn Muhaqqiq al-Karaki (d.1533) refers to
these religious arguments and concludes that:

Deception is permitted in war because war is a kind of deception. However any
deception, even against the unbelievers, is not allowed in no-war situation. No
one may take the unbelievers’ properties when there is no war.93

Prohibition of weapons of mass destruction

The Holy Prophet of Islam prohibited the use of any kind of poison
against unbelievers.94 This could include pouring poison in the water
that the enemy uses or spreading it in the air that they breathe. This
might cause the death of civilians. Allameh Hilli regards this as a terrible
and detestable act, but suggests that one may resort to such an act if nec-
essary in military circumstances. He also approves the exploitation of any
kind of weapon, if necessary.95 Sayyid Ali al-Tabataba’ie (d.1814) also
refers to the prohibition on poisoning in many sources dealing with juris-
prudence.96 Sheikh al-Tousi says: ‘‘In war with non-Muslims any weapon
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is approved except poisons because if one uses poison one risks the death
of women, children and the insane, whose killing is prohibited.’’97

Sheikh al-Tousi refers to a point that in jurisprudence is called Manaat
al-Ahkaam, the foundation of the rules or religious command. The basis
of the ruling is a general analogy; the religious prohibition on the use of
poison is an instance of such an analogy. It means that it is not only the
use of poison that is prohibited; the use of any weapons of mass destruc-
tion (WMD) would be prohibited because they endanger the lives of ci-
vilians. The following analogy explains this norm:
(a) The killing of children, women, the insane or any other innocent per-

son (i.e. civilian) is prohibited.
(b) The use of any weapon that kills civilians is forbidden.
(c) Spreading poison would cause civilian casualties.
(d) Therefore, spreading poison in enemy lands is forbidden.
This is how religious reasoning on such issues (e.g. poisoning) is con-
structed. Based on a logical argument (the risk of civilian casualties) the
use of WMD is prohibited.

Shiite jurisprudence also prohibits the disruption of the enemy’s water
supplies, or even surrounding the enemy in such a way that they do not
have access to water.

Prohibition on aggression against civilians

In jurisprudence concerning jihad there is the term ‘‘tatarros’’, meaning
to hide among civilians during war, so that civilians act as a human shield,
protecting the armed forces. Shiite jurisprudence prohibits any aggres-
sion against civilians, except in cases of the enemy hiding behind civil-
ians. The word ‘‘tatarros’’ in Arabic comes from the root ‘‘tors’’, which is
a small metal shield on the handle of a sword, designed to protect the
hands.98

Among civilians, children, women and elderly people are expected to
be particularly protected. Ibn al-Baraj al-Tarablosi (d.1088) underlines
that, if the aggressor hides behind children, shooting (releasing arrows)
aimed at the enemy (not the children) is permitted. Once the war reverts
to a conventional situation, children should once again be protected
against any harm.99

In cases such as this, Islamic jurisprudence even allows the killing of
Muslims.100 Allameh Hilli and other Shiite authorities have explained
this rule, arguing that, if the enemy hides behind women or elderly
people, the enemy may be attacked.101 However, Allameh Hilli adds
that such an attack on an enemy who is hiding behind a civilian human
shield is permitted only when there is a risk of defeat by this enemy.102

Among civilians to be protected during the war, men of science and re-
ligion who stay neutral are given special consideration. Shiite jurisprudents

NORMS OF WAR IN SHIA ISLAM 273



believe that their lives should be protected. When the Holy Prophet of
Islam was sending troops to the Mouta war (in 629),103 he recommended
that the army not assault any scientist or any neutral representatives of
religions.104 On the basis of the Prophet’s action, Shiite and Sunnite ju-
risprudents have upheld the same rule. Aggression against scholars,
monks, specialists and masters of professions and industries is also for-
bidden, in their opinion.105

Preservation of the environment

The preservation and protection of the environment and the heritage of
human civilization are also part of military ethics. Shiite jurisprudence re-
fers to three major points in this respect.

Prohibition on damage to trees and farms
In numerous sources, the cutting of trees – especially fruit trees – and the
burning of farms is prohibited.106 In Bihar al-Anwar, it is stated that trees
that do not bear fruit may be cut during war, if necessary.107 These tra-
ditions are guidelines for Shiite reasoning in military ethics and de-
scribe the responsibility concerning the preservation and protection of
the environment. In the same book, warlords are advised to protect the
environment.

Shahid Sani, Zayn al-Din Ali ibn Mushrif al-Amili (d.1540), says that,
except in special circumstances, the cutting or burning of trees, especially
fruit trees, is prohibited.108 However, there is no mention of what these
exceptional or special circumstances are. Other religious sources have re-
peated the same rule; Sayyid Ali al-Tabataba’ie clearly stated that fruit
trees and farms should not be burned.109 Ayatollah al-Kho’ei explains
the reasons for this, and adds that ‘‘all the narrations rule that such action
is strictly prohibited. At any rate, it is not possible to give a verdict to this
effect that can be applied to all circumstances; as such a verdict may
cause other problems in managing the war. Therefore, each situation
must be dealt with as it arises.’’110

Prohibition on the destruction of buildings and habitations
The Holy Prophet of Islam, in a command issued for troops, specifically
ordered them ‘‘not to destroy buildings’’.111

Allameh Hilli believes that this command refers exclusively to civilian
buildings. Military buildings or fortifications are subject to a different
rule. They should not be destroyed if their destruction is not necessary
for military considerations. However, if their destruction is important in
military terms, they can be torn down even if there might be Muslim pris-
oners inside them.112 Sheikh al-Tousi and some other jurisprudents be-
lieve that there should be convincing reasons for destroying military
buildings, since destruction is generally prohibited.113
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Ibn Edris al-Hilli (d.1201) prohibits any military attack resulting in the
destruction of buildings and substructures, in the same manner as for
WMD. He says: ‘‘In war many means may be taken, except for destruc-
tion of people’s houses through flooding, burning or spreading poison.’’114
Ibn Edris clearly prohibits the destruction of houses and other necessary
substructures as well as the use of WMD.

Thus, it is clear that Islamic jurisprudence pays a great deal of atten-
tion to preserving the vital structures and facilities of society, especially
water systems.

Although Shiite sources believe that when under siege by the enemy
the destruction of buildings is allowed, they have qualms and special con-
siderations regarding the water system – even if it belongs to the military.
Although it is generally believed that restricting water is absolutely pro-
hibited, some authorities believe that, as a last resort and under some
conditions, it is permitted.115

It is also advised that Muslim warriors should not raid people’s private
water sources and justify this by being at war. In a narration by Imam
Ali, he states: ‘‘Troops must not invade private water sources. They
should ask for permission of the owner and then drink from their water
sources. The properties and animals of the people must not be confis-
cated and usurped either.’’116

Prohibition on the harming of animals
The Holy Prophet of Islam prohibits the army from harming animals, and
commands the army not to slaughter more halal animals than are neces-
sary for the army’s needs.117 Imam al-Sadeq says:

The Holy Prophet commanded the slaughtering of a sufficient number of ani-
mals to meet the army’s needs. Like humans, animals must be respected and
must not be killed randomly because of fighting with an enemy.118

Generally, in Islamic jurisprudence, several ethical points are expected
to be observed by the military in times of war. For instance, there are
prohibitions on burning farms, cutting fruit trees, killing animals, destroy-
ing houses and disrespecting the bodies of those who have been killed in
battle.119 This shows that preserving the environment and protecting an-
imal rights along with human rights are important principles even during
war.120

Summary and conclusion

In the Islamic world, the rules of war and military ethics are rooted in re-
ligious principles. This is why religious texts have defined the behaviour
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of Muslims regarding war and military ethics, from the earliest times in
Islamic history up to the present day. In the modern world, in contrast,
these issues and concepts are examined and observed from a secular
viewpoint.

Islamic jurisprudence – both Shiite and Sunnite – is a system based on
revelation, reason and intellect, and therefore establishes a logical rela-
tionship between religious laws and historical realities. The duty of juris-
prudence is to provide answers to the questions that face Muslim
societies. This explains how a close relation exists between jurisprudence
and war, as one of the important issues in Islamic society – a subject that
has been called ‘‘jihad jurisprudence’’.

Islamic jurisprudence pays special attention to the historical develop-
ment and evolution of ideas regarding jihad. Notwithstanding Shiite and
Sunnite differences in classification, this chapter has sought to show how
traditional Islamic jurisprudence lends legitimacy to jihad. In particular,
it has emphasized how the ‘‘absolute’’ (mutlaq) verses of the Qur’an on
jihad abrogate the verses according to which jihad is dependent on cer-
tain conditions. That is the reason traditional jurisprudence considers
those rules to be general rules that are everlasting and can never change
or be abolished.

Conversely, the new jurisprudence gives priority to peace. In inter-
preting the jihad verses of the Holy Qur’an, it believes that the muqayad
(dependent, conditional) verses elaborate on and interpret the mutlaq
(absolute, definite) verses. In light of this approach, it becomes clear
why jihad in Islam is defined as defensive war at all times. Moreover,
modern jurisprudence rejects the classical Muslim idea of separating ji-
had into offensive and defensive forms.

It has also been mentioned that classical Shiite jurisprudence is related
to Sunnite jurisprudence; hence both in principle accept the idea of offen-
sive and defensive jihad. In Shiism, however, Infallible Imams and their
sayings are the basis of action and interpretations, so Shiites come to a
different definition of jihad. In the classical Shiite view, offensive jihad is
permissible only when the Infallible Imam is present and orders Muslims
to conduct jihad. Thus, since the Occultation of the Twelfth Imam began
in 329/941, offensive jihad has not been permissible for Shiites and it
would be illegitimate if it took place.

Regarding the nature of Shiite beliefs about the imamate and jihad, the
classification of jihad as offensive or defensive is only a theory and is not
of any practical use since the Imam is in occultation. Therefore, based on
the same reasoning, both the old and the new Shiite jurisprudence em-
phasize that only defensive jihad is permissible when the Imam is not
present.

This is the most important principle differentiating the Shiite from the
Sunnite point of view on jihad and defence. Shiite jurisprudence asserts
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that, in the absence of the Infallible Imam, society is not sufficiently ma-
ture to perform offensive jihad and hence it is not permitted. In such an
important matter as jihad, one may not rely on the fallibility and imper-
fect logic of humans or rulers who are subject to errors or mistakes. The
duty of the Shiite is to coexist in a spirit of goodwill, not in a constant
state of jihad in the military sense of the word. The obligation of the Shi-
ite is to preserve and defend peace, not to promote war or acts of aggres-
sion. This chapter has attempted to demonstrate these principles in light
of the sayings and interpretations of the imams and Shiite jurisprudents.
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10

Norms of war in Sunni Islam

Amira Sonbol

Islamic communities, like other religious groups, over the centuries have
developed laws and traditions pertaining to war and peace that can gen-
erally be referred to as ethics of war. Based primarily on the Qur’an, Is-
lam’s holy book, Hadith literature (oral traditions relating to the words
and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad), fiqh ( jurisprudence), politics and
decisions necessitated by events with which these communities had to
deal, and theological interpretations ( fatawi) of religious and political
leaders have all contributed to discourses on Islamic war ethics. As a
body of collected wisdom, Islamic laws and traditions defining ‘‘just
war’’ have received something of a consensus among Islamic scholars to-
day and can be formulated into a classic interpretation of Islam’s outlook
on war and the handling of issues related to it. Still there have been and
continue to be large disparities, historically and contemporarily, between
various sects and between groups within the same sect. Put differently, al-
though Islamic war ethics are generally presented as a finished product
with principles set by the Qur’an and prophetic traditions, war ethics,
like other discourses, are closely tied to the historical conditions that pro-
duce them. This does not mean that there are not consistent references
and beliefs that represent essential points that appear in the writings of
important thinkers over the ages. These principles exist and constitute
the basic framework of war ethics and what is discussed today as just
war theory. The point is that, notwithstanding the general acceptance
among Muslims that principles of war were defined solely by God and the
Prophet Muhammad, Islamic ethics have actually developed over history
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and continue to be in process, and are developing today in various direc-
tions. But it is in this belief in the unchanging and absolutist framework
of just war theory that various groups, including the most radical, find
fertile ground to cultivate their movements.

This chapter considers the history and contemporary nature of the
ethics of war in Islam, examining how they bear on war between Islamic
and non-Islamic peoples. Hence the complex problems of civil war, or
war among Muslims, are beyond the scope of the chapter, because to do
justice to these questions would require a separate comprehensive study.
The chapter not only takes into account historical sources, but also exam-
ines the views held by Muslims today on the question of war between
Muslims and non-Muslims, with a necessary focus on non-Muslims in the
West.

Deconstructing the discursive history of the ethics of just war in Islam
is one way of explaining baffling contradictions between what Islam is
purported to say and how various political groups act. Simply put, the
problem can be located in the belief that there is a classic theory of war
ethics that has been understood and accepted throughout Islamic history.
One can make the general comment that, like other world religions, eth-
ical discourses have developed with human history. There are basic prin-
ciples and these principles are quite widespread among major religious
groups, beginning with the protection of life and respect for human dig-
nity. This joins Islam with Christianity, Judaism and Hinduism. Protect-
ing human life, the body and soul that God has gifted us with, is a first
lesson taught to a Muslim as he/she learns to walk. Considering life as a
valuable gift from God and protecting the body from harm is a command
in the Qur’an and in its dietary regimen, sexual ethics and communal re-
lations. A close second is protecting the helpless; here the Qur’an and
Hadith are expansive in their commands to feed orphans and take care
of wayfarers, protecting them in every possible way, including going to
war – as will be discussed later in this chapter. Protecting the wealth of
orphans and the helpless is central to the Qur’anic text and this protec-
tion extends to pre-modern Sharia courts, where judges (qadis) take the
child’s welfare into consideration in any marital disputes, handing over
the guardianship of children to mothers when it is to their benefit, not-
withstanding what the different schools of Islamic law have to say about
guardianship. Protection of the weak and helpless seems to have been the
guiding principle rather than fiqh interpretations.1 But it is not only the
young who are to be protected; old people too are among those who
need protection, particularly during war.

Included among those to be protected in war would be old people, chil-
dren, the helpless and the handicapped, none of whom are subject to war.
Among this group would be the dhimmis (non-Muslims), who paid the
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jizyah (a poll tax levied on non-Muslims) in place of participating in war.
They were considered protected people and came into the group to be
protected by the Muslim community. Perhaps it should also be pointed
out that the wounded among enemy warriors also fit within the category
of helpless, and extending medical care to the wounded among the
enemy, even if they participated in battle, becomes an essential part of
Islamic war ethics and fits with the ultimate purpose of protecting life.
Similarly, Islam advocates humane treatment of prisoners who are un-
armed and therefore rendered helpless. In the same vein, the poisoning
of water-wells is completely forbidden, as are the poisoning of food sup-
plies and the destruction of homes as methods of waging war. Such ac-
tions jeopardize life and are therefore forbidden. Also forbidden are
outright massacres and punitive punishment meted out to the kin and
tribes of enemies, although punitive war to take back what has been
usurped is not only acceptable in Islam but actually a duty. However,
war cannot be outright war but must be limited, as precise as possible,
and directed at an enemy who wages war against a community, which
has the responsibility to retaliate.

Waging war

The following discussion about ‘‘waging war’’ makes a clear distinction
between the word jihad and the word qital – or qatilu as it usually ap-
pears in the Qur’an – and how the words are differently used in the
Qur’an. ‘‘Jihad’’ has the meaning of ‘‘strive’’, which opens the door to
generalizations and has therefore been the focus of historical interpreta-
tions, particularly when Qur’anic support is sought. ‘‘Qatilu’’ is straight-
forward in its meaning, which is ‘‘fight’’ or ‘‘go to war’’, and it is the
actual word used in the Qur’an whenever the call to arms is made. The
usual explanation for jihad is that it is a defensive mechanism, but actu-
ally it is explicitly proactive, which makes it a better reference for those
looking for legitimacy to go to war for various reasons, as long as the
word ‘‘jihad’’ is narrowed down to mean ‘‘go to war for the sake of
God’’. In fact, all the Qur’anic ayas (sentences) that use the word ‘‘jihad’’
use it with the meaning of to ‘‘strive’’ in the way of God and in a context
and language that do not include actions pertaining to war or to killing,
except if such action is warranted as part of ‘‘striving’’ in the way of
God or in support of the Prophet Muhammad or the Muslim community.
Good examples include:

Those who believed and those who suffered exile and fought [ jahadu] (and
strove and struggled) in the path of God, they have the hope of the Mercy of
God. And God is Oft-forgiving, Most Merciful. (Al-Baqara 2:218)2
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Here the reference is to those who went on hijra (migration) from Mecca
to Medina to escape persecution by the non-believers. They built a new
Muslim community in Medina, making sacrifices in the process and fight-
ing against those who would stop them.

Did ye think that ye would enter Heaven without Allah testing those of you
who fought hard (in His cause) and remained steadfast? (Al-Imran 3:142)

Here the Qur’an makes clear that Muslims are expected to strive for the
sake of God and that will be the way to heaven. This type of general
statement, because it does not give explicit or specific meaning to what
is being referred to except that it is ‘‘His cause’’, opens the door to all
sorts of speculation regarding what striving for ‘‘His cause’’ means. It could
be internal striving to be a better Muslim, striving to create a strong be-
lieving community, or fighting for whatever His cause is determined to be
– and that becomes open to place and time and the particular ideology.

Not equal are those believers who sit (at home) and receive no hurt, and those
who strive and fight in the cause of God with their goods and their persons.
God hath granted a grade higher to those who strive and fight with their goods
and persons than to those who sit (at home). Unto all (in Faith) Hath God
promised good: But those who strive and fight Hath He distinguished above
those who sit (at home) by a special reward. (Al-Nisa’ 4:95)

Here the connection between those whom God favours and those who
strive using their wealth and themselves ( jihad al-nafs wal-mal ) is made
clearer in the Qur’an’s comparison between those who stay put and do
not become engaged in the way of God and those who are active in pur-
suing the way of God by giving of themselves and their wealth. Jihad, or
striving, using one’s wealth and person is mentioned many times in the
Qur’an and the meaning is clear that Muslims have to work for the good
and security of their community in every way possible and particularly in
applying their own labour and in spending their money. Applying one’s
labour, i.e. striving with one’s person, includes joining in the fight with
the Prophet against Islam’s enemies. This inclusivity is seen in the follow-
ing lines:

Those who believed, and adopted exile, and fought [ jahidu] for the Faith, with
their property and their persons, in the cause of Allah, as well as those who
gave (them) asylum and aid, – these are (all) friends and protectors one of an-
other. As to those who believed but came not into exile, ye owe no duty of pro-
tection to them until they come into exile; but if they seek your aid in religion,
it is your duty to help them, except against a people with whom ye have a
treaty of mutual alliance. And (remember) Allah seeth all that ye do.
(Al-Anfal 8:72)
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Here the lines are more explicit, speaking of the mutual protection that is
due to those who migrate and put themselves in jeopardy in the cause of
God. Here the Qur’an calls upon Muslims to help them, for they succour
one another, and asks that help should be extended to them against any
enemy except those who have entered into an alliance with the Muslim
community. The meaning of ‘‘jihad’’ as fighting is clear here, although it
still remains within the parameters of working for the good of the com-
munity and its security. The same meaning is conveyed, if with a different
nuance, in 8:74, which points to asylum and assistance as forms of jihad,
which gives a rounded meaning to the issue of protection and working to-
wards the establishment of a community at a time when it was belea-
guered, i.e. following the hijra of Muslims from Mecca to Medina in 622
to escape persecution.

Those who believe, and adopt exile, and fight [ jahidu] for the Faith, in the
cause of Allah as well as those who give (them) asylum and aid, – these are
(all) in very truth the Believers: for them is the forgiveness of sins and a provi-
sion most generous. (Al-Anfal 8:74)

The meaning changes perceptibly in other ayas, where the emphasis
shifts away from physical defence or armed action.

And if any strive (with might and main), they do so for their own souls: for
Allah is free of all needs from all creation. (Al-’Ankabut 29:6)

We have enjoined on man kindness to parents; but if they (either of them)
strive (to force) thee to join with Me (in worship) anything of which thou hast
no knowledge, obey them not. Ye have (all) to return to me, and I will tell you
(the truth) of all that ye did. (Al-’Ankabut 29:8)

And those who strive in Our (cause), – We will certainly guide them to Our
Paths; For verily Allah is with those who do right. (Al-’Ankabut 29:69)

But if they strive to make thee join in worship with Me things of which thou
hast no knowledge, obey them not; yet bear them company in this life with jus-
tice (and consideration), and follow the way of those who turn to me (in love):
in the end the return of you all is to Me, and I will tell you the truth (and mean-
ing) of all that ye did. (Luqman 31:15)

And We shall try you until We test those among you who strive their utmost
and persevere in patience; and We shall try your reported (mettle). (Muham-
mad 47:31)

O ye who believe! Take not my enemies and yours as friends (or protectors), –
offering them (your) love, even though they have rejected the Truth that has
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come to you, and have (on the contrary) driven out the Prophet and yourselves
(from your homes), (simply) because ye believe in Allah your Lord! If ye have
come out to strive in My Way and to seek My Good Pleasure, (take them not
as friends), holding secret converse of love (and friendship) with them: for I
know full well all that ye conceal and all that ye reveal. And any of you that
does this has strayed from the Straight Path. (Mumtahinah 60:1)

These lines of the Qur’an speak of personal trials and the struggle to stay
loyal to the faith in the face of temptations and pressures by friends and
relatives who woo Muslims away from God’s faith. They call upon Mus-
lims to recognize Muslims as their friends and not to befriend those who
are enemies of Islam, not to be hypocritical in dealing with enemies of
Islam and always to follow the right path and the good of the community.
In other words, Muslims should strive to work for the good of the com-
munity because that is the road to salvation by which the soul redeems
itself. Ultimately it is the soul that follows the way of God that is saved
through God’s will. There is little about armed action here, even though
the lines include various meanings of jihad as striving to do God’s will,
responding to the tests that God has placed in the way of Muslims, stay-
ing within the community and not befriending its enemies, and fighting
for one’s soul or salvation.

As for the term ‘‘qatilu’’, when it appears in the Qur’an it is always
used in the context of some action dealing with war, fighting or killing.
The language and context are quite explicit, involving taking up arms in
the defence of the community.

Although this chapter deals with waging war in the Sunni tradition,
there is a realization that, notwithstanding doctrinal and theological dif-
ferences built primarily on the separate histories of the Sunni and Shia
communities, there is today a strong rapprochement between them that can
be dated back to the Iranian Revolution and the subsequent increased
presence of the United States in the affairs of Arab countries and the ag-
gression of first Israel and then the United States against Arab lands. The
meeting of minds regarding the struggle for freedom among Muslims
today and against whom this struggle is to be waged is eliminating the
doctrinal differences between Shias and Sunnis, even while using sectar-
ian differences to achieve political ends is becoming a greater threat to
the stability of the Middle East region. I shall first discuss the classic
Sunni approach to war ethics and then show how the ethics of war are
closely connected with the historical process and the historical context
during which new formulations of war and the handling of war were
made. Since the issue is an important one in the current war against ter-
rorism, the discussion will include war ethics formulated by major players
in this drama today.
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Why wage war?

In the Islamic tradition, war is waged only for a just reason. There are no
early debates that one can categorize as ‘‘just war theory’’ because the
presumption is that a war is waged only with justification and the justifi-
cation is built on the experience of people regarding what is right or
wrong (halal or haram). Basically war is waged against oppressors by
those whom they oppress or those who are allied to them:

Permission (to fight) is given to those upon whom war [yuqatiluna] is made be-
cause they are oppressed, and most surely Allah is well able to assist them.
(Qur’an 22:39)3

Fighting those ‘‘who fight against you’’ has to be seen as the basic reason
for Muslims to go to war and it is tied to the treatment of Muslims at the
hands of the kuffar (non-believers) in Mecca during the early years of
Islam when Muslims were persecuted for having accepted Islam as their
religion and Muhammad as their Prophet. The order to ‘‘fight against
those who fight against you’’ is not only seen as giving legitimacy to the
waging of war in self-defence; it is actually a duty to undertake such a
war. The Qur’an asks those who do not take up arms why they do not
do so and calls on their chivalry and courage to fight back.

And be not weak hearted in pursuit of the enemy; if you suffer pain, then
surely they (too) suffer pain as you suffer pain, and you hope from Allah what
they do not hope; and Allah is Knowing, Wise. (Qur’an 4:104)

Although the context for the verse may have been contemporary to the
early Muslim community’s experience, the Qur’anic lines do not differen-
tiate between external and internal aggression, and thereby the door to
just war is opened to fight against not only external enemies but also in-
ternal enemies who act wrongfully, making it the right of the oppressed
to fight back.

Framing the meaning of aggression that makes it a requirement to
wage war, the Qur’an is explicit about the necessity to go to war particu-
larly against those who cause the expulsion of Muslims or other helpless
people from their homes. This call has been central to the waging of
war in Islamic history – from the need for Muslims to flee their homes in
Mecca owing to the oppression by the Quraysh (the ruling tribe of Mecca
at the time of the birth of the Prophet Muhammad), to the present-
day expulsion and homelessness of Palestinians, whatever their religious
affiliation.
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Those who have been expelled from their homes without a just cause except
that they say: Our Lord is Allah. And had there not been Allah’s repelling
some people by others, certainly there would have been pulled down cloisters
and churches and synagogues and mosques in which Allah’s name is much
remembered; and surely Allah will help him who helps His cause; most surely
Allah is Strong, Mighty. (Qur’an 22:40)

Two important principles are laid out in 22:40: one concerns ‘‘expul-
sion from their homes’’; the second, ‘‘protecting places of worship’’ with-
out which religion and worship of God would not survive. That expulsion
from one’s home is considered to be the greatest of harms is central to
Islam’s view of the right to fight back. This verse also makes it a duty to
wage war to stop the destruction of places of worship, a great abomina-
tion in Islam that would mean God’s name would not be ‘‘remembered’’.

But it is not only for home and faith that war is waged. Essential to
Islam is support for the weak, the orphaned and the homeless. The
Qur’an is full of exhortations to feed the poor and the homeless, to look
after the orphan and his property, and to take care of the weak, the in-
firm and the old. The same support is extended to those who are helpless
in the face of aggression. It is a duty of Muslims to fight for those who are
unable to defend themselves.

And what reason have you that you should not fight [la tuqatiluna] in the way
of Allah and of the weak among the men and the women and the children, (of)
those who say: Our Lord! (Qur’an 4:75)

Fighting for the weak and the helpless is defined by the Qur’an from
within the parameters of ‘‘fighting for the sake of God’’. This can be
read in various ways and opens the door to waging offensive war for
the purpose of protecting the oppressed among not only Muslims but all
people of the book (Muslims, Christians and Jews).

Those who believe fight [yuqatiluna] in the way of Allah, and those who dis-
believe fight in the way of the Shaitan. Fight therefore against the friends of
the Shaitan; surely the strategy of the Shaitan is weak. (Qur’an 4:76)

In other words, according to the Qur’an, war is waged for self-defence,
defence of one’s faith, in support of those oppressed and who lose their
homes, and to ward off evil, symbolized here by the Shaitan, an image
often used to describe enemies of Islam.

The Qur’an also details what is forbidden in waging war:

And fight [waqatiloohum] in the way of Allah with those who fight with you,
and do not exceed the limits, surely Allah does not love those who exceed the
limits.
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And kill them wherever you find them, and drive them out from whence they
drove you out, and persecution [al-Fitnah] is severer than slaughter; and do not
fight with them at the Sacred Mosque [al-Masjid al-Haram, in Mecca], until
they fight with you in it, but if they do fight you, then slay them; such is the rec-
ompense of the unbelievers.

But if they desist [fighting], then surely Allah is Forgiving, Merciful. (Qur’an
2:190–192)

By ‘‘do not exceed the limits’’ is meant to wage what we can call limited
war. Waging outright and comprehensive war appears to have no basis in
Qur’anic text; on the contrary, conflicts were seen as having clear boun-
daries, waged to ward off aggression and undertaken in a humane way,
sparing those who do not themselves participate in the war (Qur’an
60:8). The limits are further set in the demand to ‘‘drive them out from
whence they drove you out’’ (2:191). Fighting back and regaining homes
from which one has been expelled represent just reasons for going to war
and for killing enemies ‘‘wherever you find them’’. There are, however,
places where war is forbidden, but not when ‘‘they fight with you’’. Being
attacked, expelled from the home or in danger justifies fighting back
whatever the place or time. Fighting ends once the enemy stops attack-
ing; those are clearly set limits.

The words used in the various ayas quoted above in reference to fight-
ing or going to war derive from the word qatilu, or battling. I have in-
cluded the exact word used in square brackets so as to differentiate it
from the usage of the word ‘‘jihad’’ when it appears. As 47:4 illustrates,
the use of the word qatilu or its derivatives is always used within a clear
context, when actual war or another form of battling/fighting is actually
taking place.

So when you meet in battle those who disbelieve, then smite the necks until
when you have overcome them, then make (them) prisoners, and afterwards
either set them free as a favor or let them ransom (themselves) until the war
terminates. That (shall be so); and if Allah had pleased He would certainly
have exacted what is due from them, but that He may try some of you by
means of others; and (as for) those who are slain [qutilu] in the way of Allah,
He will by no means allow their deeds to perish. (Qur’an 47:4)

The aya outlines the steps to be taken in battle. Believers are to fight
hard until they are victorious, after which they should no longer kill the
enemy but are ordered to take them as prisoners to be set free later or
to be ransomed. Fighting only as long as you need to is urged, from
which it is understood that war should be limited and restricted to achiev-
ing victory with minimum loss of life, and that continuing to slaughter
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after victory becomes an offence to God. From this can be understood
Islam’s approach to war as being wageable only when it becomes imper-
ative for reasons focused on aggression and harm to self and to the help-
less. War for revenge or for acquisitive reasons finds no place in this
discourse.

As for peace, the Qur’an makes it clear that peace is preferable to wag-
ing war:

Except those who reach a people between whom and you there is an alliance,
or who come to you, their hearts shrinking from fighting you [yuqatilukum] or
fighting [yuqatiluna] their own people; and if Allah had pleased, He would
have given them power over you, so that they should have certainly fought
you [ falaqatalukum]; therefore if they withdraw from you and do not fight you
and offer you peace, then Allah has not given you a way [to war] against them.
(Qur’an 4:90)

The exhortation to work for peace when it is possible is very clearly
stated here: ‘‘then Allah has not given you a way [to war] against them’’.
It is repeated in 2:193: ‘‘And fight with them until there is no persecution,
and religion should be only for Allah, but if they desist, then there should
be no hostility except against the oppressors.’’ Fighting oppressors and
against only those who wage war first is made very clear, as is waging
peace in preference to war.

And if they incline to peace, then incline to it and trust in Allah; surely He is
the Hearing, the Knowing. (Qur’an 8:61)

As to those who give support to enemies, the Qur’an is clear. Those
who support your enemy become your enemy and you are to fight against
them:

Allah does not forbid you respecting those who have not made war against you
on account of (your) religion, and have not driven you forth from your homes,
that you show them kindness and deal with them justly; surely Allah loves the
doers of justice. (Qur’an 60:8)

This aya is followed immediately by another making the parallel state-
ment:

Allah only forbids you respecting those who made war upon you on account of
(your) religion, and drove you forth from your homes and backed up (others)
in your expulsion, that you make friends with them, and whoever makes friends
with them, these are the unjust. (Qur’an 60:9)
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According to these two ayas, it would be forbidden to wage offensive war
against those who had not acted as aggressors first, because there had to
have been reasons to go to war against them and that would be the case if
they had waged war or helped those who waged war against the believers
or assisted others in dispossessing them of their homes. As 60:9 clarifies,
God actually forbids Muslims from associating with those who have
waged war against Muslims and driven Muslims from their homes or
helped others in any of these activities. The aya also calls upon Muslims
to stand against those who assist their enemy in fighting them. These lines
are extremely important to Muslims’ attitude towards those who dis-
respect Islam and to Muslims’ response to those who attack Islam physi-
cally or vocally. There is almost a duty not only to end any alliance with
Islam’s enemies who fight against Muslim communities but also to stand
against those who, by showing little respect for Muslims, become allies of
Islam’s enemies.

The significance of these lines to the contemporary situation cannot be
lost, especially in regard to the Palestinians, their treatment by Israel and
the unconditional support that the United States grants Israel. Members
of extremist and terrorist groups need do very little to garner support
among the Muslim masses in their fight against Israel and the United
States. The same can be said in regard to the 2006 invasion by Israeli
troops of southern Lebanon and the massive destruction meted out to
its inhabitants – destruction of their homes and forced migration to the
north. No matter how temporary this dispossession, it reminded Muslims
of what happened to Palestinians in 1948 and their massive forced migra-
tion. Although Israel is the recognized enemy, there is some understand-
ing regarding their position, which is clearly stated as acquiring land they
claim from biblical times for the Jewish people. Understanding does not
mean accepting, however, and particularly not accepting the total de-
struction of the Palestinian people or their daily suffering and destruction
of life and home, exactly as described by the Qur’an as causes for waging
war. The position of the United States becomes even more serious since,
in the eyes of many Muslims, it has no reason to be so partial, particularly
in light of the fact that the side it supports is overwhelmingly strong.
Read literally and applied directly to the contemporary historical setting
(by bin Laden and others like him), the exhortations of 60:9 appear to ex-
press a duty to fight the United States, a country now placed within the
parameters of the Shaitan (4:76), an image popularized by Ayatollah
Khomeini. This also explains the extreme reactions to Salman Rushdie,
the Danish cartoon incident and Pope Benedict’s Regensburg remarks
about Islam, however academic and misunderstood they may have been.4

Caliph Abu Bakr, who followed immediately after the Prophet Mu-
hammad in leading the young Muslim umma (community), summarized
Islamic war ethics with the following words:
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Do not commit treachery or deviate from the right path. You must not mutilate
dead bodies. Neither kill a child, nor a woman, nor an aged man. Bring no
harm to the trees, nor burn them with fire, especially those which are fruitful.
Slay not any of the enemy’s flock, save for your food. You are likely to pass
by people who have devoted their lives to monastic services; leave them alone.5

The often-mentioned ideal of Muslim ethics in waging war is the ex-
ample set by Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi, Sultan of Egypt and Syria, after he
captured Jerusalem from the Crusaders in 1187. Even though the Cru-
saders were hardly the exemplary chivalrous knights depicted by the
troubadour poets of medieval Europe (having committed atrocities
against the inhabitants of the Holy Lands with no differentiation between
Muslim, Christian or Jew), Salah al-Din prohibited any actions of ven-
geance against them, and those who wished to leave the city were al-
lowed to leave, the rich among them being ransomed.

Discourses on war and ethics

The Qur’an’s classic formulation of the reasons for waging war and how
to wage war became the subject of interpretation as the Islamic umma
expanded out of Arabia into the surrounding territories, bringing various
cultures and peoples within its fold. As situations became more complex,
there came a need to try to understand and interpret what had been set
up during the time of the Prophet Muhammad through Qur’anic inter-
pretation and following the Sunna (traditions) of the Prophet. This was
not easy and, as might be expected, interpretations that may have fol-
lowed a textual analysis fraught with pitfalls led to applications of war
ethics far removed from the basic spirit of compassion, protection and
conciliation that characterizes the lines of the Qur’an dealing with war.
Problems arose almost immediately during the Ridda wars (wars of apos-
tasy) of 632–664, fought in Arabia against tribes that had given their alle-
giance to the young Muslim umma at the time of the Prophet Muhammad
but had reneged after his death. The Ridda wars made it clear that Jahi-
liya (the period before the rise of Islam) was still alive in Arabia as tribes
and clans fought one another.

Perhaps one significant example may be used here to illustrate the type
of situation that faced the new umma and led to interpretations of the
Qur’an and the Prophet’s Sunna by those who followed him as leaders
of the Muslim umma. This example involves Khalid ibn al-Walid, the
‘‘sword of Islam’’, the man who led the Muslim armies in the Ridda wars
and the conquest of Syria. During the Prophet’s life, Khalid led a ghazwa
(raid) against the Banu Jadhimah, who he persuaded to disarm and em-
brace Islam rather than face battle against him; then Khalid killed some
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of them. This was Jahili practice by which an enemy could become an ally
or mawla. The Prophet had urged there should be no compulsion in
Islam and here was a situation where compulsion could be said to have
been used to create Medina’s political hegemony over Arabia, if not nec-
essarily religious hegemony. The Prophet’s response on hearing what had
taken place was to disown Khalid’s actions, thereby setting the basis for
the treatment of prisoners that forbade harming them. The Prophet died
soon after and Khalid committed the same act, this time against Malik
ibn Nuwayrah and his followers, who had committed ridda (breaking
with Islam) by breaking with Medina and becoming its enemy after Mu-
hammad’s death. Khalid fought Malik and then imprisoned him after he
and his companions surrendered their weapons. The day after this sur-
render took place, Malik and his companions were found dead and, on
hearing about this, the Caliph Abu Bakr sent for Khalid to answer
charges against him. Khalid justified what had taken place on the basis
that he had given orders to his men to ‘‘warm them’’, meaning to keep
the prisoners warm during the night, but that, owing to the different dia-
lects spoken by Arabs, his men understood the words to mean ‘‘kill
them’’. Here the essential condition that prisoners of war were to be
treated with dignity was reconfirmed, even though Khalid’s excuse was
acceptable to Abu Bakr. Later, when ’Umar bin al-Khattab became
Caliph he removed Khalid from leadership of the Muslim armies even
though the conquest of Syria and Iraq was under way, a sign that ’Umar
saw Khalid in a very different light than did Abu Bakr.

Discourses regarding waging war and confirming Islamic war ethics
were further elaborated as the Islamic umma expanded outside of Ara-
bia, bringing different cultures and peoples under its hegemony and be-
coming the leading world power of the medieval period. It was natural
that the reasons for waging war and the actual conduct of war would
change with the changing context in which Islam found itself. This con-
tinued to happen after the Islamic world succumbed to outside invasion
and imperialism at the dawn of modernism, and continues today in a
global world in which the clash between East and West is becoming a
global phenomenon.

Very early on, Hadith literature expanded on the meaning of war and
about the reasons to wage just war. It is here that we begin to see refer-
ence to the word ‘‘jihad’’ as meaning waging war, so that, even though
the Qur’an uses ‘‘jihad’’ with a different meaning, less than 200 years
later the term ‘‘jihad’’ became synonymous with waging war. This move
is significant because the Qur’an urges jihad as almost a sixth pillar for
Muslims and it is used as a duty in a proactive way, requiring a good
believer to act in the indicated way. This is not the same as the actual
word used in the Qur’an for waging battle, i.e. qatilu, which is used within
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a reactive context, requiring Muslims to undertake self-defence once at-
tacked. that is, it is conditional on previous aggression against the Muslim
community and its allies, and to protect and fight for those who have
been driven out of their homes. As mentioned above, the word ‘‘jihad’’
is used in the Qur’an when it talks about a person ‘‘striving’’ in the way
of God, as in spreading the message of Islam, trying to be a better Mus-
lim, or working hard to protect the community against unbelievers, as the
following quotes illustrate:

Those who believed and fled (their homes), and strove hard in Allah’s way
with their property and their souls, are much higher in rank with Allah; and
those are they who are the achievers (of their objects). (Qur’an 9:20; Shakir
translation)

And whoever strives hard [ jahada], he strives only [ fa inama yujahid ] for his
own soul; most surely Allah is Self-sufficient, above (needs of) the worlds.
(Qur’an 29:6; Shakir translation)

O Prophet, strive hard [ jahid ] against the unbelievers and the hypocrites, and
be unyielding to them [aghluth ’alayhim]; and their abode is hell, and evil is the
destination. (Qur’an 9:73; Shakir translation)

Therefore listen not to the Unbelievers, but strive [wajahidhum] against them
with the utmost strenuousness, with the (Qur’an). (Qur’an 25:52, Yusuf Ali
translation)

‘‘Surely those who believed and those who fled (their home) and strove hard
[ jahadu] in the way of Allah these hope for the mercy of Allah and Allah is
Forgiving, Merciful. (Qur’an 2:218; Shakir translation)

As explained earlier, in ayas that deal with the word ‘‘jihad’’ or its de-
rivatives, the word means ‘‘strive’’ or ‘‘try hard’’ or ‘‘try to the best of
your abilities’’, usually with the intention to work hard in the way of
God, to become better Muslims, to serve the community, and so on.
There is no mention of killing, ‘‘smite the necks’’ or doing ‘‘battle’’, as
in the ayas that use the word qatilu. Rather, the meaning leads in another
direction, such as ‘‘migration’’6 or ‘‘spending in God’s way’’, i.e. spending
your property and wealth to better the Muslim community. There are
lines that are vague enough to open ‘‘jihad’’ up to mean the waging of
war, for example: ‘‘They do not ask leave of you who believe in Allah
and the latter day (to stay away) from striving hard with their property
and their persons, and Allah knows those who guard (against evil)’’
(Qur’an 9:44). These lines have been used popularly as calling for fight-
ing or waging war as a jihad, yet nowhere is there any reference to wa-
ging war, as in the case when the word qatilu or its derivatives is used.
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This lack of differentiation can be traced back to Hadith literature, which
uses the word ‘‘jihad’’ in many ways but usually in reference to war.

Narrated by Ibn ’Umar . . . Allah’s Apostle said: ‘‘I have been ordered (by
Allah) to fight against the people until they testify that none has the right to be
worshipped but Allah and that Muhammad is Allah’s Apostle, and offer the
prayers perfectly and give the obligatory charity, so if they perform that, then
they save their lives and property from me except for Islamic laws and then their
reckoning (accounts) will be done by Allah.’’7

This Hadith conveys the message that jihad is to be waged against the un-
believers until they accept Islam. The Hadith is based on Prophetic
Sunna as related through a Hadith that is clearly in contradiction to the
ayas quoted above (which permit war only for the purpose of self-
defence or to keep the houses of religious groups open), to Qur’anic de-
mands for respect for people of the Book and forbidding the spread of
evil in the world (‘‘If anyone slew a person – unless it be for murder or
for spreading mischief in the land – it would be as if he slew the whole
people’’; Qur’an 5:32, Yusuf Ali translation), and to Prophetic Hadiths
that there is no compulsion in religion.

Narrated Abdullah ibn Abbas:

When the children of a woman (in pre-Islamic days) did not survive, she took a
vow on herself that if her child survives, she would convert it a Jew. When
Banu an-Nadir were expelled (from Arabia), there were some children of the
Ansar (Helpers) among them. They said: We shall not leave our children. So
Allah the Exalted revealed; ‘‘Let there be no compulsion in religion. Truth
stands out clear from error.’’8

Even though Hadith literature is often contradictory, it seems to be the
reference of choice among political and theological thinkers, particularly
during periods of crisis in Islamic history when there was a greater need
to develop a theology fitting the needs of the Muslim community. A good
example here is the development of ideas regarding jihad into discussions
by medieval Muslim thinkers differentiating between the abode of Islam
(dar al-Islam) and the abode of war (dar al-harb) during the eighth to the
tenth centuries. This occurred at a time when Islam was on the offensive
and expanding into other territories. Medieval theologians saw Islam as
God’s way of establishing Muslim hegemony over the world, as a way of
spreading Islam. Dar al-Islam (house/abode/land of Islam) was differenti-
ated from dar al-harb (house/land of war or where war can be waged) in
these medieval discourses by the establishment of Islamic law in one and
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its lack in the other. Considering their belief in the superiority of Islamic
law, they saw it as striving in the way of God to spread Islamic law to
those who lack it, through peaceful means if possible but with the use of
force if necessary. Without Islamic law there could not be an equitable
and just community, and chaos and immorality would reign. Therefore it
became the duty of dar al-Islam to spread its word.

By the thirteenth century the discourse had changed, and discussions
differentiated between two types, the ‘‘greater’’ jihad and the ‘‘lesser’’
jihad, in a discourse that is talked about by Muslim theologians today as
the way jihad was always supposed to be. This discourse became particu-
larly popular with the beginning of weakness experienced by the Abbasid
empire (749–1250) and particularly after the mid-thirteenth-century
Mongol invasion. This discourse was popularized into theory by Ahmad
ibn Taymiyya (1263–1328), whose writings have had a deep influence on
key thinkers in Islamic history such as Ibn Kathir and Muhammad ibn
Abdal-Wahhab, the founder of Wahhabism. Ibn Taymiyya’s ideas are
central to Salafi movements (movements calling for a return to the prac-
tices of the early Muslim community during the lifetime of the Prophet
Muhammad and his companions) and constitute an important source for
radical movements today.

Before Ibn Taymiyya, Muslims, particularly Sufis, divided jihad into
‘‘greater jihad’’ – seen as a spiritual form of jihad of the self ( jihad-al-
nafs) in which the Muslim tried to cleanse his soul, find his way to God
and follow the rightful path – and a ‘‘lesser jihad’’ – seen as a violent
form of jihad in which holy war is waged on Islam’s enemies. Ibn Tay-
miyya attacked this interpretation, declaring that the greater jihad was
to carry arms in the cause of God by fighting the enemies of Islam. He
saw that fighting against the unbelievers was the most honoured of deeds,
and jihad was essential for Islam and a command for all Muslims. That
does not mean that Ibn Taymiyya did not consider jihad of the self as a
greater jihad; it is the weight that he gave to the two forms that is impor-
tant and has had a deep and long-lasting influence. Both types were seen
to be striving in the way of God, which is a reading that takes the
Qur’anic meaning of jihad into the category of waging war which, as ex-
plained earlier, the Qur’an had been explicit about only as qatilu. The
proactive or dynamic call for action that is presented by the wa jahidu
and the later interpretation, according to which jahidu essentially means
war against unbelievers, as presented by the Hadiths, have given the
word ‘‘jihad’’ a radical meaning that is open to further interpretation in
various directions contradictory to its original connotations. This was to
be expected since, as this chapter emphasizes, historical context has
been the moulder of these ideas. The case of Ibn Taymiyya is a clear ex-
ample given the political situation of the Islamic world at the time in
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which he lived: the Mongols had invaded, destroyed and ruled over the
world he knew. Ibn Taymiyya himself had participated in the battles
waged against the Mongol invaders, and he saw at first hand how these
non-Muslims showed no respect for Islam or its houses of worship.

The Mongol invasion and the establishment of the Ilkanid dynasty
(1265–1335) as an Islamic dynasty were not the only problem facing the
Islamic world during the lifetime of Ibn Taymiyya. Crusaders were
another problem, and the connection with an aggressive West as dar al-
harb remains important to those who follow his doctrines. But it is the in-
ternal threat to what Ibn Taymiyya saw as pure Islam that continues to
have the greatest impact on concepts of jihad today. With external pres-
sures from Crusaders and Mongols, and particularly with the settlement
of Mongols within Islamic communities, conversion to Islam accelerated
significantly throughout the thirteenth century in various parts of the
Islamic world of that age. Conversion meant the entry of new peoples
into Islam, peoples who brought with them new cultural baggage, includ-
ing traditions, religious concepts, philosophical outlooks on life and cre-
ation, and laws. It was in these new cultures and traditions that Ibn
Taymiyya found the greatest threat – what he calls bid’a/bida’ (pl.) or in-
novations alien to Islam – to his ideas regarding the purity of Islam. In his
hands, the concept of dar al-harb is extended to dar al-Islam, a concept
that became critical to contemporary radical Muslim groups and was sig-
nificantly expounded upon by Osama bin Laden.

The similarities between the age of Ibn Taymiyya and the age of bin
Laden can be easily exaggerated. Nevertheless, during both periods the
Islamic world was occupied by foreign troops and cultural diffusion from
non-Islamic sources threatened the stability of Islamic states and soci-
eties’ adherence to what was seen as a threat to Islam itself. This internal
threat arose not only from alien rulers who did not follow the precepts of
Islamic Sharia, but also from dangerous cultural mores (worship of
‘‘idols’’ – shirk), ideologies such as nationalism or capitalism, or the ap-
plication of non-Islamic laws. As in the case of Ibn Taymiyya, modern
fundamentalist Hanbali thinkers demand a return to pure Islam, which
they interpret as a return to the practices of the umma of the Prophet
during his lifetime and the umma that immediately followed him under
the Sublime Caliphates (632–662) of Abu Bakr al-Siddiq, ’Umar ibn al-
Khattab, ’Uthman ibn ’Affan and ’Ali ibn abi-Talib. This has been
extended to include worthy Caliphs such as ’Umar ibn ’Abdal-’Aziz,
who tried to stem changes in the Umayyad state by returning to a purer
form of Islam using various methods, including separating Muslims from
non-Muslim communities of the Umayyad empire.

A number of key words familiar to Islamic fundamentalists today are
traceable back to Ibn Taymiyya. Words such as Tawhid (God’s unity),
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shirk (idolatry) and bid’a (innovations) have become central to funda-
mentalist discourses since that time. For Ibn Taymiyya, the state’s pri-
mary purpose is to ensure that Muslims can practise their faith so as
to ensure salvation. To achieve this, the mosques have to be maintained,
Islamic law applied and morals upheld. Since absolute authority belongs
to God, with whom no other can compete nor any ideology be confused,
state and religion become inseparable in their purpose to institute God’s
law, that being the only way to ensure human salvation. Under such con-
ditions, the state’s coercive power becomes essential for the establish-
ment and maintenance of discipline and order, without which mosques
could not be opened and the practice of Islam carried out. The leader in
such a context becomes the shadow of God on earth, forbidding evil and
instituting good in the way God would have wanted him to. But a leader
cannot succeed on his own; he can do that only with the help of the
learned, who interpret the law. Here is born the symbiotic relationship
between the ulama class to which Ibn Taymiyya and later Muhammad
ibn ’Abdal-Wahhab belonged, and the political class, which had no legit-
imacy to rule except through the support of the ulama, who legitimated
this rulership if it fitted with the precepts of the Sharia, or at least what
they considered to be the demands of the Sharia. As protectors of God’s
divine law, the ulama were made central to politics.

Conclusions

In a 1998 interview, Osama bin Laden was asked about his call to Mus-
lims ‘‘to take up arms against America in particular’’. His answer went
as follows:

The call to wage war against America was made because America has spear-
headed the crusade against the Islamic nation, sending tens of thousands of its
troops to the land of the two Holy Mosques [meaning the Hijaz in Saudi Ara-
bia] over and above its meddling in its affairs and its politics, and its support of
the oppressive, corrupt and tyrannical regime that is in control. These are the
reasons behind the singling out of America as a target. And not exempt of re-
sponsibility are those Western regimes whose presence in the region offers sup-
port to the US troops there. We know at least one reason behind the symbolic
participation of the Western forces and that is to support the Jewish and Zion-
ist plans for expansion of what is called the Great Israel. Surely, their presence
is not out of concern over their interests in the region. . . . Their presence has
no meaning save one and that is to offer support to the Jews in Palestine who
are in need of their Christian brothers to achieve full control over the Arab
Peninsula which they intend to make an important part of the so called Greater
Israel.9
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In other words, even before the invasion of Afghanistan or Iraq, bin
Laden was making his call for jihad in terms of self-defence, taking US
influence in Islamic lands as a basis for going to war against the United
States. Here was a new interpretation for waging war using Islamic prin-
ciples, an interpretation clearly guided by a new global situation. The
presence of US troops in Saudi Arabia at the invitation of its government
exposed these troops to attack because they supported a regime consid-
ered by bin Laden to be an enemy of the Muslim community. The alli-
ance with Israel added to the animosity towards the United States, given
his conspiratorial belief in the intent of the United States and Israel to
bring the Arabian Peninsula under their full control. Equally important
was bin Laden’s discussion of Israel’s role vis-à-vis Lebanon and the Pal-
estinian people, which he used directly in explaining the attacks of 11
September 2001.

I say to you, Allah knows that it had never occurred to us to strike the towers.
But after it became unbearable and we witnessed the oppression and tyranny
of the American/Israeli coalition against our people in Palestine and Lebanon,
it came to my mind.

The events that affected my soul in a direct way started in 1982 when America
permitted the Israelis to invade Lebanon and the American Sixth Fleet helped
them in that. This bombardment began and many were killed and injured and
others were terrorised and displaced.10

Bin-Laden, like other self-proclaimed Islamic jihadists today, claims to be
speaking in the name of Islam, representing all Muslims and walking in
the steps of the Prophet Muhammad: ‘‘As we have already said, our call
is the call of Islam that was revealed to Mohammed. It is a call to all man-
kind. We have been entrusted with good cause to follow in the footsteps
of the Messenger and to communicate his message to all nations.’’11 This
claim to speak for the Muslim masses is repeated in a message to George
Bush from al-Qaeda’s deputy leader Ayman al-Zawahiri: ‘‘Bush, do you
know where I am? I am among the Muslim masses.’’12 Similarly, Ahmed
Ali Nejat, an Iranian Shia leader, speaks in almost the same terms as
the Wahhabi bin Laden and the Sunni Ayman al-Zawahiri, calling the
United States ‘‘the great Satan’’, the enemy of Islam waging a Crusader’s
war against the Islamic religion and the Muslim people, with the aim of
destroying Islam and acquiring the oil wealth of its people. Nejat also
points to the plight of the Palestinian people as central to Iran’s stand
vis-à-vis Israel and the United States. His call for the destruction of Israel
is interlaced with Islamic references, although, like bin Laden and al-
Zawahiri, he makes no claim to special theological competence.
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The interpretation of Islam by al-Qaeda and other extremist groups
has garnered support among young Muslims, many of whom face a bleak
future. They see the war against a rich West and its Muslim ruling-class
allies as a form of jihad that would correct wrongs perpetrated against
Palestinians and Iraqis. Such a jihad would also be a way of reclaiming
their heritage, in their belief that the oil wealth gifted by God to Muslim
countries has been monopolized by a few supported by their US partners.
Acceptance of this viewpoint by a broader spectrum of Muslims has not
materialized if for no other reason than that their rhetoric does not fit
with what Muslims know about Islamic war ethics – that there is an
acceptable way to wage war, which does not include the killing of the
innocent, decapitating prisoners, suicide bombing or the destruction of
buildings and homes.

By contrast, the wide support received by Hezbollah and its leader
Sheikh Hassan Nasrallah in the 2006 Lebanese war tells the story of
how Muslims look on the question of jihad. Lebanon was once again in-
vaded by Israel, many Lebanese citizens had wilfully and randomly been
imprisoned, Lebanese territories continued to be held by Israel, and Leb-
anon’s children were hurt daily by mines that Israel placed in Lebanon
(refusing to indicate where they had been placed). Notwithstanding the
provocation by Hezbollah in kidnapping two Israeli soldiers, the Muslim
masses saw the latest Israeli invasion as yet another effort to occupy
southern Lebanon. They saw Hezbollah waging a jihad in protection of
Lebanese territories and in self-defence against the systematic destruc-
tion of village after village accompanied by a siege designed to stop food
and medical supplies while Israeli planes pounded people into leaving
their homes, fleeing to the north in repetition of what happened to Pales-
tinians in 1948.

The differences between bin Laden and Nasrallah are obvious to the
Arab masses, as is the difference between al-Qaeda and Hezbollah. One
group manipulates jihad while the other practises jihad. As this chapter
has shown:
1. Although there is a basic formula that one can call a classic theory for

waging war in Islam, the reasons and methods of war ethics are con-
nected to time and place.

2. Basic to Islamic war ethics is a set of universal concepts that can be
found in other religions as well. These include a teaching about justifi-
able rationales for waging war (e.g. self-defence against aggression,
protection of the innocent), as well as stipulations regarding the im-
portance of treating prisoners humanely, respecting the life, limb and
homes of the innocent, etc.

3. By the same token, however, even these well-established practices can
be called into question when they are seen to be egregiously violated
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by the enemy. Hence in recent years we have witnessed how the inhu-
mane treatment of prisoners at Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo has led
to the decapitation of Western prisoners and other atrocities. Simi-
larly, in response to the helplessness of the Palestinians, suicide bomb-
ings have been used as a last resort, despite Islam’s total prohibition
on suicide and its emphasis on the sanctity of human life.
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Norms of war in cross-religious
perspective

Gregory M. Reichberg, Nicholas Turner and
Vesselin Popovski

The chapters in this volume explore how the world’s leading religious
traditions have dealt with the normative problems associated with war
and armed conflict. Although non-violent strategies of conflict resolution
have been considered in several of the chapters, the book’s main focus
has been on what Stephen Neff names ‘‘the just-war outlook in the ge-
neric sense of the term’’.1 This is the idea that the use of armed force
may be justifiable within determinable limits in order to uphold funda-
mental human values, such as protection of one’s homeland from attack,
defence of the innocent, preservation of the rule of law, or accountability
for grave crimes such as genocide.

The reader may find this focus on ‘‘just war’’ unexpected in a volume
that purports to study how religious traditions have assessed the norma-
tive dimensions of war. For many, the term ‘‘just war’’ has come to sig-
nify a secular Western discourse that is ill suited for describing religious
attitudes towards the phenomenon in question. Moreover, on the theme
of religion and war the reading public has grown accustomed to appar-
ently contradictory attitudes. On the one hand, it is often assumed that
‘‘true’’ religion requires a renunciation of violence; on the other hand, it
seems equally incontrovertible that, when individuals enter war with reli-
gious motivations, their use of force will know no limits. Hence the
freighted term ‘‘holy war’’, long associated with historical excesses such
as the medieval Crusades or the Reformation era wars of religion, has
newly found application to a wide range of violent struggles in which re-
ligious identifications are taken to be a key factor. The discourse about
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religion and war thus gyrates from principled pacifism to the most ex-
treme realism (where it is thought that in war for religious reasons ‘‘any-
thing goes’’). The ground traditionally occupied by the world’s great
religious traditions – wherein over the centuries a network of overlapping
distinctions has been drawn on the difference between justifiable and
unjustifiable uses of force – has been neglected in favour of the more
dramatic discourse that alternates between the opposing poles of non-
violence and militant extremism.

If ‘‘just war’’ designates the search for a middle ground between ‘‘no
violence whatsoever’’ and ‘‘anything goes’’, then it can be a useful term
for designating the abundant literature that arose first in Hindu culture,
then among the ancient Israelites, to a certain extent among followers of
the Buddha, and finally with much explicit articulation by Christians and
Muslims. The present book has been edited with the hope that careful
study of this literature will yield insight into the influence – good and
bad – that religious motivations can exercise in the tragic domain of war.

There can be much value in secular approaches to the norms of war, as
found in philosophical treatises, policy statements and, not least, the
growing body of legal statutes (‘‘international law’’) that formulate
when, how and by whom force may used in the public interest. This liter-
ature is largely about rules of restraint, with respect to both jus ad bellum
(as may be found, for instance, in the UN Charter) and jus in bello (as,
for example, in the Hague or the Geneva Conventions). Yet this litera-
ture also contains rules of empowerment,2 which urge military action (a
‘‘responsibility to protect’’) when many human lives are at grave risk
from violence. The legal statutes in particular are framed in a language
that prescinds from any explicit mention of religious concerns. The aim
by and large is not so much to exclude religion but rather to employ a
language that will be understood across the boundaries of the world’s
many religious communities, and by non-believers as well.

Admirable as this secular universalism may be, it has a notable down-
side. In seeking a common denominator (a shared consensus on the rules
of war), the religious springs of human motivation, which in concreto
are founded upon the particularity of different religious traditions, go
untapped. The result is a set of rules that may be compelling in their ab-
stract clarity but that may fail to motivate in the concrete circumstances
of action because they have but little resonance within the cultural matrix
of ordinary moral agents. Since the cultural matrix for millions of people
in the world today is infused with ideas, images and expectations that
originate from their respective religious traditions, if rules of war are
to have real traction, if they are to have a hold on the minds and hearts
of believers, it is important that they be associated with longstanding
norms of peace and war that can be found within each of these traditions.
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People will continue to listen to preachers and follow the ethics of their
religions, no less than they will continue to read the books of interna-
tional law. One can find good use in secularizing the norms of war from
the religious traditions and codifying them into inter-state agreements.
This book is intended not only as a reminder of the religious origins of
norms of war, but also to help us remember that religious convictions
continue to shape our conduct today (both in a positive and in a negative
direction) with respect to the onset and methods of war.

Gaining a better understanding of the norms articulated by the world’s
religious traditions provides an internal (in this sense privileged) stand-
point from which to judge manipulations of religion by those political
leaders and others who have not failed to appreciate how powerfully re-
ligious beliefs can motivate human beings to action. The instrumentaliza-
tion of religion has been much in evidence in several recent conflicts, and
it has not gone undocumented within the present volume.

The reasons that can justify behaviour leading to the elimination of hu-
man life are as religious and ethical as they are political or legal. All reli-
gious traditions have on at least some occasions been demonized and
accused of provoking aggressions, wars and human suffering. The com-
plexity goes even further, as not only individuals but entire societies
have sometimes been blamed in this way. This book considers what reli-
gions say about going to war and methods of fighting, but it does not take
up Samuel Huntington’s contested claims about a ‘‘clash of civilizations’’
as an explanation for the persistence of war in the twenty-first century.
Although historically it seems beyond doubt that religious teachings
have been instrumental in motivating or justifying some wars, we see
little evidence for an inherent animosity between religions. True enough,
kings and politicians have made use of religious texts to justify warfare.
Soldiers have been told to fight infidels and, if necessary, to die defending
a faith, a holy place or a community. But throughout history, war, an in-
herently political activity, has needed religion much more than religion
has needed war.

The newly revived discourse on ‘‘holy war’’3 has tended to obscure the
complexity of traditional religious teachings about war and violence. The
origins of this term merit close historical examination. One can speculate
that it was first employed metaphorically in the Christian West to desig-
nate the arduous spiritual struggle in the face of sin, evil and temptation
to remain faithfully on the path to God, much as Muslims speak of the
‘‘greater jihad’’ of the soul. However, after the sixteenth-century wars of
religion in Western Europe, the term came to signify, often in writings by
Enlightenment detractors of religion, narrow sectarian rationales for re-
sorting to armed force. Used as a catch-phrase, ‘‘holy war’’ suggests
that, applied within settings of violent conflict, the religious impulse is at
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its most intense and authentic when it serves to motivate action on behalf
of one set of narrow ‘‘sectarian’’ religious interests, against a competing
set of equally narrow interests.

Left out of the equation are what one might term ‘‘universalist’’ reli-
gious rationales for engaging in war. Such rationales (which express
norms of both empowerment and restraint) are formulated within partic-
ular religious traditions and couched in a terminology proper to each tra-
dition, but are not founded on reasons exclusively proper to any one
religion. Thus we find a number of core ideas affirmed across a range of
different traditions: for instance, that force may be used to protect inno-
cent third parties from attack, that grievances should be openly aired be-
fore redress is sought through armed force, that non-combatants should
not be directly targeted in war, that promises even to enemies should be
kept, that prisoners should be treated humanely, or that especially cruel
means of warfare should be banned. When these core ideas find expres-
sion in holy books, or are articulated by recognized religious authorities,
they benefit from a kind of divine warrant that strengthens their credibil-
ity in the eyes of religious believers. Let us now summarize some aspects
of what can be identified as common (or ‘‘universalist’’) causes and
methods of war, based on the preceding chapters.

Jus ad bellum

The preceding chapters have shown that there is much overlap between
the different religious traditions regarding what counts as a legitimate
rationale for resorting to armed force. While revenge or purely acquisi-
tive reasons for war are almost universally condemned, self-defence from
attack is the rationale most often put forward for going to war. In Hindu-
ism, Christianity and Islam, for instance, defence is not merely framed
as an allowable course of action (a right or a justification); it is also pro-
moted as an obligation incumbent upon the political leadership and citi-
zenry alike.4

Despite this broad consensus, within the different religions there re-
main somewhat different assessments of what kinds of wrongdoing
warrant defensive action. For instance, Islamic authors often view the ex-
pulsion of helpless people from their homes or attacks on holy places as
among the greatest of harms; hence defence in this tradition will consist
first and foremost in using force to protect against attacks of this kind.
Likewise, within Islam there is a very strong condemnation of surprise at-
tack as an especially perfidious form of aggression. Within Christianity,
by contrast, although much is said about the protection of the innocent,
the protection of holy places has typically not figured very prominently
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in discussions about legitimate defence. However, within this religion
there may be found particularly rich discussions about whether or not
the threat of future harm can legitimize defensive military action. Now
referred to under the heading of ‘‘pre-emption’’, the consensus among
leading authors (Catholic and Protestant) is that only immediate threats,
based on demonstrable signs of imminent aggression, can warrant resort
to armed force in the absence of any ongoing attack. More dubious is the
legitimacy of defensive action in the face of a long-term plan to carry out
future aggression. What is more, these authors are nearly unanimous in
their rejection of preventive war, the strategy whereby nation x attacks
nation y so as to prevent y from acquiring a capacity to cause x future
harm. In this vein, the Dutch Protestant Hugo Grotius wrote that
‘‘[q]uite untenable is the position, which has been maintained by some,
that according to the law of nations it is right to take up arms in order to
weaken a growing power which may do harm, should it become too
great. . . . [T]hat the possibility of being attacked confers the right to
attack is abhorrent to every principle of equity.’’5

In several traditions, there may likewise be found a strong imperative
to contemplate all possible alternatives before resorting to the use of
force – the principle of last resort. Hence we find Christian and Muslim
authors articulating the view that God has provided humans with means
other than force by which to solve disputes, and a wronged party must
declare its grievances to the perpetrator, allowing an opportunity for
non-violent resolution before resorting to force. Similarly, Buddhist
teachings, while rarely engaging in explicit discussion of war and its justi-
fication, do make clear that leaders are allowed to use limited force only
when prior attempts at peaceful negotiation have met with failure.

It must be observed that the teachings of the major religious traditions
regarding war are also strongly influenced by their respective conceptions
of peace. The ethics of the transition between peace and war, which is the
domain of jus ad bellum, will be construed very differently depending on
how peace is conceptualized in relation to war. Some religious traditions
define peace positively in relation to justice and friendship, rather than
negatively as the absence of war. This is particularly salient in both Juda-
ism and Christianity. With respect to the latter, for instance, the Eastern
Orthodox tradition, while maintaining that war is unconditionally an evil,
also acknowledges that there are times when war is necessary in order to
restore a peace that has been disrupted or lost. Judaism similarly shares
the conviction that war is not a natural condition, and adds to it the mes-
sianic ideal that universal peace will become a reality for the whole of
humanity. In Islam, great value is attached to building and maintaining
peace, to the extent that it is considered a duty for all Muslims, and, ac-
cordingly, those who bring peace are promised ‘‘continuous praise from
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the angels’’. However, in contrast to the normative centrality of peace in
most traditions (including Buddhism, which traces war to human failings
such as hatred and ignorance), Hindu teaching emphasizes the inevitabil-
ity of inter-state war; its efforts are accordingly directed chiefly at limiting
the harmful effects of violent conflict.

Several of the religions studied in this volume have on occasion held
out the promise that heavenly rewards will be granted to individuals
who conduct war in a manner consistent with the teachings of their tradi-
tion. This idea of ‘‘reward’’ is clearly vulnerable to political misuse and,
notwithstanding certain biased portrayals, Islam does not find itself alone
in this regard. Hence, in the dharmayuddha doctrine of Hindu religious
thought, warriors who kill in the line of duty are assured a place in
Heaven after death; similarly, in Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic
Christianity, soldiers who fight justly for a worthy cause have sometimes
been canonized as saints.6

It is true, however, that there can be found teachings on war and vio-
lence that are proper to specific religious traditions. Some of these teach-
ings provide reasons for restraint, while others encourage resort to force.
As an example of the former, one could cite the Shiite teaching that
offensive war may be waged only at the command of an Infallible Imam.
Since it is believed that no such Imam is present today (in light of the
doctrine of ‘‘occultation’’), the result is a general prohibition of offensive
war and thus a special religious reason that narrows the jus ad bellum to
strict defence. A related conception may be found within Judaism, in its
teaching that ‘‘discretionary war’’ has no current validity and has not had
such for well over 2,000 years, in the absence of a High Priest with access
to an authorizing oracle (the Urim and Thummim). Similarly in Islam,
although defensive war may be waged without the special permission of
legitimate authority – under conditions of great urgency all citizens, in-
cluding women and children, are expected to fight – offensive war is regu-
lated much more strictly. It is stipulated, for instance, that grievances
must be announced beforehand so that the offending party has an oppor-
tunity to make amends, and hostilities may be initiated only with an open
declaration being made beforehand (surprise attack being strictly con-
demned) solely under the command of the highest authority in the land.
Other religions, including Christianity, also distinguish between ‘‘defen-
sive’’ and ‘‘offensive’’ war; with the proviso that significantly stricter re-
quirements obtain for the latter than for the former. This framework has
been adopted into international law, as evidenced for instance in Articles
51 and 42 of the UN Charter: although individual states retain the right
of self-defence, the UN Security Council is alone permitted to authorize
offensive war (termed ‘‘enforcement action’’).
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The emerging contemporary norm of humanitarian intervention also
has its roots in several religious traditions. In Islam, for instance, the
faithful have been urged to fight in aid of those who are helpless to de-
fend themselves, and in Christianity the ideal of fighting on behalf of the
innocent has existed at least since St Ambrose in the fourth century, who
famously wrote that ‘‘he who fails to ward off injury from an associate
if he can do so, is quite as blamable as he who inflicts it’’.7 The norm of
humanitarian intervention has now achieved a strong basis in public con-
sensus, in large respects owing to the duty of compassionate assistance
that is affirmed in one way or another in all religious traditions. Applied
historically in concrete circumstances, it goes without saying that reli-
gious justifications for the use of force have not always been altruistic.
Acknowledgement of this fact should nevertheless not preclude us from
recognizing that religious traditions have sometimes urged resort to force
for humanitarian reasons, in ways that many of us would be willing to
countenance today.

For examples of special religious reasons that encourage resort to
armed force, one could point to the medieval Crusades in Western Chris-
tianity (premised on the belief that the Holy Land, having been ‘‘conse-
crated’’ by the birth and death of Jesus, was by right the property of
Christians), or to the conviction, upheld by Ibn Taymiyya (thirteenth
century) and some later Sunni authors, that Muslims have a positive
duty to ‘‘strive in the way of God’’ by spreading Islamic law to those
who lack it, ‘‘through peaceful means if possible but with the use of force
if necessary’’. Other causes that have justified the resort to force include
the Shinto belief in Japan as a ‘‘land of the Gods’’, which in the sixteenth
century served to warrant the invasion of the Korean peninsula, ostens-
ibly to spread the ‘‘benefits of civilization’’ to neighbouring states. In
Hinduism, the realist doctrine of kutayuddha preaches the use of force
to maintain power and protect territory, as advocated in Kautilya’s
Arthasastra. Closer to our own time, during the armed conflict in the
Balkans, some Orthodox Serb theologians promoted a ‘‘Kosovo cove-
nantal mythology’’ that helped create ‘‘an environment in which organ-
ized violence could be justifiable and even recommendable as the only
possible self-defence strategy for a perpetually beleaguered Christian
Orthodox nation and Church’’ (Chapter 7 in this volume).

There are many more examples of religious encouragement to vio-
lence. Although Islam has born the brunt of blame in recent years, it
remains true that none of the world’s religious traditions can claim
immunity from such a tendency. There is much need for a systematic
comparative exploration of the doctrinal factors that condition religious
motivations for engagement in acts of violence. Such an exploration
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largely falls outside the scope of the present volume, but it can be noted,
based on findings contained herein, that in ideological settings where
there exists a tight fusion between state and religion a wide opening is
created for the justification of religious violence. It is well documented,
for instance, how in the ‘‘sacral’’ political order of the Christian Middle
Ages heresy and other forms of religious dissidence were considered
crimes against the state, akin to sedition, and on this ground would war-
rant armed suppression. This mindset has also promoted various forms of
inter-civilizational conflict (say between Christians and Muslims) and
inter-denominational wars of religion. In Islam, similarly, there have been
times when the state’s coercive power was viewed as ‘‘essential for the
establishment and maintenance of discipline and order, without which
mosques could not be opened and the practice of Islam carried out’’
(Chapter 10 in this volume). In either case (and here again examples
could be multiplied with reference to other religions), when the very uni-
ty of the political community is constituted along religious lines and
where, in addition, the political order is viewed as instrumental to reli-
gious ends, there will be increased pressure to use force in responding to
religious threats. Inversely, doctrinal attempts at separating the cause of
religion from that of the state have generally helped to bring about a de-
legitimization of religiously inspired violence.8

Jus in bello

If we consider what the previous chapters have written about jus in bello,
or proper conduct in war, it will become apparent that there is much
overlap on this theme among the world’s different religious traditions.
One important case in point is the key norm of non-combatant immunity,
a principle that has found expression in nearly all religious traditions.
Although framed diversely in different settings, the idea that civilians,
wounded soldiers, prisoners and even combatants who have lost their
weapons should not be targeted with direct harm has found widespread
affirmation in religious texts. True enough, some religious actors have
preached the contrary, but it is difficult to find much support for this ex-
treme view within the classical texts that have been discussed in this vol-
ume. Non-combatant immunity and related principles have been codified
in international humanitarian law through treaties such as the Geneva
Conventions (1949). The violation of such humanitarian norms regularly
prompts widespread condemnation from figures of authority in the major
religions, demonstrating how there exists much inter-religious agreement
regarding these norms.
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Despite the widespread support for non-combatant immunity, the im-
plementation of this norm is anything but easy, particularly in settings
that include the use of terrorist tactics and asymmetric warfare. In such
contexts, normative discourse oscillates between inclusive and exclusive
definitions of combatant status, which results in correspondingly different
prescriptions for the use of force. Advocates of terrorism often claim that
civilians are responsible for the actions and policies of their governments,
and on this basis they are deemed legitimate targets of force. Asymmetric
warfare likewise often involves a blurring of the line between combatants
and non-combatants. When actors views themselves as unable to con-
front an opponent in conventional ways, but consider their cause just,
they often feel justified in using unconventional tactics such as human
shielding and kidnapping. The employment of ‘‘human shields’’ is now
deemed a violation of international humanitarian law – accountability
for the fate of these involuntary shields rests with the individuals who
placed them in their precarious position. In responding to tactics such as
these, some religious texts have emphasized the responsibilities of the
active party, as for instance in Islamic jurisprudence, which permits the
targeting of combatants who have taken shelter among women and chil-
dren. The Israel Defense Forces (IDF) ‘‘purity of arms’’ code likewise
maintains that minimizing the deaths of non-combatants is a priority,
with however the qualification that, for a sovereign state, minimizing the
deaths of one’s own non-combatants takes priority over protecting non-
combatants on the opposing side.9

Proportionality in the use of force is another concept that has found
widespread acceptance among the world’s leading religious traditions.
Proportionality has proven to be especially hard to apply to uncon-
ventional weaponry, for instance nuclear arms. Within Christianity and
Islam, strong condemnations regarding any possible battlefield use of
such weapons have been enunciated, owing to the high number of casu-
alties and the long-term harm that would inevitably result. On the other
side of the spectrum, some Hindu authors allow for the use of these
weapons in circumstances of last resort. In some religious traditions there
has also been broad debate on the permissibility of designing and pos-
sessing nuclear weapons for purposes of deterrence. Whereas Roman
Catholic teaching has allowed for a limited strategy of deterrence, as
long as all nuclear states actively work toward the long-term goal of
nuclear disarmament, in the Shia tradition any possession of nuclear
weapons, for whatever reason (including deterrence), is considered in-
compatible with the teachings of Islam.10 Indeed, consternation over the
development of nuclear weapons prompted a reassessment in the Roman
Catholic Church of the basic concept of just war, with Pope John XXIII
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maintaining (in 1963) that, ‘‘in this age which boasts of its atomic power,
it no longer makes sense to maintain that war is a fit instrument with
which to repair the violation of justice’’.11 It must be said nonetheless
that the ‘‘limited’’ wars of the post–Cold War era have reintroduced the
just war idea into public (and religious) debate, since experience has
shown that even states that possess a nuclear arsenal are able to fight
without bringing (inherently) disproportionate force into the fray.

Evolution and interpretation

Most religious traditions, by their inherent dependence on historical
texts, rarely offer detailed answers to emerging contemporary issues, in-
cluding modern methods of warfare. Religious teachings are often taken
to be universal truths that apply across time, irrespective of social, politi-
cal or technological developments. Whereas religious texts do not readily
change, the historical circumstances of human life are subject to pro-
found transformations. Religion is not, therefore, about blindly following
a set of rules, but more about considering how the principles contained in
sacred texts and practices should apply to the emerging issues of the pres-
ent day. Religious texts call for reflection on their meaning, and so it is
natural that a variety of interpretations will be offered, adding to the
rich diversity of opinions within each tradition. This highlights both the
opportunities as well as the inevitable risks that accompany the interpre-
tation and application of religious teachings. In the process of bringing
religious teachings into the broader stream of public discourse, theolo-
gians and other scholars strive to show how their respective religions
can maintain their core identity while allowing for diversity in their adap-
tation to the changing conditions of human existence.

In this fashion, from their origins in different times and different con-
texts, the world’s great religious traditions have had to come to terms
with the same changing world; they likewise have grappled with the
same issues of war and violence. In doing so, they have reached many of
the same conclusions. Although each tradition contains teachings that are
unique to it alone – the role of the Urim and Thummim (the High Priest’s
oracle) in Judaism, or the occulted Twelfth Imam in Shia Islam, would be
two such examples – this should not prevent us from seeing the many sig-
nificant parallels and points of agreement on the norms of war among the
different religions. This notwithstanding, it cannot be denied that reli-
gious discourse on war can also give rise to extremist interpretations, par-
ticularly when religious teachings are made to serve narrow political
interests. One need only think of the use to which the concept of ‘‘holy
war’’ has been put, not only by Christians (as recently as the Spanish
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Civil War) and Muslims (al-Qaeda), but also by Buddhists (witness the
ongoing conflict in Sri Lanka), Hindus (nationalist appeals vis-à-vis Kash-
mir) and Jews (the Settler movement), as justification for campaigns of
violence. For political leaders engaged in war, there can be a strong
temptation to deploy the rhetoric of religious justification, with all the in-
creased support and protection from criticism this brings. Religious dis-
course can magnify and exacerbate pre-existing tensions; this effect is
open to exploitation by leaders who use it to rally their troops, the public
and other politicians. Religious calls to action can serve to reinforce the
positive identity of ‘‘our’’ side, thereby demonizing the ‘‘other’’ side. For
each potential soldier, if God is on his side he cannot easily refuse to
fight, and his belief that the war will end in victory will be strengthened,
thereby removing the fear of defeat and encouraging others to join the
fight.

All religious texts contain internal tensions; passages calling for action
often contradict those advocating restraint, and vice versa. Each expo-
nent of a religion claims the validity of his or her interpretation, and
herein resides the greatest problem: moderation is frequently seen as, at
best, no more than one of many different interpretations. But this ignores
the reinforcement that these moderate religious views receive from secu-
lar international law. In turn, it cannot be ignored that the core norms of
international law originally took root in the religious thought of human-
ity, Christianity especially, but to some extent in other traditions as
well.12 The cross-cultural legitimacy of international norms in a range of
areas, including the use of force, human rights and law, is based on, and
continues to be enhanced by, the existence of shared religious principles.
International norms ‘‘return the favour’’ by conferring cross-cultural
validity back upon the moderate voices within each tradition that contrib-
uted to the formulation of these norms in the first place. In this way, the
views of moderates, and therefore their readings of the core texts, are
vindicated by international consensus. Extreme factions can never gain
this validity. Here we need to be reminded of what Aristotle said about
the mean of virtue: this is a mean of excellence, not of mediocrity; true
moderation indicates great skill, akin to hitting the bull’s eye on a target.

Inter-faith dialogue is an indispensable path toward building up a con-
sensus on norms of war among people of different religions. This in turn
contributes greatly to denying credibility to extremists who claim reli-
gious rationales for their violence. It is telling that, from the perspective
of extremists, dialogue and mutual engagement are seen as unacceptable
compromises, endangering the purity of their tradition’s teaching and
practice. Recent efforts to encourage dialogue between Muslims and
Christians, including Pope Benedict XVI’s meetings in 2007 with the
Saudi king and with a group of Muslim scholars led by Jordanian Prince
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Ghazi bin Mohammad bin Talal, have been criticized by the leaders of
al-Qaeda, for whom inter-religious dialogue is viewed as a threat to the
interests of ‘‘true religion’’. But Muslim hard-liners do not have a mo-
nopoly on this aversion to dialogue. Such aversion may be found, inter
alia, among Christian advocates as well.13

The preceding chapters have shown how religious thinking contributes
vitally to our understanding of norms of war. This said, much further
research is necessary. In particular, a deeper knowledge of the ongoing
internal tensions and developments within the different traditions would
provide valuable insights not only about each religion in particular, but
more generally about the processes by which religious teachings on peace
and war develop. These insights, in turn, could throw light on the ways in
which these teachings are interpreted and misinterpreted, as well as the
nature and dynamics of their influence on the political sphere.
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Aydınoğlu, Umur Paşa, 172
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