The Catholic Church's "Just War Theory"

 

Firstly, it is important to state that the Catholic Church considers war to be an evil and terrible thing. There are 2 legitimate traditions within Christianity: principled non-violence and ‘just war’. The ‘just war’ teaching of the Catholic Church begins with the presumption that we should do no  harm to our neighbour. It has never been intended to promote war but to prevent or impede it. A just war is permissible because it’s a lesser evil, but it’s still an evil.  The just war theory tries to reconcile three things:

a. taking human life is seriously wrong (5th Commandment – Thou shalt not kill), and 
b. states have a duty to defend their citizens, and defend justice 

c. protecting innocent human life and defending important moral values sometimes requires willingness to use force and violence.
There are 2 parts to the Just War Theory:

 

- Jus ad Bellum: Why and when recourse to war is permissible - the conditions under which a nation may legitimately go to war, if all peace efforts have failed; and

 

- Jus in Bello: the moral principles which must be observed in the conduct of the war itself – how to conduct a war in an ethical manner. Even when the stringent conditions which justify resort to war are met, the conduct of war (i.e., strategy, tactics, and individual actions) remains subject to continuous scrutiny in light of two principles which have special significance today because of the destructive capability of modern technological warfare. These principles are proportionality and discrimination.

 

A war is only a Just War if it is both justified, and carried out in the right way. 

 

History: Originally this theory was devised by classical Greek and Roman philosophers such as Plato and Cicero.

 

As far as Christianity and Christian Theology is concerned, most authors agree that St Augustine was the originator of the Just War Theory. It was further developed in the Middle Ages by St Thomas Aquinas, and in the 16th and 17th Centuries by the Spanish theologians Vittoria, Suarez and others. 

 

St Augustine argued from the natural order of peace to the right of rulers to declare war to maintain peace. St Thomas also saw the justification for war in the natural order but stressed more the common good of the people.

 

* To determine if going to war is just or not, those who have responsibility for the common good should ask themselves the following questions. NB: All must be taken together, none in isolation from the others. The theory provides a useful moral framework for individuals and political groups to use for their discussions of possible wars. The Church’s basic message is that war is far too important to be decided only based on political, economic or military factors; it must include moral considerations. 

 

 

1.      The war must be for a just cause. What is the object of going to war? Is the damage inflicted by the aggressor on the nation or community of nations lasting, grave and certain?  For example, is a nation going to make a pre-emptive strike to attack an enemy to prevent an anticipated attack, to protect innocent life, to preserve conditions necessary for decent human existence, and to basic human rights?  

 

2.     The war must be declared by a lawful authority. Is the war being declared by a lawful/competent authority? For example, although in practice the right to wage war remains with individual states, many believe that today the UN is the highest world authority and the only ‘lawful authority’ with the right to sanction war. 

 

3.     The intention/motive behind the war must be good. Is the intention or motive behind the war a good one? The act can be good and the motive bad. For example, the intention must not be to take revenge, or to dominate a nation, or for self-interest to take what the country has.

It is said that the only intention which can justify war is to promote the common good, to pursue peace and reconciliation and avoid evil – not the common good of the individual nation but the common good of the world, because today no nation is sealed off from the rest of the world - its order and prosperity is bound up inseparably with other nations. 

 

 

4.      All other ways of resolving the problem should have been tried and must have been shown to be impractical and ineffective. Is war really the last resort? Have all other peaceful ways of resolving the problem been exhausted? Is there no peaceful alternative? Is there no further room e.g. for diplomatic solutions for a peaceful resolution to the problem? 
      (Pope Paul V1 called the UN “the last hope for peace.” Pope John Paul 11 has also spoken on this point in his World Day of Peace Message in 1983. As far as the Pope is concerned, war was not a last resort. He has also said that humankind 'can and must make the force of reason prevail over the reason of force.'  As the Holy Father said in his Address to the Diplomatic Corps, 13 Jan 2003:

 

                        "War is never just another means that one can choose to employ for settling differences 
                         between nations. As the Charter of the UN Organisation and international law itself reminds us, war                         cannot be decided upon, even when it is a matter of ensuring the common good, except as the very last                         option and in accordance with very strict conditions, without ignoring the consequences for                 
                        the civilian population both during and after the military operations." 
 
5.      There must be a reasonable chance of success. Are there serious prospects of success? This comes from the idea that war is a great evil, and that it is wrong to cause suffering, pain, and death with no chance of success. 

 

6.      The means used must be in proportion to the end that the war seeks to achieve. Is it certain that the use of arms will not produce evils and disorders graver than the evil to be eliminated?  Our Catechism states (2309) that the power of modern means of destruction weighs very heavily in evaluating this condition. 

 

7.      The war must be fought by proper means - a bad method could vitiate a good intention. So even when the stringent conditions which justify resort to war are met, the conduct of war, i.e. strategy, tactics and individual actions, remains subject to continuous scrutiny. We need to ask: What are the circumstances under which the war will be fought? Is the war going to be fought in a proper manner? Because many nations have weapons of mass destruction today, the US Bishops suggest that we must ask not merely what will happen, but what may happen, especially if major powers embark on war. 

 

All is not fair in war. Just because the end is good does not mean that the attacker can use any means he pleases. The end never justifies the means. The methods used must not bring greater harm to the community than they were intended to remedy. For example, para 2314 of our Catechism states that: ‘Every act of war directed to the indiscriminate destruction of whole cities or vast areas with their inhabitants is a crime against God and man, which merits firm and unequivocal condemnation.’ 

 

So aerial bombardments of civilian populations is an unjustified method of war. Care must also be taken not to bomb, e.g. hospitals, sacred places and so on.  Also wounded soldiers, and prisoners must be respected and treated humanely. So the means used must be in proportion to the end that the war seeks to achieve. 

 

Para 2314 also states that ‘ A danger of modern warfare is that it provides the opportunity to those who possess modern scientific weapons – especially atomic, biological, or chemical weapons – to commit such crimes.’
 

This year, 2003, we are celebrating 40th Anniversary of Pacem in Terris (Peace on Earth) Pope John XX111’s encyclical which seeks to have condemned aggressive or offensive war when he stated: “Therefore in this age of ours, which prides itself on its atomic power, it is irrational to think that war is a proper way to obtain justice for violated rights.” (41) This Pope says that a proportional injury does not exist anymore to justify war. 

 

It is interesting to follow Vatican 11’s teaching on this issue e.g. the encyclical Gaudium et Spes (The Church in the Modern World), stresses that modern weapons can lead to atrocities in war far exceeding any known before. (Modern weapons “can inflict immense and indiscriminate havoc which goes far beyond the bounds of legitimate defense” 42) 
 

Today Our Catechism states (2308) that all citizens and governments are obliged to work for the avoidance of war. In paragraphs 2307 to 2314, our Catechism outlines the conditions required to ‘justify’ a war. These are termed ‘rigorous conditions of moral legitimacy’ and they are based on the traditional elements listed in the ‘just war’ theory that I have just enumerated.

 

Firstly, para 2307 reminds us that the 5th Commandment (Thou shalt not kill), forbids the intentional destruction of human life.

 

2309: The strict conditions for legitimate defense by military force require rigorous consideration. The gravity of such a decision makes it subject to rigorous conditions of moral legitimacy. At one and the same time:

 

-         the damage inflicted by the aggressor on the nation or community of nations must be lasting, grave, and certain;

 

-         all other means of putting an end to it must have been shown to be impractical and ineffective;

 

-         there must be serious prospects of success; the use of arms must not produce evils and disorders graver than the evil to be eliminated. The power of modern means of destruction weighs very heavily in evaluating this condition. 

These are the traditional elements enumerated in what is called the ‘just war’ doctrine. 

 

The evaluation of these conditions for moral legitimacy belongs to the prudential judgment of those who have responsibility for the common good. 

 

2310: Public authorities, in this case, have the right and duty to impose on citizens the obligations necessary for national defense. 

 

Those who are sworn to serve their country in the armed forces are servants of the security and freedom of nations. If they carry out their duty honourably, they truly contribute to the common good of the nation and the maintenance of peace. 

 

2311: Public authorities should make equitable provision for those who for reasons of conscience refuse to bear arms; these are nonetheless obliged to serve the human community in some other way.

 

2312: The church and human reason both assert the permanent validity of the moral law during armed conflict. “The mere fact that war has regrettably broken out does not mean that everything becomes licit between the warring parties.”

 

2313: Non-combatants, wounded soldiers, and prisoners must be respected and treated humanely.

 

Actions deliberately contrary to the law of nations and to its universal principles are crimes, as are the orders that command such actions. Blind obedience does not suffice to excuse those who carry them out. Thus the extermination of a people, nation, or ethnic minority must be condemned as a mortal sin. One is morally bound to resist orders that command genocide.

 

2314: ‘Every act of war directed to the indiscriminate destruction of whole cities or vast areas with their inhabitants is a crime against God and man, which merits firm and unequivocal condemnation.’ A danger of modern warfare is that it provides the opportunity to those who possess modern scientific weapons – especially atomic, biological, or chemical weapons – to commit such crimes.

 

War is not always inevitable. It is always a defeat for humanity. 

(Pope Paul 11 address to the Diplomatic Corps 13 Jan, 2003

 

* Homily of His Eminence Card Pio Laghi Washington, Mar 5, 2003:

The Church believes that peace can always be constructed even in the darkness moments. She believes in the power of the human mind and the courage of the human heart to find peaceful solutions to disagreements, using the vast and rich patrimony of international law and institutions created for that very purpose. That is why she believes that war is a defeat for humanity; 
that is, it is a defeat for our intelligence, our creativity and our firm conviction that peace is always possible.

 

* On 20 Feb, the Holy Father, in his address to members of the Inter-religious delegation from Indonesia, referred to his previous statement that ‘war is always a defeat for humanity.’  He added – ‘it is also a tragedy for religion….my fervent prayer is that our efforts to promote mutual understanding and trust will bear abundant fruit and help the world to avoid conflict. For it is through commitment and continuing cooperation that cultures and religions ‘will be able to break through the barriers which divide them, to understand one another and to pardon those who have done them wrong ‘ (Pacem in Terris). This is the way that leads to true peace on earth. Together, let us work and pray for this peace.’

 

* On Mar 22nd after war broke out in Iraq, the Holy Father made a public statement saying: ‘The war threatens the whole of humanity’ and that ‘violence and weapons can never resolve the problems of man.’

 

* John Paul 11 said in his Message for the World Day of Peace: “Precisely because human beings are created with the capacity for moral choice, no human activity takes place outside the sphere of moral judgement."
 

Politics is a human activity; therefore, it too is subject to a distinctive form of moral scrutiny. This is also true of international politics. As Christians we believe that we are all made in God’s image and likeness and that God is a God of peace, and that he gave that peace to us by dying for us. He also gives us the ability to argue rationally, and to apply logic and reason to situations. 

 

Therefore, if we rush to war without exhausting every conceivable means of resolving a problem e.g. negotiations, diplomatic solutions and so on; if we show by our actions that we do not see war as being the last option, then we are not using God’s gift of peace effectively and all humanity is diminished or defeated when this occurs. 

 

Indeed, the UN charter states that “all Members shall settle their international disputes by peaceful means.” 

