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LEARNING OUTCOMES:
Students should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and critically evaluate:

• The causes of war;
• The Just War tradition in Christianity and its continuing relevance for today;
• The ethics of modern warfare e.g. weapons of mass destruction and nuclear war;
• The human and economic cost of war: refugees, child soldiers and innocent civilians;
• The debate about pacifism.

THE CAUSES OF WAR 
War is defined as armed hostilities or organised conflict usually carried out by one state or states against 
another state or states. The causes of any war are very complex, and wars are rarely about just one thing. 
War can be declared when a state acts to:
• attack or invade another state, to gain territory or resources or to resist such an attack;
• protect an ally or another state from attack by an aggressor;
• impose domination or political change on another state, or to resist such domination;
• challenge a threat to ‘essential national interests’ (resources) by another state;
• counter perceived threats from a different ideology, religion or ethnic group;
• get rid of a dictator or fight against injustice.

War can also occur internally within a state between organised groups. This is known as civil war.
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WHEN IS IT ‘JUST’ TO GO TO WAR?

1. Just cause In order for it to be considered just, the war must have as its primary 
intention the protection of innocent life and human rights.

2. Legitimate authority A just war can only be declared by a legitimate authority, in other words, 
a legally appointed or democratically elected government.

3. Right intention The intention behind the declaration of war must not be due to revenge 
or hatred but have justice and lasting peace as its motive.

4. Last resort The Just War Theory insists that in order for a war to be considered just, 
it must only be fought as a last resort, and that before war has been 
declared, all possible alternatives have been explored and exhausted. War 
cannot be the result of an immediate reaction to events.

5. Likelihood of success A country should not go to war unless there is a high degree of certainty 
that they will be victorious. The reason that this condition is enshrined 
in the Just War theory is because it would be immoral to lead an army to 
their slaughter for no apparent gain.

HOW SHOULD A ‘JUST WAR’ BE FOUGHT?

6. Proportionality The use of violence in a war must be proportional to the threat of the 
enemy and minimum force should be used at all times. Therefore, 
excessive or unnecessary violence is prohibited by the Just War theory.

7. Discrimination A just war must discriminate between those involved in fighting the 
war and those who are not involved, in other words, non-combatant 
immunity is an essential component of the Just War theory. Innocent 
civilians must not be the direct targets of an attack.

THE JUST WAR TRADITION
St Augustine (354 – 430 CE) used biblical teaching to support the view 
that in some situations, war could be considered morally acceptable for 
Christians. He developed the idea of a just cause. In other words, a war 
should only be fought in self-defence or to defend the innocent. Augustine 
also believed that only the state or a legitimate authority could declare a 
just war and that private armies or terrorists could not declare a just war.

In the thirteenth century, St Aquinas (1224 – 1274) added one further 
condition to the two already put in place by Augustine and declared that a 
just war must be fought with the right intention e.g. a just war should not 
be fought out of revenge or greed but must have the intention of lasting 
peace as the outcome. 

Many other theologians contributed to the development of this theory over 
the following centuries. However, after the American war in Vietnam in the 
1980s, American Bishops put the finishing touches to the theory. As it now 
stands, the Just War Theory consists of principles concern the beginning of 
war, which must be satisfied before a just war can be declared and principles 
concern conduct during war. Some of the principles are outlined below:
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THE CONTINUING RELEVANCE OF THE JUST WAR TRADITION
The Just War continues to be relevant and useful when states are making decisions about war. The strict 
conditions set out in the theory limit acts of war by saying that war can only be a last resort and that 
a government can only declare war for the right reasons. The theory is realistic in that it accepts that 
sometimes war is a necessary evil e.g. to fight a dictator such as Hitler and the Just War allows war to take 
place under controlled conditions.

However, many people today argue that there can no longer be a Just War. The use of weapons of mass 
destruction such as nuclear weapons mean that wars no longer discriminate in favour of protecting the 
innocents. The human and economic cost of war is considered to be too high and consequently, the opinion 
of many Christians today is shifting in the direction towards a pacifist position. 

TASK
Consider the information presented below and discuss the question:
Is any war morally justified in the 21st century?

Case Study – The bombing of Hiroshima
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z8y82hv/revision/3 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z8y82hv/revision/4 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z8y82hv/revision/3
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z8y82hv/revision/4
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THE ETHICS OF MODERN WARFARE
As mentioned above, the development and use of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) have led many people 
to conclude that there can no longer be a just war. There are three types of WMD:

1. Chemical weapons – Chemical weapons such 
as mustard gas were used during WW1 and 
caused choking, skin irritation and attacks 
on the nervous system. They are favoured 
in war because they could cause mass 
casualties among the enemy. Although 
banned by the Geneva Protocol in 1925, they 
were used against civilians in Syria in 2017 
and as recently as 2018 in the UK – a former 
Russian spy and his daughter were poisoned 
in England.

2. Biological weapons – Biological weapons 
contain viruses or bacteria such as anthrax 
which are capable of causing large amount of 
deaths in a very short amount of time. They 
can also incapacitate humans and cause 
disease in animals and plants. They too have 
been banned by the Geneva Protocol but 
have still been developed in recent decades. 
For example, Saddam Hussein was accused 
of developing biological weapons in Iraq. Consider the following report from the BBC in 1998: 
 
It is Iraq’s production of biological weapons – ‘the poor man’s nuke’ – that is causing the UN the most 
concern. When UNSCOM was established, Iraq said that it had no biological weapons programme. 
However, it quickly became clear that this assertion was totally false. UNSCOM has discovered that Iraq 
produced 19,000 litres of botulinum, 8,400 litres of anthrax, 2,000 litres of aflatoxin and clostridium. In 
July 1995, Iraq finally admitted that it had sought to build an offensive biological warfare capability. In 
1988 alone, it had imported 39 tonnes of growth for virulent agents such as anthrax and botulinum, only 
22 tonnes of which could be satisfactorily accounted for in peaceful production. UNSCOM has destroyed 
much of the growth media, but it thinks as much as 17 tonnes is still unaccounted for. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/special_report/iraq/53125.stm  

3. Nuclear weapons – Nuclear weapons use nuclear reactions to create an explosion and are the most 
dangerous of all the WMD. The dangers of using nuclear weapons became evident in August 1945 
when the US dropped nuclear bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Hundreds of thousands died in the 
immediate aftermath of the explosion (the exact number is estimated to have been 140, 000) and 
even more suffered death soon afterwards due to the effects of radiation. Nuclear weapons also have 
a long-term impact due to the radiation produced and high levels of cancer continues long into the 
future among people living in the wider area. Nuclear weapons also have a devastating impact on the 
environment for generations after the explosion. 
 
Despite the damage caused by nuclear weapons in both the short and long term, there are those who 
still support the use of nuclear weapons:
• The bombs in Hiroshima and Nagasaki brought an end to the war in Japan and some people are of 

the opinion that the ‘end justifies the means.’ Nothing else would have ended the war so abruptly.
• Others believe in the concept of nuclear deterrence. During the Cold War it was believed that it 

was an advantage for a country to increase its arsenal of nuclear weapons so that it would not be 
attacked by another country. The concept that countries who possess nuclear weapons will not 
attack each other out of fear of retaliation is referred to as Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD). In 
other words, the possession of nuclear weapons can actually prevent war!  

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/special_report/iraq/53125.stm
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However, despite some benefits to having nuclear weapons, the money governments spend on developing 
and maintaining such weapons is very difficult to justify. For example, in 2015 the Ministry of Defence 
estimated that four new nuclear submarines would cost the British taxpayer £31 billion. Could that money 
be put to better use?

Within society there has been a growing concern about the development of nuclear weapons. 
CND (Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament) works non-violently to achieve British nuclear 
disarmament and also campaign to ban nuclear weapons globally. They are worried by 
recent developments e.g. rising tensions between India and Pakistan (both nuclear-armed 
states) and believe that the only solution is a global ban on nuclear weapons.

TASK
Visit the CND website and read about their work to promote nuclear disarmament.
https://cnduk.org/who/ 

Christian denominations are united in their condemnation of the development and use of nuclear weapons 
and the idea of countries stockpiling weapons by way of nuclear deterrence. The Church of England have 
declared that “the use of nuclear weapons cannot be justified” and the Catholic Church stated “Any act of 
war aimed indiscriminately at the destruction of entire cities … along with their population is a crime against 
God and man.”

https://cnduk.org/who/
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THE HUMAN AND ECONOMIC COST OF WAR

Human cost

1. The deaths of soldiers are a direct consequence of the war. For example, in the Second World War it is 
estimated that there were up to 25 million military deaths. Thousands of soldiers have died in recent 
conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan. In addition to this, thousands are faced with life changing injuries as a 
result of war and many who survived have suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

2. Civilians, or those who are not members of the armed forces will die as a result of war. Approximately 55 
million civilians died in WWII. Thousands of others were badly injured as a result of burns or lost limbs. 
Despite the development of ‘smart weapons’ to try to minimise harm inflicted on non-combatants, 
civilian deaths are inevitable.

3. Thousands of children are currently serving as soldiers in armed conflicts throughout the world. Children 
as young as 8 are exploited as they are often too young to fully understand or resist what they are 
getting involved in. According to the Human Rights Watch website, children fight on the front lines, 
participate in suicide missions and act as spies, messengers and lookouts. 

4. War created refugees. People living in war zones are likely to have to flee their home country and seek 
refuge in other countries where they feel safer. In 2014 the UN believed that there were over 50 million 
refugees or asylum seekers throughout the world. Many are forced to stay in massive refugee camps 
where conditions are very poor. Others seek refuge in other countries but trying to get to other countries 
has its own risks and many people have died on these very dangerous journeys.

Case study – Alan Kurdi
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/02/shocking-image-of-drowned-syrian-boy-shows-tragic-
plight-of-refugees 

Economic cost

1. Money is spent on war that could be better spent elsewhere e.g. schools and hospitals. Spending on 
defence was almost £40 billion for 2019/2020 in the UK. War causes destruction to buildings and 
infrastructure which has to be repaired in the aftermath of war.

2. War causes the prices of food and other necessities to increase due to inflation. This in turn leads to 
a reduction in living standards and people experience increased poverty. The most extreme case of 
hyperinflation was in Germany in the aftermath of WWI where the government had to print money to 
pay workers. This had devastating effects, for example, a loaf of bread cost 250 marks in January 1923 
but increased to 200,000 million marks in November 1923!

3. Governments don’t have money in reserve to deal with emergencies and have to borrow money to fund 
a crisis such as war. This leads to increased national debt as governments have to pay back borrowed 
money with interest taking it even longer to pay back. In 2018, UK debt amounted to £1.7 trillion. War 
will increase this debt.

4. Places of work are often destroyed as a result of war leaving people without jobs. Increased 
unemployment is a knock-on effect of war and governments will have to pay more money in the form of 
unemployment benefits to its citizens. Destruction of infrastructure can lead to businesses not having 
access to stock and are forced to close. Returning soldiers who are injured face unemployment and 
require additional financial support.

5. Finally, war leads to a decline in tourism. People generally don’t want to holiday in any country where 
there is unrest. Fewer tourists mean less money being spent in the economy which can also lead to 
higher unemployment in the hospitality industry in particular.

 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/02/shocking-image-of-drowned-syrian-boy-shows-tragic-plight-of-refugees
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/02/shocking-image-of-drowned-syrian-boy-shows-tragic-plight-of-refugees
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Matthew 5:9 “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.”

Matthew 5:38-39 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ But I tell you, do 
not resist an evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the 
other cheek also.”

Matthew 5:44 “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”

Matthew 26:52 “Put your sword back in its place,” Jesus said to him, “for all who draw the sword 
will die by the sword.”

Mark 9:50 “… live in peace with one another.”

THE DEBATE ABOUT PACIFISM
In the Old Testament, there are some references which support the concept of a Holy War. A Holy War is a war 
fought because God commanded it or a war fought for religious reasons. Consider the following references:
• Joshua 6:20-21: “so everyone charged straight in, and they took the city. They devoted the city to the 

Lord and destroyed with the sword every living thing in it – men and women, young and old, cattle, 
sheep and donkeys.”

• Deuteronomy 7:1-2: “When the Lord your God brings you into the land you are entering to possess and 
drives out before you many nations – and when the Lord your God has delivered them over to you and 
you have defeated them, then you must destroy them totally. Make no treaty with them and show them 
no mercy.”

The Book of Ecclesiastes implies that war is inevitable: “There is a time for everything … a time for war and a 
time for peace.” (3:1, 8) However, the Psalmist in the Old Testament promotes the message of peace:
“Turn away from evil and do good; strive for peace with all your heart.”
Psalm 34:14

This message of peace is developed throughout the New Testament. Jesus’ teaching opposes all violence. For 
example:

Saint Paul also agrees with Jesus’ views: “Bless those who persecute you, bless and do not curse them. Live 
in harmony with one another … do not repay evil with evil. If it is possible, live peaceably with all. Do not be 
overcome by evil but overcome evil with good.” (Romans 12:17-21)
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This teaching has led many Christians to become pacifist. A pacifist 
is defined as someone who opposes war and violence. Pacifists will 
generally believe that war causes too much destruction and loss of 
human life and is therefore morally unacceptable and can never be 
justified.

There are generally 3 types of pacifist:
1. An Absolute or Total pacifist believes that it is never right to 

take part in war even in self-defence. They would argue that 
human life is so precious that nothing can justify killing a 
person.

Many pacifists believe that they should use non-violent action 
to resist oppression or to bring about change such as peaceful 
demonstrations. 

Case Study – Martin Luther King
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/search?q=martin+luther+king&page=1 

Case Study – Mahatma Gandhi
https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/class-clips-video/andrew-marr-history-world-gandhi/zjxhy9q 

Pacifists have refused to fight in war because they believe that it is the wrong thing to do. Such people are 
called conscientious objectors. Conscientious objectors are people who refuse to serve in the armed forces 
or bear arms on moral or religious grounds.

For example, in 1967, three years after winning the heavyweight title, American boxer Muhammad Ali 
refused to be conscripted into the US military.

2. A Relative or Conditional pacifist believes that war is wrong but accepts that sometimes there may be 
circumstances when war is better than the alternative.

For example, the British philosopher Bertrand Russell was an absolute pacifist until WWII. He then argued 
that we had to be realistic and allow people to stand up against evil dictators like Hitler.

3. A Selective pacifist is a type of relative pacifist who will oppose certain types of war e.g. a war that 
involves nuclear weapons.

TASKS
Answer the following questions:
1. Outline some of the causes of war.
2. Describe any three conditions of the Just War Theory.
3. Explain why some Christians no longer support the Just War Theory.
4. Outline some reasons why people oppose the use of nuclear weapons.
5. What is a conscientious objector?
6. Describe some of the different types of pacifism.
7. Explain why some Christians are pacifists.
8. “The world would be a better place if more people were pacifists.” Do you agree? Give reasons for 

your answer.

http://ccea.org.uk/biology/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/search?q=martin+luther+king&page=1
https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/class-clips-video/andrew-marr-history-world-gandhi/zjxhy9q

