
OM THE ACHIEVEMENT OF PEACE (I) 

Though dangers of death are of 
rare occurrence, yet the occasion 
of those dangers occur frequently, 
since on account of justice 
which he pursues, and also on 
account of other good deeds, man 
encounters mortal adversaries. 

ht. Thomas Aquinas 

••• civilisation as it goes on 
ought not perhaps to grow more 
fighting — but ought to grow more 
ready to fight. The more valuable 
and reposeful is the order which 
we have to guard, the more vivid 
shot® be our ultimate.sense of 
vigilance and potential violence. 

G. K. Chesterton 

I 

In this paper I would like to address, not the current 
status of peace movements, nor what their actual goals may be at 
present, but t".e broader 'uestion of what goals it is reasonable 
lor such movements to seek. 

The question is of importance because any campaign for peace 
insofar as it does not merely dilate upon the horrors of war 
(which are admitted by everyone), must say something positive as, 
well: it must propose some solution, some way of avoiding wars. 
Otherwise it remains in the position of a physician who merely 
ooints to the symntoms with alarm without proposing a remedy, 
how the rethoric of peace sometimes suggests that the goal of 
neace efforts should be a situation in which there can be no more 
wars a permanently nonviolent human society. In other words, we • 
should seek not just the ending or averting of a particular con-
liict, but a way of making war impossible for all time. Clearly 
this would re-mire a program of much wider scope than ending a 
particular war Thus it is important to ask: Is such a state of 

air.., possible, arid if so, how might it be sought? 

. ,.0n° "'f;' or.RVo3a:in'- flny warfare is suggested by absolute 
1,1 °1J'' the Vl0w tl,at any violence, even in self-defense or for 
a good cause, is absolutely wrong. If this were true, then anyone 
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considering whether to fight in any case obviously ought not 
to fight; and if at least one side agrees unanimously to this, 
then there will be no war, for war requires two sides which 
fight each other. There may, of course, be mm; acres, genocide, 
extreme injustice, or stringent oppression; for if one side is 
willing to fight and the other is not, and if the non-fighting 
party can find no nonviolent way of avoiding these things, then 
aggressors will be able to carry out any schemes they wish. But 
wars would not occur. 

While it may express a sense of the worth of life which 
deserves great respect, absolute pacifism is highly implausible. 
For -although this cannot be argued in detail here - there are 
very grave evils which deserve to be corrected or resisted even 
if the only way of doing so is through warfare. It must certain
ly be kept in mind that nonviolent means are better, other thinas 
being ecual; that violence must be strictly limited to the mini
mum neces ;ary, if it is used at all; and that not all means are 
justified even by a worthy end. But it seems overwhelmingly plau
sible that serious and otherwise irremediable slavery, oppression, 
or threat to life and limb (as, for instance, by the JTazi govern
ment prior to the Second World War) may be opposed by good persons 
even at the cost of war. Thus I will assume in this paper that 
absolute pacifism is not correct, and that there is such a thing 
as a "just war". And if this is so, then unilateral nonviolence 
is not a. universally applicable solution to the problem of war, 
for it would not be required in certain cases (I shall make no 
attempt here to specify exactly which ones). Unless we assume 
absolute pacifism, a simple refusal to fight ruat caelum is not 
always the best course of action. 

A second possible approach to preventing wars would be a 
scheme to make all wars physically impossible, by removing wea
pons or otherwise intercepting violence, thus hoping to prevent 
the very aggression which might otherwise motivate just resistan
ce. Bome such idea seems to lie behind many disarmament proposals, 
from antinuclear protests to anti-handgun campaigns in the United 
States. Obviously this may be rather difficult to achieve in 
practice, for so many things are potential weapons and so much 
human knowledge is applicable to both peace and war, that forbid
ding military information altogether would also involve forbidding 
peaceful knowledge. But there is nothing wrong in principle with 
eliminating certain sorts of weapons, or making them more diffi



cult to obtain or use. There is, however, a caution to "be obser
ved, if ve admit a ».junt war" viev.'. For even if the weanons are 
largely removed, the cause for their use may still arise. Thus 
we might find ourselves in a position where, having disarmed our
selves or others in order to remove the temptation of wrongful 
war, we are faced with an urgent and legitimate need for those 
same weapons. Because of this, it would not be wise, even if it 
were possible, to render ourselves physically incapable of all 
warfare, as long as the significant possibility exists that there 
will be just causes requiring it. There might be situations 
(albeit lev/) in which to fail to go to war might be worse than 
going to war; and we could only safely heat our swords into 
plowshares if there were no prospect of needing swords ever again. 

One way in which wars might he minimised, at least, is to 
provide a peace-keeping body to contain potential aggression. 
If there were a world government, then its enforcement of peace 
would bo police action rather than war in the usual sense -
although it might still renuire violence. But civil wars within 
such a world state might still occur, and thus this arrangement 
could only make wars impossible if the government were so power
ful that no conceivable subjects could oppose it effectively. 
Even if such a concentration of power were pos ible, it would 
again he unwise to create it; for in that case the government 
itself might become an oppressor against which a war of rebellion 
would be justified, but now impossible. Thus the attempt to render 
war physically incr.oable of occurring is either futile or inadvi
sable, or both. 

The notion of an overarching government which controls the 
relations among its parts, however, suggests a third sort of 
solution to the problem of wars. While criminal acts occur with 
a depressing regularity within most organized societies, it is 
often possible to avoid systematic warfare. The reason, it may 
be suggested, is the presence of other means for solving the 
sorts of problems from which wars arise. It is unnecessary for 
one citizen to attack another violently, for if there is a disa
greement or dispute, there exists a legal and judicial system 
designed to mediate and to solve it without violence. Thus, if 
we admit the existence of just causes for war, we may turn to 
focus on the reasons why a war might be fought (rather than assu
ming that pisoplc fight for no reason beyond innate aggressiveness). 
If wars may be fought for valid purposes, whs.t other means might 
serve to do what the right use of force is intended to do? Is it 
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possible to construct a social system that would be able to 
handle all possible disputes without resort to war? 

II 

If a social system were to avert violent resistance, it 
would reciuire an agreement among all members of the society that 
even if the judgment went against one in a given case, it would 
be best to accept it and to refrain from resorting to force to 
establish the state of things one thinks preferable. If I sue a 
manufacturer for damage caused by a defective product, for exam
ple, and he is judged innocent by the appropriate authority, 
then I must submit to the rule of law and accent the status quo, 
even though I consider it unjust; because to use force to reco
ver my losses would, even if it achieved justice in this case, 
disrupt the civil peace. I have agreed, in effect, to accept the 
official judgment whether I agree with it or not. similarly, such 
a system, unless it were itself to impose a highly specific and 
thus restrictive pattern for living, would have to provide for 
non-interference in most cases; that is, it would prescribe that 
except in certain cases individuals were at liberty to act accor
ding to their own judgment. Thus if I held that everyone in the 
society would be better off for not drinking alcoholic beverages, 
this would not give me the right to deprive people of them forci
bly unless some harm to someone other than the user could he 
shown. In other words, the typical modern state resolves inter-
citizen disputes by 

a) demanding non interference or "live and let live" in most 
cases and in certain exceptional cases 

b) providing a judicial system to make a decision and a system 
of enforcement to enact it. 

The legal approach to conflicts, then, attempts to mediate 
them by demanding tolerance of others' behavior except in cases 
which are agreed to be serious enough to warrant enforcement or 
policing. Not every action can be tolerated, or the civil state 
would offer no protection at all for citizens' rights or safety. 
But the typical contemporary system assumes that we can at least 
agree on what to tolerate and what not to tolerate (basic liber
ties of freedoms), and that we can agree to submit to "binding 
arbitration" in disputed caries. Civon these assumptions, no citi
zen could have just cause to initiate violence. 



In fact this annroach, where it has been applied, has 
been remarkably successful in mitigating civil violence. It 
need not, of coarse, be the only component in an attempt to 
provide slternnt1ve ways of mediating conflicts. Efforts to 
fc.cor communication and mutual understanding among components, 
or techni' ues for peaceful and systematic resolution of dispu
tes, are of considerable value as additional factors. The 
sucees es of skilled professionals in "talking down" criminal 
holding hostages in several recent instances in the United 
States have clearly indicated the-power of such methods as al
ternatives to direct application of force by police; and some 
have recommended the institutionalization of such techniaues in 
a national "Peace Academy" dedicated to nonviolent conflict re
solution. Efforts like these ma.y be extremely productive and 
should be encouraged; much ca.n be done to improve understanding, 
to calm disproportionate emotion, to devise creative solutions 
and compromises. Put the legal system itself remains the central 
element in a system for avoiding violent conflict. If this idea 
were extended to the international arena, an international court 
of some kind with effective enforcement powers might well serve 
to avert ma.ny tragic wars and to promote justice. It would then, 
form an excellent goal for peace movements. 

Yet even if such a world government or judiciary could be 
devised, it would not end the threat of war forever. In the first 
place, even if such a system made wars unjustifiable, it would 
not make them impossible. Our experience of ordina.ry civil law 
makes clear that not every individual is willing to accept the 
judgment of legal mediation; thus crime continues to occur and 
policing continues to be necessary, so that violence remains, 
albeit on a smaller sco.le than Hobbes'"war of each against all". 
The same would be true of nation-states. Unless one could make 
sure that such unscrupulous defiance of the rule of law would 
never occur, means to defend against it, either in the form of 
isolated crimes or in that of widespread rebellion, would still 
have to be provided. 

Could this be avoided by rendering the individual citizens 
of a world state perfect, at least in the sense that they are 
willing to settle all disputes peacefully? Aristotle held that 
a well-ordered state re uired virtuous citizens, and the conver
se is argued in a classic Confucian passage: 

"When things pre investigated, knowledge is extended; when 
knowledge is extended, the will becomes sincere; when the 

will is sincere, the mind is rectified; when the mind is 
rectified, the personal life is cultivated; when the per
sonal life is cultivated, the family will be regulated; 
when the family is regulated, the state will be in order; 
and when the state is in order, there will be peace throu
ghout all the world." (2) 

Unfortunately, the universal achievement of this goal dees not 
seem likely in the near future, if at all. There is no known 
way of ensuring that all of us will become excellent persons 
who can be trusted never to act in such a way as to justify 
forcible resistance by others» Although we cannot develop the 
point fully here, it may be suggested that the freedom of human 
beings prevents any education of conditioning plan from being 
foolproof; and the Catholic doctrine of origins.l sin intimates 
that we cannot expect perfection from human beings, certainly 
not to the extent of building a social system on it. Thus a 
worldwide rule of law to prevent war would have to accomodate 
the probability that some will break its laws; and thus violence 
in the sense of police enforcement, at least, will always be 
something that we must be prepared to employ. 

But there is more than this. We might be inclined to think 
that, although a society must be prepared to resist certain un
just actions by its own members ir a limited way, at least it 
is possible to establish mediation arrangements that would make 
it unnecessary for large numbers of le.w-abiding persons to resort 
to violence. Of course, there is always the possibility that the 
mediators themselves may be corrupted, that the government may 
become tyrannical in such a way as to justify rebellion. If 
there is any way to avoid this possibility altogether, it would 
have to be by virtue of laws which (if properly enforced) could 
not be abused, could not give rise to any result against which 
a good person might consider himself obliged to protest. Auch a 
combination of substantial tolerance and formal procedures for 
.resolving disagreements is, as I have mentioned, a trey part of 
the liberal ideal in politics. 

However, the success of even this arrangement cannot be 
guaranteed.. The reason has to do with the nature of practical 
moral knowledge. 
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The only nay of ensuring that no reasonable person could 
fji.rl c-uuo . or a disrgreement with the government or mediating 
agency sufficiently grave to justify armed resistence would he 
a way of arriving at the right answer to such conflicts in a 
completely clear—cut fashion and one whose correctness was per
fectly evident. This i3, of course, why legal systems strive 
for extreme definiteness and clarity of formulation as well as 
justice, and attempt to avoid all ambiguity in law, ruling, or 
jurisdiction. But even if such perfect clarity were humanly 
attainable - and it is not - a government would have to be cer-
tain 01 correctness in its moral judgments before it could legi
timately claim that no war against it could be right. As long 
as the government or mediating authority itself may take actions 
Miat are seriously wrong, it may (if there is such a thing as 
a just war at all) become permissible to resist that government 
violently; in fact, it might be argued that in some cases such 
resistance would be not only right, but obligatory. Thus Thomas 
Jefferson in the Declaration of Independence of the United 
States v,'rites (3): 

But v.-hen a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing 
invariably the same Object, evinces a design to reduce them 
under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their 
duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards 
for tfeir future oecurify." 

Thus a state which could claim to have outlawed war forever 
would require nothing less than an algorithm for moral judgments, 
a piocedure for solving social and ethical problems which would 
give results no reasonable person could disagree with. Only if 
there were a scheme for solving such problems with the precision 
and certainty of formal logic would it be unreasonable in every 
case to oppose it, trow I argue that there is not, and cannot be, 
such a thing in human moral knowledge. Therefore the possibility" 
of a just war can never be ruled out altogether. 

It must first be noted that I make this claim not on any 
relativistic basis, but with the assumption that there are objecti
ve moral truths; things are right or wrong independent of people's 
beliefs about their Tightness or wrongness. There is thus nothing 
logically impossible about determining what is the correct ruling 
in a g;iven case. Mor would I hold that, these moral truths cannot 
be known; some moral facts are, I would argue, as well-known as 
the most obvious physical facts, and it is quite possible to 
develop a full-fledged moral theory setting out reasons and con

clusions. The problem has to do not with whether we can know 
what is right, but with the degree of certainty with which v/e 
know it. 

Even the conclusions of common-sense reasoning and of 
science generally lack the absolute or mathematical certainty 
which has been the ideal of nhilosophers since Descartes. Ve 
may be quite sure that the sun will rise tomorrow, or that there 
is such a place a.s Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania - but not logically 
certain. It is conceivable that we might be deceived or mistaken 
in thinking so. Mow this means that although it is quite legi
timate to hold that Pittsburgh exists, or to plan on the 3un's 
rising, we could not give a mathematically rigorous demonstra
tion of these things to someone who did not believe them. Thus 
we can certainly give good reasons for thinking that (to take a 
less extreme example) cigarette smoking promotes cancer, reasons 
which should be convincing; but since they do not prove with 
absolute certainty, we cannot hold without reservation that 
anyone who disagrees is irrational or demonstrably incorrect. 
We have good grounds, but not perfectly conclusive grounds, for 
our belief. It should be emphasized that when I say "not per
fectly conclusive", I am speaking in the sense of logically ne
cessary conclusiveness; many of our commonplace reasonings are 
quite conclusive enough to be accepted by a rational person. 

Most practical judgments about right and wrong are, I sug
gest, in much the same epistemological situation. V/e may legiti
mately conclude that slavery in the early United States was 
wrong, or that abortions should be prohibited in almost every 
case; but although the certainty with which we know these things 
may differ, neither of them is provable with mathematical certain
ty. Thus we cannot find a clear division between them at which 
we could say, "This is definite and so can bo legislated; this 
is not, and so should be left to individual conscience". We must 
act; but mo§t commonly v.e must act on reasons which are open to 
the chance of ' error and so to rational disagreement. Thus it is 
possible for reasonable persons to rea.ch differing conclusions 
on such matters. And therefore there is the possibility, not 
only of criminal violation of a clearly correct law, but of disa
greement among good people about what the law ought to be. 
We may all agree on prohibiting slavery; but how many agree about 
abortion? Yet both (if their opponents are correct) are exceedin
gly grave issues, not mere trivia which the state can safely 
disregard; and indeed both have to do (if their opponents are 
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correct) with one person's harm to another, not with purely 
private affair.;. Anrl while I certainly would wish to hold that 
one point of v.inw in right and the other is wrorif, and that we 
can know which it; which, I can see no way to establish this 
with logical certainty. 

ihis claim about certainty is, I think, borne out both by 
the slate of moral theory, in which there is considerable disa
greement about what principles to apply and how to apply them, 
and also by common moral experience, where it is not unusual 
to find en, cntialtly reasonable people locking horns over a 
"uesti.on in which (although there may be a single right answer) 
there is somj^hin£ to be said on both sides. Aristotle stated it 
aptly near the beginning of the fjicomachean Ethics (4): 

"Our discussion will be adequate if it has as much clearness 
a.s the subject-matter admits of, for precision is not to be 
sought for alike in all discussions, any more than in all the 
products of the crafts. Now fine and just actions, which po
litical science investigates, admit of much variety and 
fluctuation of opinion, so that they may be thougth to exist 
only by convention, and not by nature We must be content 
then, in speaking of such subjects and with such premisses to"' 
indicate the truth roughly and in outline.... In the same 
spirit, therefore, should each type of statement be received; 
for it is the mark of an educated man to look for precision 
in each class of things just so far as the nature of the 
subject admits; it is evidently equally foolish to accept 
probable reasoning from a mathematician and to demand from a 
rhetorician scientific proofs." 

Aristotle does not think that ethics is merely conventional; yet, 
he cautions that its conclusions have an inherent imprecision 
about them. While to argue the point fully would require a comple 
te investigation of fundamental ethics, we may reasonably suspect 
that there is no automatic procedure of algorithm for generating 
solutions to moral problems. And if this is so, then we must ad
mit the possibility that in even the best of states and legal 
systems, there may be a person who, like the conscientious 
objector, judges differently from the state, but who in addition 
considers it his duty to resist by force. We must face not only 
the opposition of the malicious or self-seeking to a hypothetical 
right authority; we must also take into account the possibility 
of two groups of good people, at least one of which is strategi

- 103 -

cally mistaken (a "certain but erroneous.conscience", in the 
traditional terms of moral theology), who come to blow.-. because 
neither can convince the other, when the matter is sufficiently 
serious to warrant the use of force. 

Modern moralists and political thinkers have often tried 
to circumvent this problem by means of a separation between 
second-order formal principles, or methods for settling dispu
tes, and material principles, the specific content under discus
sion. (5) But this will not do, for two reasons. Formal or pro
cedural principles are just as open to debate as the content of 
moral judgments; this is evidenced by the long-running debates 
in ethics. They may also come into conflict with that content, 
as when the rule of tolerating other people's religious beliefs 
comes into conflict with the rule of non-interference itself if 
(for example) someone's religious beliefs require regular human 
sacrifices. Furthermore, without taking for granted some content, 
the formal rules can prove very few of the specific conclusions 
needed for action. (6) Demands for consistency, or for putting 
oneself in another's place, do not suffice to bring all reasona
ble person to agreement; for responsible moral agents may be 
ouite willing to apply moral principles to themselves as well 
as others, and yet accept principles that would be anathema to 
other agents. (7) It seems plausible, for example, that Ayn 
Rand would have judged thai she (as well as anyone else) should 
starve to death rather than take another's property, whereas 
Thomas Aquinas would hold that the right to property is overrid
den in cases of anyone's extreme need. (8) Very different "uni
versal laws" would evidently be judged acceptable by the two. 

In addition to this, the solution of some moral and legal 
problems requires nctimoral premises which are equally open to 
dispute. Aside from typically scientific questions such as the 
validity of statistical results on cancer and cigarette smoke, 
problems of metaphysics may become important. Controversies over 
both slavery and abortion, for example, may turn on the question 
of what counts as a human being, which is a philosophical question 
open to similar limits on certainty. It may be quite clear that 
when a slaveholder asserts that his slaves are property rather 
than people he is wrong; but this cannot be proved with mathema
tical certainty (which is not to say that it cannot be known 
surely enough to demand action). 

Because of these limitations, we cannot assume that every 
disagreement can necessarily be solved by even the most advanced 
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technioues for conflict resolution. It is of the utmost impor
tance that we do our best to bring the issue into a neutral fo
rum, try to defuse undue pnssion on either side, bring out all 
relevant facts, search for workable compromises, exhort all 
parties to fairness aid good-will; but it remains possible that 
in some cases, when all this has been done to the best of our 
ability, the disoutants may still be at odds. We can and must 
try to minimize these cases, of course. But we cannot be sure 
that they will never occur. And if they should occur over a 
matter of sufficient gravity to justify war (such as the life 
or freedom of persons), it will remain possible that the mediating 
group will itself be mistaken in a given ruling, and that the 
opposing group will then have reasonable grounds for a just war. 
Any human authority may be wrong; short of appeal to a superhuman 
authority, it is always possible that government or law will de
mand that we accent a situation which it would he morally wrong 
for us to accent. Even so, of course, it may be wrong to go to 
war over it: passive resistance or some other form of opposition 
may be preferable. But we cannot exclude altogether the possibi
lity of a just war, even when both sides are basically good, for 
one or both may be mistaken. 

If an example is neces'.ary, we may consider a judgment that 
certain beings are not truly human, and thus not entitled to 
human rights and privileges. Such claims have been made, and 
widely accepted even by the wise, at many times in history, and 
for many subgroups of humanity: barbarians, heathens, Blacks, 
Jews, women. Is there any reason to think that our era, or any, 
is immune from such errors? Nor can we avoid this blindness by 
simply expanding the class of human beings to include everything 
that exists; this would be equally misnuided. While doing our 
best to determine rightly which beings are human and which are 
not, we must also keep in mind that we may be mistaken, and so 
others may possibly have (and certainly may think themselves to 
have) good reason for opposing us. It may be noted that, while 
this view must admit the possibility of a war between two such 
parties, it also brings out the fact that one's enemy is not 
always a fiend or a villain. It is sad, but true, that even good 
people may find themselves at odds over issues important enough 
to justify taking up arms. 

- 105 -

IV 

My brief discussion of the way in which wars may arise out 
of reasonable disagreements over grave practical decisions should 
not be taken as a defense of all wars, touch less of wars for pur
poses of greed, pride, or power. It has in fact led us to mention 
many of the means for averting war and solving conflicts peace-
bly which are rightly being discussed and which are worthy of 
further interest and development. The point of my argument here 
has been only this: there is no such method which can remove 
every possible just cause for a war, and thus no final prevention 
of war is morally possible. We can and should strive to reduce 
wars, by removing the causes of war to the best of our ability. 
But because we can never be absolutely certain that we have done 
so, we can never be absolutely sure that every war would be unjust. 
The danger that there will he good reason for a war can be mini
mized, but it cannot be reduced to zero. We must never stop work
ing for peace; yet at the same time we must remain ready to de
fend the goods which are enjoyed in peace. In Chesterton's 
words, "... we can only have peace in this world if we accept it 
as a world of war". (9) 

For this reason peace movements should think and spealc care
fully in fixing their goals. It is true that merely working 
against each unjust war as it occurs is not enough; care must 
be taken in working toward a state of the world in which the 
causes for war are removed as far as possible and other means 
of resolving conflicts are encouraged. But it is also necessary 
not to raise false hopes and draw unnecessary derision by claim
ing a "final solution" which is not to be found. It should always 
be admitted in the rhetoric of peace that, while the goal is to 
eliminate war, it is not to make war impossible; for that would 
be both unattainable and unwise. Rather, we should seek to make 
war a truly last resort, a desperate expedient to be carefully 
and reluctantly considered before being applied. The crucial point 
about the achievement of peace is that peace cannot be achieved; 
it must be maintained by constant striving and careful delibe
ration. peace 'is not like a building which, once completed, stands 
permanently; it is rather like Atlas supporting the world, stable 
yet dynamic, poised at all times against that which might threa
ten its stability. If we are to be people of peace we must also 
be prepared for war. (10) 

Frederick E. Ellrod 

The Catholic University of America 
Washington, D.C., U.S.A. 
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