IS A JUST WAR POSSIBLE?  
A Cumberland Lodge Colloquium
17th March 2008

Where the concept of a Just War has come from and where it might be going

Sir Michael Quinlan gave a magisterial account of the Just War tradition; he explained how this ancient set of moral principles is still accessible and useful in thinking about the nature of modern warfare.  He gave a series of modern examples ranging from the Soviet invasion of Finland (1939-40), to the Israeli pre-emptive strike in 1967, to the Falklands (1982) and into the very recent conflicts.  Each of his cases challenged some aspect of the Just War tradition, but Sir Michael gave a compelling defence of its continuing cogency and relevance.  
The discussion raised the question of whether the Just War tradition can ever prevent war or whether it is a merely post facto justification.  In a sense this is an impossible question to answer, but Sir Michael pointed out that if post facto justification is possible at all then this entails the notion that ‘it would have been wrong to avoid this war’.  So the Just War tradition is not just a way of greasing the path to war: it is a substantial resource with which to evaluate the morality of any particular conflict.
Realism and Ethics in Modern Warfare; dilemmas and paradoxes

Rt. Hon. Sir Malcolm Rifkind, QC, MP delivered a consummate presentation in which he gave a persuasive argument for not waging war except in cases where there is a direct threat to national interest or where there is a need to prevent a supreme emergency; his paradigm-case was going to war to prevent genocide.  The argument was couched not in ethical terms, but in purely practical terms: only when the threat is genocide can it be guaranteed that war will not do more harm than good.  The loss of life; the disruption of local and world stability; and the dangerous political vacuum created by war cannot be condoned unless there is absolute assurance that it will result in more good than bad.  Sir Malcolm convincingly argued that that is only the case when a community is threatened by genocide.
The discussion clarified the definition of ‘genocide’ and gave the opportunity for Sir Malcolm to enlarge on the kinds of military intervention that may be appropriate in some circumstances but nonetheless fall short of going to war.  Sir Malcolm was pressed on the ethical framework of his view by the question: “Is it possible to do the right action for the wrong reason?”.  He steadily maintained his view that one can only judge a war on the basis of the goodness of its outcomes; so preventing genocide is the only guaranteed case in which the outcome of war justifies its cost.
The Media: propaganda, neutrality of criticism?

Kate Adie and Melanie Phillips provided a brilliant analysis of the role of the media in the public’s perception of war.  In different ways they emphasised the fact that the media manipulates our understanding of conflicts.  Kate Adie concentrated on the factors which can condition and restrict war reporting.  She identified three such possible restrictions on the media: (1) the ownership of the news organisation and the way in which the overall shape of the coverage can be decided by a ‘mogul’.  (2) The influence of government and law which may involve censorship or make the public fearful of listening at all.  And: (3) Journalists’ response to public sentiment: in time of war,  journalists simply do not have a free hand – in order to make a living - they must often write or report in ways which their public demand.  
Melanie Phillips pointed out the terrifying fact that military operations and the political decisions behind them are sometimes pursued for their media impact.  What is more: that news coverage tends towards the ‘spectacular’ rather than the devastation.  She also cited cases in the middle-east where media-manipulation takes place via the staging of atrocities.  Her case was built on an analysis of the way in which western media has embraced the idea that truth is relative.  This precipitates a cynicism in the public against politics, and against the legitimacy of political decision-making; her paradigm-case was the reporting of the Iraq war, and in particular the mis-reporting of a recent report on the connection between Saddam Hussein and Al-Qaieda.
The discussion questions pursued the way in which images of war can provoke an intuitive moral outrage which obscures a considered appreciation of the use of military force.  The question was also raised as to how to defend against media-manipulation.  Two solutions were mooted: the involvement of other agencies in information gathering (e.g. Red Cross), and the increased use of new media (blogs and the internet).  Both solutions were critiqued.
Is Pacifism the prevailing morality of our time?

In the final session we heard from Professor John Sloboda on the moral significance of naming those who have died in conflicts; he argued that without a legal injunction to provide a comprehensive list of the dead, there is no way to prosecute a Just War.  His argument was that without a legal injunction to catalogue the dead there is little imperative to ensure that all casualties are taken seriously and minimised.   A full text of Professor Sloboda’s presentation is available at:

 http://www:oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/publications/briefing_papers/justwar.php
In discussion he was pressed on the fact that naming the dead cannot represent the complexity of why they died; the threat being that Professor Sloboda’s project was a reductio ad absurdum of a utilitarian calculus.  Professor Sloboda responded simply and powerfully: no one could claim that cataloguing the war-dead is an immoral or unworthy task.  When faced with the question of why his project was different to more patriotic and warlike remembrances of the dead, Professor Sloboda pointed out the international character of his venture.  He insisted that the task would be politically neutral, but that it could provide more support for the presumption against war.
Professor Andrew Rigby concluded the day with a heartfelt presentation on the difficulty of maintaining a pacifist position in the face of the awful humanitarian situations in the world today.  He acknowledged that in some sense pacifism is an ‘unworldly’ moral outlook, but that it nonetheless represents a deep moral intuition that is shared to greater and lesser extent by everyone.  He suggested that, though this profound moral revulsion at killing another human being was structurally similar to a religious belief, it is perfectly reasonable to hold it without a religious motivation.  Pacifism, for Professor Rigby, is the fertile ground which offers viable alternatives to the use of deadly force; notions such as an international police force and the widespread cultivation of non-violent protest are rooted in pacifist thinking.  
In discussion Professor Rigby was drawn on the question of whether pacifism really is the prevailing morality of our time, and if not – what is?  To this he responded that pacifism has always had a minority position, but that it is and has been an important position to vocalise nonetheless.  He pointed out that the world community is, in a sense, committed to pacifism in the very wording of the U.N. Charter, but that ultimately the ‘responsibility to protect’ better represents the prevailing morality.
The day was masterfully chaired by Sir Stephen Wall who was deft, polite and extremely perceptive.
The conference was fully attended and we had a very high-calibre, diverse audience ranging from: students, academics, peace activists, defence attachés, people from think tanks and some clergy.
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