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CHRISTIAN PACIFISM, JUST WARS AND DRONES

And he shall judge between the nations, and shall rebuke many people: and they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and their spears into pruning hooks: nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more. (Isaiah 2:4)

War is a unique and enduring horror in the human story. We trumpet our claims to progress and civilization, yet war shadows all our endeavours with its deadly and consuming seductiveness. It’s not only war itself that points to some fundamental malaise in the human condition – whether we call that original sin or prefer some less theologically loaded term – it’s also our drive to form tribes and races and nations which legitimate this savagery and butchery, promoting it within our institutions and laws, sanctifying it within our religions, and masking its barbarism with the language of glory and heroism. Every species defends itself, but we alone have raised self-defence to a dark art that leaves its legacy in our most ancient archaeological remains, and extends before us in the malevolent genius of technological warfare on a scale never seen before.

We gloss the shit and the stench, the failure and the catastrophe of war with the language of heroic sacrifice and glorious conquest. Anyone who goes to Waterloo Station will find themselves confronted by vast banners advertising the charity ‘Help for Heroes’. It is the favoured charity of more and more companies, so that even as the failure of our recent military escapades becomes ever more apparent, the reflected glory of our dead and wounded soldiers dazzles and blinds us to the truth. 

We muffle the cries of the orphans and widows, the wounded and the homeless, with the illusory glory of our heroes and the exaggerated wickedness of our enemies. We hide from ourselves the fact that soldiers return from war as broken and violent men. They make up a disproportionate percentage of our prison populations, and they are more likely to be involved in incidents of domestic violence. If these are the deeds we know, we should shudder to think what desperate young men are capable of doing when the people they encounter are not wives and neighbours and fellow citizens, but people they have been trained to see as deadly enemies. 

Despair and violence go hand in hand. More veterans of the Falklands war have died by suicide than those who died in the war itself. 264 have committed suicide, while 255 were killed in the Falklands. In America, it has been estimated that for every soldier killed in America’s current military conflicts, 25 veterans die by their own hands – more than 6,500 veteran suicides a year, which is more than the total number of American soldiers killed in Afghanistan and Iraq combined. It seems as if all the journalists and reporters and documentary film makers who bring into our lives the truth of war and its intolerable ugliness cannot break through that gloss of legitimated violence that fuels the lust for war. In a culture which is perhaps more intolerant of violence in all its forms than at any other time in history, British identity is still so often defined in terms of memories and preparations for war, with an economy sustained by militarism and the arms industry. We need only think of the current struggle by military chiefs to claim some of the overseas development budget for the purposes of their own ostensibly humanitarian interventions. 

Yet if the reality of war haunts the history of facts and events, the yearning for peace has inspired the history of poetry and prophecy. It reverberates through all the intervening millennia between the time of Isaiah the prophet and the time of our own yearnings and horrors. From the Mahabharata to the epics and tragedies of ancient Greece and the writings of the Hebrew prophets and psalmists, our most creative and spiritually attentive forebears have lamented over the horror of war even as they have also sometimes sung its praises. The fragile longing for peace binds our human spirits in sorrow and hunger, even although we are creatures of malevolent genius when it comes to refining the technology of war to produce ever greater feats of cruelty and killing. 

It is against that background that I offer my reflections today, by asking what resources the Catholic theological tradition offers for those grappling with unprecedented ethical questions to do with modern warfare. I am going to suggest that war and violence in all their forms are incompatible with faithful discipleship of Jesus Christ. But even if personally and collectively Christians were to agree that committed and active pacifism is the only coherent doctrine for incarnating the life of Christ within our own lives (and I’m well aware that we don’t all agree on that), we still have to enter into dialogue with secular societies and political cultures that do not share that point of view. This is where reason as well as revelation must play its part, and this is where I believe that the just war tradition comes into its own. 

In what follows, I am proposing two different ways of speaking for two different audiences. One of the great strengths of the Catholic theological tradition is the subtle distinction between revelation and reason – not as opposed to one another, but as harmonious ways of interpreting the world which require different methods and approaches. Revelation is our prayerful contemplation upon the revealed truths of our faith – the incarnation, the Trinity, the resurrection – which cannot be discovered by reason alone. These truths are not contrary to reason, but our reasoned reflection upon what they mean must begin with a graced acceptance of the mystery they communicate. Reason, on the other hand, is a faculty that belongs to the kind of animal we are – an animal species uniquely endowed with free will and made in the image of God. Through the use of reason, we can as a species discover how we are to live through our interactions with the material world, through our encounters and relationships, and through intellectual reflection on those experiences. The natural revelation of God in creation enables every human being to discover something of the goodness of God, whatever his or her cultural or religious context, and to develop laws and institutions which enable us to flourish individually and together. Indeed, unless we flourish together, the Catholic tradition teaches that we cannot flourish at all. The great mistake of modern western individualism is the belief that one becomes more rather than less fully human by breaking away and going it alone. In fact, one cannot be fully human at all except in relation to others, and that ontological relationality derives from the fact that we are made in the image of a Trinitarian God whose being is being in relationship. So Catholics cannot retreat into a New Age ghetto of a fantasised peace, but are called to live in solidarity and dialogue with all our neighbours, whatever their religion or culture.

This means that we can approach the question of war from two perspectives – that of revelation, and that of reason. I’m going to begin by suggesting that pacifism is an aspect of Christian revelation which won’t make sense to those outside the Christian faith (including those post-Christian pacifists who might refuse to acknowledge the extent to which their pacifist convictions have Christian roots. Buddhism – which is strictly speaking a philosophy as much as a religion – is the only other world religion which has a pacifist tradition enshrined within its teachings). I want to suggest that to faithfully follow the crucified God and Prince of Peace, we are called to walk the way of the cross towards a peace that the world cannot give – a peace that can never be secured by violence. But because this only makes sense in the context of faith, it is not a requirement that we can impose on those who do not share our beliefs, nor is it communicable by reasoned persuasion alone. In other words, Christian pacifism will always be counter-cultural, as the Quakers well know. So we also need to be able to engage reasonably with the world as it is, in all its violent struggles, and to find a language and a way of participating which enables us to be the salt of the earth and the light of the world. With regard to war, the just war tradition mediates between the radical pacifism of Christian revelation, and the potentially untrammelled and escalating violence of political and religious ideologies, tribal groups and nation states. I see no reason why we should not imagine a world in which Christians abstain from armed conflict but still address the politics and practices of war through an informed engagement with the just war tradition. We know that celibate men have a great deal to say about sexuality without directly participating in sexual intercourse, and that might be a good analogy for what I’m proposing about war. One can abstain but still have something to say on the subject.

My vision is that Catholic citizens might be conscientious objectors to war, in the way that we are now perceived as conscientious objectors to euthanasia and abortion, even although many individual Catholics will inevitably still take part in war, just as many individual Catholics have abortions or support assisted dying. But we are also the most ancient historical custodians of the just war tradition – which entered western culture through the Catholic appropriation of Greek philosophy. We have a responsibility to uphold that tradition if only to show that it calls into question just about every war that has ever been fought. I remember Roger Ruston saying that, according to Augustine, war might be justified but it is never just, because there will always be some good and some bad on both sides. If nothing else, the faithful Catholic citizen has a responsibility to be an informed and persistent commentator on the injustices and violations that happen on both sides of a war, and I’ll say more about that later.

So I begin by considering the place of war within modern Catholicism, and then I consider the challenges that modern technological warfare poses to the just war tradition and its secular derivatives.

The Catholic Church and War

Michael Walzer, in his book Just and Unjust Wars, makes the point that Catholic bishops have always declared their own countries’ wars just, so that in the Second World War, both Germany and Britain fought with the blessing of their bishops. But for the first time since the conversion of Rome, western nations now go to war without the sanction of the Catholic Church – and often without the sanction of other Christian mainstream denominations as well.

Since the Second Vatican Council, succeeding popes have been eloquent in their opposition to war, and in their refusal to justify, let alone sanctify, the violent conflicts of the last fifty years. The shift away from just war theory in the Catholic Church can be traced back to Pope John XXIII’s 1963 encyclical, Pacem in Terris, which makes no reference to just war theory. It marks the beginning of a movement in the Catholic Church away from the idea of the just war, to the idea of international law and peace-making achieved through means other than armed conflict. To quote from that prophetic document:

Everyone must sincerely co-operate in the effort to banish fear and the anxious expectation of war from men’s minds. But this requires that the fundamental principles upon which peace is based in today's world be replaced by an altogether different one, namely, the realization that true and lasting peace among nations cannot consist in the possession of an equal supply of armaments but only in mutual trust. And We are confident that this can be achieved, for it is a thing which not only is dictated by common sense, but is in itself most desirable and most fruitful of good. (#112)

Written during the Cold War and under the shadow of the nuclear threat, Pacem in Terris nevertheless bears that spirit of progressive optimism that was such a feature of the 1960s across all the frontiers of politics, sex and society. Theologian Charles Curran criticizes ‘the natural law optimism’ Charles E. Curran, Catholic Social Teaching 1891 – Present: A Historical, Theological, and Ethical Analysis (Washington DC: Georgetown University Press, 2002), p. 30. of Pacem in Terris, particularly with regard to its confidence that a worldwide system of authority and law could obviate the problems of war and injustice. Curran argues that ‘The pitfall always remains that in the context of human limitation, human sinfulness, and the lack of eschatological fullness, such a situation will benefit the powerful and exclude the powerless and the marginalized.’ Ibid, p. 158. He observes that, given ‘the presence and power of evil in the world’, it would have been just as valid to write an encyclical titled ‘Bellum in terris’. Ibid, p. 30. Fifty years later, it is hard not to agree with Curran. Yet I am suggesting that Christians still have a responsibility to refuse to participate in armed conflict, even if we resist the somewhat naïve belief that world peace is attainable by means of international law and non-violent conflict resolution. Even as we pursue these ideals, we must be realistic about their limitations.

Pope John Paul II was perhaps the most articulate and impassioned of all modern popes in his opposition to war. He was not a pacifist, but he knew personally the horror of war and its aftermath. He described war as ‘a defeat for humanity’,  and he referred to the ‘absurd and always unfair phenomenon of war, on whose stage of death and pain only remains standing the negotiating table that could and should have prevented it.’  

Yet the modern Church’s opposition to war is not absolute. The present position is summarized in the following quotation from the then Cardinal Ratzinger in 2004, at a time when abortion was becoming a focal issue in the American elections. As Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Ratzinger wrote a memorandum to the Archbishop of Washington, Cardinal McCarrick in which he said:

Not all moral issues have the same moral weight as abortion and euthanasia. For example, if a Catholic were to be at odds with the Holy Father on the application of capital punishment or on the decision to wage war, he would not for that reason be considered unworthy to present himself to receive Holy Communion. While the Church exhorts civil authorities to seek peace, not war, and to exercise discretion and mercy in imposing punishment on criminals, it may still be permissible to take up arms to repel an aggressor or to have recourse to capital punishment. There may be a legitimate diversity of opinion even among Catholics about waging war and applying the death penalty, but not however with regard to abortion and euthanasia.

This is a succinct summary of the Church’s position, and we have yet to see what changes or modifications might happen under the papacy of Francis. However, it seems to me that there’s an inversion of reality going on here. 

On issues of intimate personal morality, where one might be expected to have a certain expertise and insight with regard to one’s own experiences and dilemmas, the individual is denied moral authority. Abortion and euthanasia – two of the most intensely private and difficult of all moral decisions – are apparently not matters for personal conscience. Yet war and capital punishment – legally constituted acts of killing which, in democratic societies, involve our collusion and tacit agreement as citizens and tax payers – are matters where freedom of conscience applies. This seems ethically perverse to me. It perpetuates a system of producing a religious ideology preoccupied with questions of individual morality, and blind to larger issues of social and institutional injustice. To say this is not to say that questions of abortion and euthanasia are insignificant – they are grave ethical challenges and must be debated as such – but it is to ask why these most nuanced and complex of personal ethical issues are subjected to moral absolutism, while collective acts which perpetrate suffering and death on a grand scale, elude such absolutist teaching. How depressing it is that, as we see the stretching and straining of the relationship between Christianity and secularism, the greatest pressure points are around questions of sexuality. With regard to war, we hear barely a squeak of protest from our leaders about our country’s military escapades. Catholic doctrine currently regards same-sex relationships as a greater sin than possession of nuclear weapons. At the very least, let me suggest that only a church which is as opposed to war and capital punishment as it is to abortion and euthanasia can really claim to be pro-life.

In Defence of Pacifism

In defence of pacifism, let me cite Thomas Aquinas, writing on war in the thirteenth century. If one reads Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae, he seems far more interested in angels than in war. Although he is known and studied for his natural law theory, including just war theory, this is a relatively insignificant aspect of his theology. Nevertheless, there is a short passage in the Summa Theologiae which I find very interesting in terms of the questions we ask about war and Christianity today. Aquinas makes a clear distinction between clerics and ordinary Christians in discussing war, and this distinction persists today. According to Aquinas, clerics are not permitted to kill, first because in their ministry they represent the Passion of the crucified Christ who did not retaliate against his persecutors, and second because they are ‘entrusted with the ministry of the New Law, wherein no punishment of death or of bodily maiming is appointed’. (ST II-II, 64, 4). This is clear evidence of the double standards that prevailed in differentiating between priests and laity in the medieval church, and it suggests the extent to which Aquinas insulates ordinary Christian life and society from the graced transformation that the incarnation effects. It is priests who are custodians of the new life in Christ, while the rest of society more or less conforms to the old pagan order described by Aristotle. I’m not sure that any of us would support that distinction today. If it’s not appropriate for priests to wage war because they represent the Passion of the crucified Christ and are entrusted with the ministry of the New Law, is that not part of the priesthood of all believers? 

The other source I want to quote as an example of Christian pacifism is from a letter written by Max Plowman in January 1918, which he read at his court martial. Plowman writes,

I am resigning my commission because, while I cannot comprehend a transcendent God, I believe that God is incarnate in every human being, & that so long as life persists in the human body, soul & body are one & inseparable, God being the life of both. From which it follows that killing men is killing God. I believe that when it is realised that the body is the outward manifestation of God & that divinity and humanity are synonymous, man will hold in the utmost abhorrence the terrible sacrilege of war or capital punishment. Max Plowman, ‘Reasons for Resigning’ in Bridge into the Future: Letters of Max Plowman (London: Andrew Dakers, 1944), p. 772.

‘Killing men is killing God’. That might seem like a shocking claim, but is it not what the doctrine of the incarnation calls us to recognize? Every human being crucified on the altar of patriotism, law and order, social conformity, religious ideology, is Christ, for Jesus told his followers that he will always be among the rejected, the despised and the criminalized. Jesus will always be the enemy of the state and of the status quo, not because he is violent, but because he is not, and whenever a follower of Christ resists violence, he or she will be crucified in some form or another. Catherine of Siena, doctor of the Church, was a woman of her time and an ardent supporter of the crusades, but she refused the idea of a transcendent God whom we could love or offend except through the medium of the neighbour. Time and time again in her Dialogue, God tells Catherine that ‘love of me and love of neighbour are one and the same thing: Since love of neighbour has its source in me, the more the soul loves me, the more she loves her neighbors.’ Ibid. She repeatedly insists that there is no good or evil except as this is done through our neighbour, for God tells her that ‘every sin committed against me is done by means of your neighbors’. Ibid., p. 35. So Plowman is right. ‘Killing men is killing God.’

Indeed, intrinsic to just war theory in the Catholic tradition is the commandment of neighbourly love, so that one must never wage war without due regard for the enemies’ future well-being. In the words of Augustine, 

We do not seek peace in order to be at war, but we go to war that we may have peace. Be peaceful, therefore, in warring, so that you may vanquish those whom you war against, and bring them to the prosperity of peace. Augustine, Ep. ad Bonif. clxxxix, quoted in Micheline R. Ishay, The Human Rights Reader: Major Political Essays, Speeches, and Documents from the Bible to the Present (London and New York: Routledge, 1997), p. 61.

So let’s hold these two suggestions in mind – first, I’m claiming that Christian pacifism is the only form of faithful discipleship to the incarnate and crucified God (and, to reiterate, I know people might disagree with me on that point). Second, we must not only love our neighbour as ourselves, we must love our enemies and do good to those who persecute us. We must recognize God incarnate in those who hate us as well as those who love us.

These are impossible demands – possible only with grace, and maybe doomed to failure for most people most of the time. That’s why the Church should always present her teachings as ideals and examples to aspire to, not as absolutes to obey on pain of punishment, including the punishment of excommunication. I love the rather clichéd saying, ‘Christians aren’t perfect, just forgiven.’ Heaven forbid that we go through life with the kind of pious smiles that grace the faces of those warm feely peaceniks who refuse to look inwards and admit that they too are part of the violence, part of the problem, part of the sturm und drang of the human condition. We’re all in this together, and Christianity offers vulnerability, failure and forgiveness, not heroism and moral perfection, in our struggle to love. To seek the kind of difficult, dedicated love that might enable us to follow the whisper of peace through the thunder of war is to be willing to be thrown again and again onto the forgiveness that Christ offers and to accept the gift of risen life that enables us to rise repeatedly from our shame and guilt and regret, to persevere in spite of our fear and weakness and failure. We must be very wary of using the rhetoric of Christian peace as if it were any more than an ephemeral shimmer on the very edges of the history of violence. It is never mainstream, never institutionalised, it can only ever be the organic life of the body of Christ, constituted by each and every individual who seeks to walk the path of love one stumbling step at a time, in solidarity with all those we meet on that same overgrown and difficult path. We experience this peace not movement by movement, not ideology by ideology, not culture by culture, but name by name, in every individual who faced the horror, who refused the violence it invited, and who accepted the cost of that resistance. That’s why the saints and the martyrs pray with us and for us, and it’s why I am quite happy that we don’t dissolve the cult of the saints into the general mish mash of Christian discipleship. Yes, we’re all saints, but some are more saintly than others. I have absolutely no desire to be a Dorothy Stang or an Oscar Romero (and, by the way, I don’t think the fact that Cardinal Bergoglio chose compromise rather than martyrdom is an accusation to throw at him from the comfortable distance of our own protected lives). Nevertheless, some glimmer of courage and hope surely pervades my own dim consciousness from those martyred lives, and I’m glad of that.

With that in mind, I turn now to modern warfare and the challenges it poses in the context of the just war tradition.

War Today

Humankind is standing on the brink of an absolutely transformational moment in history, a paradigm shift in the nature of war, and it is terrifying. Peter Singer is an American political scientist (not to be confused with Peter Singer the ethicist), whose book Wired for War: The Robotics Revolution and Conflict in the 21st Century is already a little out of date, having been written in 2009. See P.W. Singer, Wired for War: The Robotics Revolution and Conflict in the Twenty-first Century (New York: The Penguin Press, 2009). I am using the Kindle edition of the book, which does not have page numbers. This is an area of technology of rapid and seemingly uncontrollable ‘progress’ – and it should make us hesitate ever to think that technological progress makes us better than our less technologically able but wiser ancestors. With regard to war, we risk becoming scientifically crazed barbarians. To quote Isaac Asimov, ‘The saddest aspect of life right now is that science gathers knowledge faster than society gathers wisdom.’ Quoted in Singer.

Singer argues that we are facing what he describes as ‘one of the most fundamental changes ever in war’, because through robots, drones and cyber wars, ‘Our creations are now acting in and upon the world without us. … Man’s monopoly of warfare is being broken. We are entering the era of robots at war.’ This is expressed somewhat differently in a paper published by the U.S. Army War College, in which the author, Colonel Jayson M. Spade, writes that ‘For most of human history, people lived, worked, and waged war in two physical domains: land and sea. In 1903 mankind added air to its accessible domains and, in 1957, added the space domain. All these domains exist in nature; cyberspace is the first manmade domain.’ Taken together, these two accounts suggest something of what we’re up against, as we try to bring the ancient wisdom of our ethical traditions into play to evaluate the implications and ethics of modern warfare. Like the golem of Jewish folklore, our weapons of war are creations that we ourselves have brought into being ostensibly to serve us, but which are beginning to run amok and threatening to destroy us. 

Our human genius has enabled us to create a virtual world – the world of cyberspace – within which we are now able to destroy one another through three unprecedented means: cyber attacks which target computerised systems and which could bring down the infrastructure of cities, hospitals, power systems, etc.; robots which enable machines to go into war zones and other areas of high risk to perform tasks without endangering human lives, and drones, which allow for remote-controlled air strikes on targeted individuals and localities. 

I’m going to focus on drones and the ethical issues they pose because that’s the most immediate and urgent question confronting us, but both of these other forms of warfare are equally challenging and require ethical consideration. However, let me begin with a caveat. No human artefact is good or bad in itself. Only humans are capable of moral evil – and that insight is vital to the Catholic understanding of good and evil. As Thomas Aquinas argued with a somewhat startling sanguinity, there are things in nature which look evil to us, but that’s because creation is better than it would otherwise be. Only humans have the freedom to act against the natural goodness of creation, in a way that constitutes moral evil. Another point to bear in mind that Catholic anthropology is far more positive than the anthropologies of total depravity and fallenness which attach to Reformed theologies, especially those influenced by Calvinism. According to the Catholic understanding of original sin, w our desire is distorted and our capacity for natural justice is diminished as a consequence of the inheritance of sin, but that does not obliterate our capacity to know and do good as part of the natural grace of creation. Indeed, Aquinas says we can never desire evil for evil is nothing. We can only ever desire evil insofar as we mistakenly think of it as good, which can of course involve a great deal of self deception and wilful ignorance.

This means the question of intentionality is vital to any ethical consideration of technology and war. This applies not only to the intention behind the use of a machine or technological innovation, but also to the intention behind its creation in the first place. One of the dangers of modern science is that it seems driven by a combination of unfettered experimentation and corporate funding with a shocking over-investment in military technology. A report titled Soldiers in the Laboratory, published in 2005 by an organisation known as Scientists for Global Responsibility, set out ‘to document the power and influence of the military in the governance and direction of science, engineering and technology in the UK.’ The report points to the sharp increase in global military expenditure since the start of the ‘war on terror’. Britain is the world’s third largest spender, and the world’s second largest investor in military science, engineering and technology research (SET). 30 per cent of Britain’s total public research and development budget goes on military research – in 2003/4 this amounted to £2.6 billion of public money. The report also refers to the increasingly close collaboration between the military sector and British universities, in a number of new research initiatives which all, according to the report, ‘reflect a narrow technological approach to security issues.’

I stress the issue of intentionality because any discovery or invention can be made to serve good or bad ends, but the question of why it was designed in the first place is crucial. If I hit you over the head with a hammer, that’s not the fault of the person who made the hammer. If I drop a bomb on you, surely the person who made the bomb is implicated, because the original intention was to make something for the purpose of killing? Let me give an example of what I mean. Singer tells of a young man, Matthew Nagle, who was paralyzed from the neck down and lost the will to live. However, he agreed to take part in a research project and, by means of a computer chip implanted in his head, Nagle discovered he was able to move a cursor on a computer screen by the power of his thoughts alone. This opened up a new world of communication, the ability to control a robotic hand, and access to remote-controlled games and other forms of entertainment. The research was partly funded by the Pentagon because, to quote Singer, ‘This ability to link up to a computer directly opens up some wild new possibilities for war’. Here, the question of intentionality is important because, whatever the benefits to that young man, the Pentagon’s intention was not to help paralysed people to recover, but to use paralysed people to advance military technology.

On the other hand, drones and robots can undoubtedly bring benefits to humankind, and research and development projects are by no means all driven by military intentions or for violent ends. Singer’s book documents the work of various manufacturers of robots in the United States, some of which are enjoying an enormous boost owing to the growing demand for military robots, others of which have made an ethical decision not to accept military contracts. Drones can be used in mountain rescue, in mapping remote areas, in conservation and environmental projects, in all manner of benign ways. Even in military terms, those of you who have seen the film Fight Locker will remember its vivid portrayal of the danger posed to American soldiers in defusing IEDs (improvised explosive devices) in situations of conflict. With the increasing use of robots to perform that dangerous task, the number of casualties has been dramatically reduced. So it is possible for those involved in the design and manufacture of some of these technologies to be motivated by the intention to preserve and not to destroy human life, to further human knowledge in the service of human and environmental flourishing, and indeed to open our hearts and minds to the wonder of creation in new and exciting ways. 

But this brings me to one of the most complex ethical issues around drone warfare in particular. Singer describes drones as ‘the most important weapons development since the atomic bomb’. Many people here have been and still are part of the ongoing campaign to rid the world of nuclear weapons, but in a way the challenge posed by drones is almost the opposite. Instead of weapons of indiscriminate mass killings, we’re looking at weapons ostensibly intended to minimise civilian casualties through the killing of identified targets. Even if we accept my argument that faithful Christian discipleship entails pacifism, might we not still say that, in our dialogue with wider society about the ethics of war, we could cautiously argue that, properly targeted and legitimately used, drone warfare might actually be more humanitarian than any of the more conventional modern alternatives, especially nuclear weapons? 

That is certainly what the US Administration claims, and it also claims that civilian deaths from drone attacks are being dramatically reduced as targeting becomes more efficient. So what are the problems? 

Drone warfare

First, let me contextualise this question. Drones are unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) which can be used for targeted killings, from bases many thousands of miles away. America has used remote-controlled drones in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen and Somalia, and possibly in Mali. The MoD announced last month that drone strikes in Afghanistan are now being controlled directly from the UK, and Israel is also known to have used drones for targeted assassinations. There is a growing sense of unease around many questions that arise with this shift in global warfare, and I’m just going to mention some of the most common and important issues.

First, these weapons challenge the Geneva Convention and international law. In its latest report on war, the International Red Cross raises a number of serious concerns about new technologies of warfare and international humanitarian law, including the difficulty of defining what constitutes an act of war, and of distinguishing between combatants and non-combatants – an issue to which I’ll return. Ben Emmerson, the UN Special Rapporteur on Counter-Terrorism and Human Rights, recently concluded an investigation into America’s use of drones in Pakistan, and his report makes sobering reading. Here is a short extract:

The position of the Government of Pakistan is quite clear. It does not consent to the use of drones by the United States on its territory and it considers this to be a violation of Pakistan’s sovereignty and territorial integrity. As a matter of international law the US drone campaign in Pakistan is therefore being conducted without the consent of the elected representatives of the people, or the legitimate Government of the State. It involves the use of force on the territory of another State without its consent and is therefore a violation of Pakistan’s sovereignty. … It is time for the international community to heed the concerns of Pakistan, and give the next democratically elected government of Pakistan the space, support and assistance it needs to deliver a lasting peace on its own territory without forcible military interference by other States. 

The question of targeted strikes in situations where a country is not at war with another has vast ethical and legal implications. These strikes are authorised by the CIA, not by the Pentagon, and they are known as ‘covert strikes’ because of the secrecy surrounding them – again, raising questions about international law and the Geneva Convention. For example, what if Pakistan decided to launch a targeted drone attack on a pilot operating a remote-controlled drone in America, as a form of self-defence? What if the Taliban used a drone to target a pilot operating out of rural England to strike targets in Afghanistan? When do the rules of war operate, and when do they not? Who, in these situations, counts as a combatant? These questions have always been troubling, for example with regard to people working in munitions factories in the Second World War, but they gain a whole new dimension when those operating lethal weapons are located thousands of miles away from their targets.

There is also a psychological cost to those involved. The New York Times recently conducted interviews with American drone pilots, who describe watching families in Afghanistan and Pakistan going about their daily lives in compounds, sometimes for weeks, as they wait for instructions to launch a drone attack. One describes how, when the instruction to strike comes, the hairs on the back of his neck stand up – although he insists that such instructions only come when there are no women and children around. But he goes on to say, ‘I feel no emotional attachment to the enemy … I have a duty, and I execute the duty.’ The article describes how chaplains and medics are now on hand to help such pilots cope with the trauma of seeing a child killed in error or a Marine killed in a botched raid. Because another thing about drone attacks is that, unlike aerial bombardment, the pilot of the drone is closely observing the people he is killing, up to and including the moment of death. As many commentators have observed, this is warfare perfectly geared to a generation of young men who grew up playing video games. We might remember Prince Harry’s flippant remark after being based in Afghanistan, when he boasted about having killed Taliban fighters. He said his job was ‘a joy … because I'm one of those people who loves playing PlayStation and Xbox, so with my thumbs I like to think I'm probably quite useful.’

But what of that most vexed of questions – civilian casualties? First, we have to note that, prior to any drone attack, populations are subjected to the constant presence of drones flying overhead for weeks and months on end, knowing that the purpose is to identify a target for killing. Then there is the secrecy surrounding the whole question of civilian deaths. Columbia Law School recently published a report whose title says it all: ‘The Civilian Impact of Drones: Unexamined Costs, Unanswered Questions’. A number of campaigning groups now try to gather statistics for civilian deaths. The Bureau of Investigative Journalism has produced a video, ‘Naming the Dead’, in which it gives names to the hundreds of unnamed civilians who have been killed by American drones. It estimates that covert drone strikes have been responsible for a total of between 2,541 and 3,533 deaths in Pakistan, of which between 411 and 884 were civilians and 168-197 were children. Figures are also given for Somalia and Yemen. Not only that, but for the purposes of identification, it seems that America regards all fighting age men as potential combatants and therefore legitimate targets. Britain is implicated in this because unanswered questions remain about the extent to which GCHQ provides information to the Americans to enable targets to be identified. The legal campaigning organisation Reprieve is now working with an Islamabad lawyer and Pakistani artists and activists to mount a campaign on behalf of victims of drones. Last year a case was brought to the British courts by Noor Khan, a Pakistani national whose father was killed in a drone strike in March 2011 which killed more than forty people, mostly civilians. Khan’s lawyers argued that GCHQ agents responsible for sharing intelligence with the US security services for locating suspects whom they know are at risk of being killed by drones may be accessories to murder. In December last year, a London court ruled out any examination of such intelligence-sharing on the basis that it would ‘imperil relations’ with the US.

Finally – or at least – the final point I want to make – is the argument that, because they are relatively containable and controllable in the destruction they cause, new technologies in warfare increase the likelihood of war. As Singer suggests, ‘Unmanned systems may lessen the terrible costs of war, but in so doing, they will make it easier for leaders to go to war.’

What now?

I must admit that I find myself reeling under the challenge of these new questions about war and ethics. However, I believe that we can and must think ethically about these issues, and that Christians must be a credible voice of criticism and questioning in the debates. I have suggested that we need to find a way to reconcile Christian pacifism with informed and reasonable public debate about the ethics and legality of war. The just war tradition provides a means to do this, and it becomes more important than ever now that the rules of lawful engagement are being tested and broken on a regular basis by the world’s most powerful democracies, with new possibilities opening up as countries like China, India, Brazil and Nigeria become key players in the global economy – for war is the shadow side of global economics. 

The British theologian Esther Reed argues that there is a need to rethink ‘a new realism for the global order today’. Esther D. Reed, ‘”Let all the Earth Keep Silence”: Law, Religion and Answerability for Targeted Killings’ in Oxford Journal of Law and Religion (2012), pp. 1-15. She observes, ‘Given that the consequences of militarized drone attacks in Afghanistan, Pakistan and other countries look to be increasingly serious and unpredictable, countering the violent lawlessness that is terrorism with anything less than strict adherence to the requirements of international law looks to be increasingly counter-productive.’ Ibid, p. 14. She sees the Abrahamic faiths having a  particular role to play in this, for all three are concerned with ‘questions in international humanitarian law of just cause, last resort, the ethical imperative to minimize lethal force, the requirements of necessity and proportion, the killing of civilians, compliance with international law, and other considerations of jus ad bellum, jus in bello and jus post bellum.’

So, back to those quotations from Thomas Aquinas and Augustine. What would be involved if the Catholic Church were to dissolve that distinction between clerics who cannot participate in bloodshed, and ordinary lay Catholics who remain subject to the old laws of warfare and killing? What would it mean to love our enemies in times of war? I believe that it is perfectly possible for Catholics to adopt a collective stance of conscientious objection, to still play a role as citizens in national security, and to play an informed role in public debate. 

As conscientious objectors to war, we could deny the military access to schools for the purposes of recruitment. Indeed, it is outrageous that the armed forces have access to Catholic schools, given that (a) schools with poorer students are disproportionately targeted for military recruitment, and (b) Britain is widely condemned in the international community for continuing to recruit young people into the military from the age of 16, the only state among the EU, the Council of Europe and the UN Security Council Permanent Membership to do so We are, in that sense, a nation that still has child soldiers.

We could continue to argue persuasively, courteously but persistently within our own Christian communities against the idea of Christian participation in active warfare. As citizens, we could perform the same non-combatant roles that clergy are permitted to perform in war – in chaplaincies, health care provision and administrative roles. And as informed members of civil society, we can bring the rigorous criteria of the just war tradition to bear on debates about intentionality, means and ends, with regard to the decision to go to war, the waging of war, and the bringing of justice after the cessation of conflict. An excellent example of the kind of informed public debate I’m referring to would be the publications and campaigns of Pax Christi, including the Dutch publication by International Pax Christi, Does Unmanned Make Unacceptable? Exploring the Debate on using Drones and Robots in Warfare. That balanced and informed investigation ends with the careful conclusion that

Initial assessment against ethical and juridical principles leaves us with negative feelings about the deployment of armed or autonomous robots. Armed unmanned systems satisfy a desire in our society to wage war without putting our own people at risk. This urge seems to be based on the misconception that wars can be waged clinically. Deploying robots and drones can make it easier to use violence, and that, in turn, can result in escalation of violence and conflict. Humans must remain in control if they engage in warfare.

We could use our Remembrance Day services to remember all those killed, wounded and displaced by war, irrespective of nation, creed or cause. Imagine if, at every Remembrance Day service, we read the names not only of all the British military personnel who had died in armed conflict during the previous year, but all those enemies who had died as well? If those attending services were offended, one might ask in what sense they think we should interpret Christ’s injunction to love our enemies. Naming the dead is to give back an identity and a story to those we kill with impunity as our faceless, nameless enemies. It rehumanizes those destroyed in the inhumanity of war. It is to invoke what Johann Baptist Metz calls the ‘dangerous memories’ which interrupt progressive accounts of history by calling attention to the silenced voices and unheeded cries of suffering that constitute the human story. See Johann Baptist Metz, Faith in History and Society: Toward a Practical Fundamental Theology, trans. David Smith (New York, Seabury, 1980). 

Finally, let’s keep alive the language of poetry and prophecy, the language which suffuses even the most desperate situations with hope. Too often, campaigners for justice and peace resort to sloganeering and rhetoric. This might serve to reinforce the convictions of the converted, but it risks becoming part of the combative dialectic of modernity in which he or she with the loudest voice and the noisiest cause wins. The historical record erases so much of the fragility and beauty that belong to the human story, half-glimpsed dreams like fragments of lace woven together over the solid battlements and burial sites that constitute our ancient marks upon the face of the earth. Might we yet confront the violence that is in us and transform it into an acceptance of fragility, mortality and sorrow without which we shall always be less than fully human, less than the creatures we are created to be?

Notes:

