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Toward a Resilient Military Ethic

By Nathan H. White

As this volume of reflections on military ethics in light of World 

War I comes to a close, a framing of diverse insights is both nec-

essary and beneficial. This evaluation may be accomplished, I 

suggest, by relating military ethics more broadly to the overall purpose of 

military action, as well as of human life. Within this schema, war may be 

understood as an attempt at resilience—a striving after societal flourishing 

that was as evident in the Great War as it is today. By situating discussion 

about military ethics in this way, we may achieve greater clarity regarding 

the purpose and nature of war as well as insight into possible present and 

future expressions of warfare and the place of ethics in them.

The Telos of War 
Human beings, it would seem, have an innate drive toward life.1 Individuals 

and societies alike seek not only to survive but also to flourish despite forces 

that would undermine these efforts. Scholars have been contemplating 

this phenomenon for millennia. Aristotle, for instance, characterized the 

shared goal of human flourishing in this way: the telos (goal/purpose) of the 

socio-political establishment is to enable development “for the sake of the 

good life [eudaimonia].”2 Aristotle’s understanding of society is inextricably 

linked to his understanding of human nature; because human beings are 
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political animals, naturally gathering into societies for the pursuit of mutual 

flourishing, human life is necessarily tied to ethical considerations such as 

the evaluation of what constitutes “the good life” and appropriate means 

to achieve this end—themselves always ethical and value-laden efforts.3 

Therefore, as long as humans gather together in societies, they demonstrate 

the continued relevance of ethics, in the very least through the adoption of 

a common telos and hope for progress toward this end. In sum, humans are 

ethical beings because they are political beings. Furthermore, it follows that 

the state’s political activities are an extension of ethical action. Here, acts of 

warfare themselves become extensions of political action4—or, as Clause-

witz famously put it, war is a “mere continuation of policy by other means.”5 

In this respect, ethics cannot be untethered either from politics or warfare.

Donald Kagan, however, suggests that such a view is misplaced. He 

notes wryly, “It is a special characteristic of the modern Western world, as 

opposed to other civilizations and the premodern Western World, to believe 

that human beings can change and control the physical and social environ-

ment and even human nature to improve the condition of life.”6 Instead, for 

Kagan, the origin of war is found elsewhere. Though he acknowledges that 

many scholars have located motivation for war in “competition for power,”7 

Kagan finds more insightful Thucydides’ claim that “people go to war out 

of ‘honor, fear, and interest.’”8 Each of these motivations is illuminating in 

its own regard, yet, irrespective of impetus, the existence of warfare itself is 

indicative of the human struggle to flourish. This demonstrates, as Kagan 

notes regarding war, that the “secret of the success of our species has been 

its ability to learn from experience and to adapt its behavior accordingly.”9

War, then, could be conceptualized as an attempt at resilience. In par-

ticular, through war human societies seek to ensure their own flourishing 

despite detractors. Within the arena of military ethics, the concept of resil-

ience may therefore provide a helpful framework for assessing the pursuit of 

eudaimonia (or, alternatively, the motivations of honor, fear, and interest, as 

it may be) through war, at both individual and societal levels. This follows 

from Aristotle’s thought, where, because war is a political act, the aims of 
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war (however conceived) and acts of warfare are themselves value-laden 

and therefore inherently concerned with ethics (right practice). Thus, eth-

ics is vital to the waging of warfare inasmuch as it defines and delimits the 

motivations, scope, and means of war in its greater aim of supporting the 

flourishing of society at large.10

But some may consider this an outdated or limited viewpoint. Given 

a variety of recent societal and technological advances, is ethical reflection 

still necessary in warfare? Put another way, will the discipline of military 

ethics remain resilient despite winds of societal change?

A Viable Future? 
Certainly, an implied question throughout this volume has been whether 

military ethics is and will remain a viable aspect of military operations. 

Does this discipline have sufficient adaptability and applicability to be 

utilized in the warfare of the 21st century and beyond? While by no means 

providing a conclusive answer, it is our hope that this volume is sugges-

tive of ways in which military ethics remains an essential aspect of the 

profession of arms and will continue to be so for years to come. Many 

contributions to this volume have highlighted the significant role of ethics 

in warfare, where it serves as an integral component of military planning 

at all echelons. This volume’s retrospective look at the Great War has 

demonstrated that, though much in warfare has changed, much has also 

remained the same. Indeed, history may furnish valuable insight into the 

future of military ethics.

The Great War and Human Flourishing 
World War I, a conflict resulting both in tremendous societal repercus-

sions and widespread personal loss, has much to teach us. Although at first 

glance war may seem to be solely concerned with human conflict, war may 

in fact provide insight into human flourishing. Resilience, which history 

suggests may be both present and absent in war, is a key linkage between 

the two concepts.
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In his classic The Great War and Modern Memory, Paul Fussell insight-

fully notes, “Every war is ironic because every war is worse than expected. 

Every war constitutes an irony of situation because its means are so melo-

dramatically disproportionate to its presumed ends. . . . But the Great War 

was more ironic than any before or since. . . . It reversed the Idea of Prog-

ress.”11 The irony of World War I, in particular, is that the supposed advance 

of human civilization—technological and otherwise—led not to greater 

peace, but rather to a war unlike the world had before seen. A monumen-

tal shift had occurred in warfare, and this change did not seem to lead to 

greater human flourishing. At a societal level, the Great War evoked a dis-

tinct lack of resilience—regress instead of the hoped-for progress. This was 

evidenced perhaps nowhere more clearly than in the testament of individual 

lives, particularly of those lost and those irreparably marred.

Individual Resilience 
Warfare is a complicated matter, involving a conglomeration of technologi-

cal, political, and social considerations as well as the most sacred of human 

commitments. From its intensely physical nature to the unseen but pow-

erful forces of personal and societal motivation, war not only involves but 

also challenges basic human needs, longings, and commitments. When the 

detritus of technological and political trappings is pushed aside, the simple 

fact remains that war is primarily concerned with human beings.12 Despite 

a variety of motivations for war, the actual waging of war is a very personal, 

and very human, matter.

Yet, ostensibly with the exponential industrialization of warfare in 

World War I and beyond, the human side of warfare gradually began to 

be displaced. The mechanization of weapons systems, defensive technolo-

gies, and means of communication increasingly sidelined what were once 

human-centric capabilities and tasks through enabling more effective 

warfare while also preserving one’s own safety. Indeed, the sanguine, 

earthy nature of much pre-industrial warfare, where close combat often 

entailed warriors being near enough to smell one another, was replaced 
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by a “safe” distance removed from not only the smell of one’s opponent, 

but also the sight of their faces and sound of their cries.13 Through this 

monumental change, warfare’s essentially human character was still 

apparent, albeit a character somewhat distanced from the immediacy 

of many earlier types of warfare. But, despite changes, at the individual 

level of human warriors engaged in warfare, persons sought to press on 

despite obstacles in order to preserve human flourishing at its most basic 

level—that of survival.14

Yet war, inasmuch as it is a human endeavor, is often traumatizing.15 

This was certainly the case in World War I where, as Martin Gilbert sug-

gests, “individual suffering and distress were on a massive scale, particularly 

in the front-line trenches.”16 Indeed, in pursuing the flourishing of their 

society through warfare, nations can traumatize their inhabitants—the 

warriors who themselves become a part of the collateral damage of this 

quest—in what could be termed “personal wounding in pursuit of national 

resilience.” Nation-states often attempt to mitigate this damage through 

programs aimed at developing resilience among warriors. This, in itself, is 

an ethical move in support of an ethical dilemma and cannot be disentan-

gled from ethical considerations. Because the resilience of human beings 

is significantly influenced by ethical and spiritual correlates,17 it seems 

likely that these factors will remain important within the human domain 

of warfare in the present and the future.18

Contributions to this volume have reflected on the importance of 

ethics in warfare from a variety of standpoints. Utilizing insights gained 

from the Great War, authors have addressed topics as diverse as chemical 

warfare, nationalism, technological advance, and human recovery from 

trauma. We may see each of these areas as being concerned with the proper 

ordering of human life within the context of war—what I have described as 

resilience—in its own way. Indeed, the appeal of the concept of resilience 

is evident throughout this volume. David Richardson calls for a renewed 

“spiritual resilience” grounded in a transcendent ethic to support war- 

fighters, while Andrew Totten raises questions concerning the centrality of 
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human resilience in warfare given the rise of autonomous warfare systems. 

Other contributions also trace various efforts to support the resilience of 

warriors such as the use of drugs (Pfaff), spiritual resources (Lee), and 

education (Statler) in the promotion of sustained well-being. Yet it is not 

a foregone conclusion that such considerations will be necessary in the 

warfare of the future. As Totten argues in this volume, “Resilience seems 

to be increasingly a matter of systems and networks, not human hearts 

and minds, let alone souls.” If the centrality of individual human resilience 

within warfare is in question, how much more so is the entire enterprise 

of military ethics?

Changing Paradigms? 
At the center of these queries are two considerations: the changing nature 

of Western society—what has been termed a move toward a “post-Chris-

tian” society—and changes in fundamental relationalities between human 

beings and technology.

Societal Shifts 
With the tradition of Western military ethics largely situated within a heri-

tage of a Judeo-Christian culture that is waning in influence in the West, is 

this discipline still relevant to modern warfare, or is it merely a relic of the 

past? Will it remain resilient, surviving the monumental societal changes 

currently occurring so as to sustain applicability and efficacy for societies 

engaged in warfare and for those employed in promulgating it? Given the 

gravity of the taking of human life and the widespread destruction that 

often accompanies war, many would maintain that ethical reflection is 

needed in order to be responsible in this serious matter. Yet in a postmod-

ern and computer-age society, ethics can often be regarded as passé—a 

hindrance to “What works” and “What makes me happy.” While chang-

ing societal currents are substantial, rather than being a detriment to the 

continued relevance of military ethics, its historical grounding within a 

particular tradition of thought provides a basis from which it may grow and 
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develop as it reassesses contemporary situations in light of a rich history. 

This foundation, then, is not something to discard, but rather something 

upon which to build, especially during times of great change.

Technological Shifts 
Beyond shifting ethical foundations, 21st-century conflicts evidence a change 

that some characterize as a fundamental shift in the character of war—a 

new paradigm in which warfare loses its human trappings.19 A number of 

contributions to this volume have highlighted this shift, suggesting that 

current and future conflicts may operate according to a profoundly differ-

ent paradigm. That a seismic shift within human-technological relations is 

occurring cannot be doubted, but this change does not necessarily create a 

new paradigmatic understanding of warfare. Given that war, as a political 

activity, is concerned with the societal pursuit of human flourishing, even 

if the waging of war increasingly becomes less human-centric, the telos 

of war itself remains unchanged. Flourishing is still evaluated in terms of 

human flourishing. Computer systems do not wage war on their own behalf, 

but rather are utilized by human agents on behalf of a nation-state and its 

desired flourishing.20 Thus, even in a warfare environment characterized by 

non-human actors, the nature of warfare will necessarily remain human—

and also ethical. Warfare is used in service of human communities, seeking 

their welfare and flourishing, and therefore ethical considerations remain 

relevant inasmuch as human beings are the authors of warfare (albeit per-

haps increasingly not the agents of warfare) and the object of warfare’s telos.

A New Epoch of Warfare?
Are the societal and technological advances of our own time of sufficiently 

revolutionary character to require a new paradigm of warfare, and thus also 

of military ethics? Has the rapid development of artificial intelligence side-

lined the human element in war altogether? Perhaps. “Time will tell,” as the 

saying goes, yet, as we have begun to explore in this volume, time may also 

give insight in an altogether different manner—through looking to the past.
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Certainly, many view their own temporal-historical situation as 

unique. This was the case for many individuals during the First World 

War. In a sermon titled “The Armistice” that he preached in Westminster 

Abbey on November 10, 1918, the Archbishop of Canterbury and principal 

leader of the Church of England, Randall Thomas Davidson, suggested:

To say that we have never known such moments as these, whether 

of August 1914 or of November 1918, is far short of the reality. The 

world—the world—has known no such hours before. Centuries 

hence, people will look back upon them with eager and absorbed 

intent . . . [determined] to reproduce and to re-picture what it must 

have been, what it must have meant, to be alive just then.21

Undeniably, the Great War, up to that time, was without precedent. Yet 

merely decades later its supreme uniqueness was to be eradicated by a war 

of even greater magnitude. Moreover, the Great War was only an initial 

foray into the 20th century that would see, by one count, 240 million peo-

ple dead due war, with a total of 26 wars that each individually resulted in 

more than 1 million dead.22

If many were mistaken in their assessment of changes in their own 

time following the end of World War I, by what standard are we to judge 

the changes of the modern sociopolitical climate? Will the assessments of 

our own age withstand the judgments of future generations? We do not fully 

know. We owe it to ourselves and to those who will follow us, however, to 

give serious thought to these considerations; we do not want to repeat the 

mistakes of the past.

A Resilient Military Ethic? 
Warfare has changed drastically in the 100 years since the armistice of 

World War I, and warfare will continue to change. Due to technological 

advances and changing societal currents, warfare may be a much different 

experience for the modern warrior than it was for the soldier of the Great 

War, yet because of war’s essentially human nature, modern military leaders 
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face many of the same challenges faced by military leaders of the First World 

War. Now warfare seems to be shifting once again, but will this result in 

the betterment of humanity?

In the conclusion to his magisterial treatment of the development of 

society and warfare over the last millennium, William McNeill suggests 

that in our own era:

[a]wesome power and awful dilemmas have never been so closely 

juxtaposed. What we believe and how we act therefore matter more 

than in ordinary ages. Clear thinking and bold action, based as 

always on inadequate evidence, are all we have to see us through 

to whatever the future holds. It will differ from anyone’s intentions 

as radically as the actual past differed from our forefathers’ plans 

and wishes. But study of that past may reduce the discrepancy 

between expectation and reality, if only by encouraging us to expect 

surprises—among them, a breakdown of the pattern of the future 

suggested in this conclusion. For however horrendous it is to live 

in the face of uncertainty, the future, like the past, depends upon 

humanity’s demonstrated ability to make and remake natural and 

social environments within limits set mainly by our capacity to 

agree on goals of collective action.23

In a word, then, the future depends on our resilience. As we assess the chal-

lenges of future warfare, we must evaluate how we may successfully—and 

resiliently—face what is to come. What seems to be clear is that military eth-

ics must remain an essential part of societal efforts to shape what McNeill 

calls “goals of collective action” and means of pursuing them in the pro-

motion of human flourishing.

Thus, even if we are entering a new paradigm of less-human warfare, 

we will need all possible resources at our disposal to face the challenges of 

future war—which will still remain a paradigm of war, and therefore neces-

sarily be concerned with the flourishing and resilience of human beings. As 

such, ethics will persist as a vital aspect of warfare, properly utilizing ways, 
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ends, and means so as to ensure that the society we are intent on preserving 

through war is itself one worth preserving.24


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