In war ethical considerations come second to the imperatives of strategy and military tactics. Discuss.

Warfare throughout history has a tendency of placing ethical considerations second to strategy and military tactics due to the focus of a war being victory and not wellbeing. Ethics often get overlooked until the war is won and only become implemented again after a victory has been secured and control organised effectively. This has its many downsides but can be seen as a positive due to it having the opportunity to improve ethics and day to day living for the people of the country effected. Warfare itself has ethical issues meaning it is difficult to avoid ethical issues once the war has begun. 
Strategy is defined as ‘the science or art of employing all the military, economic, political, and other resources of a country to achieve the objects of war’ (Encyclopaedia Britannica). In warfare, strategy is one of the most important aspects as it can be the deciding factor between victory and slaughter. Strategy is ever changing so it needs to be a key focus as the leaders need to be ready to change and introduce strategies at any time throughout the war. The definition of military tactics is as follows; ‘the art or science of disposing military or naval forces for battle and manoeuvring them in battle.’ (Dictionary.com) The movement and placement of troops during wartime is critical to the success or failure of an army. Gaining the high ground in medieval warfare could be the key to a successful battle as it meant you could see better and you could make the enemy come uphill towards you whilst you pick them off from the top.
Wars normally involve the entire focus of nations shifting to the production of weaponry and ammunition in order to annihilate their enemies. This means the rest of the nations industry is overlooked and largely ignored in favour of victory on the battlefield. ‘The purpose of war ethics is to help decide what is right or wrong, both for individuals and countries, and to contribute to debates on public policy, and ultimately to government and individual action.’(BBC). These ethics are meant to protect but often war does more harm than good for the people. War ethics work in theory but in practice they are not effectively implemented meaning the government cannot organise adequately to enforce policies and even if the policies work in one country the opposing forces are not certain to respect them. One of the main issues with ethics in warfare is that ‘in a sense war is inherently unethical’ (University of Birmingham) meaning there is naturally a lack of ethics to warfare. War lacks ethics due to the fact that the aim of war is to force your enemy into a position where they have no choice but to surrender; either by starving them into submission, bombing them into submission or killing so many of their army they cannot replace them fast enough. This means warfare can never be ethical as it is always brutal and dirty. The ethics of warfare is ‘Particularly controversial is humanitarian intervention, even though it is sometimes seen as obligatory and indeed, the most ethical reason for war. It was for humanitarian reasons that NATO intervened in Kosovo in 1999, but, there are other instances where humanitarian disasters are left…’. (University of Birmingham). This reason for war sounds ethical and should be the soundest but it poses many more questions. Humanitarian intervention has to be handled carefully as it involves going into a country you are not for certain at war with and intervening in another country’s affairs. This could be deemed unethical as you are telling another country how it should operate and all but forcing them to follow a western democracy as if its own culture is unimportant. There are certain aspects of war which create issues with the non-combatants rule of war such as the following. ‘Some members of the armed forces, such as cooks and drivers and musicians, perform tasks which do not have a specifically military character. Some members of the civilian population, such as those who work in munitions factories, contribute much more directly to the prosecution of the war, and it has been argued that, within the terms of the non-combatant immunity principle, they should be regarded as permissible targets.’ (Norman, 1995). The issue here is that some non-combatants are vital to the war effort and are therefore in some ways part of the armed forces which means they are allowed to be attacked under the guidance of the Geneva Convention. The idea of some non-combatants being able to be legally attacked by air or land opposes the very morals that war acts are based on, regardless of job and position non-combatants are meant to be safe from attack. In World War Two munitions factories were bombed on both sides in an attempt to slow each other’s war efforts, in effect attacking non-combatant civilians which is ethically and morally questionable and leaves question over how effective moral laws are in times of war. 
One case of lacking ethics in war is conscription in World War One where 2,277,623 young men were forced to join the armed forces with the full knowledge that if they refused, they would be prosecuted and sent to jail far away from their families. Conscription was introduced under the Military Service Act in January 1916 and came into law during the battle of the Somme when there was a severe lack of men. The reason of conscientious objection did not minimise the punishment and actually gained more of a backlash from the courts as they believed it was a duty to fight and men had no good excuse for refusing to do their duty. Those who would not obey conscription had to go up in front of a Military Service Tribunal who would decide the level and severity of punishment if they refused to do any form of war work, even medical corp. Even after the allies won the First World War conscientious objectors were treated immorally as they were purposely kept in jail to limit their chances of finding jobs as any available positions would be filled by soldiers returning home from the front. This was another way of punishing them for not joining the army but that should not be a crime, if your religious beliefs prevent you from fighting and killing your fellow man that should be respected. 
The battle of Caen in 1944 also posed some ethical issues when the allies were trying to push the Germans out of France to free the civilians from German occupation. Following D-Day the allied forces pushed on through France gradually retaking the country. A few days after D-Day the allied troops dropped leaflets telling the citizens to abandon the city but were for the most part ignored. Later that day heavy bombers flattened the city in an attempt to delay German reinforcements, however the bombing resulted in the death of 800 civilians in 48 hours. These deaths were completely unethical due to the fact that even though the allies warned all civilians that they needed to leave Caen some of them did not have any way of leaving or anywhere to stay.  The civilians were non-combatants meaning they should have been protected as they were in their own homes and had no part in the fighting. Flattening the city was a military strategy to slow down the Germans but it was not an ethical solution. 
Total war is a ‘military conflict in which the contenders are willing to make any sacrifice in lives and other resources to obtain a complete victory’ (Encyclopaedia Britannica). This type of warfare is relatively uncommon as most wars do not affect or involve a large number of civilians, limiting the effect on the society and economy. Some of the most key total wars were the first and second world wars. These wars involved every single civilian working for the war effort and contributing to the successful working of the country whilst a large section of the male population was away at war. British social historian Arthur Marwick describes total war as a ‘war of mature and industrialised societies’ (Marwick, 1995). This description makes total war only apply to certain countries and causes issues with the idea of an industrialised society. Industrialised and mature need to be specific and detailed to apply to only certain countries. Without a definition of these terms in Marwick’s view his definition cannot be accurately applied to warfare rendering in relatively useless. ‘The concept and term total war were not employed until after the experience of World War I, although by World War II, they had become commonplace, being used, for example, by Churchill’ (Black, 2010). This solidifies World War One as the first total war due to it being the conflict that coined the term. Before World War One there was no concept of a war involving every civilian in all countries at war as previous wars had only involved the professional army. The total war of World War One brought everyone from the elderly to the young into the war and replaced the serving men with the women who were left in England. This consisted of older men who could not serve in the traditional armed forces to protect the shores of England in the form of the Home Guard, the women to take over farm labour as Land Girls in an effort to keep the country fed when the Germans destroyed our imports. 
Limited war is ‘a war conducted with less than a nation's total resources and restricted in aim to less than total defeat of the enemy or a war restricted to a relatively small area of the world and involving few warring nations.’ (Dictionary.com). This type of warfare should in theory have less of an effect on ethics as it should not involve a vast majority of the population, this means there should only be short term effects. A limited war should depend on military tactics and strategy as the army is restricted in resources meaning they have to be resourceful in how and when they engage to have the biggest effect. Absolute war is defined by Carl Von Clausewitz as ‘a philosophical abstraction--a "logical fantasy"--that is impossible in practice because it is not directed or constrained by political motives or concerns, nor limited by the practical constraints of time or space.’ (Sensagent). Absolute war would completely neglect ethics as it would be focused solely on military success without having to abide by laws or conflict agreements such as the Geneva Convention. This would make absolute wars incredibly dangerous as the countries involved would be free to act in whichever way best benefitted them. A just war must meet the following criteria; ‘The war must be for a just cause, the war must be lawfully declared by a lawful authority, the intention behind the war must be good, all other ways of resolving the problem should have been tried first, there must be a reasonable chance of success and the means used must be in proportion to the end that the war seeks to achieve.’ (BBC). Just wars are often fought when one country enters another in order to improve the lives of another countries citizens when their leader is no longer capable of protecting them. These wars are fought in order to improve human rights and reorganise a successful government structure based on the United Nations Human Convention on Human Rights. 
Overall, in war, ethical considerations come second to the imperatives of strategy and military tactics because the focus of the few in power is to win the war by any means. This means they will go as far as total war to maintain control and the lifestyles and freedoms they are used to even if it is detrimental to other members of the nation or nations at war. Even when the aim of a war is to free people or countries it can result in high death tolls of the very people you are meant to be helping. This suggests a fatal flaw in warfare which is that even if the intentions are good and pure it is in itself dirty meaning there will always be deaths and there will always be long lasting effects for good and bad. 
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