Assignment One – Ethics of Life & Death
Title: Critically assess the arguments for pacifism
Introduction
Pacifism is a view that has long existed throughout the history of humanity and is defined as the ‘theory that peaceful rather than violent or belligerent relations should govern human intercourse and that arbitration, surrender, or migration should be used to resolve disputes.’[footnoteRef:1]. While the term wasn’t coined until the early 1900s[footnoteRef:2], the core idea existed throughout different cultures and religious groups. Most notably in religions such as Hinduism and Buddhism. While humanity does have quite a violent and warmongering history, the interest in nonviolence and methods of peaceful resolution has increased over the best century or so. Without Pacifism we may not have had successful human rights and equal rights movements such as the Indian Independence movement or the American civil rights movements. Both of which fundamentally changed the countries they took place in. This shows us that pacifism is not just a quirky thought experiment or moral theory but a tangible idea that has practical outcomes. But it raises questions of whether their success is dependent on specific social or political conditions of the world around them rather than just the strength of the principles they hold. [1:  Alexander Moseley, Pacifism, https://iep.utm.edu/pacifism/, (Accessed 19/03/2026)]  [2:  Keith Robbins, The Abolition of War: the Peace Movement in Britain, 1914–1919 (University of Wales Press, 1979), p.10 ] 

This essay looks at two different branches of pacifism and aims to highlight what they do, their strengths and various limitations they may have. These two views are Deontological and Consequential/Pragmatism pacifism. Both of which are grounded in moral and philosophical focus making them ripe for critical assessment. Pacifism may be best understood not as an absolute moral rule, but as a strong ethical critique of violence, and that it must be balanced against moral considerations. Pacifism is powerful yet limited.
Section One - Deontological Pacifism
Principle of Deontological Pacifism
The core principle of this branch of pacifism is that violence is always morally wrong, regardless of consequences, whether it be good or bad. It is based on the principle that all human life possesses value and must never be intentionally harmed or destroyed. This can be seen in Christian beliefs too, as in Christianity, all humans are made in Gods image and to destroy it would be an act against God. This principle is called the sanctity of life. Leo Tolstoy, a Russian author published The Kingdom of God Is Within You and articulates a version of Christianity that is rooted in love and nonviolence. He states that the churches allowing of war and capital punishment was an error and the Quaker religion, a religion founded on peace, helped Tolstoy realise this.[footnoteRef:3] His work argues that complete moral integrity requires an absolute rejection of violence, even in situations of war. [3:  Leo Tolstoy, “The Kingdom Of Heaven is Within You” Christianity Not as a Mystic Religion but as a New Theory of Life (Project Gutenberg, 2013)] 

Strengths of the Deontological Argument
A strength of this position is moral consistency. The refusal to justify violence avoids any uncertainty and potential abuse associated with outcome based reasoning. Rather than trying to weigh the outcomes and choosing on the least harmful, they do not engage at all. No life is expendable, which is an admirable view as it does not treat for example, a front line soldier in a war to a civilian life being defended by such soldier. Both are equally valuable and to place them in a war scenario is morally wrong. 
Robert L Holmes, an American Philosopher, argues that modern warfare cannot be morally justified no matter what[footnoteRef:4] and that violence undermines a person by violating their basic rights regardless of outcome. It shows us that ethical boundaries are easily compromised when we start to make exceptions and justifications for war and even small scale violence. [4:  Robert L. Holmes, On War and Morality (Princeton Legacy Library, n.d.) p.14] 

Deontological pacifism shows the dangers of a slippery slope that violence in moral reasoning can lead to. Once it’s justified, even in cases of self-defence and national security, the lines can get blurred and people or entities may push it to its limits which could lead to unnecessary acts of violence. By having a complete prohibition, it aims to prevent the loss of moral standards. The strength of this view is also a limitation, as this structure is very rigid and does not leave room for exceptions, and raises the question of whether a principle like this can be sustained.
Criticisms and Limitations
Whilst morally consistent, the inability to address situations involving serious harm or injustice is a something to be concerned about. The main critique of this form of pacifism is about the self defence argument. If all violence is prohibited, then an individual may be required to refrain from defending themselves or others even if the circumstances are life threatening. This is counterintuitive, as most people would that while using violence is generally frowned upon, using it to prevent harm from innocent people or yourself is permissible if not obligatory. If you have the choice of saving five people by hurting one dangerous person, or not do anything at all, most people will save the five people. Refusing to resist aggression may result in greater injustices, which can be seen as undermining the moral intentions of nonviolence.
Section Two - Consequentialist Pacifism
Principles of Consequentialist Pacifism
Rather than the strict and absolute methods of deontological pacifism, consequentialist is more contingent and dependent on the scenarios it is used in.[footnoteRef:5] It is grounded in the philosophy of utilitarianism. Utilitarianism is the idea that whatever the best action to take is one that maximizes happiness and minimised sadness/suffering. The right decision is to maximise happiness, and the wrong is one that causes pain.[footnoteRef:6] Therefore, the consequential pacifist may allow violence if it would lead to more people being happy. But the consequential pacifist would be against violence as war or conflict often produces worse consequences overall. War leads to mass death, civilian suffering and long term instability issues. Even if a war aims at a good cause, it can lead to greater harm than good. [5:  Andrew Fiala, Pacifism, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/pacifism/#ConsPaci (Accessed 17/03/26)]  [6:  Henry R. West, utilitarianism, https://www.britannica.com/topic/utilitarianism-philosophy (Accessed 17/03/26)] 

We can use World War Two as an example, the allied powers were fighting against Axis aggression, avoiding being overruled by Germany’s totalitarian and Nazi regime and stopping the holocaust. All of these are generally good points for fighting in a war, especially stopping a genocide. A consequential pacifist may say that stopping the holocaust would In the long term, make people happier and be the better decision. On the other hand, the money spent to fund war efforts, the destruction that war brings to a country and the situation it places combatants and non-combatants may seem as bringing more pain and suffering to people, so some consequential pacifists may be against engaging in a war, even though it can seem morally questionable.
Strengths of the Consequentialist Argument
The strength of the consequential argument is that it is rooted in real world evidence. It takes in to account the long term ramifications of combat whether it be on a national scale like economic damage or a personal scale such as trauma or PTSD. It considers the amount of collateral damage caused by war, and the ratio of combatant to non-combatant deaths is often too high, making it hard to justify a net positive outcome for war. In a study done by Erica Chenoweth and Maria J. Stephen, they analysed 323 resistance campaigns and discovered that ‘Our findings show that major nonviolent campaigns have achieved success 53 percent of the time, compared with 26 percent for violent resistance campaigns.’[footnoteRef:7] It can also be seen that war often, escalates violence rather than resolving it. A good counterexample to violent methods is the Indian Independence movement. Notable figures such as Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru lead the nonviolent movement to free India from British rule. While this movement did take almost a century to achieve, if violence was used against the British, it is possible the much more powerful British forces would have retaliated, which would have led to many civilian deaths and might have never led to Indian independence. [7:  Maria J. Stephan and Erica Chenoweth, Why Civil Resistance Works: The Strategic Logic of Nonviolent Conflict (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, August 2011), p.8] 

Criticisms and Limitations
Consequential pacifism can be seen as sort of self-defeating cycle, an ouroboros of ideas. The central issue is that if actions are purely judged by their outcome, rather than intent, war could theoretically be justified if it prevents greater suffering. Thus, undermining the pacifist side of this argument and that violence may be morally required if not obligated in certain scenarios. It is generally agreed upon by most that the use of force is permissible if it protects innocent people from harm. 
However, this ideology can be twisted by bad parties. It can be seen in the ongoing Russia/Ukraine war. Russia claim they are doing a good thing (for their country) by the denazification and demilitarisation of Ukraine[footnoteRef:8], and to overthrow their pro-western Government. Most world leaders reject these motives as these are unproven claims. But Russia believes what they are doing will bring happiness/benefit Russia. By “denazifying” Ukraine, they are protecting themselves.  [8:  Paul Kirby, Why did Putin's Russia invade Ukraine?, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cj0q964851po (Accessed 18/03/26)] 

There is an argument called the Conditional Force Argument. This is where ‘military aggression by one state towards another that will become violent only if it is resisted.’[footnoteRef:9] This becomes a moral challenge to pacifism as refusing to use force as a way to resist may allow any aggressor to succeed without opposition but then resisting aggression risks triggering more violence that the pacifist would want to avoid. This shows that a nonviolent ideology can be insufficient in dealing with real world events. Inaction can enable injustice just as much as action can cause harm. Helen Frowe uses the example of two countries. Let us say that France wants territorial control of the Basque country but do not wish to harm their people, so France sends soldiers along to occupy the country and will not use force unless resisted. It is accepted that Spain has grounds for resisting.[footnoteRef:10] How would the Pacifist deal with this dilemma? Should France just be allowed to march into Basque country and claim it, or should Spain send forces to fight back? [9:  Helen Frowe, Defensive Killing: War and Self Defense (Oxford, 2014) p.125]  [10:  Ibid, p.125] 

Similarly to deontological pacifism, it does not explain or allow for self defence to be considered as an option. As the foundation it is based on is Utilitarianism, it only factors in the greater good, and not on the individual basis.
Evaluation
A big issue involving pacifism is whether it is morally permissible to kill to save a greater number as discussed previously. The consequentialist perspective may be able to justify it but the deontological pacifist rejects the notion completely, as they believe in no violence no matter what. The tension between the two arguments can show us a big divide in the justification of pacifism, which ultimately raises doubts if pacifism can be maintained in large scale scenarios such as war. A central figure in utilitarianism and consequentialism, John Stuart Mill, held the belief of the “harm principle” which argued that power is only justly exercised to prevent harm to others. So, using this principle, there is a justification for use of violence.
Questions about power dynamics arise from applying such principles like pacifism. Pacifism may overlook situations in which interventions could prevent exploitation of a people. If a rich country declared war on a poor country, it may not just be because of violent reasons or wanting to claim land etc, it could be to prevent a greater injustice. This then becomes an issue of whether the blanket rejection of war is always the most ethical. Is it ethical to not resist a genocide by a state or entity? Violence of the oppressed is not the same as violence from the oppressor.
Looking more closely as to who is affected by war complicates pacifism even further. In reality it is the everyday people, the civilians of a country who are affected most by war, and not the governments/groups who start them. This does show support for the value of human life point of view. But it raises the question of whether not intervening in conflicts may allow even greater loss of life. Pacifism does want to protect life, but the practical implications could undermine this goal.
Conclusion
The assessment of both deontological and consequentialist pacifism shows that the debate goes beyond whether violence is right or wrong. It is more about how moral principles operate under certain circumstances such as war or uncertain times. Both views have strong and moral reasons to not be violent and think about the value of human life and the consequences of war. But their limitations show us that the real world is infinitely more complex than either approach can understand. Situations involving a person having to defend themselves, or large scales injustice challenge the idea that nonviolence is viable as an absolute principle.
A broad philosophical issue is raised and it is the struggle between moral idealism and practical responsibility that millions of people face everyday with current conflicts such as the 2026 war in Iran, The Israel-Palestine war and the Russo-Ukrainian war. 
The debate surrounding pacifism shows the difficulty of having moral integrity with demands or real world conflict. Rather than being the answer some desire, it forces us to confront limits of the theory, especially in situations where every choice available carries a moral cost.
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