
Principles of the Just War Theory 
and The Value of Nonviolence 

(Excerpts from the 1983 peace pastoral of the US Catholic Bishops) 
 
 
a) Just Cause: War is permissible only to confront "a real and certain danger," i.e., to 
protect innocent life, to preserve conditions necessary for decent human existence, and to 
secure basic human rights.  
 
b) Competent Authority: In the Catholic tradition, the right to use force has always been 
joined to the common good.  War must be declared by those with responsibility for public 
order, not by private groups or individuals. 
 
c) Comparative Justice: The question in its most basic form is this: Do the rights and 
values involved justify killing?  For whatever the means used, war, by definition, 
involves violence, destruction, suffering, and death.  The category of comparative justice 
is designed to emphasize the presumption against war, which stands at the beginning of 
just war teaching.  No state should act on the basis that it has "absolute justice" on its 
side.  Every party to a conflict should acknowledge the limits of its "just cause" and the 
consequent requirement to use only limited means in pursuit of its objectives.  Far from 
legitimizing a crusade mentality, comparative justice is designed to relativize absolute 
claims and to restrain the use of force even in a "justified" conflict." 
 
Given techniques of propaganda and the ease with which nations and individuals either 
assume or delude themselves into believing that God or right is clearly on their side, the 
test of comparative justice may be extremely difficult to apply.  
 
d) Right Intention: Right intention is related to just cause.  War can be legitimately 
intended only for the reasons set forth above as a just cause.  During the conflict, right 
intention means pursuit of peace and reconciliation, including avoiding unnecessarily 
destructive acts or imposing unreasonable conditions (e.g., unconditional surrender). 
 
e) Last Resort: For resort to war to be justified, all peaceful alternatives must have been 
exhausted.  
 
f) Probability of Success: This is a difficult criterion to apply, but its purpose is to 
prevent irrational resort to force or hopeless resistance when the outcome of either will 
clearly be disproportionate or futile.  
 
h) Proportionality: In terms of the jus ad bellum criteria, proportionality means that the 
damage to be inflicted and the costs incurred by war must be proportionate to the good 
expected by taking up arms.  Nor should judgments concerning proportionality be limited 
to the temporal order without regard to a spiritual dimension in terms of "damage," 
"cost," and "the good expected. A nation cannot justly go to war today without 
considering the effect of its action on others and on the international community. 



This principle of proportionality applies throughout the conduct of the war as well as to 
the decision to begin warfare.  During the Vietnam War, our bishops' conference 
ultimately concluded that the conflict had reached such a level of devastation to the 
adversary and damage to our own society that continuing it could not be justified. 
 

Jus in Bello 
 
Even when the stringent conditions which justify resort to war are met, the conduct of 
war (i.e., strategy, tactics, and individual actions) remains subject to continuous scrutiny 
in light of two principles which have special significance today precisely because of the 
destructive capability of modem technological warfare.  These principles are 
proportionality and discrimination.  Today, as never before, we must ask not merely what 
will happen, but what may happen, especially if major powers embark on war.  Pope John 
Paul 11 has repeatedly pleaded that world leaders confront this reality. 
 
Discrimination: The lives of innocent persons may never be taken directly, regardless of 
the purpose alleged for doing so.  To wage truly “total war” is by definition to take huge 
numbers of innocent lives.  Just response to aggression must be discriminate.  It must be 
directed against unjust aggressors, not innocent people caught up in a war not of their 
making.  The principle of discrimination prohibits directly intended attacks on non-
combatants and non-military targets. 



The Value of Nonviolence 
 

Moved by the example of Jesus' life and by his teaching, some Christians have from the 
earliest days of the Church committed themselves to a non-violent lifestyle." Some 
understood the Gospel of Jesus to prohibit all killing.  Some affirmed the use of prayer 
and other spiritual methods as means of responding to enmity and hostility. 
 
112.  In the middle of the second century, St. Justin proclaimed to his pagan readers 
that Isaiah's prophecy about turning swords into plowshares and spears into sickles had 
been fulfilled as @ consequence of Christ's coming: 
 
And we who delighted in war, in the slaughter of one another, and in every other kind of 
iniquity have in every part of the world converted our weapons into implements of peace-
our swords into plough shares, our spears into farmers' tools-and we cultivate piety, 
justice, brotherly charity, faith _and hope, which we derive from the Father through the 
crucified Savior. 
 
113.  Writing in the third century, St. Cyprian of Carthage struck a similar note when he 
indicated that the Christians of his day did not fight against their enemies.  He himself 
regarded their conduct as proper: 
 
They do not even fight against those who are attacking since it is not granted to the 
innocent to kill even the aggressor, but promptly to deliver up their souls and blood that, 
since so much malice and cruelty are rampant in the world, they may more quickly 
withdraw from the malicious and the cruel." 
 
114.  Some of the early Christian opposition to military service was a response to the 
idolatrous practices that prevailed in the Roman army.  Another powerful motive was the 
fact that army service involved preparation for fighting and killing.  We see this in the 
case of St. Martin of Tours during the fourth century, who renounced his soldierly 
profession with the explanation: "Hitherto I have served you as a soldier.  Allow me now 
to become a soldier of God.... I am a soldier of Christ.  It is not lawful for me to fight." 
 
115.  In the centuries between the fourth century and our own day, the theme of 
Christian non-violence and Christian pacifism has echoed and re-echoed, sometimes 
more strongly, sometimes more faintly.  One of the great non-violent figures in those 
centuries was St. Francis of Assisi.  Besides making personal efforts on behalf of 
reconciliation and peace, Francis stipulated that lay persons who became members of his 
Third Order were not "to take up lethal weapons, or bear them about, against anybody." 
 
116.  The vision of Christian non-violence is not passive about injustice and the defense 
of the rights of others; it rather affirms and exemplifies what it means to resist injustice 
through non-violent methods. 
 
 
 



117.  In the 20th century, prescinding from the non-Christian witness of a Mahatma 
Ghandi and its worldwide impact, the nonviolent witness of such figures as Dorothy Day 
and Martin Luther King has had a profound impact upon the life of the Church in the 
United States.  The witness of numerous Christians who had preceded them over the 
centuries was affirmed in a remarkable way at the Second Vatican Council. 
 
118.  Two of the passages which were included in the final version of the Pastoral 
Constitution gave particular encouragement for Catholics in all walks of life to assess 
their attitudes toward war and military service in the light of Christian pacifism.  In 
paragraph 79 the council fathers called upon governments to enact laws protecting the 
rights of those who adopted the position of conscientious objection to all war: "Moreover, 
it seems right that laws make humane provisions for the case of those who for reasons of 
conscience refuse to bear arms, provided, however, that they accept some other form of 
service to the human community.  "This was the first time a call for legal protection of 
conscientious objection had appeared in a document of such prominence.  In addition to 
its own profound meaning this statement took on even more significance in the light of 
the praise that the council fathers had given in the preceding section "to those who 
renounce the use of violence in the vindication of their rights."' In Hunwn Life in Our 
Day (1968) we called for legislative provision to recognize selective conscientious 
objectors as well." 
 
119.  As Catholic bishops it is incumbent upon us to stress to our own community and 
to the wider society the significance of this support for a pacifist option for individuals in 
the teaching of Vatican II and the reaffirmation that the popes have given to non-violent 
witness since the time of the council. 
 
120.  In the development of a theology of peace and the growth of the Christian pacifist 
position among Catholics, these words of the Pastoral Constitution have special 
significance: "All these factors force us to undertake a completely fresh reappraisal of 
war."" The council fathers had reference to "the development of armaments by modem 
science (which) has immeasurably magnified the horrors and wickedness of war."" While 
the just-war teaching has clearly been in possession for the past 1,500 years of Catholic 
thought, the "new moment" in which we find ourselves sees the just-war teaching and 
non-violence as distinct but interdependent methods of evaluating warfare.  They diverge 
on some specific conclusions, but they share a common presumption against the use of 
force as a means of settling disputes. 
 
Both find their roots in the Christian theological tradition; each contributes to the full 
moral vision we need in pursuit of a human peace.  We believe the two perspectives 
support and complement one another, each preserving the other from distortion.  Finally, 
in an age of technological warfare, analysis from the viewpoint of non-violence and 
analysis from the viewpoint of the just-war teaching often converge and agree in their 
opposition to methods of warfare which are in fact indistinguishable from total warfare. 
 
 
 


