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I f your pictures are not any good, the celebrated war photographer Robert

Capa is reputed to have said, it is probably because you are not standing close

enough. Might the same logic apply to the task of thinking ethically about

war? This special section, featuring contributions from scholars across a range of

disciplinary and academic backgrounds, explores this question. It asks what we, as

scholars of ethics and international affairs, stand to learn about the ethics of war

by engaging with the experience of war. What can those who have first-hand

experience of armed conflict—combatants and noncombatants alike—teach ethics

of war scholars about the rights and wrongs of war that we would otherwise

overlook? And to what degree does what they have to teach us comport with,

depart from, or perhaps even challenge, the standard just war framework scholars

employ to talk about the ethics of war?

The literary scholar andWorldWar II veteran Paul Fussell provides an excellent

framing of the proposition that ethics of war scholars should domore to engage the

experience of war. In war as in life, he argued in his provocative  essay “Thank

God for the Atom Bomb,” experience is the greatest teacher. People who have

never been to war can only know so much about it. Whatever they say about the

rights and wrongs of war should, for this reason, be taken with a hefty pinch of salt.

“I don’t demand that he experience having his ass shot off,” Fussell writes disdain-

fully of one such observer, “I merely note that he didn’t.”We can learn more about

war, Fussell contends, by listening to the young men and women who have seen it
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up close and personal. Their testimonies, he argues, furnish a sometimes uncom-

fortable but always necessary counterpoint to the “rationalistic abstraction from

reality” that armchair theorists are wont to produce. And although Fussell does

not deny the utility of the latter, he is adamant that it must be supplemented by and

tested against reference to “real world experience.”

Others would go considerably further than Fussell. On this view, sometimes

referred to as “combat Gnosticism,” only those who have known war first-hand are

qualified to speak about it. Unsurprisingly, this view has a certain amount of

currency among former soldiers. The claim that people who have lived experience

of war are best placed to comment on the ethical issues can be formulated in crude

but also sophisticated ways. If the crude version reduces to the apocryphal veteran’s

mantra “You had to be there,” the refined version recognizes the link between the

particularities of our lived experiences and the differentiated insights they afford

us. In simple terms, some people are susceptible to acquiring a deeper understand-

ing of certain dimensions of social life because of the role they play in them and the

positions they occupy.Who better to understand war, on this logic, than the people

who do it and have it done to them. This is standpoint epistemology extended to

the ethics of war.

Many scholars will rightly blanche at these remarks. It is reasonable to worry, for

example, that people who have suffered combat are unlikely to be the best judges of

right andwrong inwar. Compromised by their personal histories, they lack the critical

distance required to make clear-eyed ethical calls. Too emotionally invested, poten-

tially too complicit, and perhaps even too traumatized, theymight even be regarded as

the last people scholars interested in the ethics of war should be consulting. They may

have war stories to tell, but these stories should not be confused with morality tales,

and do not necessarily indicate ethical acuity. On this view, personal experience of

war can be an impediment rather than an aid to cogent ethical thinking about war.

What is interesting for present purposes is that this approach, which arguably pre-

dominates contemporary just war theorizing, assumes that the exposure to experience

will contaminate, not benefit, our efforts to think ethically about war. This is a valid

concern, and most scholars would readily concede that the processes of detachment

and abstraction serve a useful purposewheremoral reasoning is involved. They enable

us to look beyond the particularity of our own lives and to reflect on matters in an

impartial, dispassionate, and putatively objective manner.

Yet there is also a problem with this way of proceeding. Namely, it excises the

human element from the ethics of war. By bracketing the lived experience of
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combat from the task of thinking ethically about war, scholars risk losing contact

with the bloody realities of violent conflict, and, consequently, speaking past the

very people they should be addressing: those “for whom war is a primary subject

and personal experience.” The danger arising from this is that our attempts to

think ethically about war will necessarily become too theoretical or abstract, too

remote from the “realities of warfare,” and ultimately too bloodless to serve any

practical purpose. If we wish to avoid this outcome, and to instead ensure that our

ethical thinking connects in a meaningful and action-guiding way to the realities of

combat, it follows that we must engage with, rather than insulate ourselves from,

the lived experience of war.

Howmight we do this? Is there a path between the insularity of combat gnosticism

and the esotericism of contemporary ethics of war scholarship? The articles gathered

in this special section address this challenge. Rather than resolve the issues at stake,

however, they highlight the complexities involved. Cian O’Driscoll argues that incor-

porating the experience of war into just war theory via the medium of war memoirs

will help to better account for the complexities and ambiguities of combat. Thomas

Gregory, Craig Jones, HelenM.Kinsella, Nisha Shah, and LinaAburas explore the role

of counting civilian casualties through the example of the civilian harm assessments

produced during operations in Syria and Iraq from –, drawing out the

contestations inherent in numerical indicators of harm, including what is missed

relating to experiencing the harms of war. JessicaWolfendale challenges the centering

of belligerent perspectives in just war theory, arguing that it has contributed to harms

against civilians, as seen in drone warfare and the war in Gaza, and therefore the

perspectives of noncombatant civilians need to be foregrounded and normatively

prioritized in academic, policy, and legal analyses of war. Sian Troath argues that the

intellectual inheritances of AI and machine learning interact with ideas about the

ethics of war in ways that relegate the experience of war to the background, encour-

aging the dehumanization and expansion of war through a shared belief in technol-

ogy’s capacity to serve as a silver bullet able to solve the ethical conundrums of war.

Finally, Beth Rowan introduces the concept of experiential institutionalization to

explore how actors embedded within legal-bureaucratic systems confront the moral

inadequacy of the formal rules governing civilian harm in ways that can generate

institutional change by tracing the history of the U.S. JAGs, from the aftermath of

WWII through to the War on Terror.

On the one hand, the basic sense of the observation that people with experience

of combat zones may have something to teach us about the ethics of war is self-
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evident. It would be foolish to ignore their voices. And yet, it seems, this is exactly

what ethics of war scholars have been inclined to do. There is an argument,

therefore, for correcting this oversight, and factoring the experience of people who

have lived through combat into how we think ethically about war. On the other

hand, we have reason to be skeptical of the suggestion that ethics of war scholars

should defer to the insider perspective of participants in armed conflict or regard it

as a higher mode of knowledge. Ethics of war scholars may have no experience of

war, but, because of this, they can bring a certain critical distance to the discussion

of the ethical issues that it raises. Their vantage point affords them—that is, us—a

wider field of vision and an ability to see certain things more clearly than people on

the battlefield can. Where, then, does this leave us? Viewed as a whole, the articles

that follow challenge ethics of war scholars to engage with the question of how they

might factor the lived experience of conflict into their work in a way that engages

rather than yields to it.
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Abstract: What would it mean to put the ethics of war in dialogue with the experience of war? The
special section that follows explores this question. Featuring contributions from scholars across a
range of disciplinary and academic backgrounds, it asks what we, as scholars of ethics and
international affairs, stand to learn about the ethics of war by engaging with the experience of
war. What can those who have direct personal experience of armed conflict—combatants and
noncombatants alike—teach ethics of war scholars about the moral issues raised by war that we
might otherwise miss or fail to appreciate? And to what degree does what they have to teach us
comport with, depart from, or perhaps even challenge the standard just war framework scholars
employ to talk about the ethics of war? This short introductory essay frames this special section by
introducing the questions it tackles and the essays that comprise it.

Keywords: Just War Theory, ethics of war, experience, standpoint, soldiers, noncombatants

INTRODUCTION: ETHICS, EXPERIENCE, AND WAR 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679426100471 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TvpnmmLoO38
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679426100471

	Introduction: Ethics, Experience, and War
	Notes


