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The context of this short paper is the evaluation of non violence and the specific Catholic 
variety of the so called Just War tradition. The objective of this short paper to show why and 
how this can be linked to a strategic reinforcement of nonviolence. 
 
1. Non violence represents an intrinsic - not just instrumental - value in Catholic Social 

Teaching; it is close to the Gospel’s message of Jesus and about Jesus. 
2. Non violence is not ‘just’ a matter of principle; its is clear that it can be effective, and 

provide a fruitful contribution in peace processes, especially in creating peaceful 
institutions in destabilised societies. It can, for example sustain democracy and help 
promote human rights.It has been successful in creating European institutions as well, 
like OSCE and the Council of Europe, and even the EU as such can be understood as a 
project of active non violence in the political realm.  

3. To promote nonviolence as an NGO, a more - dimensional strategy is required. It needs 
a spirituality of peace, an ethics of peace, and a politics of conflict prevention, security, 
and reconciliation. 

4. The preferential option for nonviolence is a key element of the official Catholic Social 
Teaching on war and peace, which says that peaceful means should be exhausted 
before it may be legitimate to defend oneself with arms. So this criterion of the Catholic 
Just War Theory requires both the maximising of nonviolent means (creating more 
instruments for non violent defence and the optimising of the use of these instruments 
(implementation, education). 

5. Official Catholic Social Teaching, however, does acknowledge the possibility of armed 
self defence of states as legitimate self defence (in accordance with UN Charter art 
51). The key text here is the Second Vatican Council’s Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et 
Spes, especially nr  79. One might even say that in official CST the Catholic variety of ‘ 
Just War’ has been replaced by a doctrine of ‘ legitimate self defence’ decades ago 
already (in Gaudier et Spes). Also the use of force to stop genocide is acknowledged in 
Catholic Social Teaching and the R2P (which has een expressed by now emeritus Pope 
Benedict XVI as Pontiff, when addressing the UN in 2008). Since the Catholic Social 
Teaching emphasises the rule of international and humanitarian law, the ethics of the 
use of force or ethics of combat already now presupposes the end of Just War, because 
there is no such war in international law. The debate on ‘Just War’ should rather focus on 
the legitimacy and moral quality of the use of force in confrontation with self defence of 
states (legitimate defence according to art. 51), the stopping of genocide ((humanitarian 
intervention) and R2P. 

6. ‘Just defence’ tradition as element of Catholic Social Teaching has several 
background traditions. It is not just based in ancient Roman Philosophy. It has a basis in 
biblical theology, especially in the book of Exodus , Chapter 17. The right to self 
defence, thus it has not, or not only, been introduced into Christianity in early, post- 
biblical, Christianity as it is often stated The Jewish tradition, as it has been received by 
Christianity, is a part of Revelation too. It is theologically risky to put this aside and focus 
solely on the non-violence of Jesus.; it might express a subtle, or less subtle, sort of 
theological pacifist antisemitism as it existed already since Marcionitism in the second 
century already; Marcion even spoke about two Gods, one violent and one non violent). 
The history of Christian antisemitism has shown that this is not a merely academic 
problem. So the right to self defence must be recognised. It implies the acceptance - not 
as a value, but as a fact- that it takes only one aggressor to start a war. The Exodus 
tradition with its emphasis on Justice and Liberation implies this right to self defence 
(including the state’s obligation to do so), and the obligation to defend the most 
vulnerable. But his does not lead t a general legitimacy of war as a normal instrument in 



 

 

foreign affairs. In stead, the rule is that killing is prohibited; the ‘jut defence’ is only about 
possible exceptions to this rule. 

7. The function of the Catholic theory of legitimate defence is not to provide a general 
legitimacy for all wars, but to have an instrument for prudential judgment whether or not 
self defence of states or the defence of the most vulnerable in the context of an armed 
conflict may require defensive use of force. 

8. To discuss the future of Just Defence specifically as an element in Catholic Social 
Teaching on War and Peace, it is necessary to distinguish between several levels of 
evaluation of ‘Just defence’  

 
- (a) the self justification of perpetrators of wars of aggression in cases, which is mostly not 

shared by the Catholic Church because it does not meet the criteria of the specific 
Catholic variety of Just Defence;  

- (b) the critical assessment of wars by the Church and other bystanders with help of its 
teaching on war and peace; very often, the tradition of legitimate defence provides a 
useful instrument for this (like in the criteria of Just Cause, proportionality, and indirect 
effect); to comment on bombings, these ‘ Just War’ criteria have been proven to be useful;  

- (c) the distinction between several Catholic and non-Christian ‘Just War theories’ 
specifically: the doctrine of self defence is formulated in Catholic Social Doctrine and in 
treaties to which the Holy See is party. This is essential, because the Catholic variety 
does not allow for the SEE (Supreme Emergency Exemption) which is part of the 
approaches of both John Rawls and Michael Walzer. The Catholic church has a specific 
variety of the Just war Theory/ Just Defence, which must e evaluated as such;  

- (d) the validity of a consequentialist/teleological approach in ethics (thinking in terms of 
means and effects of wars and disarmement), including prudence into the process of 
moral deliberation in the context of the ambiguity of peace processes; any fruitful type of 
ethics - whether nonviolent or accepting armed self defence, must at some point integrate 
Kantian deontology (the absolute obligation not to kill) with prudent and utilitarian 
arguments (looking at the quality of means and effects). Catholic Social Teaching on War 
and Peace has done so during at after the Second Vatican Council;  

- (e) the present status and meaning of separate criteria from the Catholic tradition of 
legitimate defence; here is for important that it highlights international law as a framework 
for conflict resolution, and that i priories the UN security Council as political authority- thus 
preventing early legitimisation of wars of aggression. 

- (f) the application of criteria in casuistry. Both the first and the second Gulf War found 
no acceptance by Pope John Paul II, because it did not meet several criteria of the 
Catholic doctrine of Just defence. 

- (g) The present criticism of wars as expressed in the Encyclical LaudatoSi of Pope 
Francis, who focuses on so called unintended, indirect or ‘double’ effects of wars and on 
the need to prevent conflicts by commenting on the main causes of war.  

- (h) In line with these reflections, it must be stated that Gaudium et Spes provides a moral 
framework for the military profession, too (GS, no. 79 as well), which offers 
opportunities for education among the military with regard to the formation of their 
conscience.  

- (i) International and humanitarian law need to be updated. There are to many lacunas 
compared with contemporary armed conflicts , which often are not ‘wars’ in a legal sense.  

 
9. Conclusion: what needs to happen is to maximise and optimise non violence,to promote 
nonviolence at the political level, it needs a strategy to claim substantial budget in state 
politics, for example, a budget linked to expenditure for defence, and a moral debate about 
the quality of military means (weapon techniques, levels of arms trade; military strategy, 
proportionate nature of peace operations; indirect effects of warfare, codes of conducts for 
military regarding human rights). Exactly because nonviolence must be promoted, and a 



 

 

possible necessary use of force must be proportionate and in accordance with the principle 
of double effect, this education must take place. 
 
Next to this, the tradition of self defence needs refinement by the Catholic Church at several 
levels of evaluation. 
 
Thirdly, the Catholic Church could well plead for improvement of international law, which it 
prefers as a framework for conflict resolution.  
 
Responses may be sent to: fredvaniersel@hotmail.com  
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