Individual Moral Responsibility in a Time of War
William F. Felice
Abstract
When a nation goes to war, the government calls on its citizens to accept its moral 
reasoning for violence and “rally around the flag.” Individuals, in and out of the 
government, who oppose the war, are faced with extreme moral dilemmas. What are a 
citizen’s moral duties in a time of war? What ethical responsibilities do citizens have to 
speak up and publicly oppose war policies they find morally dubious? How does an 
individual maintain his or her ethical autonomy in a time of war?
These questions are explored below through an examination of some of the 
leading ethical theories, including the broad frameworks of “ethical realism,” 
consequentialism, and deontology. The transcription of my interview with Peter Singer, 
one of the world’s leading utilitarian philosophers, is included in the text of this paper. 
Prof. Singer helps us with these thorny moral quandaries. Singer, Michael Walzer, 
Michael J. Smith, Bernard Williams and the other ethical theorists give us valuable 
avenues to deepen our moral reasoning on these issues. 
Yet, too often during war many of us sacrifice our ethical autonomy and accept 
the decisions of our leaders. Former Secretary of State Colin Powell, for example, stayed 
in the government and actively promoted a war and interrogation policies that he found 
morally dubious. Should Powell have resigned from office in an attempt to halt these 
policies? Why did “loyalty” to the President become a higher virtue than ethical 
autonomy? The same issue exists for citizens outside the government who oppose the 
war. Instead of acting on these sentiments, many people turn inward, focus on their 
private lives, and no longer feel any moral responsibility for the destruction carried out in 
their name. This paper is an exploration of why this occurs. 
Introduction
On a daily basis, most of us make ethical1 judgments all the time in relation to 
private action. We make moral judgments about individuals who murder, cheat, lie and 
steal. We expect that individuals will act on “universal” principles in their treatment of 
others independent of race, gender, sexuality and class. At the national level, appeals to 
the public good and the responsibilities and duties of public office are also based on 
ethical judgments.
I am concerned with levels of moral responsibility and accountability. In large 
bureaucracies (corporations, governments, universities) it is often difficult to attribute 
moral responsibility to anyone. Dennis Thompson calls this the problem of “many 
hands.” When an action of the government causes harm to innocents, it is often difficult 
to trace the “fingerprints of responsibility” to individual actors. There is a tendency to 
deny the responsibility of an individual person, instead attributing blame abstractly to 
“the system” or the government or “the state.” Citizens often feel unable to connect 
criticisms of the government with the actions of individuals inside the structures of the 
state.2
The decisions leading to the war and occupation of Iraq were ultimately made at 
the highest levels of the US and British governments. Legal and moral responsibility lies 
with the President, Prime Minister and their cabinets as hierarchical responsibility does 
coincide with moral responsibility. Yet, can an ethical analysis of the war stop with the 
actions of the President, Prime Minister and their principal advisers? Should others in the 
government also be held to standards of moral accountability? Do individual citizens 
have any moral duties in regard to the war?
This project will explore the degrees of moral responsibility that public officials 
and private citizens bear for the actions of the US and British governments in the current 
war in Iraq. Clearly moral “responsibility” for an outcome is largely dependent upon the 
contribution an individual actually made, or could have made, to the policy outcome.
The actions of Colin Powell are examined in such depth because of his position as 
Secretary of State. From an ethical point of view, should he have acted differently? If he 
objected, for example, to US policy in Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib, should he have 
resigned? For many observers, it was painful to watch former Secretary Powell appear to 
sacrifice his moral principles by supporting U.S. conduct in a war that he personally felt 
was ethically troublesome. Did his failure to resign give the green light to the 
administration to continue questionable ethical policies?
These issues go beyond the Office of the Secretary of State. What is the moral 
responsibility of others in the US and British governments? If an individual believes that 
the US or British government violated basic norms of morality and justice, what is he or 
she to do? If the individual’s voice is ignored inside the government, does this person 
have an ethical duty to resign? 
In Britain, taking moral responsibility often means resigning from office in protest 
of policies the official finds ethically dubious. In the British parliamentary system, 
ministers have more political independence from the executive branch than their 
1Whereas it is commonly believed that there is some distinction between the terms “ethical” and “moral,” 
in philosophy they are synonyms, with the former derived from the Greek and the latter from the Latin.
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counterparts in the U.S. The list of British government leaders who resigned from office 
to protest Blair’s decision to align with the US and invade Iraq is impressive, including 
the following: Bob Blizzard, Anne Campbell, Robin Cook, John Denham, Michael Jabez 
Foster, Lord Hunt, Ken Purchase, Andy Reed, Carne Ross, Clare Short, and Elizabeth 
Wilmshurst.
In the US, on the other hand, accepting moral responsibility for American foreign 
policy decisions has, for the most part, not included resignation. In the entire history of 
the US, only two Secretaries of State, Williams Jennings Bryan and Cyrus Vance, have 
resigned for ethical reasons. Certain individuals in the US Foreign Service, however, did 
resign over Iraq, including career diplomats John H. Brown, John Kiesling, and Mary A. 
Wright. Were these officials correct in their actions? Or, were these flamboyant 
resignations examples of "moral self-indulgence," i.e., an effort to appear as a “moral” 
person and keep one's hands clean no matter what happens to the rest of society?
3
Would 
it have been better for these diplomats to work from the inside and fight for their moral 
beliefs within the government? Is this more effective than resignation?
And what about the rest of us who aren’t in the government? What are our moral 
duties in a time of war? By not speaking out and actively working to stop our government 
from committing torture, Mark Danner asserts that “we all torturers now.”
4
It is now 
impossible for individual Americans to deny knowledge of human rights abuses by their 
own government. What ethical responsibility do we have to speak up and publicly oppose 
these policies?
Weisband and Franck define “ethical autonomy” as “the willingness to assert 
one’s own principled judgment, even if that entails violating rules, values, or perceptions 
of the organization, peer group, or team.”
5
How does an individual protect his or her 
ethical autonomy in a time of war? Is it possible to be ethically autonomous in the 
government? How does one resist “groupthink”? 
This paper will address the following questions:
Do the leading ethical theories help us to better understand individual and 
collective responsibility in a time of war? 
Are there absolute moral boundaries that can never be crossed? Is there an ethical 
line that once traversed will compel a moral person to act?
Is there a different set of moral judgments regarding State behavior as opposed to 
individual conduct? Are there differences between personal and collective responsibility?
Ethical Realism?
Ethics, also known as moral philosophy, attempts to distinguish between right and 
wrong behavior. Ethical theories have been applied to war and violence with “just war” 
theories influencing policy-makers. However, the intellectual framework utilized by the 
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overwhelming majority of the world’s foreign policy decision-makers is an almost 
“amoral” calculation of what action best serves the “national interest.” The first-rate 
foreign policy expert will give absolute priority to the interests of his or her nation, which 
often means neglecting and opposing the material interests of those outside this partial 
community. Through this lens, policy-options pose few moral dilemmas, as these 
decisions are merely practical solutions to real-world problems. Some who call 
themselves “political realists” share such a view of the separation of ethics from politics. 
To a political realist, history demonstrates that states must focus on power and 
wealth to survive in the international system. Morality has a limited role to play in this 
anarchical, dangerous world. Since the time of Thucydides in ancient Greece, states have 
consistently chosen power over negotiated diplomatic agreements, with the “logic of fear 
and escalation” always pushing out the “logic of moderation and peaceful diplomacy.” 
This overriding priority of “national security” means that ethics plays an extremely 
circumscribed role in the deliberations of states. Many realists argue that in international 
politics “only the weak resort to moral argument.”
6
Many powerful officials in the US government have stated strongly that, in their 
view, moral considerations have no place in politics. For example, Dean Acheson, former 
Secretary of State under President Harry Truman, was asked by President Kennedy in 
1962 to serve on the Executive Committee to advise the President on an appropriate 
response to the Cuban missile crisis. Acheson later wrote that during these discussions, 
when the lives of millions of people were in danger, “those involved…will remember the 
irrelevance of the supposed moral considerations brought out in the discussions…moral 
talk did not bear on the problem.”
7
Realist counsel has traditionally excluded morality 
from foreign policy and instead focused solely on the “national interest.” 
American diplomat and historian George F. Kennan, expresses this view clearly: 
“our own national interest is all that we are really capable of knowing and 
understanding”…“the process of government…is a practical exercise and not a moral 
one” …“Let us not assume that our moral values…necessarily have validity for people 
everywhere.”
8
Kennan, in fact, goes even further to separate morality from politics. He argues 
that the nature of political office renders morality irrelevant:
“When the individual’s behavior passes through the machinery of political 
organization and merges with that of millions of other individuals to find its expression in 
the actions of a government, then it undergoes a general transmutation, and the same 
moral concepts are no longer relevant to it.”
9
Thus Kennan strongly believed that policy recommendations should reflect the 
realistic assessment of American interests and not moral values. For example, Kennan 
opposed the American war in Vietnam, for the simple reason that the engagement did not 
serve the national interest. In his testimony on Vietnam, Kennan stated, “I am trying to 
look at this whole problem not from the moral standpoint, but from the practical one.” 
Kennan hated communism and the Viet Cong. But the point was not his (or the country’s) 
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moral stance toward communism, but rather his assessment that the United States simply 
could not “shoulder the main burden of determining the political realities in any other 
country, and particularly not in one remote from our shores, from our culture, and from 
the experience of our people.”
10
Yet, this does not mean that no ethics apply to statecraft. Rather, it is accepting a 
difference in the morals that apply to individuals versus those that apply to the state. An 
individual can base his or her conduct on such principles as honesty and nonviolence. 
The state, on the other hand, must protect its position of “power” in the international 
system. This means, on the one hand, that the state should not engage in ideological 
crusades for democracy and freedom which could dilute its power. But, on the other 
hand, there are key “realist” virtues that enhance the state’s power position and thus be 
embraced. These ethical norms are said to include prudence, humility, study, 
responsibility, and patriotism. Such an approach allows leaders to conduct a responsible 
and tough defense of the national interest, but still show respect for others. The claim 
made for the cosmopolitan significance of this realist approach has been named “ethical 
realism.” “Ethical realism is therefore of universal and eternal value for the conduct of 
international affairs, and especially useful as a guiding philosophy for the United States 
and its war on terror.”
11
As a representative of the community overall, the government official has a 
primary obligation to the national interest, and, in particular, the security and integrity of 
the state. The ethics of “humility” and “prudence” can help protect the security of the 
state. However, the necessities of national existence cannot be sorted out through an 
ethical lens of right and wrong conduct. Effective statecraft demands that officials act to 
protect the whole, even if individual and collective moral principles are sacrificed. The 
government official must protect the interests of the community above all else. As a 
result, according to international relations theorist Hans Morgenthau, there is a 
“difference in the moral principles that apply to the private citizen in his relations with 
other private citizens and to the public figure in dealing with other public figures.”
12

Many of these “political realists” and/or “ethical realists” seem to embrace 
Machiavelli’s division of morality between the public and private worlds.
Machiavelli: Two Moralities
Machiavelli’s influence cannot be exaggerated and his impact on leaders 
continues unabated into the twenty-first century. Machiavelli argued that since the state 
represented the highest form of social existence attainable by humanity, it must be 
protected at all cost. He thus sought to refine the political methods necessary to protect 
the state, independent of personal morality. In fact, such methods may be morally 
detestable to one’s personal code of ethics. A politician can’t afford the luxury of living a 
morally pure life, an option perhaps open for private citizens or isolated philosophers 
(like Socrates). But if you make yourself responsible for the welfare of others, 
Machiavelli believed that you had a moral duty to take actions that will provide them 
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with protection. There are thus two moralities—one for the public world and the other for 
the private world. He is not arguing against morality in public life, but rather two 
alternative ethical frameworks, two conflicting systems of values, between the public and 
private realms.
13
According to Machiavelli, any analogy between the state and an individual is 
false, and thus a different morality applies to each. Since it is the overall welfare of the 
community that makes a society great, as opposed to the welfare of an individual, 
Machiavelli’s priority was the well-being of the state. His well-know, harsh and terrifying 
methods are designed for a single purpose—a patriotic desire to protect and secure his 
nation. To protect the state, it is necessary for a leader to “have learned how to be other 
than good.” A leader may employ terrorism or kindness as needed, keeping in mind that 
citizens prefer vengeance and security to liberty. It is “far safer to be feared than loved.” 
But, beware exciting hatred, for hatred will destroy you in the end.
14
For Machiavelli, the ends justify the means, as he unambiguously writes in the 
forty-first chapter of the third book of The Discourses:
“That advice deserves to be noted and observed by any citizen who finds himself 
counseling his fatherland, for where one deliberates entirely on the safety of his 
fatherland, there ought not to enter any consideration of either just or unjust, merciful or 
cruel, praiseworthy or ignominious; indeed every other concern put aside, one ought to 
follow entirely the policy that saves its life and maintains its liberty.”
15
The well-being of the state is much more important than the well-being of the 
individual. From this perspective, immoral actions (killing of innocents, terror, torture 
and so on) are permitted in the pursuit of a society’s basic interests. In exceptional 
circumstances such acts may be acceptable and necessary to protect the state. There is no 
moral conflict here. 
Think of this as “Man of La Mancha” ethics. “…to go into the depths of hell for a 
heavenly goal.” The “heavenly” goal is the security of the state. There is no higher ethic. 
Set personal morality aside and act with dispatch to protect the state. These are the 
necessities of politics. It is unfortunately “necessary” to have what modern philosophers 
call “dirty hands” in order to carry out the responsibilities of statecraft. To survive in our 
turbulent and anarchic world, and protect our economic viability, political independence, 
and geographical borders, it is necessary to set aside traditional morality, and when 
needed, lie, cheat, spy, murder, torture, and commit other cruelties. The practice of 
politics seems to require the violation of key personal moral standards. Machiavelli 
believed, for example, that cruelty could be “well employed” and that “evil” acts were 
permissible if they were done for “the necessity of self-preservation.”
16
The clearest interpretation of Machiavelli is that he is arguing only that it is 
“sometimes” necessary to override ethical standards.
17
However, this idea that it is 
“sometimes” necessary to set aside “ordinary” morality, establishes a separate standard 
for the state as opposed to the individual. Politicians, community leaders, and activists 
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who deserve our moral scrutiny, are instead viewed as participating in a particular role 
where there is a need for “dirty hands.”
18

The phrase “dirty hands” comes from Jean-Paul Sartre’s play Les mains sales 
(Dirty Hands). In the play, Hoederer explains the necessity of dirtying one’s hands to 
Hugo, who resists acting immorally: 
Hugo: I never lie to my comrades. I---Why should you fight for the liberation of 
men, if you think no more of them than to stuff their heads with falsehoods?
Hoederer: I’ll lie when I must, and I have contempt for no one. I wasn’t the one 
who invented lying…We shall not abolish lying by refusing to tell lies, but by using 
every means at hand…
Hugo: All means are not good.
Hoederer: All means are good when they’re effective.
…
Hoederer: …How you cling to your purity, young man! How afraid you are to soil 
your hands! All right, stay pure! What good will it do? Why did you join us? Purity is an 
idea for a yogi or a monk. You intellectuals…use it as a pretext for doing nothing. To do 
nothing, to remain motionless, arms at your sides, wearing kid gloves. Well, I have dirty 
hands. Right up to the elbows. I’ve plunged them in filth and blood. But what do you 
hope? Do you think you can govern innocently?
19
Hoederer is the voice of Machiavelli and political realism. The ends do justify the 
means; immoral behavior may be required to achieve moral ends. The key issue becomes 
one of pragmatism and efficiency, e.g. are the means effective or not? Public policy is 
seen as a tremendous responsibility with a politician’s actions potentially impacting on 
the lives of many. There are obligations and duties that flow from the acceptance of this 
role. One must be ruthless in the pursuit of the objectives of the state. To refuse to use all 
methods at one’s disposal, including dishonesty and cunning, is to betray those who put 
their trust in you to represent their interests. If there is a morality in politics, it is a 
“consequentialist” ethic with success measured by power, prestige, prosperity and 
security for the individual state. Political realism can thus be seen through an ethical lens 
of “partial utilitarianism” in that the concern is the welfare of a fraction of the global 
community.
20
Good action is based on efficacy and thus, through this pragmatist lens, there is 
really no problem of dirty hands. “Guilt” in this situation is simply irrational. If one is 
acting in accordance with the dictates of one’s official duty, there is no reason to feel 
degraded or “dirty.” And the dictates of office demand moral compromises. Machiavelli 
is quite clear on this point: “If all men were good, this would not be good advice, but 
since they are dishonest and do not keep faith with you, you, in return, need not keep 
faith with them.”
21
Realists thus argue that survival in a wicked and corrupt world 
depends upon the willingness to use immoral means. And, clearly, the taking of innocent 
lives through the waging of war is perhaps the most momentous example of “dirty hands” 
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in the real world. History teaches that most States kill in certain economic and political 
contexts. “Just war” theory is an attempt to put limits on the government’s legitimate use 
of violence as an instrument of foreign policy, but at the same time recognizes the 
injustice of war. As Michael Walzer, perhaps the world’s leading thinker on just war 
theory, writes: “Just war theory is an effort to set limits on the injuries inflicted on 
innocent people; no just war theorist I know of even pretends to overcome the injustices 
that are an intimate part of warfare itself.”
22

Walzer and Guilt
Walzer, on the one hand, agrees with political realists that it may be impossible to 
govern innocently because political life is filled with real world dilemmas that 
compromise moral clarity. Yet, on the other hand, he believes that such a leader should 
be filled with guilt and remorse. War may be necessary from a partial utilitarian point of 
view to protect the long term interests of the nation. Yet, a leader should always 
remember the innocents who are killed in war and from a deontological perspective that 
privileges the right to life, experience feelings of shame and guilt. In the end, Walzer 
endorses, with qualifications, the conventional wisdom that no one succeeds in politics 
without getting his or her hands dirty.
23
In fact, Walzer believes that it is only through the lens of “dirty hands” that we 
can identify a true “moral politician.” He writes: “Here is the moral politician: it is by his 
dirty hands that we know him. If he were a moral man and nothing else, his hands would 
not be dirty; if he were a politician and nothing else, he would pretend that they were 
clean.”
24
The moral politician feels guilty, and that is how he or she is identified. The 
leader knows she has done something wrong, but also knows that the action was “the best 
thing to do on the whole in the circumstances.” Walzer continues: “Indeed, if he did not 
feel guilty, ‘he would not be such a good man.’ It is by his feelings that we know him.”
25 
Central to Walzer’s thinking is the idea that the politician must feel some sense of 
shame, guilt and pain. If they don’t feel these emotions, they cannot be considered “moral 
politicians.” This point of view stands in contrast to the politician who justifies her 
actions through the lens of utilitarianism. The utilitarian philosopher would argue that the 
political leader must overcome her moral inhibitions, or as Machiavelli put it learn “how 
not to be good” for the interests of the nation. A leader who authorizes the torture of a 
prisoner may, if the conditions are appropriate, then be described as good and “perhaps, 
to be honored for making the right decision when it was a hard decision to make.”
26
This 
is the clear attitude of the Bush administration which rewards those individuals from 
intelligence, justice, defense and state that made the “hard decisions” that led to torture 
and preventive war. These individuals are proud of their actions and do not, publicly at 
least, show any sense of shame, guilt or pain. Using Walzer’s criteria, these powerful 
men and women cannot be described as “moral politicians” since they have no feelings of 
guilt. 
The rationale of the Bush Administration in explaining its Iraq policies is pure 
Machiavellianism. The administration considers its action’s moral because they are based 
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on a (neoconservative) calculation of what is best for the long-term interests of a partial 
community, the U.S. The Bush Administration justifies its actions in the “war on 
terrorism” through this utilitarian framework. For example, Amnesty International, the 
Red Cross and many other human rights organizations have documented evidence of 
torture and widespread cruel, inhumane and degrading treatment by the U.S. at the 
Guantanamo Bay detention camp. The administration’s response has been to consistently 
attack the organizations and individuals who raise these issues. Vice President Dick 
Cheney said that he was “offended” by those who criticize the U.S. and declared: “Just in 
this administration, we’ve liberated 50 million people from the Taliban in Afghanistan 
and from Saddam Hussein in Iraq, two terribly repressive regimes that slaughtered 
hundreds of thousands of their own people.”
27
The U.S. has learned how “not to be good” 
in order to bring liberty and freedom to the world. 
The Bush administration, however, has distinguished itself from traditional 
political realists through its forceful promotion of a “neoconservative” foreign policy 
agenda. These policies are based on the premise that national security is attained through 
democracy promotion abroad and, in certain cases, the use of unilateral military 
intervention to fight terrorists and support freedom. Neoconservative activists were 
critical of the presidencies of George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton for lacking both moral 
clarity and the conviction to unilaterally act to pursue the American national interest. The 
“Bush Doctrine,” adopted after September 11, 2001, embraced these central ideas of the 
neoconservative movement. The G. W. Bush administration endorsed the idea of 
unilateral pre-emptive military action against the threat of terrorism, and declared that 
that the United States “will be strong enough to dissuade potential adversaries from 
pursuing a military build-up in hopes of surpassing, or equaling, the power of the United 
States.”
28
Neoconservatives applauded this policy change and urged America to embrace 
its new imperial role.
The invasion and occupation of Iraq was thus justified not on grounds of political 
realism, but rather through the ethics and “moral clarity” of the neoconservatives. Realist 
fears of the dangers of overextension through global “crusades” for freedom and 
democracy (as noted above by Kennan and Morgenthua) were set aside. Instead, Iraq 
became the great “evil” with Hussein the new Hitler (or Stalin). Diplomacy and sanctions 
to contain Hussein were said to be not only ineffectual, but forms of appeasement. Harsh 
and brutal military force was thus seen as necessary to confront this evil and create an 
opening for a free and democratic Iraq and Middle East. 
In this justification of US policies in the war in Iraq, the Bush administration 
asserts a position of moral clarity to justify its harsh policies. Walzer notes the difference 
between a “justification” (like Cheney’s) and an “excuse.” The later is typically an 
admission of fault, whereas the former is not.
29
But to the utilitarian who only sees the 
usefulness of her actions, feelings of guilt and fault will not apply. Laws and norms are 
set-aside and annulled for a higher purpose. Why would an individual feel guilty, “when 
he has no reason for believing that he is guilty?”
30
And this is exactly the public position 
of the Bush administration. Mistakes may have been made in the execution of the war 
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policies in Iraq, but overall, according to the Bush administration, the cause is just and 
US actions have moral integrity. 
One does not get a sense that the members of the Bush foreign policy team are 
morally troubled by their decisions. Their almost religious certitude that these policies are 
correct is the opposite of the soul-searching politician Walzer promotes. Walzer calls on 
our leaders to be deeply reflective of some very high standards of decency before 
embarking on a “just war.” For example, Walzer argues that a “politician with dirty 
hands needs to have a soul, and it is best for us all if he has some hope of personal 
salvation, however that is conceived.” Walzer continues:
“It is not the case that when he does bad in order to do good he surrenders himself 
forever to the demon of politics. He commits a determinate crime, and he must pay a 
determinate penalty. When he has done so, his hands will be clean again, or as clean as 
human hands can ever be.”
31
The analogy is to civil disobedience—one goes beyond the legal limit to do what 
is right and accepts the punishment for violating the law. Yet, as Walzer notes: “In most 
cases of dirty hands moral rules are broken for reasons of state, and no one provides the 
punishment.” Therefore it is up to us, through philosophical reflection and political 
activity to “set the stakes and maintain the values.” The moral stakes should be set “very 
high” so that they are never overridden “too quickly or too often.” When politicians take 
moral risks and dirty their hands, a community’s high ethical standard can evoke the 
sense of shame and guilt that will keep such immoral actions to a minimum.
32
Thus, on 
the one hand, Walzer attempts to set the bar high with clear deontological principles 
defining high moral and ethical standards for political leaders. Yet, on the other hand, he 
acknowledges the difficulties in politics of not committing a “moral wrong” and thus 
allows for “dirty hands.” So, in the end, Walzer expects our leaders to adhere to moral 
principles regarding the use of force with a “utilitarian escape hatch” allowing security to 
trump all other considerations. 
Is Walzer’s escape hatch too large? On the one hand, Walzer helps us to see the 
lack of “moral politicians” in the Bush administration. The high standards written into 
just war theory were ignored in the rush to war in Iraq. These leaders do not feel any 
sense of guilt or shame for their decisions that resulted in tens of thousands of innocent 
deaths. Just war theory—jus ad bellum, jus in bello, and jus post bellum—gives us a 
language to morally evaluate and criticize these leaders who have embarked on these 
perilous policies.
Yet, on the other hand, there is something deeply unsatisfying in Walzer’s 
conclusions. In fact, doesn’t his “utilitarian escape hatch” provide an opening for the 
Bush administration to ethically justify the war in Iraq? In the end, Walzer provides 
political leaders with an elaborate rationalization to set aside human rights norms and 
laws in the name of the interests of the community overall. While Walzer’s personal 
sympathy for just war morality is clear, in the end it is hard not to see his work used by 
state leaders to justify utilitarian calculations. It is precisely such utilitarian logic that 
informs the actions of the Bush administration in Iraq today.
Furthermore, does it all really just come down to “feelings” of guilt, shame and 
pain? Is there nothing more that can be said? Is it really impossible to live and govern by 
moral principles and deontological norms? Does state security really depend on leaders 
succumbing to “dirty hands” and the sacrifice of basic moral principles?
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Unfortunately, the final conclusion to draw from Walzer is that it is almost 
impossible for an individual in the government to assert his or her “ethical autonomy.” In 
the end, government officials are called upon to sacrifice personal morality in the name 
of the state. This means that there are few voices of dissent against “groupthink”; few 
individuals able to “stick to their guns” about what they feel, see, believe and know; few 
individuals willing to assert that his or her individual ethical standards might be better in 
a particular situation.
33
The working hypothesis going into the Foreign Service is that one 
must be willing to set aside one’s personal morality for the sake of the national interest. 
Thus, when a conflict arises, the response won’t be to resign or act for ethical principles. 
The expectation is that one will remain silent and accept that “dirty hands” are inevitable. 
Human Rights/Deontology
A basic division in ethics is between consequentialist and deontological theories. 
Consequentialist theories focus on the goodness of results; it is the ultimate outcome that 
is of overriding moral importance. For example, the reason it is wrong to torture is not 
because the act of torture is morally reprehensible, but because a world in which people 
engage in torture is worse than a world in which they do not. Or, with preventive war, a 
consequentialist might reason that it is wrong to practice preventive war because a world 
in which all nations engaged in such actions is worse than a world in which they do not. 
Morality is determined by outcomes and not by means. Utilitarianism, the most 
influential consequentialist theory, is based on the premise that right action is that which 
produces the most happiness of the greatest number. To a utilitarian, the moral worth of 
an action is thereby determined by its contribution to overall utility.
34

The ethical foundations of both Machiavelli and political realism, discussed so 
far, can be seen as a “partial” utilitarian approach to politics. Realists, for example, are 
partial to the positive ultimate outcomes for their particular community, and not 
necessarily that of the global community. Preventive war and torture would thus not 
necessarily be wrong if it protected the interests of this partial community, even if these 
actions resulted in a more dangerous world system overall. 
An alternative ethical approach is that of deontology, from the Greek deon for 
“duty.” A deontologist, rather than focusing on consequences, will examine the rightness 
of a particular action. The reason that it is wrong to torture is that it is inherently wrong to 
do so; it violates one’s “duty” to central religious or secular moral principles. Or, with the 
example of preventive war, a deontologist might reason that it is wrong to practice 
preventive war because such action violates the “duty” not to kill innocent civilians. 
Immanuel Kant is almost certainly the most well-known philosopher who advocated a 
secular deontological ethic. Kant bases moral duty on the universal rightness or 
wrongness of actions that, he asserts, apply to all rational free agents. Kant’s “Categorical 
Imperative” is based on the principle of universalizability, which is “never to act except 
in such a way that I can also will that my maxim should become a universal law.” Also 
central to Kant’s perspective is his “principle of respect,” which is to: “Act in such a way 
that you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any 
other, never simply as a means, but always at the same time as an end.” These two 
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maxims (or tenets) are treated equally by Kant, and he takes them as amounting to the 
same precept.
35
Kant believed that the human race was united not just by biology but by moral 
law. The Categorical Imperative is a component of who we are as human beings, as 
natural to our make-up as breathing and eating. It is part of the definition of what it 
means to be a human being. As rational, intelligent beings we have the ability to apply 
these “maxims” and reach the right decisions in difficult circumstances. Although we 
come from different cultures and absorb diverse customs, the requirements of morality 
remain consistent everywhere. This feature of the human condition allows morality and 
notions of justice to move beyond the individual (or the family or the state) and become 
truly global and universal.
36
Unfortunately, our will to follow these natural dictates of 
morality is weak. Therefore, Kant believed that we need a legal, constitutional order that 
governs both our relations with fellow citizens and nation-states with one another. Kant 
further argues for “a constitution based on cosmopolitan right in so far as individuals and 
states, coexisting in an external relationship of mutual influences, may be regarded as 
citizens of a universal state of mankind (ius cosmopoliticum)”.
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To a significant degree, the movement to establish international human rights 
after WWII took up Kant’s challenge to establish a legal order based on cosmopolitan 
deontological maxims to govern the behavior of individuals and states. A right can be 
defined as a claim on others to a certain type of treatment. A “human” right is a claim 
that is made simply because one is a human being. Human rights are alleged to be 
universal and exist independently of the customs or legal systems of particular countries. 
Human rights establish the minimum standards of decency toward the treatment of the 
individual and imply duties for individuals, governments, and non-state actors (including 
international financial institutions and multinational corporations). 
The corpus of international human rights law adopted by the member states of the 
United Nations is grounded in Kant’s key principles of universalizability and respect. 
International human rights carve out a realm of protection for individuals and groups. No 
actor can legitimately violate these norms. 
Key human rights norms codified in the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights
38
relevant to the current war in Iraq include: 
*the right to life, liberty, and the security of the person;
*freedom from torture and from cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment;
*freedom from arbitrary arrest, detention, or exile;
*the right to a fair and public trial;
*freedom from interference in privacy and correspondence;
*freedom of thought, conscious, and religion;
*freedom of opinion and expression;
*freedom of peaceful assembly and association.
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In addition, there are core fundamental principles in international law regarding 
proper action between states also relevant to the war in Iraq. Dorothy Jones summarizes 
nine basic principles as:
*the sovereign equality of states;
*the territorial integrity and political independence of states;
*equal rights and self-determination of peoples;
*nonintervention in the internal affairs of states;
*peaceful settlement of disputes between states;
*no threat or use of force;
*fulfillment in good faith of international obligations;
*cooperation with other states;
*respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms.
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Does this human rights and international law framework provide a mechanism for 
individuals to be able to assert “ethical autonomy”? Are these human rights claims 
helpful for individuals to be able to stand up for key ethical norms?
The problem, of course, is that rights frequently conflict. Developed countries in 
the North often prioritize civil and political liberties claiming that these rights “trump” 
other claims. For example, rights to “freedom” and “democracy” are often privileged 
over economic and social human rights. Few actions are taken to meet the entire 
spectrum of rights articulated in the “International Bill of Human Rights.”
40
To make 
human rights the cornerstone of domestic and foreign policy means determining the often 
difficult trade-offs between rights that must be made to build a just society. There are 
conflicts between rights, and resolution of such conflicts might require the 
accommodation of different values. The metaphor or rights as trumps that override all 
competing considerations is thus only partially useful. Real life is more complex. 
International human rights law, for example affirms both a right to security and a right to 
privacy. What if the government determines that to provide security it must violate 
citizen’s privacy? Even the right to life can be abrogated in situations of self-defense.
41

Kant dismissed such talk of trade-offs. He held that morally permissible behavior 
does not violate the Categorical Imperative. Torture, for example, would never be 
allowed; in fact, you would never treat a person as merely a means to an end. Even in a 
war on terror, Kant would demand that one never practice deceit, never lie, and act to 
uphold the dignity of all individuals. Yet, in the real world, is this consistent moral 
behavior possible? Is a lie, for example, never permitted? Is it always the case that one 
should tell the truth? The well-known illustration of a family hiding Jews during World 
War II starkly presents the dilemma. Shouldn’t one lie to the Gestapo to protect the 
innocent Jews?
Michael J. Smith proposes a path out of this quandary involving two-stages of 
moral reasoning. “In the first stage, one follows Kant’s categorical imperative procedure
—choosing a maxim that can be followed by all rational beings, willing it to be a law in a 
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presumed new social order, imagining the character of that new social order after the 
maxim has been adopted, asking himself whether he could consistently will and live in 
that order.” This leads to an acceptance of a “common morality,” e.g., “one ought not to 
inflict evil or harm,” “the prima facie obligation of treating people equally,” and so on. 
However, Smith believes that the application of these principles to states raises a new 
level of moral reasoning.
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This second stage of moral reasoning is concerned with “the translation of 
abstract maxims consecrated by the categorical imperative procedure into the real world,” 
which requires an examination of consequences. Smith argues that while Kant excluded 
“hypothetical consequences in the determination of the right” this did not mean “he was 
indifferent to the consequences of the application” of that right (or moral maxim). And in 
the application of human rights/moral maxim’s there are at least two significant 
problems. First, as we have seen, there are conflicts between rights and rules. In order to 
determine which rights shall prevail, we must examine the consequences of each choice 
and ask, for example, what are the consequences of privileging security over privacy or 
the right to life over preventive war, and so on. Second, moral principles on their own do 
not produce a strategy for justice. Strategies for justice are not simply the “the 
mechanical application of abstract, if unassailable, moral principles, but also a skillful 
exercise of psychological, economic, social, and political judgment. Such judgment 
entails a shrewd assessment of the likely consequences of a given action.”
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The ultimate goal of Smith’s two stages of moral reasoning is not to loop back to 
a utilitarian focus on the maximization of “nonmoral” goods like utility or happiness. But 
rather it is intended to develop a plan to the “moral” intentions of international human 
rights outlined above. To get there, he argues, we must start from the world as it is. And 
if the “possible and likely results of our action achieve these larger goals,” than it is okay 
to compromise our moral maxims. Smith argues that we must “match our considered 
judgments against the rules derived deontologically.” “I am simply suggesting that in 
undertaking rule-based actions, we consider the consequences of those actions for the 
larger goals we are seeking.”
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Yet, as with Walzer, Smith leaves us with a huge opening for utilitarian 
calculations to move to the fore. It is hard to see how “ethical autonomy” can be 
preserved through Smith’s two stages. For in Smith’s second stage, states “need to 
protect either their nonmoral interests (like power and wealth) or their parochial, partial 
moral interests (like the maintenance of a separate community) that conflict with the 
interests of others.” Smith suggests this is possible without “threaten[ing] the moral 
autonomy of others.” Although I applaud Smith’s attempt to overcome the dilemmas in a 
pure deontological approach, I fear the outcome. Once “power and wealth” are given 
priority, all else moves to the back of the line. In fact, one danger in this approach is that 
the human rights/deontological moral principles will merely serve as a façade for states to 
pursue the “national interest” traditionally defined. Do human rights, in the end, just give 
a moral justification for states to use force as they see fit? Does the language of “human 
rights” and “just war” perpetuate a charade? And does this approach absolve individuals 
from any responsibility? If this is the case, why do we engage in these discussions?
Is it really impossible to envision a way for individuals and states to operate with 
ethical autonomy? I propose that these issues be approached by looking at how these 
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moral dilemmas play themselves out within and outside the government and how specific 
individuals have responded.
Politics and Ethical Autonomy
A politician is a professional who has specific responsibility for the welfare of the 
citizens of his or her country. Inevitable conflicts arise between how the world “is” as 
opposed to how it “ought” to be. In dealing with the world as it “is,” a professional 
foreign policy expert must evaluate the propriety of instrumental decisions in relation to 
their personal ethical framework. Is it possible in this situation for this professional to 
maintain his or her “ethical autonomy?” 
Moral compromises come not just from personally engaging in an action that one 
finds ethically problematic (murder, torture, lying, and so on). I think that “dirty hands” 
can also arise by not speaking up or acting to oppose such ethically dubious policies 
carried out by an individual’s government. Foreign Service officers bear particular 
responsibility during a time of war. These officers may not be in a decision making role 
or personally responsible for implementing the war policies. Yet their job is to publicly 
defend the policies of the government. If an individual Foreign Service officer in this 
government comes to a decision that the war effort is morally wrong, how does the 
individual protect his or her ethical autonomy?
Giving up one’s career through resignation is not the first thing that comes to 
mind for most people in this situation. In fact, most convince themselves that they are 
needed right where they are and that resignation would be a futile, wasted gesture. But, as 
Bernard Williams points out, this classic “working from within” argument “has kept 
many queasy people tied to many appalling ventures for remarkably long periods.”
45
Yet 
the consequences of asserting one’s “ethical autonomy” could mean the termination of a 
career, which is an extremely thorny step.
Williams poses the dilemma as follows:
Plato’s question—how can the good rule?
Machiavelli’s question—how to rule the world as it is?
Williams question—how can the good rule the world as it is?
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Williams argues that different levels of moral compromise must be faced if the 
“good” are to “rule the world as it is”. Democratic politics, in particular, involves 
bargaining between actors with conflicting interests and different priorities, and thus 
compromise is necessary. The government may align with a despicable regime in a 
temporary coalition, or break a promise, or mislead a friend. A Foreign Service officer 
may find these actions distasteful, short sighted, and not in the long-term national interest 
of the US. Yet, this person would probably not resign in protest due to this recognition 
that ruling “the world as it is” involves moral compromise. Williams correctly points out 
that “democracy has a tendency to impose higher expectations with regard even to the 
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means, since under democracy control of politicians is precisely supposed to be a 
function of the expectations of the electorate.”
47
In the end, Williams’s argument is similar to that of Walzer and M.J. Smith. 
Williams believes that we need to hold on to the idea “and to find some politicians who 
will hold on to the idea, that there are actions which remain morally disagreeable even 
when politically justified. The point of this is not at all that it is edifying to have 
politicians who, while as ruthless in action as others, are unhappy about it. Sackcloth is 
not suitable dress for politicians, least of all successful ones. The point—and this is basic 
to my argument—is that only those who are reluctant or disinclined to do the morally 
disagreeable when it is really necessary have much chance of not doing it when it is not 
necessary.”
48
So again, the basic argument is that the moral ends of politics demand that an 
individual sacrifice his or her ethical autonomy. The problem again, of course, is that this 
opens up a huge door for consequentialist reasoning at the expense of human rights. If, 
for example, the expected outcome of preemptive war is the liberation of 25 million 
people, the sacrifice of human rights (including the right to life) for thousands could be 
potentially “morally” justified. Unfortunately, history teaches us that victims find their 
rights sacrificed for an outside chance of a successful intervention. Most experts, for 
example, predicted that the odds of success in Iraq were quite small. On the small chance 
that the action could succeed, the intervention and occupation went forward as a “just 
war” primarily with utilitarian justification. 
Peter Singer’s Utilitarianism and War
Yet, the world’s leading utilitarian philosopher, Peter Singer, came out against the 
war in Iraq. I decided to interview Prof. Singer to see if he could help us with these 
difficult moral quandaries. Here’s what he had to say:
49
Felice:
Let’s begin with Colin Powell (who has been both criticized and praised 
for his actions surrounding the Iraq war). Powell’s internal memos expressed 
disagreement and ethical doubts with the decision to go to war in Iraq (and further 
disagreements with U.S. actions in Guantanamo and elsewhere). And yet, he stayed the 
course and helped sell the war to the American people. Did he have a duty to resign?
Singer: 
I think he did. Colin Powell is a tragic figure really because he was 
someone who could see exactly what was going wrong. I am struck by the remark in the 
Bob Woodward book where he said the Pottery Barn rule applied to Iraq: “You break it, 
you own it.” And he was so right about that. And yet, despite saying that, despite having 
doubts about the evidence he was being fed about Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction 
(WMD), he nevertheless became the spokesperson selling this evidence in that famous 
UN speech. Powell could have had a very significant impact if he had resigned and said 
he couldn’t support this war. Maybe the nation would not have gone into the war, I don’t 
know. But no one could have accused him of being someone who was soft on terrorism 
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or afraid of military action or something like that; he could have had an enormous 
influence. 
Felice:
What is the ethical line that was crossed? Intentional killing? Warfare? 
Singer: 
It was the decision to go to war. The President he served was making a 
decision to go to war that he thought was not justified. And this decision was going to 
lead to the loss of lives of American military personnel and Iraqi civilians. Powell must 
have known that, given the way the war was planned, that there would be numbers of 
Iraqi civilians who would be killed. He was asked to sell, and to go along with selling and 
promoting the war, although he thought it was a bad idea that was likely to have terrible 
consequences for many people. He also had doubts about the evidentiary case that 
Saddam Hussein had WMD’s, so he had a responsibility to say: “No, I will not sell this to 
the American public, because it is wrong.”
Felice: 
The argument I’ve heard made is that Powell saw himself like the little 
Dutch boy with his finger in the dyke; that the others around (Wolfowitz, Rumsfeld, etc.) 
were so extreme that Powell had to stay to keep things from really going off track; he was 
holding back the more extreme forces.
Singer: 
Well it is hard to see how things would have gone worse. What can you 
say? They would have bombed more civilian areas? No they wouldn’t have done that—
just from a public relations point of view, if for no other reason, that would have been 
inadvisable. Up to a point, it may have made sense for Powell to stay on to try to stop the 
decision to go to war. But once it was done, and once Bush made it clear to him that he 
had decided to go to war, then the situation is different. It became clear that he was being 
sidelined as a decision maker. And the Secretary of State should not just be someone who 
sells a product whether or not he agrees with it. A Secretary of State has a greater 
responsibility than that. If he was the media spokesperson it would be a different matter. 
He was in a position of much more responsibility. You can’t justify it in those terms. He 
has also said that he had a duty to serve the President. I don’t think that’s right. You don’t 
have a duty to serve the President even when you think the President is wrong on 
something as major as going to war. McNamara said something similar about Vietnam. 
Felice:
Yes, McNamara did and in fact, in the history of the US only two 
Secretaries of State have resigned for ethical/moral principles (William Jennings Bryan 
and Cyrus Vance). Why do you think that is? Why in America do personal ethical issues 
get submerged under loyalty to the President? Or the firm? The government? And so 
on…Why do individuals have such difficulty upholding principles of ethical autonomy?
Singer: 
Well, one difference between the American political system from that of a 
Parliamentary democracy, is that the Secretary of State is completely the President’s 
creature and is not there because of his or her political independence and political life and 
does not have a political career to go back to. So if a foreign minister resigns in a 
Parliamentary system, and has a long career in this system, he can then maybe bring with 
him a faction of the party. Imagine a person in Powell’s position as foreign minister in a 
Parliamentary democracy, and he could say: “Well, I’ll resign now and if things go as I 
expect they will, my conduct will be vindicated. And, after this political leader goes, I
will still have a political career. In fact, my political standing will be enhanced as 
compared to what it would have been if I had stayed the course.” But, that doesn’t happen 
in this system because, where do you go once you resign? The Brookings Institute or the 
American Enterprise Institute? …it’s clearly not the same. 
Felice:
Let’s talk about a different level from the Secretary of State. What about 
the Foreign Service officer (FSO)—who has 20 to 30 years of service to the country—
and comes to the conclusion that the war in Iraq is morally wrong. Does this individual 
have an ethical duty and responsibility to resign?
Singer:
I think here it has more to do with what they’re actually doing and what 
they are required to do. There are many FSOs whose work has nothing to do with the war 
in Iraq or the Middle East. An FSO for Africa, for example, doing useful work, can get 
on with that useful work. If this individual is not involved with defending, promoting or 
justifying the war, then there would be no point in resigning. There might be some point 
at which the nation was involved in such atrocities that you couldn’t serve it, but not 
simply the decision of the country to go to war. On the other hand, if the person was 
continually called on to advance the cause of a war that they thought was wrong, for 
example to bring more allies to the “coalition of the willing” that would be a different 
matter.
Felice: 
So it hinges more on the individual’s connection to the war actions or 
policies; there is a dissent channel in the state dept where they can express disagreement. 
But, if the person is not in a position of hierarchical responsibility, than you are saying 
that he or she is not morally responsible.
Let’s shift a bit, in terms of public service. Walzer argues the “dirty 
hands” analogy and claims that it is almost impossible to be ethically pure in the Foreign 
Service. The demands of public office result in dirtying one’s hands; real world dilemmas 
mean that it is impossible to always have moral clarity; impossible to maintain ethical 
autonomy. Do you agree?
Singer: 
No, not when it is formulated in that way, because I hold a different ethic 
than Walzer, I hold a consequentialist ethic. In fact, I believe that you don’t do anything 
morally wrong if in order to produce better consequences in the end you lie to other 
people to deceive them about the secret intent of your foreign policy (or whatever the 
example might be). So, think about the dirty hands metaphor, it is the idea that whenever 
you touch some things they dirty you—for example, telling a lie, or breaking an 
agreement, etc., or more serious things like signing an order to have a terrorist 
assassinated. You can’t just say these things are wrong and you get dirty hands from 
doing them. Because, from my moral perspective you have to ask each time, what are the 
circumstances and is this a justifiable thing to do. So, it is not right to say that inevitably 
you will get dirty hands, it depends on how successful you are in sticking to doing what 
you see will have the best outcome.
Felice:
So, in the case of Iraq, Michael Ignatieff (at the time with the Kennedy 
School at Harvard) argued on utilitarian logic—freedom for 25 million Iraqi’s—was 
worth the price of the deaths of some of the civilians in Iraq.
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Freedom for this country, 
ending the despotism of Hussein as an ultimate outcome, was worth the price. Utilitarian 
calculation. You are a utilitarian. What is wrong with Ignatieff’s argument?
Singer: 
One thing that was wrong with it at the time (never mind in hindsight), is 
the importance we give to civilian rights and the rule of law in international affairs. Had 
Bush gone to the UN Security Council and said, “Saddam is committing atrocities against 
his own people; we need humanitarian intervention, just as we should have had in 
Rwanda;” and had the Security Council supported that, it would have been a very 
different situation. Now, Bush couldn’t do that because at the time Saddam was not 
committing atrocities against his own people. He had been some years earlier, but the US 
was actually helping him during that period. 

The point is that there could be a case for getting rid of a dictator on the 
basis of genocide and crimes against his people. But we have to have a system of 
international law that says when that can happen and the only one we have now is 
through the UN. So, we ought to be very reluctant to justify humanitarian intervention 
against another sovereign country without UN sanction. 

And the only exception I would make would be when, as in Rwanda, the 
killing is actually going on. If you can see 10,000 being murdered today; and another 
10,000 will be murdered tomorrow, and another 10,000 every day for the next 3 months 
unless there is an intervention, that’s clearly a different situation. And let’s say that one 
of the permanent members of the Security Council is an ally of this government and 
vetoes the intervention. I think in cases like this you would be justified to intervene. But 
this is NOT the type of circumstance that Iraq was in at the time of the invasion.
Felice:
With the conditions that you’ve laid out, utilizing utilitarian logic, you 
can justify violence and war.
Singer: 
Oh yes; I’m not a pacifist.
Felice:
What about torture and the utilitarian logic justifying torture?
Singer: 
What I want to say about this is a little difficult to say publicly. The public 
stand should be that torture is never justified. Because when security forces believe that 
torture is justified, they seem always to misuse that power. And the costs of misusing it 
are extremely high. The costs of forgoing torture are completely unclear. Just now we’ve 
had this discussion, in the last couple days, that it wasn’t true that the torture carried out 
by the Bush administration was necessary. The FBI has said now that they were doing 
quite well with the “soft” treatment, and that the CIA didn’t find out any more by 
torturing prisoners.
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So the benefits are very unclear. The risks of substantial, horrible 
abuse are very great. And for that reason, we should prohibit it.
Now, having said that, of course you can always have the nuclear bomb in 
the Manhattan basement scenario, where if it was really true that there was no other way 
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of getting the information on the location of the bomb without torture, then you should 
torture. But, that is a purely hypothetical scenario, and I doubt that you will ever really be 
in that situation. And, therefore, since it is extremely unlikely that you will ever be in that 
situation, it is not the basis on which I would want to establish public policy on this issue. 
Felice:
This discussion brings us again to the idea of “dirty hands” and 
Machiavelli’s two moralities. Machiavelli argued that public officials had to do things 
that are “evil” in order to keep the security of the state and create “good.” Unfortunately 
murder, torture—bad things—are often necessary for the state to undertake. But in one’s 
personal life an individual would never engage in these activities. Do you agree?
Singer: 
I don’t think it is two moralities really. They are both the result of 
consequentialist thinking. The difference is that the Prince’s actions have larger 
consequences. So, if in fact you can foresee that this opponent of yours is likely to try to 
unseat you and the result will be a civil war which will ravage the country and millions 
will die…if you can really be confident in that, maybe you are justified in getting rid of 
this guy. This would not apply to a private individual, because getting rid of your 
enemies as a private individual will not have such far reaching consequences. I don’t 
think the outcome of morality is really different. 
Felice:
So your lens is utilitarian in both cases.
Singer: 
Yes it is.
Felice:
And utilitarian ethics thus justify these different behaviors in the public 
versus the private realms.
Singer: 
Yes because circumstances and the consequences are different.
Felice:
Mark Danner wrote the piece “We are all torturers now,” published in the 
New York Times, implying that with the reelection of Bush in 2004, and the public as a 
whole not responding with outrage about what is being carried out in our name—raises 
the whole issue of individual responsibility during a time of war. What are your thoughts 
on this?
Singer: 
Obviously there are a lot of possible things that you can do. You can vote 
against the Republicans; give money to Move On; turn out for a demonstration or 
something like that…it is difficult for me to say that you are a torturer if you did all that 
and, despite your attempts to oppose torture and put an end to it, Bush regrettably went 
forward with it. 

It is a little like the question I’m asked regarding how much you have to 
give away to organizations/NGO’s before you are not morally guilty of murder because 
millions of people die from poverty and hunger. And, it is very hard to say exactly what 
that line is. Similarly, the question here is how much do I have to do to oppose the 
government before I am not a torturer? Should I be protesting at his ranch whenever he is 
there or camp-out outside the White House? Are you still a torturer because you happen 
to be an American? I don’t really think so.
There is an argument about withholding taxes, of course, which was raised 
a lot during the Vietnam War, but hasn’t really been raised in relation to the Iraq war. It’s 
interesting that it hasn’t been raised. Because if you want to ask: where is the complicity 
that I have as an individual American in the war (Singer clarifies that he’s not an 
American)…you could say that the taxes paid go to support the war. So, should the 
individual withhold his or her tax payment? Perhaps a portion of the taxes? You could 
argue this…
Felice:
Regarding the usefulness of ethical theory in a time of war, some look to 
Kant and his categorical imperative for help. Prof. Michael J. Smith argues that Kant 
does consider consequences in the application of his deontological principles. In the 
application of moral principles one has to take consequences into account. 
Singer: 
We need to distinguish a few things, including which formulation of the 
categorical imperative is being talked about. The first formulation is perfectly compatible 
with utilitarianism, e.g., acting so that the maxim of your action can be a universal law. 
(It is definitely not anti-utilitarian). There is something interesting about how specific 
rules can be, which relates to different levels of utilitarianism that people talk about—the 
public codes versus the private rule. You do have to give some weight to the idea of what 
is the standard or rule that you can expect the public to act upon that has the best ultimate 
consequences. This may be a different question from what actual action right now would 
have the best immediate consequences. So there are those issues surrounding the 
universalizing formulation of the categorical imperative.
The business of saying “use every person as an end and not merely as a 
means,” is also something a utilitarian can really accept, if you stress well-being as an 
end. A utilitarian, for example, can never accept the enslavement of another race because 
it is disregarding the interests of the slaves for the benefit of others. Slaves (and mere 
animals) are ends in themselves; they are suffering, so it’s not clear that Kant’s 
categorical imperative is anti-utilitarian.

On the other hand, some of the actual applications that Kant talks about 
are anti-utilitarian. Some of them are quite embarrassing to Kantians, for example the 
idea that you shouldn’t lie to the murderer who comes to the door to kill the innocent 
person who is hiding in your house. Not many Kantians actually defend that position. 
Felice: 
One reason for asking these questions is: human rights are often viewed as 
deontological principles and often seen as “trumps” over other claims. But, the reality is 
that there are often trade-offs between human rights, for example the balance between 
rights of security and rights of freedom. One has to think of consequences to determine 
which right is correct to uphold.
Singer: 
I agree…and this is similar to what Sidgwick wrote about in The Methods 
of Ethics—where he shows again and again what people think of as deontological 
principles come into conflict with other principles and you appeal to utility to resolve the 
conflict. And that is why he felt that the deontological principles really operate as a 
subset of rules for public application toward a utilitarian framework. And I would say 
something similar about human rights…
Ethical Autonomy in a Time of War
Singer, Walzer, MJ Smith, Williams and other ethical theorists give us helpful 
avenues to deepen our moral reasoning. Yet, most of us probably don’t make our 
personal decisions on the basis of one ethical tradition, but rather draw on a variety of 
moral frameworks. There are times when utilitarianism and consequences seems 
appropriate, for example, the practice of triage to the wounded after a natural catastrophe 
on the level of the Katrina hurricane. Yet, at the same time, basic human rights and moral 
principles inform our conceptions of who we are in the world and our sense of personal 
autonomy and dignity. But, no matter how we work out these moral dilemmas, too often 
during war many of us in and out of government sacrifice our moral autonomy and 
perfunctorily accept the decisions of our leaders. Why? 
Part of this acquiescence stems from the merging of one’s self identity with the 
interests of the country. Plato called this a movement from Reason controlling the Body 
to Social Reason controlling the members of society. In a discussion of “higher nature” 
and “lower nature,” Isaiah Berlin makes this point as follows:
“Presently the two selves may be represented as divided by an even larger gap: 
the real self may be conceived as something wider than the individual (as the term is 
normally understood), as a social “whole” of which the individual is an element or 
aspect: a tribe, a race, a church, a state, the great society of the living and the dead and 
the yet unborn. This entity is then identified as being the “true” self which, by imposing 
its collective, or “organic,” single will upon its recalcitrant “members,” achieves its own, 
and therefore their, “higher” freedom.”
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In other words, an individual may feel that his or her personal identity is formed 
through the allegiance to the state. When asked to describe herself, such an individual 
may begin by saying “I am an American” (or French or British and so on). To then 
criticize “America” is to criticize one’s sense of self, one’s true identity. Morality is 
linked to the state. An individual effortlessly learns the expected behavior of his or her 
society. It is extraordinarily difficult for an individual to break with these norms and go in 
a separate path. Society’s beliefs and values impact on all people’s views of their 
individual lives. Unfortunately, “ethical autonomy” is not such a strong societal norm. 
Instead, “loyalty” to one’s friends, job, country and President is a much stronger value.
Americans are not coerced into supporting the war in Iraq. Although the 
President’s press spokesman threatened Americans to “watch what they say, watch what 
they do,”
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it is still possible to feel relatively safe speaking out against the war in Iraq. 
There are the right-wing extremists who attempt to label all dissent as treason and anti-
war speakers have received death threats. But, so far, these individual extremists have not 
succeeded in changing the laws to curb through arrest the voices of protest.
There is, however, a psychological dimension to citizenship during a time of war. 
State authority during war tends to extract obedience as individuals set aside personal 
doubts and accept the decisions of the national leadership. In addition, strong societal 
pressures to conform are extremely difficult to resist in a time of war. Loyalty and the 
support of one’s country are expected of all citizens. Such pressures are strongest, of 
course, within the military and the government, and can lead to individuals participating 
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in acts which on their own they would detest. Yet, even beyond those employed by the 
state, all citizens are confronted with the difficulty of breaking with societal expectations 
to “rally around the flag” and unify during a time of war.
In addition, it is difficult for many in the US to prioritize the human rights of 
individuals in Iraq, half way around the world on another continent. If one’s moral 
universe is one’s family and nation, what happens to the human rights of strangers is 
really a secondary issue. It is unfortunate that these individuals have to suffer, but the 
priority must be our family and country.
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, during warfare there is also a lack of a 
sense of individual responsibility. The responsibility for war is said to rest with the 
President, the cabinet, and the US Congress. Other individuals in the government or the 
military, didn’t participate in these decisions, and therefore have minimal moral 
responsibility. And why should the ordinary citizen just trying to live his or her life, feel 
any moral responsibility for this war? These citizens did not make these decisions. In 
addition, the tasks of war are so fragmented that again, it breeds a sense that no one has 
individual responsibility. Such fragmentations allows individuals to deny the importance 
of their own contribution—whether it was through voting, providing infrastructure, 
keeping the business of government running smoothly, and so on.
All of these explanations give all of us a rationale for turning inward and not even 
speaking out against acts we consider unjust carried out in our name. Suddenly citizens 
and government officials lack a moral sense, and instead focus on their individual and 
family needs. These explanations take away all moral responsibility from individual 
citizens. We gradually lose our “ethical autonomy.” We lack the ability to judge the 
moral behavior of our government and are no longer able to decide for ourselves.
Accepting Personal Ethical Responsibility
As noted above in the introduction, certain individuals in the U.S. and British 
governments did resign over moral disagreements with the war in Iraq, including career 
U.S. diplomats John H. Brown, John Kiesling, and Mary A. Wright. I have discussed 
these issues with each of them and will be summarizing these interviews in a future 
article. So, not everyone loses their “ethical autonomy” during a time of war. In fact, 
many are willing to take a stand, revolt against the accepted policy, and act to change 
what is perceived as an immoral policy. Perhaps a place to end this discussion is with the 
words of an individual, Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., who challenged the entire 
country to rethink basic premises about war and violence.
Dr. King accepted personal ethical responsibility in a time of war. It is 
unfortunate, as Taylor Branch notes, that many of his ideas seems so alien, unmanly and 
embarrassing to many Americans today. At the height of the Vietnam War, Dr. King 
lamented the ways in which Americans gave up their ethical autonomy and accepted the 
violent direction of the Johnson Administration. Dr. King endorsed a strategic alternative 
to violence. “We will stop communism by letting the world know that democracy is a 
better government than any other government and by making justice a reality for all of 
God’s children.” Dr. King, dramatically embracing Kantian principles, stated: “I’m 
committed to nonviolence absolutely. I’m just not going to kill anybody, whether it’s in 
Vietnam or here.” He urged his staff to rise above fear and hatred alike. “We must not be 
intimidated by those who are laughing at nonviolence now,” he told his staff on his last 
birthday. Only hours before his death, Dr. King startled an aide by declaring: “In our next 
campaign, we will have to institutionalize nonviolence and take it international.”
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Dr. King thus reminds us of the impact and importance of ethical autonomy in a 
time of war. He stresses that the best way to safeguard democracy is to practice it. Our 
values are the essence of our strength. The accepted tradeoff between freedom and 
security behind many current policies (Patriot Act, wiretapping, coercive interrogations, 
acts of torture, and so on) is therefore seen as misguided and weakens our country. But, 
perhaps most importantly, Dr. King shows us that it is possible to act to uphold 
deontological principles of human rights even when the country turns to fierce violence. 
It is hard to envision Dr. King supporting a framework of either “dirty hands” or cold 
utilitarian calculations that sacrifice the rights and lives of individuals for “democracy” or 
some other greater good. Such policies have clearly not served us well in this current 
“Global War on Terror.” One could argue that US success and respect in the world might 
hinge on the incorporation of Dr. King’s perspective into the fight against those who 
practice terrorism.
