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Response to David Trapnell
I am grateful to David Trapnell for his comments on my article. He raises 

some important issues, and I am pleased to have this opportunity to respond. 

The heart of David’s argument is that the difference between combatants 
and non-combatant civilian populations is now an ‘out-dated concept’. Howev-
er, the principle of non-combatant immunity, whereby non-combatants ought 
not to be deliberately targeted, is central to jus in bello. While I concede David’s 
point that, in modern warfare, it is indeed difficult to make such a clear-cut 
distinction between combatants and non-combatants, I believe that, if we are 
to avoid succumbing to total barbarism, it is morally incumbent upon us to 
continue to try and uphold this distinction.

How might this be possible? Well, let us first consider the absolute moral 
prohibition against deliberately targeting and killing the innocent. Presumably 
David would accept that the intentional targeting and killing of young children 
is morally wrong under all circumstances. If so, we have at least a minimal ba-
sis on which to agree that there is one group of people whom we would wish 
to classify as being part of a non-combatant civilian population. Having estab-
lished this, the category of children could then, both in principle and practice, 
be expanded to the parents who look after them. For example, while the father 
may be away fighting at the ‘front’, the mother’s main responsibility is to look 
after her child. So, if we were to add up the part of the population consisting of 
children and mothers, we would have a large percentage whom we would wish 
to classify as civilians, and who are, as such, immune from attack. And, if we 
agree that the killing of children and mothers who look after them is morally 
wrong, then this would render acts such as the indiscriminate carpet-bombing 
of residential areas containing large numbers of them, such as Dresden and 
Hamburg during the Second World War, ipso facto morally wrong. 

Certainly, if one is a Christian (or, indeed, anyone who shares similar mor-
al values), the need to protect the lives of children and, by extension, those 
who look after them, is paramount. However, if, like Nazi Germany in their 
indiscriminate bombing of Warsaw, Coventry, and London, one has no moral 
scruples, then clearly no discernible distinction between non-combatants and 
combatants can or indeed should be made. Indeed, it could be argued in this 
vein that, once a nation is at war, any means which lead to the total defeat of 
one’s enemy are acceptable. 

But, as George Bell, Bishop of Chichester, maintained with regard to the Al-
lied bombing of German cities during World War II, ‘to justify methods inhu-
mane in themselves by arguments of expediency smacks of the Nazi philoso-
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phy that Might is Right.’1 While the war against Hitler was morally justified, 
Bell was surely right in pointing out that Britain ought to have conducted the 
war according to higher moral standards than the Nazis. The alternative, in his 
view, was to allow ourselves to abandon any proportionality and descend into 
unspeakable barbarity.

David argues that those civilians who actively produce the materials needed 
by the armed forces are legitimate targets. However, what of civilians who do 
not produce those things, either because they are too young, too old, severely 
mentally disabled, or work in non-war related industries, or do not pay taxes. 
Are they legitimate targets too?

As the political philosopher Cécile Fabre has argued, when there is doubt (as 
there always will be) about whether ‘civilians’ are actively contributing to the 
war effort, either militarily or in terms of engaging in welfare activities, ‘one 
should err on the side of not harming… one should desist from treating [some-
one] as if [they] were liable’.2 That is to say, for Fabre, even if David is right in 
saying that ‘civilians’ who are engaged in promoting the war effort are liable to 
attack, ‘epistemic uncertainty as to the moral status of those civilians dictates 
us to treat them, in practice, as if they were not liable, irrespective of the nature 
of their contributions to the war’.3

At this point, David might bite the bullet (as it were) and say that everyone, 
from the enemy country, is a legitimate target - that we are morally licenced to 
kill every single one of its members, however young, old, infirm, and so on in 
order to expedite the swift conclusion of the war. I do not know what to say in 
response to that view: it is tantamount, in effect, to denying the presumption 
against killing the innocent, simply on the basis of the fact that the innocent 
happen to be located in, or are citizens of, the enemy country. I accept that de-
fending the presumption against killing the innocent may be harder to do from 
a purely secular, as opposed to a religious, perspective. That said, I think that 
there are good secular arguments for not killing the innocent, such as Kantian 
deontology. But, as I have argued, it is surely not at all difficult from a Christian 
perspective, given the absolute moral prohibition against deliberately target-
ing and killing the innocent.

The indiscriminate ‘obliteration bombing’ of population centres in Germany 
during the Second World War, of course, served as a precedent for the decision 
to use nuclear weapons against Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945. In his 
comments, David argues that, while in principle all nuclear weapons are wrong, 
in practice we should ‘continue to be willing to maintain, update and use them 

1   Hansard, House of Lords, 9 February 1944, Bombing Policy Debate, https://api.parliament.
uk/historic-hansard/lords/1944/feb/09/bombing-policy.
2   Fabre, C. ‘Guns, Food, and Liability to Attack in War’, Ethics (2009) 120, 63. 
3   ibid.
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if need be’. If the argument I have advanced about the intrinsic immorality of 
deliberately targeting and killing young children under any circumstances is 
morally sound, then this applies a fortiori to the use of nuclear weapons. 

However, even if the argument that everyone from the enemy country is a le-
gitimate target is correct, it does not follow that we may use nuclear weapons. 
For the fall-out from a modern nuclear attack would in all likelihood affect not 
only the enemy but also non-enemy neighbouring countries, and potentially 
ourselves too since, as we now know, it is impossible to contain the worldwide 
spread of radiation. 

Finally, David claims that, once Parliament decides that the country should 
be involved in a war, everyone is a supporter of that war and is therefore a 
legitimate target for being killed. But is this really true? Throughout the second 
Iraq war in 2003, for example, there was a great deal of opposition, both on the 
part of MPs, the press and the British public to this conflict. Indeed, there was 
one of the largest demonstrations against this war that had ever been seen in 
Britain on any issue. So, to say that the ‘whole nation’ was behind the Iraq war 
– and was participating in some way – is simply not the case. 

The only conclusion one can reach is that the production and use of nuclear 
weapons is morally wrong under all circumstances. 

Omar Bradley (1893-1981), a US General in World War II, accurately sums 
up the predicament we face: ‘Ours is a world of nuclear giants and ethical in-
fants. We know more about war than we know about peace, more about kill-
ing than we know about living. We have grasped the mystery of the atom and 
rejected the Sermon on the Mount.’4

Jonathan W. Chappell,  King’s College London

4   Armistice Day speech (11 November 1948), published in Omar Bradley’s Collected Writings, 
Vol. 1, Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office (1967).




