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The  battlefield  presents  a  stark  crucible  for  morality.  Under  the
pressure of combat, the principles guiding everyday life – often taken
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for granted – are tested to their breaking point. This article explores
the  complex  interplay  between  *military  ethics*,  the  *cardinal
virtues*, and the broader moral fabric of American society, examining
how the pressures of war challenge and reshape our understanding of
right and wrong. We will delve into the inherent tensions, the ethical
dilemmas  faced  by  soldiers,  and  the  enduring  impact  on  both
individuals  and  the  nation.  Our  exploration  will  touch  upon  key
themes such as *just war theory*, *moral injury*, and the ongoing
debate surrounding the application of ethical principles in a violent
context.

The  Cardinal  Virtues  Under  Fire:
Fortitude,  Prudence,  Justice,  and
Temperance
The cardinal virtues – prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance –
provide  a  foundational  framework  for  ethical  decision-making.
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However, the battlefield rarely offers the luxury of calm deliberation.
Let's examine how these virtues are tested in military contexts:

Fortitude (Courage): This virtue, often lauded as the hallmark
of  a  soldier,  extends  beyond  mere  physical  bravery.  It
encompasses moral courage – the willingness to stand up for
what  is  right,  even in  the face of  intense peer  pressure  or
potential  repercussions.  A  soldier  might  display  fortitude  by
refusing an unlawful order, reporting a war crime, or providing
aid to a wounded enemy combatant, risking personal safety in
the process.

Prudence  (Wisdom):  Prudence  involves  making  sound
judgments  based  on  careful  consideration  of  available
information. In warfare, where information is often incomplete,
fragmented, and unreliable, prudence demands a cautious and
calculated  approach.  Effective  military  leadership  hinges  on
prudent  decision-making  that  minimizes  civilian  casualties,
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protects  troops,  and achieves strategic  objectives.  Failing to
apply prudence can lead to disastrous consequences.

Justice (Fairness):  The principle of  justice dictates that  all
individuals should be treated fairly and with respect for their
inherent  dignity.  This  principle  faces  significant  challenges  in
armed  conflict.  The  complexities  of  distinguishing  combatants
from non-combatants, the potential for collateral damage, and
the  realities  of  asymmetrical  warfare  create  significant  ethical
dilemmas. The pursuit of justice within the constraints of war is
a constant negotiation.

Temperance (Self-Control):  Maintaining self-control  amidst
the chaos and trauma of war is crucial. Temperance helps to
avoid rash actions driven by fear, anger, or revenge. It is a vital
component of maintaining discipline and adhering to the rules
of engagement, even under extreme provocation. The absence
of  temperance  can  lead  to  breaches  of  military  law  and
profound ethical lapses.



Morals Under The Gun The Cardinal Virtues Military Ethics And American
Society

Morals Under The Gun The Cardinal Virtues Military Ethics And American Society
5

Military Ethics and the Just War Tradition
The application of ethical principles in warfare is guided by *just war
theory*,  a  philosophical  framework  that  seeks  to  define  conditions
under  which  war  can  be  morally  justified.  This  theory  explores  the
*jus ad bellum* (justice in resorting to war) and *jus in bello* (justice
in the conduct of war). *Jus ad bellum* criteria include just cause,
proper  authority,  last  resort,  probability  of  success,  and
proportionality. *Jus in bello* necessitates adherence to principles of
discrimination  (distinguishing  between  combatants  and  civilians),
proportionality (limiting harm to civilians and military targets), and
the  prohibition  of  certain  weapons  and  tactics  (like  chemical
weapons). The tension between these principles and the realities of
modern warfare remains a significant area of debate.
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Moral Injury and its Impact on Veterans
The  experiences  of  war  can  inflict  profound  psychological  wounds
beyond the physical ones. *Moral injury* refers to the distress caused
by perpetrating, witnessing, or failing to prevent acts that violate
one's moral code. This can manifest in various forms, including guilt,
shame, anger, and PTSD. Understanding and addressing moral injury
is  crucial  for  supporting  veterans  and  fostering  a  society  that
acknowledges the ethical burdens of war. The high rates of suicide
and substance abuse among veterans underscore the profound and
lasting impact of moral injury.

American Society and the Ethical Costs
of War
The  moral  implications  of  war  extend  far  beyond  the  battlefield.
American society bears the collective responsibility for decisions to
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wage war and the consequences that follow. Public discourse often
struggles to adequately  grapple with the ethical  costs  of  military
interventions, the toll  on soldiers and civilians, and the long-term
impact  on international  relations.  Open and honest  conversations
about these ethical dilemmas are essential for fostering responsible
decision-making and building a more just and peaceful world. This
involves  critical  examination  of  military  spending,  interventionist
policies, and the complex ethical considerations surrounding the use
of force.

Conclusion:  Navigating the Moral  Maze
of Warfare
Morals under the gun represent a critical  area of  ongoing reflection.
The inherent tensions between the cardinal virtues, the demands of
military ethics, and the broader moral concerns of American society
require  constant  reevaluation.  While  the  battlefield  often  forces
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difficult  choices,  a  commitment  to  justice,  prudence,  fortitude,  and
temperance  remains  paramount.  By  acknowledging  the  profound
ethical  challenges  of  warfare,  supporting  veterans  grappling  with
moral injury, and engaging in thoughtful public discourse, we can
strive  to  mitigate  the  harmful  consequences  of  conflict  and  foster  a
more ethical approach to national security.

FAQ
Q1: What are the most common ethical dilemmas faced by
soldiers in combat?

A1:  Soldiers often face dilemmas regarding the use of force, the
protection of civilians, the treatment of prisoners of war, and the
adherence  to  rules  of  engagement.  They  might  be  faced  with
situations  where  following  orders  conflicts  with  their  personal  moral
compass, or where the best course of action is unclear due to the fog
of  war.  These  choices  often  involve  trade-offs  between  potentially
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conflicting  moral  values  and  competing  priorities.

Q2: How does just war theory apply in modern asymmetrical
warfare?

A2:  Just  war  theory  faces  significant  challenges  in  asymmetrical
conflicts,  where  the  distinction  between  combatants  and  non-
combatants is blurred. The use of guerilla tactics, suicide bombings,
and the involvement of civilian populations often makes it difficult to
adhere to the principles of proportionality and discrimination. This
raises fundamental questions about the applicability of traditional just
war concepts in these new contexts.

Q3: What are the key symptoms of moral injury?

A3: Moral injury can manifest in various ways, including feelings of
guilt,  shame,  betrayal,  and  anger.  Individuals  might  experience
nightmares,  flashbacks,  emotional  numbness,  or  difficulty  forming
close  relationships.  These  symptoms can  overlap  with  PTSD,  but
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moral injury specifically centers on moral transgression or witnessing
such actions.

Q4: How can society better support veterans struggling with
moral injury?

A4: Supporting veterans requires a multi-faceted approach, including
providing  access  to  mental  health  services  specifically  trained  to
address  moral  injury,  fostering  supportive  communities,  and
promoting  open  and  honest  conversations  about  the  ethical
challenges of war. Addressing the systemic factors that contribute to
moral  injury,  such as  inadequate training,  flawed policies,  or  lack of
accountability, is also essential.

Q5: What role does media portrayal play in shaping public
perception of military ethics?

A5:  Media  portrayals  of  war  can  significantly  influence  public
understanding  of  military  ethics.  Oversimplified  narratives,
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sensationalized depictions of violence, and the absence of nuanced
ethical  discussions  can  create  skewed  perspectives.  Responsible
media coverage is crucial for presenting a balanced and informative
account  of  the  complexities  involved,  including  both  the  heroic
actions and the ethical challenges faced by soldiers.

Q6: What is the responsibility of civilian society in preventing
unethical conduct in warfare?

A6:  Civilian  society  bears  a  significant  responsibility  in  preventing
unethical  conduct  in  warfare  through  critical  engagement  with
government policies, holding leaders accountable for their actions,
and demanding transparency. This includes promoting international
cooperation on laws of war, advocating for improved training and
oversight of military personnel, and supporting initiatives aimed at
preventing  human  rights  abuses  in  conflict  zones.  Sustained  public
pressure can play a vital role in shaping ethical norms and ensuring
accountability.
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Q7:  How can  we  improve  the  ethical  training  of  military
personnel?

A7: Ethical training for military personnel should go beyond simply
memorizing rules of engagement. It needs to incorporate practical
case  studies,  ethical  dilemmas,  and  opportunities  for  reflective
discussion.  Emphasis  should  be placed on critical  thinking,  moral
reasoning, and the development of emotional intelligence. Including
input from ethicists and moral philosophers in the design of training
programs would be beneficial.

Q8: What are the long-term implications of ignoring moral
injury in veterans?

A8: Ignoring moral injury in veterans can have devastating long-term
consequences,  including higher rates of  suicide,  substance abuse,
relationship  problems,  and  difficulty  reintegrating  into  civilian  life.
This impacts not only individual veterans but also their families and
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communities. Addressing moral injury is not just an issue of veteran
welfare; it's a matter of societal well-being.

Morals  Under  the  Gun:  The  Cardinal  Virtues,  Military  Ethics,  and
American Society

The fraught relationship between military ethics, the cardinal virtues,
and broader American societal ideals is a subject ripe for scrutiny.
The very act of waging war, with its inherent destructiveness, forces
a profound collision with deeply held beliefs about right and wrong.
This article will  explore this complex interplay, analyzing how the
demands of military service affect the application of cardinal virtues –
prudence,  justice,  fortitude,  and  temperance  –  and  how  these
tensions resonate within the larger American context.

The military, by its very nature, operates within a system of strict
rules  and regulations  designed to  maintain  discipline and efficiency.
Yet, these rules often operate in a gray area where clear-cut ethical
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and  wrong  become  impossible  to  discern.  Soldiers  are  asked  to
eliminate the enemy, a demand that directly conflicts with the value
of  respecting  human  life.  This  inherent  contradiction  throws  the
cardinal virtues into sharp relief.

Prudence, the virtue of making wise judgments, becomes especially
essential in wartime. Soldiers must make split-second decisions that
can have life-or-death outcomes. The necessity for swift action often
curtails  the opportunity for  careful  reflection,  forcing soldiers  to rely
on instinct and training. The weight of such decisions can have a
significant psychological effect long after the conflict has ended.

Justice,  the  virtue  of  giving  each  person  their  due,  is  likewise
challenged in military settings. The rules of engagement, designed to
limit  civilian  losses,  often  prove  insufficient  in  the  heat  of  battle.
Distinguishing  between  combatants  and  non-combatants  can  be
extremely challenging,  and the outcomes of  misjudgment can be
catastrophic. Furthermore, the very act of warfare can lead to acts of
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violence  that  transgress  the  principles  of  justice,  even  when
undertaken  within  the  bounds  of  legal  authority.

Fortitude, the virtue of courage in the face of danger, is arguably the
most  prominent  cardinal  virtue  displayed  by  military  personnel.
Soldiers regularly face intense physical and psychological strain, and
their ability to persevere under such conditions is a testament to their
resilience.  However,  even  fortitude  can  be  twisted  by  the
requirements of war. The constant exposure to destruction can lead
to  emotional  numbness,  and  the  blurring  of  moral  lines  can
compromise even the strongest individual.

Temperance, the virtue of moderation and self-control, is essential for
maintaining  both  individual  and  unit  integrity.  The  temptation  to
revert to excessive force, to indulge in anger or reprisal,  is ever-
present  in  combat.  Maintaining  self-control  under  such  intense
pressure is a measure of a soldier's discipline and their commitment
to ethical action.
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The impact of these challenges extends far beyond the individual
soldier. American society, as a whole, grapples with the legacy of war
and the moral quandaries inherent in military action. Public discourse
surrounding issues like drone warfare, the use of torture, and the
treatment of  prisoners of  war shows a deep division in American
beliefs. Understanding the moral complexities of military service is
crucial  for  fostering a more knowledgeable and productive public
conversation about these critically important issues.

In conclusion, the relationship between military ethics, the cardinal
virtues, and American society is complicated and often strained. The
demands of war inevitably challenge the boundaries of moral action,
forcing  soldiers  to  make  difficult  decisions  with  potentially
devastating  consequences.  A  deeper  understanding  of  these
difficulties  is  vital  for  fostering  a  society  that  champions  its  military
personnel  while  simultaneously  preserving  its  commitment  to  its
most deeply held ideals.
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Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1.  Q:  How  can  we  better  prepare  soldiers  for  the  moral
challenges of warfare?

A:  Improved  training  that  focuses  on  ethical  decision-making  in
complex  scenarios,  emphasizing  critical  thinking  and  moral
reasoning, is crucial. This should include simulations and case studies
that explore the grey areas of combat ethics.

2.  Q:  How  can  American  society  better  support  veterans
struggling with the moral consequences of their service?

A: Increased access to mental health resources specifically tailored to
address the unique challenges faced by veterans, along with public
awareness campaigns to reduce stigma surrounding mental health,
are essential steps.

3.  Q: What role does civilian oversight play in maintaining



Morals Under The Gun The Cardinal Virtues Military Ethics And American
Society

Morals Under The Gun The Cardinal Virtues Military Ethics And American Society
18

military ethical standards?

A: Strong and independent civilian oversight is critical to ensuring
accountability and transparency within the military. This oversight
can help prevent abuses of power and ensure adherence to ethical
guidelines.

4. Q: How can the principles of the cardinal virtues be applied
to civilian life, drawing lessons from military ethics?

A: The virtues of prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance are
vital in all aspects of life, not just military service. Applying these
principles  in  everyday  decision-making  can  foster  a  more  just,
compassionate, and ethical society.
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