
Is Pacifism An Extreme View?
Mark Vorobej

Some textbooks employ a (seemingly innocuous) visual spectrum 
to depict the logical relationship that exists between pacifism, 
realism, and just war theory—the major competing positions on 
the morality of war. Unfortunately, this technique may illicitly 
encourage readers to view pacifism in an uncharitable light. 
I explain how this framing device can create the illusion that 
pacifism is an extreme and indefensible position, and I attempt 
to dispel this illusion by constructing another (less misleading) 
visual framing device that casts pacifism in a very different light.

The major competing positions regarding the morality of warfare are realism, 
pacifism, and just war theory. In his recent text, Ethics and War: An Introduc-
tion, Steven Lee describes the logical relationship that obtains between these 
competing views as follows. 

One way to view the relationship between realism, pacifism, and 
just war theory is that just war theory occupies a middle position 
between the extremes of realism and pacifism. . . . Realism claims 
that no wars are unjust, while pacifism claims that all wars are 
unjust. The just war tradition is between them because it claims 
that some wars are just and some not.1

Lee also depicts this relationship visually by suggesting that these three com-
peting positions can be seen as occupying different regions of logical space 
on a single horizontal line, or logical spectrum (Diagram 1). More specifi-
cally, Lee places realism and pacifism at opposite ends of the spectrum, and 
locates (what he calls) the just war tradition as an interval on the line that 
occupies the middle region between realism and pacifism. Different specific 
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