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The Just War theory advances some principles for the justification of war. The theory looks at why wars may begin and how wars may be fought. Warriors throughout history have made moral considerations, and there is historical tradition for a “set of mutually agreed rules of combat” (Mosley 1). The WWII bombing of the city of Dresden in February of 1945 was an event, which brings to focus the issue of ethics in battle. Was the bombing of Dresden justifiable in accordance with the principles of the “just war” theory? 

St. Augustine states that “wars should be waged only as necessity and only that through it God may deliver men from that necessity and preserve them in peace” (Graham 56).  Once a person sets up a method for justifying and legitimizing war, there can be no end to the amount of expansion, rationalizing, and interpretation of the principles. The principles for Just War as set forth by Augustine number about eight and fall into two categories. The first set of principles deals with those issues that apply to the justice of going to war. These are called the Ad Bellum principles. The second set governs the conduct of the war. These are called the In Bello principles (Graham 56). Graham outlines these principles in his book, Ethics and International Relations:

“Ad Bellum Principles

1. War must be undertaken and waged exclusively by the leaders of the state.

2. War must be fought in a just cause.

3. Recourse to war must be a last resort.

4. There should be a formal declaration of war.

5. Those engaging in war must have a reasonable hope of success.

6. The evil and damage, which the war entails, must be judged proportionate to the injustice, which occasions it.

“In Bello Principles

7. Actions taken in war must be proportionate to their objective.

8. Non combatants must be immune from attack.”

(Graham 57)


If we examine the bombing of Dresden with these principles in mind, we must conclude that the bombing of Dresden was not justifiable. It fails to comply with both In Bello principles outlined above. The bombing of Dresden caused death and destruction on a scale, which was disproportionate to the military objective. Further, the bombing took place on a city, which consisted of predominantly non-combatant civilians who were not immune from the attack.


Dresden was not considered to be a military target.

“In early 1945 German troops were passing through Dresden to fight the USSR which was advancing on the eastern front. The USSR wanted the British and Americans to make a raid to halt the German troops. But, Dresden was also filled with refugees escaping from the Russian army. For the most part Dresden was an undefended city. It had no anti-aircraft guns. The fate of Dresden was sealed.

At about 9pm on 13 February 1945, 805 British planes dropped 2690 tonnes of bombs on Dresden. Soon the city was an inferno. The next morning 600 American planes bombed the city again, and again on the 15 February. Dresden burned for seven days. Only eight Allied planes were shot down. No one knows how many people died but estimates put the death toll between 25,000 and 135,000.” (http://learningcurve.pro.gov.uk/heroesvillains/churchill/churchill_2.htm)


Winston Churchill’s Personal Telegram (Serial No. D. 83/5) references a policy of bombing German cities “for the sake of increasing terror”. But even Churchill had reservations about those military objectives – “It seems to me that the moment has come when the question of bombing German cities simply for the sake of increasing terror, though under other pretexts, should be reviewed.” (http://learningcurve.pro.gov.uk/heroesvillains/churchill/churchill_3.htm).

Another document referred to as “Operation Thunderclap” (attack on German Civilian Morale) states:

“7. The following principles are put forward as essential to the achievement of the maximum morale effect upon a civilian population:- 

(i) The attack must be delivered in such density that it imposes as nearly as possible a 100% risk of death to the individual in the area to which it is applied. 

(ii) ... the total weight of the attack must be such as to produce an effect amounting to a national disaster. 

(iii) The target chosen should be one involving the maximum associations, both traditional and personal, for the whole population.

(iv) The area selected should embrace the highest density of population. 

(v) Attacks of this nature are likely to have maximum effect when the population has become convinced that its Government is powerless to prevent a repetition. ...

15. Total devastation ... would, moreover, offer incontrovertible proof of a modern bomber force; it would convince our Russian allies ... of the effectiveness of Anglo-American air power.”

(http://learningcurve.pro.gov.uk/heroesvillains/churchill/churchill_3.htm).


To me, this document alone dispels any notion that ethical considerations were being made in conjunction with a Just War theory. It not only shows a disregard for the immunity of combatants, but to the contrary, targeting them seemed to be a part of the objective. The scale of terror that it is part of the plan to unleash also brings the question of proportionality into play as well.


There is no proof that this bombing raid or those of a similar nature broke German morale and thus quickened the end of the war. The effective bombing which hastened the end of the war was that which targeted industrial production, military targets and disrupted communications bringing the German war machine to a halt. Also, the aim for total devastation that “Operation Thunderclap” describes is more inline with “unconstrained violence” because it does not show the intention of a “threat of violence” to prevent violence, but rather the intention to unleash violence itself (Graham 62,63). The excess of this bombing raid and the intention toward total devastation is not justifiable in accordance with Just War theory. 


Some might argue that the Ad Bellum principle number six, which states that the “damage which war entails must be judged proportionate to the injustice which occasions it” is being met by the decision to bomb Dresden. They might point to the previous incidences of the bombing air raids at Coventry on British soil in 1940 by the Germans as one injustice being countered by another (http://learningcurve.pro.gov.uk/heroesvillains/churchill/churchill_1.htm).


I believe the argument that a huge and overwhelming act of violence will hasten the end of war and bring about peace is an empty one. In the case of WWII it was thought that ending the war sooner would have saved millions of lives especially in the concentration camps. Many died in the months just before the war ended having survived for so long under horrible conditions. But unleashing comparable violence is not the solution. Violence of this magnitude is not easily forgotten. It leaves a taste of bitterness and makes healing after war more difficult. History shows this time and time again. Force and violence do not ultimately bring about peace. They only offer temporary solutions.  The first feeling of injustice being felt by an individual is the initial seed of violence being sown. Even the threat of violence unleashes a feeling of injustice. “Am I my brother’s keeper” is a question posed when confronting each individual’s decision toward justice and ethical behavior. It should also be a collective decision. As soon as principles of war are laid down, war is legitimized and we give up the ownership of ethical behavior.  The time for just action is before the violence is unleashed. Speaking up at the first sign of a dehumanizing label being leveled in hate and directed at a person (or people) is the principle to aspire toward.  

Eva Fogelman in her book Conscience and Courage looks at moral rescuers during the Holocaust. She cites three types of morality: ideological, religious and emotional  (Fogelman 163).  She noted that moral rescuers all had a clear sense of right and wrong, which was based and centered in their own mutual respect for others. It cut across culture, background, and religion. It was not influenced by the outside or by any legitimized system of principles. It was based in a truth and an acknowledgement of one’s own history. Although achieving this sensitivity on a grand scale seems overwhelming (especially as we watch the world unravel in violence), understanding the characteristic traits of these rescuers show that it is possible. Nothing done in war that is a crime against another human being is just. Legitimizing principles does not make things “just”.
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