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Letters

Dear Sir,

While saying some good and necessary things, “Just War” [in
Issue no. 2] gets itself into some unnecessary tangles in ways
undesireable in a magazine devoted so self-consciously to
conducting clear arguments in English prose.

Your reaffirmation of the traditional distinction between just
wars, and wars fought for abstract principles of justice, is important
and needs to be recognized before this country continues its open-
ended series of high-minded aggressions on behalf of “democracy”,
global capitalism and “the international community”. (“The
international community” is at present a much bigger threat to peace
than international terrorism.) “It is difficult to imagine a more clearly
just war than that against Hitler’s Germany but what made it just, if
anything did, was not that it was undertaken for the sake of justice
or, self-sacrificingly, for the sake of others but that it was necessary,
for Britain’s own sake.” | agree except that I think “for the sake of
justice” needs unpacking.

I hope that the following is an acceptable summary of the part
of your position | have to contest. You argue (1) that if there are any
such things as just wars they are not fought for justice and (2)—
though it need not follow from (1)—that in just wars anything goes.

“It’s a merit in a good old-fashioned national war of self-
defence (or aggression) like the Falklands,” you say, “that no one is
confused about its moral character. No one thinks it virtuous or its
motive disinterested. We fight for the Falklands not because it is best
that they are ours but because they are ours, not for the general but
for our own good.” As one who certainly does think the Falklands
campaign virtuous I will try to show why to say that a just war is
fought for the sake of justice is in one sense a mere tautology. There
is a fairly close analogy with protecting private property. If I try to
get the thief arrested and my strimmer returned it is because it is
mine and I have a right to it. There is no contradiction between that
and saying [ want justice to prevail. In fact my right to my own
strimmer depends on my living in a just society. My efforts to catch
the thief are at once for the sake of my strimmer and justice. My
country’s successful effort to regain the Falklands was
simultaneously a regaining of a national possession and a vindication
of justice.

The central case of the just war is resistance to aggression. If
the enemy invades it may well be that resistance is more or less
automatic, and that reasons given for defence need not include the
word . Just actions are not always done with justice
specifically in mind. The first basic question about any war, and one
that is asked, is nevertheless whether it is right or wrong. To say a
war is fought in defence of hearth and home, and to say that a war is
right, is just to see the same thing in different aspects. If so, it is true
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(tautologically) that a just war is fought for the sake of justice—if
that happens to be the way we are talking about it. The defence of
the just war is that war is sometimes the course of action. The
modernised churches are always praying for “peace and justice” but
the latter may sometimes exclude the former.

If, however, a just war is possible it is only on certain
conditions. “And the essence of soldiership, everyone understands,”
you say, “is killing—in the circumstances necessary, legal, justified
perhaps, but still the very emblem of wrong-doing.” If there is such a
thing as a just war the notion, like capital punishment, demands that
in certain circumstances killing is not wrong. It may be that that
position (as principled pacifists like Derek Savage think) is
untenable, wilful complication of simplicities etc. and that killing is
always murder. But if so we have to disband the police as well as the
army if there is to be justice. And would it really be a just society if
crime were unpunished? Executioners are sometimes held in ill
repute, but they cannot simply be called murderers. But for killing to
be justifiable it has to be . And so far is it from being true that in
the right circumstances in war killing is the very emblem of
wrongdoing that (I have to repeat) in the right circumstances medals
can rightly be awarded for killing.

But not any old killing. War can only possibly be just if as well
as having a just cause, and that the combatants be legitimate, the war
is conducted justly. (See G. E. M. Anscombe, “Mr Truman’s
Degree”, 10, February 1973.) A recent example:
it is obviously scandalous that the Anglo-American forces
abandoned the conquered cities in Iraq for an indefinite period to
lawlessness and looting. That was unjust and against the rules of
war, and would be enough to raise serious questions about the justice
of the war.

You think, though, that “War may not be murder, but human
nature and its circumstances being what they are it includes it, not
just inevitably but as, as it were, its own second nature.” And “War,
unlike any other lawful pursuit, is at home with murder.” If atrocities
are second nature in war to the extent that they are part of the normal
character of war, if “when we make war we abandon justice,” there
can be no just war and there’s an end on’t. Within the usual
framework of Western morality we are not permitted to do evil that
good may come. To kill the innocent is always murder. (Innocent as
distinct from combatant, naturally—there is no implication that
combatants are somehow guilty.) That is why the atom bombs on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki were war crimes of the first magnitude. The
criminals were not prosecuted, because they were the winners, but
does anybody suppose that if the Germans had dropped the bombs
and still lost the war those responsible would not have been
executed? Nothing can save the dropping of atom bombs on cities
from being grossly and obviously mass murders, as much so as the
more long-drawn-out mass murder of European Jewry by the Nazis.
Nothing can excuse such crimes. They impugn the justice of the
cause, even if the military situation gives a motive for the crime.[1]
If the killing of prisoners in is “murder of course” that is a
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war crime, even if Shakespeare’s play is, unsurprisingly, not as
straightforward as you take it to be.[2] If such things are in
war, war is indefensible. But then, would we call them atrocities?

There is all the difference in the world between your idea of
semi-automatic war crimes and war in which we recognize that
crimes of a nature incident to war will be committed, as we
recognize when building a new road that there will be accidents.

I think, though, that you are unduly pessimistic. There have
been, as you say, acts of war that are the terrors of the earth. (There
have been acts of “peace” —Stalin’s mass murders and even
bigger starvations, for instance.) But much effort goes, not
unsuccessfully, into seeing that armed forces conduct themselves
properly. E.g. think of the enormous long-running fracas about
“Bloody Sunday”. Whatever the rights and wrongs (and I don’t
know of any evidence that the British Army did anything atrocious)
think of how that shooting of civilians was. For years
and years our soldiers were often sitting about waiting to be shot at
without being allowed to return fire—because the politicians were
afraid they would be accused of murder, as they now are. It is
common practice in sea war for the crew of a sunk ship to be
rescued. Sometimes they are left to drown, but that is not usual, as it
would be if killing were the essence of war and murder its second
nature. If the crews baled out when the R.A.F. shot down the
Luftwaffe planes, most of them were treated as prisoners of war
though some, I expect, were murdered.

In fact any soldier who does more killing than the military
operation requires is, to the extent of the excess killing, militarily
ineffective as well as unjust. The basic aim of any war, as you say, is
to defeat the enemy. This need not always involve much killing,
though of course sometimes it may. Montgomery is reported to have
defined the duty of the Eighth Army in two words, “Kill Germans”,
which if true was disgraceful. But in fact his campaign leading up to
el Alamein was not unduly wasteful of life. The German onslaught
on the Soviet Union in 1941 (not an example of a just war) was
brilliantly successful in its first months not because of the number of
Russians killed but because the Russian armies in the west were put
out of action and huge numbers of prisoners taken who then helped
the German war effort.

Then again, you run together the committing of atrocities with a
nation’s looking to its own interests. I don’t know the evidence about
Churchill and Pearl Harbor, but in any case what would have been
morally wrong or unjust if he had managed to provoke Japan into
that suicidal attack instead of attending on Japanese leisure?

Churchill hoped Germany would attack Russia and Japan
would attack America,[3] and if he tried to help the process by
keeping it secret (though in fact he gave plenty of warning to Stalin,
who ignored it with disastrous consequences) where was the
injustice? Why would that have been, as you put it, “Pearl Harbour
most foul”? The ghost of Hamlet’s father talking about murder,
but where is the murder in your example?

There is a common belief that to be just, a war must be
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prosecuted mildly, and it is true that excessive force is at best
unnecessary. For instance it is usually unnecessary to exterminate an
enemy: all you need is to put him out of action. And as [ have
emphasized, all reasonable precautions must be taken to make sure
the war is conducted properly. But unless you fight doing your
utmost to win it is hardly a war at all. Some of us remember the calls
during the Falklands campaign for the avoidance of direct attacks on
Argentinian forces. As well as having nothing to do with justice, that
was just stupid.

Yours faithfully

Ian Robinson  ian45robinson@btopenworld.com

Notes

1 As far as I can gather, it never did. Albert Speer was relieved by
the carpet bombing because it did less harm to the German war effort
than attacks on factories. He was also afraid that the Rhine bridges
would all be destroyed and that the allies would then invade
Germany directly, but the West was obsessed with destroying
German cities for no military reason. As to Japan: do you know Gar
Alperovitz, ?—which gives a
lot of evidence in support of the case that in 1945 Japan was known
to be so near collapse that a land invasion was most unlikely to be
necessary.

2 The killing of the Prisoners in

If a battle that seems to be over starts up again, the prisoners
may rejoin the battle as enemies if they get the chance. It is then
ruthless and drastic to kill them but still arguably an act of war not
an atrocity. They are being treated as still active combatants in an
extraordinary situation.

In the Shakespeare play there is some confusion about the
prisoners. My principle with confusion in Shakespeare is to assume
it intentional unless it makes much more sense to think it mistaken.
E.g. the reappearance in of Bagot, reported dead, is just
the sort of thing that does happen, not a mistake. has firstly
at the end of iv.6 [old Pelican edn] a clear off-the-cuff command
from the King to kill the prisoners because “the French have
reinforc’d their scatter’d men”. As above, this would make the
killing of the prisoners severe but not atrocious. There were good
reasons why such an order might have been obeyed only in extreme
circumstances. In the Middle Ages prisoners had a different
economic value. Like prizes in the navy in Jane Austen’s time,
prisoners were a way of making your fortune, by way of ransome.
Falstaff makes a bit that way and so does Pistol. The great row at the
beginning of ! is because the King (tyrannically) demands
Hotspur’s prisoners. A command to kill prisoners unnecessarily
would not have been popular.

Two sentences later at the beginning of iv.7 Fluellen and Gower
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are agreeing (with approbation) on a version incompatible with what
we have just seen: they say that the King has ordered the prisoners’
throats to be cut in retaliation against the murder of the boys. (The
disappearance of the characteristic Shakespeare intelligent boy is
noticeable.) This is another matter, but although Fluellen specifically
complains that the killing of the boys is “expressly against the law of
arms” he doesn’t notice anything amiss with this now-differently-
explained killing of the prisoners. It is debatable whether something
is being shown us about the Captains and their selectivity or whether
the killing of the prisoners really wasn’t seen as a crime. Then later
in the same scene the King (still worried that the French have not
cleared the battlefield) himself says that “we’ll cut the throats of
those we have” and there will be no mercy. He is angry for the first
time since he came to France. Then lo-and-behold after the battle in
iv.8 the King’s second question, after asking who is dead, is “What
prisoners of good sort are taken, uncle?” (of good sort =
ransomeable) and the answer is full fifteen hundred, besides
common men. So at worst the instructions to kill were not rigorously
enforced and have now given way to wiser and more economic
counsels. The episode is one of Shakespeare’s renderings of the
confusions and changes that actually do happen. Nobody, however,
sees the killing of the boys as an ordinary act of war.

[3] “No American will think it wrong of me if I proclaim that to have
the United States at our side was to me the greatest joy ... now at
this very moment [ knew the United States was in the war, up to the
neck and in to the death. So we had won after all!” (Churchill,

" II1, 1950, p. 539)

Editor’s Reply
(1) Robinson’s strimmer

If Ian Robinson wants to say that there’s a sense in which it is
tautologically true that a just war is fought for the sake of justice,
he’s welcome to. I don’t see why he thinks any effort is called for on
his part though. The question is whether it is true, without being
tautological, that a just war is fought for the sake of justice; and it is
that, I take it, that he must be trying to show in his comparison
between the British repelling the Argentinian invasion of the
Falklands and his getting a thief arrested for stealing his strimmer.
But the comparison seems to me to show the opposite of what he
wants it to.

The essential difference between the two cases is that in one but not
the other there are not only rival parties involved but rival ideas of
what a just outcome would be. In the case of the war over the
Falklands—but not especially unusually where war is concerned—
both sides claimed to have right on their side—a claim the
Argentinians symbolise by insisting on calling the islands the

# $ . Notonly have we no reason for thinking them any less
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convinced of the justice of their cause than we were of ours but a
good many of , on the “left”, shared their conviction and
confidently assigned the war to that sub-class of the unjust called
“colonial”.

Something I find striking about Robinson’s story of the theft
and repossession of his strimmer is that it doesn’t seem to occur to
him that he might have fought for it, as “a fairly close analogy” with
the British fighting for the Falklands. (Had itbeen # % & story of
the theft of  strimmer now ...) The Brits didn’t go to the United
Nations or the International Court of Justice at the Hague or any
other supra-national tribunal, they went to war. And what did
Robinson do? He went to the * , got the fellow and got
his property back through the —as, of course, like a law-
abiding citizen living under the law and the justice it dispenses he
ought. And probably he’s right in his description of his own conduct
too: he acted at once for the sake of his strimmer justice.
Whereas Maskell, who got his strimmer back by giving the thief a
good belting (“ (old is he?”), in contrast, probably did act for his
strimmer alone. And Robinson acted rightly and Maskell wrongly
probably because, as the former says, they not only live in a just
society, with courts and a police force and blind Justice overlooking
all, but because their right even to their own strimmers depends on
their doing so. Maskell may have kept his strimmer (if he did) but
only, perhaps, at the price of giving up his right to it.

As lan Robinson himself suggests, it isn’t a merely
contingent—and, for the purposes of the present discussion, an
otherwise irrelevant—fact about the conflict between Britain and
Argentina that there was no court for either country to go to, to make
good its claim on the islands—a court, I mean, with the kind of
authority over the parties concerned which those courts have which
return strimmers to their rightful owners within Argentina and
Britain, an authority which both backs up and is backed up by the
power of a police force and which makes up part of a just society.

For Britain and Argentina there was (there is) no blind Justice
to adjudicate between their rival claims, no superior authority-cum-
power to appeal to. Which, again, is no mere contingent and
practical fact about their relation to one another. It isn’t just that
some tool of international diplomacy was missing from the
diplomats’ toolbox, one they could make sure they had available
next time. What it reflects is that these two parties don’t live in a just
society as those other parties, Robinson and Maskell, do—alongside
the thieves who took their strimmers, the police who arrested the
thieves, the judges who sentenced them and all their fellow citizens.
Ian Robinson implies that the right to possession that derives from
sharing in the common life of a just society & for those
not similarly sharing such a life. I think he is probably right. But it
does follow that the justice available to Robinson and Maskell in
their disputes with thieves wasn’t (and isn’t) available to Britain and
Argentina in their dispute with one another; and it also follows, |
think, that, if it had been, it would have been sacrificed by going to
war for it. The grammar of the word “justice”—including its
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connections with other words like “police”, “courts”, “trial” and so
on—presupposes the existence of a just society. For parties that exist
outside such a society, like nations, justice doesn’t exist in anything
like the same way, which is why such conflicts as those between the
Israelis and the Palestinians, the Kurds and the Turks, the Serbs and
the Kosovo muslims are so intractable. (But I am not sure that I
would see this but for Robinson’s strimmer.)

(2) Maskell’s suitcase

Otherwise the differences between him and me I find more elusive
and more puzzling than, evidently, he does. I am not at all sure he
isn’t arguing with me at cross-purposes, that one or other, or both of
us, isn’t being obtuse. It is, of course, always possible to drift into
saying things you don’t intend to say and don’t realize you have said.
Sometimes too, of course, you are unlucky enough not to be able to
see where you have drifted even when it is pointed out to you. And
that, now, is my own case. I agree with a great deal that Robinson
says without, quite, being able to see where he is correcting me.

Neither of us, evidently, is pacifist. It might be hard to say
which of us is the readier to approve of war and (a good deal of) the
killing that goes on in it. I certainly agree with him that people may
properly be given medals for (let’s say—but see later) actions that
involve the deliberate killing of other people. We both approve the
Falklands war, for instance; both think Britain had right on its side in
expelling the invader. think that the sinking of the was in
every way a right thing to do too, and that Margaret Thatcher was
also right to say that the fact that the ship was sailing away from its
enemies didn’t show it was fleeing the battlefield. (That’s a
distinction the Saxons perhaps regretted failing to make at Hastings.)
I think that it would have been right to sink the ship even if it
been known for sure that she was fleeing. I certainly think that is
something that “goes” in a just war. When you make war or step into
the ring, or into a man’s garden to steal his strimmer, there are
certain consequences—not any consequences but certain
consequences—you must abide. The man, for instance, may pursue
you into the street.

But I also agree with Robinson that it isn’t true that in a just war
(just in its origin, presumably) anything goes. I think he’s right to
say that a just war is possible only on certain conditions. A war that
is just in origin might come to be so one-sided or prosecuted so
cruelly that it becomes unjust. Though, again, if the cruelty is
retaliatory, as it was, when the Russians got the upper hand on the
Eastern front in the second world war, I think that makes a difference
too. Then I think the phrase “sowing the wind, reaping the
whirlwind” covers the case. Such justice as can be looked for in war
is inevitably of the rough sort.

And I think that it is here—or hereabouts—that we differ. He
seems to me to, as it were, set the bar—the test of what is and is not
a just war—higher than I would. He sets it so high, in fact, I believe,
that no actual war is very likely to get over it. “If such things [the
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killing of prisoners] are in war, war is indefensible. But
then, would we call them atrocities.” Yes, because, although they are
common, and in that sense, ordinary, we think them wrong. They
are—or, rather, may unpredictably become—everyday occurrences
but without ceasing to be contrary to our idea of how we should
behave, even in war.

Robinson says that, if Montgomery did say the duty of the
Eighth Army was to “Kill Germans”, he both said something
disgraceful and recommended a course that was militarily inefficient.
But neither of those things is what’s at issue. What’s at issue is
whether the sentiment he expressed and the actions that would
follow from its adoption are “ordinary” or not in war—“ordinary” I
mean not as being legitimate but as common.

I have just been re-reading a book about the first world war that
belonged to my father and which I had last read as so very young a
boy I retained no distinct memory of anything in it. All I could
remember is that I did once read it. It’s called (and is by) ) $

> (Macmillan, London, 1919). The author, Stephen
Graham, was not only an educated man but, in his day, it seems, a
well-known writer. In a chapter called “War the Brutaliser”, he says

(p. 217):

The regimental tone absolutely forbade admiration of
anything in connection with Germans. “Killing Huns” was
our cheerful task, as one of our leaders once told us. The
idea of taking prisoners had become very unpopular
among the men. A good soldier was one who would not
take a prisoner. If called on to escort prisoners to the cage,
it would always be justifiable to kill them on the way and
say they tried to escape. Did not So-and-so get a D.C.M.
for shooting prisoners? “Thank God, this battalion’s
always been blessed with a C.O. who didn’t believe in
taking prisoners,” says a sergeant. Captain C—, who at
Festubert shot two German officer-prisoners with whom
he had an altercation, was always a hero, and when one
man told the story, “That’s the stuff to gi’ ’em,” said the
delighted listeners. That this preyed on C—’s mind, and
that as a sort of expiation he lavished care and kindness on
German prisoners ever after, till he was killed at Cambrai,
was not so popular a story.

Ordinary evidently, and atrocities too (Graham, not surprisingly,
uses that very word on the next page); ordinary even though, in
Graham’s eyes, self-defeating, as making it worse for English
prisoners in German hands and deterring Germans from
surrendering—*‘by ferocious habits ... making this war into a mutual
torture and destruction society for all men between eighteen and
forty-five.” Perhaps Graham is unreliable but it sounds plausible to
me.
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Robinson’s own phrase for this sort of thing, “crimes incident to
war” doesn’t even, to me, sound so very different from my own “war
is at home with murder”. And if such crimes can become common
even when there is nothing militarily to be gained from them or even
when, as both Graham and Robinson observe, there are things to be
lost ... well ... just how “incident” to war are they, even if we
set down against them instances of chivalry or of their just
punishment? If nations with as just a cause as Britain’s and
America’s in the second world war can commit crimes, which
“nothing can excuse”, on a scale as vast as that of Hiroshima, with as
easy a conscience as they did (and with, it has been argued, little or
no military justification [1]), just how reliable—to revert to the
larger point—can war be as an instrument of justice? Inasfar as I can
see quite where my side of the argument ends and Robinson’s
begins, this example of Robinson’s too—Ilike the one about
Montgomery—tells, it seems to me, on my side.

I call killing “the very emblem of wrong-doing”, and Robinson
takes the phrase as meaning that killing must always be wrong and
cannot be compatible with our giving medals for it. He doesn’t
accuse me of contradicting myself but perhaps he should because I
also say, even in what he quotes of me, that killing remains such an
emblem even when it is “necessary, legal, justified”. He does say if
it’s “justifiable it has to be ” but he says so as if it were possible
to think (or at least as if I did think) a thing might be justifiable and
wrong. But I meant that killing may be both right the emblem of
wrong-doing. We may think it right in some particular instance
without giving up our consciousness that the thing in general, or “in
normal circumstances” or the like, is nevertheless deeply wrong. We
don’t forget “Thou shallt not kill” even while we honour soldiers for
deeds in battle that entail perhaps (though also perhaps not) the
killing of large numbers of their fellow men.

For this example of medal-giving, like other of Robinson’s
examples, helps, it seems to me, me more than it does him. If we say
that in certain circumstances we give medals % , We are
speaking$  approximately, much more approximately, for
instance, than the medals themselves do. For it isn’t the killing itself
we honour but something else we find in it. “For Valour” the medal
says, not “For Killing”. We honour no differently acts performed “in
the face of the enemy” that involve no killing at all—perhaps the
rescue of comrades or of equipment or a display of fearless
leadership or the like. I have read somewhere a very astonishing
account of an Indian NCO who got a VC for rescuing a tank and
comrades, while out in the open under the most intense Japanese fire
for the longest time. He apparently went about a rather complicated
and technically difficult business very calmly, and as if not on a
battlefield at all. He killed no one. He wasn’t, of course, at the time,
even armed. What use would arms have been? He got his VC—all
honour to him—for $ , for acting, as the citations so frequently
say, “in complete disregard of his own life”. And it is for no different
a quality that we honour the soldier who bayonets no end of the foe
in battle-fury and anger. We honour him not for the killing itself (in
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which we can’t help but recognise something disreputable) but the
valour showing in and through it. Otherwise, who deserves more
medals than the bomb-aimer of + * ?

By “emblem of wrong-doing”, I meant not that all killing was
wrong but that, even when it is right, we find something in it to be
ashamed of. Stephen Graham again (p. 107): “The reversed arms at a
funeral are an acknowledgement of the shame of killing. Death puts
the rifle to shame, and the reversal of the barrel is a fitting sign of
reverence.” I don’t know that other meanings mightn’t be found in
reversed arms but that one hardly strikes me as absurd or as
contradicting any medal the dead soldier might have earned.

Over the Churchill-and-Pearl-Harbour example too, Robinson
seems to me to contradict me for things I don’t say. [ don’t say
anything about it being wrong to provoke Japan orto " she
would attack America. I did say that if Churchill knew the attack was
coming but, in order to bring America into the war, deliberately
withheld a warning, he showed an Achilles-like ruthlessness
desirable in a war leader. But even that falls short, it seems to me, of
saying he was responsible for murder. In ) , after
all, Achilles doesn’t murder Hector, he kills him in a very unequal
fight. Perhaps the phrase “Pearl-Harbour-most-foul” was a flourish I
shouldn’t have permitted myself even upon the assumption that
Churchill deliberately, for Britain’s sake, withhold from the
Americans a warning which, if he had given it, would have saved
them two thousand lives and a fleet of ships. But, in extenuation, I
was trying to look at the matter from an American point of view:
“This guy wants to be our ! And to be our  , he let’s our fleet
and two thousand of our boys get blown sky-high? Some ally, some
nerve.” It may not be an atrocity but it doesn’t exactly belong to the
pursuit of justice either. Whether it really happened or not, it
illustrates a kind of perfidy that is, to adopt Robinson’s useful
phrase, “incident to war”—especially, the French might add, to the
English. (What might be the equivalent where strimmers are
concerned? “Next-door won’t join the Neighbourhood Watch, eh?
Let’s see how he feels now I’ve let them get his strimmer.” It’s a lot
of things but sharing in the common life of a just society it ain’t.)

I think that what is at the root of this disagreement (if
disagreement it be) is that lan Robinson thinks war as I characterize
it too bad to be defensible and I think it, as he characterizes it, too
good to be true. He thinks that if it’s as (morally) bad as I say it is,
we ought both be pacifists. [ think that if it has to be as (morally)
good as he says it has, we ought both be pacifists. And that, neither
of us wants to be.

But as for his claim that he’s been unpacking that phrase “for
the sake of justice” ... to that I retort—Ilike any wife to any
husband—* " % - Unpacking he calls it? You’ve just emptied
the contents over the floor. And who’s going to have to tidy up
again?”
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1 See a book I haven’t read myself but which Ian Robinson
recommends: Gar Alperovitz,

Dear Sir,

Are penises meant for vaginas? They certainly fit. And that fit
may or may not produce babies. But “meant” presupposes an
intention by some designing power. What if there isn’t one? Or what
if that power no longer cares what its creation does?

I don’t know who your bishop is, or whether he spoke in
earnest, but it is clear from your article that you endorse the phrase.
However, there are three different sets of premises lurking behind
this word “meant”, and because they don’t show themselves in the
open, they don’t invite scrutiny. You use their weight without
making clear the implications of doing so.

The first premise derives from religion. If you believe that a
religious text is the word of God, and a passage in it entails the
condemnation of homosexual marriage, then you must condemn it
also. If your beliefs include a duty to convert others to your belief,
then you must attempt to do so. If you are a politician, you may have
to resign rather than support a law that you abhor. If this describes
you, then there isn’t much point my arguing in favour of permitting
homosexuals to marry, because the issue is one of faith rather than
logic and you have every right to your position. You may be correct
and [ may be blind.

But, even so, your condemnation of homosexual marriage
applies only to you and those who share your beliefs. It doesn’t give
you the right to insist that your religious beliefs be codified into law
and applied to others. You would not, I assume, wish to have
polygamy made legal because someone else’s religion promotes it.
This also entails the complementary proviso that no religion should
be forced to sanctify marriage for homosexuals (although
homosexuals within a religious group could try to change members’
minds). The proposed Canadian law, for example, allows religious
groups to refuse to perform the ceremony, and this seems fair. It isn’t
wholly clear, however, from your article that you are doing more
than vaguely appropriating “vestiges of the sacramental and the
mysterious” to make your point, so there are other arguments to be
made.

As for the second premise, there is often the implication in an
argument using “meant” that something is somehow “unnatural” and
therefore wrong. But if you defend the use of the word “meant™ as
biologically rather than religiously based, how do you justify the use
of fingers to type articles for web pages? There are people who don’t
fly because we weren’t “meant” to do so, but for most of us
biological “meants” don’t make arguments the way religious
“meants” do for believers.

The third type of “meant” probably isn’t a “meant” at all but
derives from feelings arising from what we have been accustomed
to. In the case of your article, it seems to originate from the feeling
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that children always have been and therefore should remain, central
to marriage. You dance around this (though I wonder if you are
really qualified to speak for “the most liberal-minded of us”), but it’s
pretty clear: “So even today, for the most liberal-minded of us, it is
hard quite to break the last mental connection between marriage and
procreation”. For you, marriage is essentially about children, if only
the biological possibility of producing children.

But why should it be so? If you aren’t going to work from
religion as a premise or enforce its beliefs on others, you can’t argue
from its past history as a sacred institution (although, as I’ve noted,
you make gestures in that direction). And as a secular arrangement,
which has always coexisted with the religious, marriage has filled
many functions in varying proportions depending on time, class, and
the individual: the formal recognition of arrangements to do with
property and power, economic support, the provision of a
(supposedly) safe outlet for sexual urges, affection, the guarantee
there will be someone to come home to, along with the other secular
advantages such as pensions and legal rights.

True, given the inadequacy of earlier birth control methods,
children were inevitably central to most marriages till the nineteen
sixties, but secular institutions (unlike religious ones) have always
adapted to changing circumstances, and reliable birth control is now
one of those. The sexual act no longer necessarily entails the birth of
children in heterosexual marriages, and this brings them closer to
what some homosexuals apparently want. You don’t argue that
childless marriages should automatically be annulled, even those that
are intentionally childless. To remain true to your sense that children
are central to marriage you would have to argue that women should
not be allowed to marry after menopause, and that secular marriage
vows should include a promise to attempt to have children.

If children are so central, shouldn’t you be expending more
effort on the frightening reality that more and more people are
choosing to have children without marrying, or to have children and
then to divorce? A single parent household can be the source of real
loss to children while the married homosexuals next door are going
to do no damage to them at all. And, anyway, who threatened by
gay marriage? The promises I made in my marriage aren’t affected
by the desire or legal right of a homosexual to make similar ones. |
can’t see how yours are either.

Nor can I see how you can use the word “parody” (which
always involves an deliberate attack on something) if those who
wish to participate do so with seriousness. You might say that
homosexuals who want to marry are naive to think marriage is a
desirable institution at a time when fewer and fewer heterosexuals
are engaging in it or staying in it, but parody isn’t the appropriate
word. And all the gay pride events in the world can’t make up for the
difficulties most homosexuals still face, frequently derided and
forever cut off from things the majority take for granted. Why
exclude them from something that can be made possible?

As for the use of “gay” as a term which angers you, name
change is part of the long struggle of various groups to shake off
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opprobrium (Negro, black, Afro-American, for example). It’s easy to
make fun of, particularly as it can be taken too far (the situation in
Toronto where a group concerned with housing for the physically
handicapped couldn’t be tracked down in the phone book because
they had chosen such a politically-correct name), and of course if the
group remains despised, the name change will have to be repeated.
But there may actually be a little improvement with each name
change. Things are slowly, unevenly and uncertainly getting better
for blacks and homosexuals, and perhaps the renaming has
contributed a little to that improvement. Why shouldn’t they try? Of
course, sometimes there is a determination to “affront” in the choice
of language or action (the phrase “penises are meant for vaginas” has
a certain shock value of its own), but the annexation of “gay” isn’t
such a loss to the language that we can’t put up with it in the hope of
improving the lives of others. And in any group there will be a
variety of strategies and wishes, some deliberately engineered to
give offence — not everyone in any group will agree with everyone
else on appropriate strategies.

To compare the legalisation of homosexual marriage to the
creation of polytechnic universities is to suggest a false analogy. To
treat education as if it is only a matter of preparation for work (and
an easy one at that) is destructive to society and the individuals
within it. How is this true of homosexual marriage? It isn’t a sign of
disrespect for marriage—in fact it’s the result of more respect than
many heterosexuals show. If you think it is dangerous to the idea of
child-based marriage, then you’d logically have to campaign more
urgently against unmarried parents, divorce and contraception, all of
which are surely more destructive to your ideal.

And finally, the vague connections you make to the mushy
state of England can’t be blamed on a movement towards permitting
homosexual marriage, although the reverse may be true. Sometimes
good things come from bad. Better treatment of homosexuals seems
to me a welcome consequence (if it is a consequence) however much
I agree that the wreathe-laying you describe is foolish. I don’t think
you can seriously mean that you think that putting up with the “cant”
that goes along with the “gay lobby” is worse than the misery faced
by homosexuals every day, even now when legal punishments have
been lifted and a little toleration has developed.

It probably is true of marriage that, as you say, “vestiges of the
sacramental and the mysterious, even for those most indifferent or
hostile to religion, do still cling to it. The meaning of marriage in
England today is still that either given it by the Christian religion or
else derivative of it” but this is not justification for opposition to
homosexual marriage. Rather it’s a sign of sentimentality, of falsity.
George Eliot clung determinedly to “vestiges of the sacramental and
mysterious” after she lost her Christian faith and her novels are the
worse for it. If the liberals described by your churchgoing friend are
not Christians, then thinking of “scripture as culturally-determined . .
. To be admired in much the same way as Homer” is more honest
than woolly sentimentality. So I take issue both with your argument
and with your method of argument. To adopt the word “meant” and
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to appropriate religion, or vaguely to evoke biology or your feelings
just isn’t enough to condemn the secular legalisation of homosexual
marriage in the face of human distress and aspiration.

Yours faithfully,

Pat Menon pmenon@niagara.com

The editor will try to reply in the next issue.



