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Abstract

Starting with the analysis model of the “arbor porphyriana”, 
Bernhard Koch investigates the three concepts mentioned in the 

title of his essay. Security policy comprises all measures that serve 
to protect or defend a state against external threats - though the 
term security covers more than territorial defense today. At the 

same time, he says, the existence and possible defense of security 
interests - especially by means of (the threat of) physical force - 
require ethical legitimation. This also applies to members of the 

armed forces who, as potentially violent actors, are not exempt from 
accountability. For a long time, the question of the legitimation of 

military force was strongly focused on legal aspects and the distinc­
tion between ius ad bellum and ius in bello. More recently, however, 
soldiers have been required to “ensure they are aware of the ethical 

reasons for their deployment”. 
This legitimation model is based on a human rights ethos that rests 
on a Christian understanding ofpeace. With reference to Thomas

Aquinas, the author outlines this understanding as “an integral 
unity between man and his creator God - both within the individ­

ual human being and thus also between human beings”. Even if 
that seems obsolete in pluralistic societies, he continues, Aquinas’ 

assertion can still be understood. Starting with a state of affairs that 
transcends a mere legal definition ofpeace, peace ethics deals with 

questions of the legitimate use offorce and statehood, and so in turn 
influences military ethical and security policy considerations. Fi­

nally, Koch argues that the importance of inner attitudes should be 
recognized in the didactics of ethics, and that to a significant extent 

peace ethics should be understood as a virtue ethics.

Author: Bernhard Koch

If the participants in a careful and serious pub­
lic debate (including the audience) seek real in­
sights and knowledge - instead of just playing a 
strategic game in which they try to make them­
selves look as good as possible - then as one 
requirement the discussion partners should 
ideally use the same terms. “The same terms” 
means not simply the same words or sounds, 
but using expressions that have the same se­
mantic content. Although it is possible to learn 
from differences in meaning - consider trans­
lation processes, for example - nevertheless 
a stringent and precise usage of terms is more 
effective in a public and usually mass-media 
debate. This has been known ever since an­
cient times - hence the Aristotle commenta­
tor, Porphyry of Tyre, developed a conceptual 
structural model (based on Platonic diairesis) 
that distinguishes between generic terms and 
species terms, the latter separated by a specific 
difference from the generic term. Since every 
species term can itself become a generic term 
for other species, a hierarchical model emerges. 
In graphical form, this model has the appear­
ance of a “trunk” of species and generic terms, 
while specific differences form various “branch­
es”. In the 13th century, Peter of Spain named 
this structural model the “Tree of Porphyry” (ar­
bor porphyriana).1 In compound words of the 
German language, the generic term usually ap­
pears at the end, while the respective differenc­
es are identified in the introductory term. Thus 
“Rohmilchkäse” is a type of cheese (Käse) - the 
generic term - which is made from unpasteur­
ized milk (Rohmilch) - the difference.

Security policy

Let us now turn to the three terms in the title of 
this essay. We can see that two share a gener­
ic term - namely “military ethics” and “peace 
ethics” - while the third is the odd one out. 
Even on the websites of institutions and organ­
izations that have the term “security policy” in 
their name - the German Federal Academy for 
Security Policy (Bundesakademie für Sicher­
heitspolitik, BAKS), Association for Security 
Policy (Gesellschaft für Sicherheitspolitik, GSP),
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Institute for Peace Research and Security Policy 
(Institut für Friedensforschung und Sicherheit­
spolitik, IFSH) etc. - “security policy” is not ex­
plicitly defined. There are two possible reasons 
for this: either the term is so self-explanatory 
that it seems not to require a definition, or al­
ternatively the term is kind of vague and impre­
cise so it cannot be captured by any handy defi­
nition. Kersten Lahl and Johannes Varwick also 
skirt around the question of definition in their 
new book Sicherheitspolitik verstehen.2 Porphy­
ry would have a simple answer: security policy 
must obviously be a sub-area of policy that is 
concerned with security. But now the tree mod­
el shows us that such first-degree definitions 
are perhaps not as explanatory as we thought, 
since further definition questions can still be 
asked: What is policy? What is security?

Politike techne takes its name from the polis, 
the Greek “city-state” of antiquity. It is the “art” 
relating to public order in this city-state. In the 
ideal case of democracy (rule by the people), 
all of the state’s subjects are involved in the 
constitution of this order - and in so far as this 
is the case, politics is a social act. By contrast, 
the concept of “security” is a delicate and neb­
ulous concept. Security is a state, but what 
defines this state can be described almost ex­
clusively in a negative way and in distinction to 
other states: the least possible danger, the least 
possible threat, the lowest possible risk.3

Security policy therefore basically consists 
of all policy decisions that concern security.4 
But whose security? If it were a matter of the 
individual’s security and his protection against 
danger, the vast field of domestic policy would 
be included, as would transport policy and 
occupational safety. De facto, however, an­
other conception has become established, in 
which it is assumed that the object of concern 
is the security of the political community as 
such (which in our times means: the state). In 
this conception, threats from outside the state 
again become the object of security policy in 
particular. Security policy today is therefore 
primarily located in the field of foreign and de­
fense policy.

To elucidate these relationships and prelim­
inary conceptual decisions is by no means as 
trivial as it may appear. For Plato and Aristotle, 

for example, internal order is primary particu­
larly from a “security policy” perspective. A 
political community that is internally well or­
dered will also be able to assert itself external­
ly, whereas all external protection amounts to 
nothing if the community itself is without val­
ues internally.5 There are indications of a first 
“ethical” imperative here: from an ethical point 
of view, not every state is “entitled” to security 
policy in the same way.6 From the perspective

From the perspective of political 
ethics, an unjust totalitarian 

state has no claim to “security”
of political ethics, an unjust totalitarian state 
has no claim to “security”. In such a case, secu­
rity policy action is fundamentally illegitimate. 
The situation is similar with a term like “state 
interest”. The existence of a particular interest 
says nothing about the claims one can make to 
fulfillment of that interest. Here the descriptive 
reality does not prescribe a normative reality. 
Only legitimate interests can have an entitle­
ment to fulfillment. If states as individual parts 
of the world community have interests that af­
fect other states and people outside of the state 
concerned, then it must be specifically shown 
that such interests are legitimate.

The foreign policy focus in the current con­
ception of security policy combines this field, 
which in itself is practical, with academic the­
ories of international relations (“IR theories”). 
The best known of these is “political realism”, 
which assumes that states can never stop seek­
ing superiority and power over other states in 
order to safeguard their security needs and 
“interests”. Since other states act similarly, the 
only way to protect oneself against their seizure 
of power is through one’s own striving for pow­
er. However, this build-up of mutual striving for 
security and power leads to the “security di- 
lemma”7, which is seen particularly in the form 
of the arms race. The power advantage that A 
obtains through an armaments upgrade be­
comes worthless as soon as B attains the same 
or higher level. This in turn seems to force A to 
keep upgrading its weapons. So for practical
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reasons alone, which are not yet any special 
ethical reasons, it seems obvious to avoid such 
unilateralism in security policy. Ultimately it 
will result in high costs for everyone, includ­
ing one’s own community. In this sense, today 
more than ever, security policy is a form of 
“world domestic policy”. Even distant conflicts 
and threats can easily affect one’s own political 
community and the territory it inhabits, as has 
been seen particularly in the case of global mi­
gration movements.

Thus the concept of security underlying 
security policy has become much more mul­
ti-layered and complex than pure, outwardly 
directed, territorial defense. As a result, we can 
distinguish a factual dimension (“Which prob­
lem area are security threats located in?”), a

Although it is not the soldiers themselves 
who decide on the deployment of 
the armed forces, this does not mean that 
military action is no longer in any 
way attributable to military personnel

reference dimension (“Whose security does 
this concern - that of the state, of society or 
of individuals?”), a spatial dimension (“Which 
geographical area is affected?”) and a danger 
dimension (“What vulnerabilities or risks are 
we talking about?”).8 All of these dimensions 
have protectors of security who have to act as 
individuals or institutions. Many of these ac­
tions are performed in the civil sphere by civil­
ian actors. Yet military forces still play a special 
role (especially in normative considerations) 
because they contribute the factor of physical 
force - both potential and actual - which is par­
ticularly problematic for peace ethics.

Military ethics

The threat or use of physical force is the ul­
tima ratio of security policy considerations. 
Almost all countries of the world have signed 
the Charter of the United Nations, which in 
principle prohibits the threat or use of force 
in international relations (Art. 2 [4]). However, 
this does not affect the “inherent right” of a

member of the United Nations to “individual 
or collective self-defence” - at least until the 
UN Security Council has taken action neces­
sary to maintain or restore international peace 
and security (Art. 51). The Security Council 
can also authorize its members to use armed 
force in this context (Art. 42). Hence the vast 
majority of countries still maintain their own 
military forces. The profession of soldier still 
exists - many political scientists and security 
policy practitioners would add: necessarily. 
Since the military takes action, the question of 
the right course of action also has to be asked. 
Along with the law, here morality comes into 
consideration as an authority for judging ac­
tions. Ethics is philosophical reflection on mo­
rality. Hence military ethics is the form of eth­
ics that deals with actions in the military and 
in the military context. It is therefore predom­
inantly a special form of professional ethics, 
and in this sense it is similar to media ethics 
or medical ethics. As an ethics that also and in 
particular asks about the legitimacy of violent 
acts, it is related to police ethics.

Despite the fact that an army has a very 
strict and well-established institutional struc- 
ture,9 the individuals who belong to it - the 
soldiers - are not freed from the obligation 
to ethically examine their actions. Although 
it is not the soldiers themselves who decide 
on the deployment of the armed forces, but 
rather the makers of security policy (or polit­
ical leaders in their role as security policymak­
ers), this does not mean that military action is 
no longer in any way attributable to military 
personnel. Even in wars and armed conflicts, 
action is accountable. The law in armed con­
flict - referred to as ius in bello - plays a central 
role in the justification of such actions. In his 
book Just and Unjust Wars10, which has long 
been treated as a standard work of military 
ethics, Michael Walzer clearly separates the 
tasks. (Security) policymakers have to decide 
on the deployment itself, on the ius ad bellum. 
Military personnel, however, must adhere to 
the “rules” of ius in bello. Since this applies 
in the same way to all parties in a conflict, all 
combatants (of whatever party) are morally 
on an equal footing - unless they commit or 
have committed war crimes. The central re-
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quirement of ius in bello is that the violence 
of armed conflict may only be directed against 
military targets - including enemy combat­
ants - but never against civilians.

Particularly in recent times, key authors 
have fundamentally criticized this moral di­
vision of tasks. They claim that this “logical” 
distinction (Walzer) between ius ad bellum 
and ius in bello does not exist. In a way similar 
to defense contexts in non-war circumstances, 
in armed conflicts too there is a need to pay 
close moral attention to the question of which 
party to the conflict is using force with what 
right. Accordingly, military personnel have a 
basic duty to refuse participation in any mili­
tary deployment that is not morally legitimate. 
If they do not refuse - for which they may have 
exculpatory reasons such as external pressure 
or ignorance - then they are not on an equal 
footing with an enemy who is fighting with 
moral legitimacy. Military personnel must 
therefore ensure they are aware of the ethi­
cal reasons for their deployment, and cannot 
simply shrug off their moral responsibility as a 
question of command and obedience.

The analogy of civilian defense situations is 
used frequently in the current military ethics 
debate, but it also entails further consequenc­
es. In this model, it is no longer possible to sus­
tain the strict separation of combatants who 
can be legitimately attacked in armed con­
flicts from civilians who at most are allowed 
to be foreseeably but in no case intentional­
ly affected by the use of force. Combatants 
may have been forced into their role against 
their will, in which case it is either hardly or 
not at all morally legitimate to attack them. 
Conversely, large-scale illegitimate acts of vio­
lence may be committed at the behest of per­
sons who would qualify as “civilians” under 
international law. Whether, in case of doubt, 
one should attack civilians who are respon­
sible for the use of illegitimate force rather 
than many perfectly innocent combatants is a 
moral question that has to be answered. The 
problem is not just one of theoretical military 
ethics approaches. In asymmetric conflicts in­
volving many violent non-state actors, whose 
fighters no longer even identify themselves, it 
has long become a practical challenge.

Anyone who offers justifications on the 
grounds of military ethics ultimately does so 
against a wider backdrop of ethical argument. 
The legitimation model oriented to defense 
situations assumes fundamental individual 
rights that must not be violated. One can even 
go so far as to say that it is based on a definable 
and definite human rights conceptualization. 
But from where can this in turn take its own 
legitimation basis? This question leads to the 
third term in our title, namely peace ethics.

Peace ethics

“Peace ethics” is not a field of sectoral ethics 
as the term might suggest. It is not a kind of 
ethics that only “applies” in peacetime. The 
concept of “peace” as a philosophical or the­
ological term is not meant to single out one 
segment of ethics, but to present political eth­
ics or social ethics with a telos - a goal or pur­
pose. Therefore the concept of peace in peace 
ethics cannot simply be a “cosmic concept” (a 
Weltbegriff, in the Kantian sense), which con­
tains only a description of an empirically ver­
ifiable state. If the concept of peace in peace

Anyone who offers justifications 
on the grounds of military ethics 

ultimately does so against a wider 
backdrop of ethical argument

ethics were an operationalizable and hence 
descriptively comprehensible state of the 
world, peace ethics would shrink to a mere in­
strumental consideration of the best possible 
way to achieve the goal. Ethics, however, is a 
science of reflection that must always ques­
tion itself. Hence for peace ethics considera­
tions, the question of which concept of peace 
is taken as a foundation cannot be regarded 
irrelevant in any way.11 There is a fundamental 
basic distinction between a negative peace, 
denoting the absence of specific violence, and 
a positive peace of people and communities 
in fruitful cooperation. The most concise sys­
tematization is found in Thomas Aquinas, who 
distinguishes between “concord” (concordia)
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and “peace” (pax). Concord can be achieved 
if everyone adheres in their actions to the 
prescribed norms. In this way, the regulatory 
function of law ensures that conflicts and con­
frontations are small. But this is not sufficient 
for positive peace, for pax. This requires a pri­
or orientation toward a common good. At the 
same time, social peace requires individuals 
to be at peace with themselves. Well ordered 
concord consists in “one man agreeing with 
another in respect of something befitting to 
both of them” (Summa theologiae II-II, q. 29, 
a. 1, ad. 1). But pax means that people direct 
themselves toward what is truly good - for the 
theologian, ultimately to God. Theologically, 
therefore, a further distinction is necessary: 
“Since true peace is only about good things, 

Even the old Hebrew term shalom 
goes far beyond a mere non-aggression 
pact and emphasizes an integral 
unity between man and his creator God

as the true good is possessed in two ways, 
perfectly and imperfectly, so there is a twofold 
true peace. One is perfect peace. It consists in 
the perfect enjoyment of the sovereign good, 
and unites all one’s desires by giving them 
rest in one object. [...] The other is imperfect 
peace, which may be had in this world” (Sum­
ma theologiae II-II, q. 29, a. 2, ad. 4).

Today, even theologians feel uneasy about 
introducing such a theological concept of 
peace into the public debate.12 It no longer
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seems to be appropriate for a pluralistic socie­
ty. But it is still possible to share the assertion 
formulated by Thomas Aquinas: agreement on 
the most important goods and an affirmation 
of the legitimate claims of others are essential 
for peace. Religious positions bring a different 
degree of understanding than secular models 
- this fact should not be brushed aside. After 
all, even the old Hebrew term shalom goes far 
beyond a mere non-aggression pact and em­
phasizes an integral unity between man and 
his creator God - both within the individual 
human being and thus also between human 
beings.13

Starting from an ethical concept of peace, 
peace ethics unfolds into various complex­
es of questions, in which the problem of the 
conditions for the legitimate use of force plays 
a special role. It is not so much the notion 
of conflict that is opposed to the concept of 
peace, but rather the notion of violence, be­
cause - as in democracy - conflict resolution 
processes can be orderly and peaceful. Hence 
it is not surprising to see many people who are 
particularly concerned about peace rejecting 
violence as a matter of principle and viewing 
themselves as pacifists. But we also know 
that situations can arise in which an ethos of 
non-violence is put to a harsh test, even to 
the point where the renunciation of violence 
becomes implausible from the perspective of 
justice and humanity. Christian peace ethics 
devoted to a “paradigm of just peace” also has 
to contemplate the possibility of using force 
as an ultima ratio.

The manner in which such questions are 
dealt with - including considerations of legal 
ethics - has direct impacts on military ethics 
and security policy. Roughly speaking, mil­
itary ethics tends to be influenced more by 
peace-ethical considerations relating to ius 
in bello; the ethical requirements for security 
policy relate to ius ad bellum, which today is 
perhaps better termed ius contra bellum.

Regarding the relationship between ethics 
and security policy, one can say that for a just 
state, state security is certainly a task that, pri­
ma facie, has ethical weight. There are various 
ways of explaining the ethical significance of 
a state. One way is via freedom. States enable 
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freedom because they protect the life, limb 
and property of their people through a mutual 
agreement. However, the area that is protect­
ed and secured must remain restricted. Unre­
stricted immigration into the state or violent 
attacks from outside make it impossible for 
the state to guarantee the protection and se­
curity of these goods. This applies not only to 
the present moment in time, but also particu­
larly to the diachronic passage of time, so that 
people can make and implement plans. But if 
it is no longer possible to defer present con­
sumption opportunities to the future or pass 
them on to other people, then individual free­
dom of action is enormously restricted. There­
fore, it is ethically legitimate to ensure the 
security of the state, which guarantees these 
freedoms. Nevertheless, the state as a form 
of political institutionalization is also ambiva­
lent, particularly when it reduces social rela­
tions to technical patterns of interaction and 
so to a “machine” (Nietzsche) - even if it is a 
“justice machine”.

Teach ethics - but how?

Security policy as such is not a field of ethics 
and thus it isn’t a field that could be dealt with 
in a didactics of ethics, either. But of course, 
security policy action, like any human action, 
is subject to ethical judgment. Here ethics 
presents a different perspective than that of 
security policy, and accordingly the criteria 
and language used are also different. From an 
ethical perspective, security policy has to be 
judged by ethical criteria that cannot be taken 
from security policy itself. So, for example, in 
ethical respects the (ethical) concept of (posi­
tive) peace is primary over that of political se­
curity. Benchmarks for justifiable security pol­
icy should be developed and reflected upon in 
peace ethics accordingly.

The didactics of ethics plays a particularly 
prominent role in professional ethics, such as 
military ethics. But the scope of didactics in 
ethics is itself a topic for ethics. If we assume 
that an important ethical focus of human de­
cision-making is not simply on the “external 
effects” of actions “in the physical world”, such 
that ethics could be easily modeled by tech­

nology, but instead concerns factors that are 
situated in the actors themselves - attitudes, 
beliefs, virtues - then we must recognize that 
education, habituation, role models and so­
cial sanctions are often “didactically” much 
more effective elements of teaching than 
lectures or study seminars. Even for military 
ethics, crucial prerequisites are formed in the 
communal life of a family, then in school and 
in further civil social relationships. Comrade­
ly life and interaction within the military then 
do the rest. The attitude of gratitude that is so 
fundamental for any human social relation­
ship, for example, cannot be created merely 
by being taught. Recognition and understand­
ing also presuppose a particular attitude: the 
sound argument in military ethics requires a 
sounding board on which it can first be ac­
knowledged as an argument.

Peace ethics as virtue ethics

Peace ethics is often conceived only as legal 
ethics, which is already insufficient, as law is 
not the only normative order that can pro­
mote a (negative) peace. The fact that peace 
ethics to an eminent degree must be a vir­
tue ethics only became more visible again 
through the recent work of Alexander Merkl.14 
Military ethics too cannot do without virtues 
such as bravery, since soldiers rarely fight 
only for themselves but instead, they act 
in institutional responsibility for others as 
well.15 In security policy, virtues are essential 
if a continuous build-up of mutual threats is 
to be avoided. One of the most fundamental 
imperatives in peace ethics, which should 
guide both military action and, in particu­
lar, security policy, can be formulated like 
this: you should always consider your - real 
or only supposed - enemies in the situation 
they are in, and approach them with funda­
mental peaceableness16 in all specific con- 
frontations.17 If the didactics of peace ethics 
is successful in this respect, then it will have 
achieved something great.
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