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The question of how individuals and thinkers assess pacifistic responses in the face of violence, oppression,
and moral crises has long fascinated scholars and ethical theorists alike. Among the prominent figures who
have grappled with this issue are Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German theologian and anti-Nazi resistor, and
George Orwell, the renowned British writer and social critic. Despite their differing backgrounds, contexts,
and philosophies, both Bonhoeffer and Orwell employ a discernible standard—rooted in moral integrity,
practical effectiveness, and contextual evaluation—to assess pacifistic responses. This article explores how
these two influential figures utilize a shared framework to evaluate pacifism, examining their perspectives,

principles, and the broader implications of their evaluative standards.

Understanding Pacifism: A Complex Ethical Terrain

Before delving into Bonhoeffer’s and Orwell’s standards, it is essential to understand the multifaceted
nature of pacifism. Generally, pacifism is the opposition to war and violence in pursuit of moral or spiritual

principles. However, within pacifism itself, there are variations:

- Absolute Pacifism: Rejects all forms of violence under any circumstances.
- Conditional or Pragmatic Pacifism: Supports violence only as a last resort or under specific conditions.
- Active vs. Passive Pacifism: Active pacifism involves nonviolent resistance and activism, whereas passive

might be non-participation or abstention.

Both Bonhoeffer and Orwell recognize the complexity of pacifism, especially when confronting injustices

that threaten human dignity and life.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Perspective on Pacifism and Resistance

Bonhoeffer’s Context and Ethical Standpoint

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s life was marked by his staunch opposition to Nazi tyranny. As a theologian and

pastor, Bonhoeffer believed that faith demanded active resistance against evil, even if it meant violating



pacifist principles. His involvement in the German Resistance, including plots to assassinate Hitler,

exemplifies his stance that moral action sometimes necessitates confronting evil directly.

Standard of Evaluation in Bonhoeffer’s Thought

Bonhoeffer’s approach to evaluating pacifistic responses hinges on several key principles:

- Moral Responsibility: Belief that individuals have a duty to oppose evil actively, especially when lives are
at stake.

- Contextual Morality: Recognition that moral decisions depend on specific circumstances, including the
severity of injustice and potential outcomes.

- Faith and Love as Guides: The conviction that love—particularly agape—is paramount, but that love

sometimes requires tough, decisive actions.

Application of the Standard:

Bonhoeffer argued that pacifism could be morally inadequate if it results in passive complicity in evil. For
instance, he believed that passive non-resistance in the face of Nazi atrocities would be morally wrong.
Instead, he advocated for a form of “resistance rooted in faith,” where the moral imperative to oppose evil

overrides strict pacifist principles.

Implications of Bonhoeffer’s Standard

His evaluative framework emphasizes moral courage, responsibility, and contextual judgment. It suggests
that pacifistic responses must be measured against the urgency to oppose profound evil and the capacity for

effective resistance.

George Orwell’s Perspective on Violence and Pacifism

Orwell’s Background and Ethical Approach

George Orwell’s experiences fighting in the Spanish Civil War and observing totalitarian regimes shaped
his nuanced views on violence and pacifism. Orwell was skeptical of ideological dogmatism, advocating for

pragmatic and honest assessments of violence’s role in social change.

Standard of Evaluation in Orwell’s Thought

Orwell’s evaluative standard involves:

- Practical Effectiveness: Whether a pacifist response achieves meaningful resistance or change.



- Honesty and Realism: Recognizing the brutal realities of political struggles and avoiding naive idealism.
- Moral Integrity: Maintaining personal honesty and consistency in moral principles, even when

confronting violence.

Application of the Standard:

Orwell believed that absolute pacifism could sometimes hinder the fight against oppressive regimes. For
example, during the Spanish Civil War, Orwell supported the fight against fascism, even if it involved
violence. He argued that pacifism must be evaluated based on whether it facilitates or obstructs justice and

social progress.

Implications of Orwell’s Standard

His framework emphasizes pragmatic judgment, moral clarity, and the importance of confronting reality
honestly. Orwell’s standard encourages weighing the consequences of pacifist responses and their ability to

serve justice.

Commonalities in the Standards Employed by Bonhoeffer and
Orwell

Despite their differences, Bonhoeffer and Orwell share several key elements in their evaluative standards:
¢ Contextual Evaluation: Both stress the importance of assessing each situation individually rather than
applying rigid moral rules.

¢ Moral Responsibility: Both believe that individuals and leaders bear responsibility for choosing the

most morally appropriate response.

e Pragmatism and Effectiveness: They consider the practical consequences and effectiveness of pacifist

responses in resisting evil or injustice.

¢ Integrity and Moral Courage: Both emphasize maintaining moral integrity, even when it requires

difficult decisions that may violate strict pacifist principles.

Differences in Their Approaches



‘While sharing common evaluative criteria, Bonhoeffer and Orwell differ in emphasis and application:

- Bonhoeffer: Places a stronger emphasis on faith, love, and moral responsibility rooted in theological
principles. His standard accommodates active resistance as a moral duty when confronting evil.
- Orwell: Focuses more on pragmatic effectiveness, honesty about political realities, and avoiding naive

idealism. His standard is secular and emphasizes the importance of truthful assessment and strategic action.

Broader Implications for Ethical Decision-Making

Understanding how Bonhoeffer and Orwell utilize their standards informs contemporary debates on

pacifism, resistance, and moral responses to violence. Their frameworks suggest that:

- Ethical responses must be evaluated contextually, considering the severity of injustice.
- Moral integrity and responsibility are paramount, but must be balanced with effectiveness.
- Absolute adherence to pacifism risks moral failure if it results in passive complicity.

- Practicality and honesty are essential in determining when pacifistic responses are morally defensible.

Conclusion

In examining how Bonhoeffer and Orwell both utilize a standard of evaluating pacifistic responses, it
becomes clear that their shared approach hinges on assessing moral responsibility, context, and practicality.
‘While rooted in different philosophical and theological traditions, both thinkers recognize that pacifism
cannot be an unthinking principle but must be dynamically evaluated against the realities of moral crises.
Their standards serve as valuable guides for individuals and societies striving to navigate the complex

terrain of violence, justice, and ethical resistance in the modern world.

By understanding their evaluative criteria, contemporary ethical discourse can better appreciate the

nuanced balance between nonviolence and the necessity of confronting evil effectively and morally.

Frequently Asked Questions

How do Bonhoeffer and Orwell each define or interpret pacifism in their
writings?
Bonhoeffer approaches pacifism from a theological perspective, emphasizing moral responsibility and

Christian love, while Orwell considers pacifism as a political stance that may be challenged by the realities

of evil and violence, often questioning whether absolute pacifism is practical or effective.



In what ways do Bonhoeffer and Orwell utilize moral or ethical standards

to evaluate pacifistic responses?

Both thinkers assess pacifism through ethical lenses—Bonhoeffer via Christian ethics emphasizing obedience
to God's will, and Orwell through a pragmatic lens that considers the consequences of pacifism in resisting

tyranny and injustice.

How does each thinker address the potential shortcomings or criticisms of
pacifism?

Bonhoeffer acknowledges that pacifism can be challenged by the need to oppose evil actively, while
Orwell warns that strict pacifism may enable tyranny or prolong suffering if it prevents necessary

resistance.

‘What role does the context of totalitarianism or tyranny play in
Bonhoeffer and Orwell’s evaluation of pacifism?

Both recognize that in contexts of oppressive regimes, pacifism faces moral dilemmas; Bonhoeffer
contemplates active resistance within Christian duty, whereas Orwell sees the importance of strategic

resistance to prevent greater evil.

How do Bonhoeffer and Orwell’s personal experiences influence their

perspectives on pacifistic responses?

Bonhoeffer’s involvement in resistance against Nazi Germany informs his view that moral action
sometimes requires confronting evil directly, while Orwell’s experiences with totalitarian regimes lead

him to question whether pacifism is sufficient in defending justice.

Do Bonhoeffer and Orwell advocate for a specific form of pacifism, or do

they allow for nuanced positions?

Both scholars promote nuanced positions: Bonhoeffer emphasizes a Christian-based, active form of
nonviolence that may include resistance, while Orwell advocates for pragmatic resistance, recognizing that

pacifism may need to be flexible depending on circumstances.

‘What can contemporary debates on nonviolence and resistance learn from
the similarities in Bonhoeffer and Orwell’s standards of evaluation?

Contemporary debates can learn the importance of balancing moral ideals with pragmatic considerations,
recognizing that the evaluation of pacifist responses depends on context, moral responsibility, and the

potential outcomes of resistance or non-resistance.



Additional Resources

Evaluation

Introduction: Bridging Ethical Frameworks Through Literature and Philosophy

In examining the moral landscapes navigated by Dietrich Bonhoeffer and George Orwell, two towering
figures of 20th-century thought, a compelling question emerges: How is it that both thinkers, despite their
differing contexts and philosophical backgrounds, utilize a shared standard for evaluating pacifistic
responses? This inquiry invites a deep dive into their writings, moral reasoning, and the underlying

principles that inform their perspectives on violence, resistance, and ethical action.

This article aims to dissect the ways Bonhoeffer and Orwell employ a common evaluative framework—one
rooted in moral integrity, pragmatic realism, and the pursuit of justice—to assess pacifism. Through detailed
analysis of their works, we will uncover the philosophical and ethical underpinnings that allow both to
arrive at nuanced positions on the legitimacy and efficacy of pacifist responses in the face of tyranny,

oppression, and moral crisis.

Understanding the Ethical Foundations: Morality, Responsibility,

and Context

Bonhoeffer’s Ethical Perspective: Responsibility and Moral Courage

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German theologian and anti-Nazi activist, is renowned for his steadfast opposition to
Hitler’s regime and his complex stance on resistance. His evaluation of pacifism is deeply embedded in his

theological understanding of responsibility and moral courage.

- Responsibility as Moral Imperative: Bonhoeffer emphasizes that ethical action is not merely a matter of
personal conviction but a response to the concrete needs of the world. His concept of responsible action
demands engaging with real-world situations where moral choices have tangible consequences.

- Cost of Discipleship: Bonhoeffer’s famous notion underscores that authentic discipleship involves risking
one’s life and well-being to oppose evil. Moral integrity, in his view, sometimes entails active resistance,
even if violent measures are necessary under extreme circumstances.

- Contextual Ethics: Bonhoeffer rejects rigid moral absolutism. Instead, he advocates for a contextual

approach where the severity of evil, the potential for harm, and the moral duty to protect innocent lives



shape the response.

In essence, Bonhoeffer’s standard for evaluating pacifism involves assessing whether non-violent responses
adequately serve justice and responsibility in specific contexts. If pacifism leads to greater complicity or

enables evil, it loses moral standing in his framework.

Orwell’s Ethical Perspective: Pragmatism and Moral Realism

George Orwell, primarily known for his dystopian novels and essays, offers a markedly different but

internally consistent framework for evaluating pacifistic responses.

- Realism and Pragmatism: Orwell’s writings emphasize the importance of practical judgment and the
realities of political power. He advocates for honest assessment of situations, recognizing that idealism must
often be tempered by realism.

- Moral Clarity and Justice: Orwell values moral clarity—distinguishing between good and evil—and
believes that resistance to oppression sometimes necessitates force. His critique of pacifism often centers on
its potential to weaken the moral and political fight against tyranny.

- Anti-Utopian Skepticism: Orwell is wary of utopian visions that ignore the complexities of human nature
and political conflict. He evaluates pacifist responses based on their effectiveness in resisting evil and

protecting human dignity.
In summary, Orwell employs a standard that weighs the efficacy of pacifism against the imperatives of

justice, resistance, and the pragmatic necessity of confronting evil. If pacifism hampers these goals, he

considers it morally and practically insufficient.

The Shared Standard: Moral Responsibility as a Universal

Criterion

Despite their differences, Bonhoeffer and Orwell converge on a critical evaluative criterion: moral
responsibility. This shared standard functions as a lens through which both thinkers judge pacifistic
responses—does the chosen response uphold moral responsibility to victims, justice, and the common good?

The Components of Their Shared Standard

1. Moral Responsibility to Oppressed Victims



Both Bonhoeffer and Orwell prioritize the moral duty to protect innocent lives. If pacifism results in

allowing evil to flourish or fail to protect victims, it is deemed morally inadequate.
2. Responsibility to Resist Evil

Resistance is a moral obligation, especially when evil threatens human dignity. The evaluation of pacifism

hinges on whether it effectively counters evil or inadvertently sustains it.
3. Assessment of Effectiveness

The standard also incorporates an effectiveness measure—does the response contribute to the realization of

justice? If pacifism is ineffective in stopping injustice, both thinkers question its moral sufficiency.
4. Contextual Moral Judgments

Both emphasize that moral responsibility must be assessed within concrete situations. Rigid adherence to

pacifism or violence, divorced from context, is seen as morally irresponsible.

Case Studies: Applying the Standard in Their Writings

Bonhoeffer’s Resistance and Ethical Evaluation

In his Letters and Papers from Prison, Bonhoeffer discusses the moral dilemmas faced in resisting Nazi

tyranny. His evaluation of pacifism is nuanced:

- When non-violent resistance is feasible and effective, it is morally preferable.

- However, in situations where silence or passivity enables evil to continue unchecked, active
resistance—even through clandestine or violent means—is ethically justified.

- Example: Bonhoeffer’s involvement in the conspiracy to assassinate Hitler exemplifies his view that moral

responsibility can, in exceptional circumstances, justify resorting to violence to prevent greater evil.
Orwell’s Critique of Utopian Pacifism

In essays like “Notes on Nationalism” and “The Politics of the English Language,” Orwell criticizes pacifism

that neglects the realities of political struggle:

- He argues that pacifism, if it compromises the capacity to resist tyranny effectively, becomes morally

irresponsible.



- Orwell emphasizes that moral responsibility entails recognizing when force is necessary to uphold justice
and human dignity.
- Example: During World War II, Orwell supported the fight against fascism, asserting that resisting evil

sometimes requires force, and pacifism in such contexts would be morally deficient.

Conclusion: A Common Ethical Framework for Pacifist

Ewvaluation

In sum, Bonhoeffer and Orwell, despite their contrasting backgrounds and approaches, utilize a shared
standard rooted in moral responsibility to evaluate pacifistic responses. This standard demands that
action—whether pacifist or militant—must serve justice, protect the innocent, and be contextually

appropriate.
Their evaluations can be summarized as follows:

- Pacifism is commendable when it effectively resists evil without causing greater harm.

- It becomes morally questionable if it facilitates evil, fails to protect victims, or neglects the moral duty to
resist injustice.

- Contextual judgment is essential —rigid adherence to pacifism or violence is less important than the moral

imperatives dictated by specific circumstances.

This shared evaluative framework underscores a profound ethical insight: moral responsibility is not
absolute but must be exercised with prudence, courage, and a keen awareness of human realities. Both
Bonhoeffer and Orwell challenge us to consider not only the ideal but also the practical, moral, and
contextual dimensions of resistance—making their perspectives enduringly relevant in contemporary

debates on pacifism and ethical action.

Final Word: Their mutual reliance on a standard of moral responsibility demonstrates that even divergent
philosophies can converge on fundamental ethical principles, enriching our understanding of how best to

respond to tyranny, violence, and moral crisis.
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