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The Condemnation-Absolution
Syndrome: Issues of Validity and
Generality
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In their article “Just War and Unjust Soldiers,” Scott Sagan and Benjamin

Valentino provide evidence about how the American public views issues of

just and unjust actions in wartime. According to their survey data, the public

puts much more emphasis on the justice or injustice of leaders’ actions initiating

warfare, and less on soldiers’ actions during war, than do moral philosophers of

both the traditionalist and the revisionist schools of just war thought. A majority

of respondents in a  survey experiment conducted by the authors declared

that victors of a war would be justified in punishing, with prison terms, soldiers

who had participated in an unjust attack (figure , condition A), and almost

half of the respondents regarded prison terms as justified even if the soldiers

were conscripts (figure , condition C). Even when the experimental prompt

included no mention of war crimes, fewer than  percent of respondents regarded

conscripts who participated in an unjust war as behaving ethically (figure ,

condition C). It seems that the American public condemns soldiers for following

wrong commands by their leaders, and that roughly half of the public would mete

out severe legal punishments to these soldiers.

Conversely, over one-third of respondents in the Sagan-Valentino experiment

would exempt, even from moral criticism, soldiers acting in a war of just cause
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who committed blatant war crimes (figures  and , condition E). That figure is

halved when subjects are told that the war in which those soldiers participated

was unjust (figures  and , condition D). The authors conclude both that the

American public blames soldiers for the unjust actions of their leaders (figure ,

condition A) and that the same public offers an “an intuitive moral license . . .

to soldiers believed to be fighting for a just cause” (p. ).

These are potentially important findings. If substantiated by further work, as

discussed below, they will be disturbing to everyone—including, presumably, vir-

tually all moral philosophers—who wishes to hold soldiers responsible for crimes

committed during wartime.

Implications for Philosophical Positions

Sagan and Valentino pose two questions of moral responsibility: First, must

soldiers share moral responsibility with their leaders for participating in an unjust

war, regardless of the quality of their own wartime actions? Second, must soldiers

accept moral responsibility for their own actions in war, regardless of the justice or

injustice of the war? The results from the authors’ survey show that with regard to

the first question, the American public agrees with the revisionists: soldiers share

responsibility with their leaders for participating in an unjust war. Sagan and

Valentino do not explicitly discuss the views of traditionalist and revisionist phi-

losophers on the second question, but it seems clear that both sets of scholars

believe that soldiers are responsible for their own actions in wartime, and certainly

must not commit war crimes. The American public, however, is divided on the

second question: only two-thirds agree that soldiers are responsible for not com-

mitting war crimes, even if they are fighting for a just cause. Table  summarizes

the answers to these questions by group.

TABLE . RESPONSIBILITY IN WARFARE

Traditionalists Revisionists
U.S.
Public

Question .Must soldiers share responsibility with
their leaders for participating in an unjust war?

No Yes Yes

Question . Must soldiers accept responsibility for
their own actions in war regardless of the justice
of the war?

Yes Yes Divided

466 Robert O. Keohane

https://doi.org/10.1017/S089267941900039X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S089267941900039X


A substantial proportion of the Americans surveyed by Sagan and Valentino

display what I will call a distinctive “condemnation-absolution syndrome”: con-

demning soldiers for participating (willingly or not) in unjust warfare, and absolv-

ing them for crimes committed in the course of a war launched for just cause. For

anyone who wishes to ensure that American soldiers behave justly in war and are

held accountable when they do not, the willingness of much of the American

public to absolve soldiers from responsibility for war crimes in an otherwise

just war should be a source of concern.

Sagan and Valentino also seek to connect their findings to philosophical debates

in the just war tradition. Traditional just war doctrine, in their interpretation,

“delineates a division of moral responsibility in which political leaders are respon-

sible for the initiation of a war, while soldiers are responsible only for their own

conduct during the war” (p. ). Revisionist theorists, they claim, hold that

“soldiers who fight for an unjust cause bear some responsibility for their part in

advancing the unjust war, even if they conduct themselves according to jus in

bello rules” (p. ). Sagan and Valentino not only challenge assumptions

about public attitudes that they attribute to both sets of moral philosophers;

they conclude that their findings “suggest that revisionism, if put into practice,

could undermine the protection of noncombatants during war” (p. ).

In evaluating this statement, much depends on what “put into practice” means.

It could mean simply the acceptance of revisionist arguments by the American

public, or another public. Under this interpretation, the Sagan-Valentino claim

does not hold up, since revisionists do not absolve soldiers fighting in a just

war from jus in bello responsibility. Accepting their position therefore would

not undermine protection of noncombatants.

“Put into practice” could also mean that publics, not being well versed in phil-

osophical distinctions, become confused by the acceptance of revisionist views on

soldiers’ responsibility for the justice of the wars in which they fight. Accepting

revisionist views on this subject would in this interpretation somehow lead publics

to absolve soldiers on the just side from the obligation to fight justly in bello. Thus,

accepting the stronger revisionist claim about the responsibility of soldiers for the

justice of a war’s cause would confuse publics into accepting a weaker moral claim

about soldiers’ responsibility to avoid committing war crimes. Perhaps this could

occur, but it makes no logical sense and a convincing psychological explanation

would need to be put forward to make this odd confusion plausible.
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A third meaning of “put into practice,” as suggested by Sagan and Valentino’s

abstract, would be that revisionist principles become incorporated into the laws of

war. If the resulting legal language clearly differentiated between the responsibility

to fight only in just wars and the responsibility to fight justly, whatever the nature

of the war, we would once again have little reason to worry about a slippery slope

toward accepting war crimes. Only if the legal text implied the absolution for war

crimes that much of the American public seems to offer would there be cause for

concern. The problem identified by the Sagan-Valentino experiment is not that

the American public agrees with the revisionist philosophers on soldiers’ respon-

sibility for the wars in which they fight, but that much of the public disagrees with

both sets of philosophers on soldiers’ responsibility not to commit war crimes.

Validity and Generality: Unpacking the

Sagan-Valentino Inferences

I devote the rest of my commentary to a different question: How seriously should

we take the attitudes expressed by a representative sample of  members of the

American public in one survey experiment conducted in ? Do we really

know that public views of wartime behavior differ from those of moral philoso-

phers, as table  suggests? Before discussing the implications of the condemnation-

absolution syndrome, it would be wise for researchers to ascertain both the validity

and generality of this finding. To do so, we need to know whether the

Sagan-Valentino experiment passes tests of descriptive inference and replicability.

The relevance of an experimental finding such as this one depends on our belief

that we can construct valid descriptive inferences from it. Drawing a descriptive

inference is “the process of understanding an unobserved phenomenon on the

basis of a set of observations.” The unobserved phenomenon for Sagan and

Valentino is the attitudes of the American public toward justice and injustice in

warfare in . Like any social science findings, the findings of their particular

experiment are subject to nonsystematic variation, which could include random

variations in the composition of the survey sample, the weather when the survey

was taken, recent events reported by the media, or individuals’ mood fluctuations.

An optimal measure of American public attitudes—clearly infeasible within the

budgets of social scientists—would involve conducting a large number of such sur-

veys and administering each to a different representative sample using the same

methodology. The first question of valid descriptive inference therefore involves
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whether it is correct to infer that the findings of Sagan and Valentino are actually

representative of the American public’s attitudes toward justice and injustice in

warfare in .

In this sense, the issue of the validity of descriptive inferences is similar to the

issue of replicability in psychology or social psychology: Under similar circum-

stances, would a survey of a different representative sample of the same population

generate essentially similar conclusions? An active controversy about replicability

is currently raging in fields such as psychology, where scientists such as those on

the Open Science Collaboration team have claimed that many experimental results

turn out not to be replicable.

Sagan and Valentino do not merely want to ascertain, as historians, what

American public attitudes were, in , toward just behavior in wartime; they

also want to generalize about contemporary American attitudes on this subject.

The significance of their argument is therefore premised on the validity of a

second descriptive inference: that their findings, assumed for the sake of argument

to be representative of public views in , are also valid today. Testing this infer-

ence is feasible. I therefore suggest, as the next research step for these authors,

replicating their experiment in . If the study reported here were successfully

replicated, it would suggest that the Sagan-Valentino findings are stable over time,

and not an artifact of specific attributes of the American public in . Their

research could become the basis for a well-founded descriptive inference about

contemporary American public attitudes toward justice in war.

If the Sagan-Valentino findings are valid for the contemporary United States, they

would suggest comparative questions. Is the condemnation-absolution syndrome dis-

tinctive to American publics at various times, or is it more general? If more general,

does it apply to democratic publics in different cultural contexts, Western and

non-Western? Does it apply to nondemocratic publics? Each of these questions

asks about a further descriptive inference. These descriptive inferences could then

provide the basis for eventual causal theory. Valid descriptive inferences about public

attitudes toward justice in war constitute crucial intermediate steps toward the

development of an explanatory theory of public attitudes toward justice in war.

Consider, for instance, the plausible causal hypothesis that, due to their status as

voting citizens, citizens of democracies will be more likely than subjects of autoc-

racies to hold soldiers responsible for the justice of the wars in which they engage.

If democratic citizens considered soldiers responsible for the justice of wars in

which they participate, their views would more closely resemble those of
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revisionist just war theorists than would the views of autocratic subjects. The logic

behind this hypothesis turns on the belief that citizens of democracies are more

accustomed than subjects of autocracies to take responsibility for the policies

adopted by their governments. The following statement by a soldier in

Shakespeare’s Henry V, quoted in Walzer’s Just and Unjust Wars, and also by

Sagan and Valentino (p. ), is classically authoritarian: “We know enough if

we know we are the king’s men. If his cause be wrong, our obedience to the

king wipes the crime of it out of us.” These words could not have come from a

democratically minded citizen-soldier. Since democratic citizens are more likely

than autocratic subjects to accept responsibility for their governments’ policies,

we might hypothesize that they would be more likely to hold soldiers responsible

for their governments’ actions in initiating war.

Testing this hypothesis would require, first, running the Sagan-Valentino exper-

iment in a number of countries that are at various levels on a democracy-autocracy

scale. Such experiments would yield descriptions of the attitudes of representative

samples of the publics of different countries at specific points in time. These

descriptions would in turn provide the basis for a series of specific descriptive infer-

ences: that a specific public’s attitudes toward soldiers’ conduct in warfare were of a

certain type. The specific inferences could then be pooled to make descriptive infer-

ences about the attitudes of “democratic publics” as compared to those of subjects

of more autocratic regimes. Only if these differences were significant in the expected

direction would investigators proceed to the next step: developing a strategy to

explain these differences by identifying the causal mechanisms involved. If the

proposition to be tested is that citizenship status is crucial, experiments in democ-

racies comparing the attitudes of citizens with those of noncitizens could constitute

an appropriate next step.

Quite apart from such a causal analysis, comparative descriptive inferences

would provide some evidence about the generality of the Sagan-Valentino find-

ings. Have they simply identified specific socially and historically constructed atti-

tudes that vary by society or even by time period? Or have they discovered a

general human set of intuitions that could somehow reflect more fundamental

general human attributes deeply embedded in our neurological systems?

Human attitudes toward issues involving cooperation vary enormously by society.

My expectation therefore is that attitudes toward justice in warfare will also exhibit

a large degree of variation. One source of variation is likely to be, as suggested

above, the nature of the polity’s political system. Other sources of variation
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could be the society’s prevailing religious beliefs or social norms regarding conflict.

The presence of substantial intersocietal variation would indicate that Sagan and

Valentino have not discovered a fundamental property of human nature. In any

event, the Sagan-Valentino findings are sufficiently important that it would be

worthwhile to determine how general they are.

Sagan and Valentino have discovered an intriguing pattern of response to hypo-

thetical actions by soldiers during wartime, which I have dubbed the

condemnation-absolution syndrome. If propositions about the existence of this

syndrome in the United States withstand tests of descriptive inference, the syn-

drome would be disturbing for moral philosophers and for anyone who seeks

to ensure that U.S. soldiers are held accountable for unjust wartime behavior. If

the syndrome seems to be a general one—existing across societies or some subset

of societies—proponents of justice in bello would have even more cause for con-

cern. However, before embarking on soul-searching explorations of these issues,

social scientists should determine whether the Sagan-Valentino results pass mul-

tiple tests of valid descriptive inference.

NOTES

 This essay is a response to Scott D. Sagan and Benjamin A. Valentino, “Just War and Unjust Soldiers:
American Public Opinion on the Moral Equality of Combatants,” Ethics & International Affairs , no.
, pp. –. All quotes and pages numbers refer to that article unless otherwise noted.

 Gary King, Robert O. Keohane, and Sidney Verba, Designing Social Inquiry: Scientific Inference in
Qualitative Research (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, ), p. .

 See the Open Science Collaboration website at osf.io/vmrgu/.
 William Shakespeare (Henry V, act IV, scene ), quoted in Michael Walzer, Just and Unjust Wars
(New York: Basic Books, ), p. .

 Brent L. Hughes, Nicholas P. Camp, Jesse Gomez, Vaidehi S. Natu, Kalanit Grill-Spector, and Jennifer
L. Eberhart, “Neural Adaptation to Faces Reveals Racial Outgroup Homogeneity Effects in Early
Perception,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences , no.  (July , ), pp. –.
For example, a recent study suggests that the greater ability of white subjects to distinguish the faces of
other Caucasians than to differentiate black faces is deeply embedded in human neurological attributes.

 Joseph Henrich, Robert Boyd, Samuel Bowles, and Colin Camerer, “‘Economic man’ in Cross-Cultural
Perspective: Behavioral Experiments in  Small-Scale Societies,” Behavioral and Brain Sciences , no.
 (December ), pp. –.

Abstract: In their article “Just War and Unjust Soldiers: American Public Opinion on the Moral
Equality of Combatants,” Scott Sagan and Benjamin Valentino argue that the American public eval-
uates soldiers’ wartime actions more according to whether the war they are fighting was initiated
justly, than on their actions during warfare. In this respect, their views are more similar to those
of revisionist philosophers than to those of traditional just war theorists. Before leaping to broad
conclusions from their survey, it should be replicated. If the findings hold in the replication, intrigu-
ing questions could be asked about comparative cross-national attitudes and about the relationship
between democracy and war.
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