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Kant’s Pacifism in the Context of Modern Military
System

Takao Ito

In the third preliminary article of Kant’s Toward Perpetual Peace (1795), he insists on
the abolition of standing armies (miles perpetuus) because “being hired to kill or to be
killed seems to involve a use of human beings as mere machines and tools in the hand of
another (a state).” At the same time, he adds here, “But it is quite different with military
exercises undertaken voluntarily and periodically by the citizens of a state in order to
secure themselves and their own country against attacks from without.” When these two
theses are synthesized, a third emerges: military exercises by the people are ethically
permitted because they don’t treat man as mere machines and tools. Based on this third
thesis, the people’s army born of revolutionary France may also be ethically tolerable.
However, the people’s army requires universal conscription. Is such a system affirmed in
ethics? In Germany and Japan before and during the war, the Kantian interpretation that
affirmed the system of universal conscription was actually mainstream. Moreover, as a
result, Kant’s Toward Perpetual Peace was used to justify military conscription. I want to
consider whether such a militaristic Kantian interpretation is actually appropriate based

on his own text.
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