
PACEM 6:1 (2003), 3-4 

ISSN 1500-2322 

© Feltprestkorpset  

Kulturelle rammebetingelser 
En selvfølgelighet kanskje, men like vel: Verken den etiske refleksjonen eller 

den etiske handlingen finner sted i et vakuum. Begge deler har sine rammebe-

tingelser og sine forutsetninger. Dette gjelder også innenfor for militæretikken. 

Og på litt forskjellig vis er dette tematisert i dette nummeret av Pacem. 

Delegater med røtter i den tredje verden pekte på noen slike rammebe-

tingelser under en stor internasjonal konferanse om humanitær intervensjon i 

regi av Life and Peace Institute i Uppsala for godt og vel 10 år siden, da de 

fremholdt sin bekymring for mulige utviklingstrekk i kjølevannet av globalise-

ringstendensene i internasjonal politikk. I dagens politiske situasjon fremstår 

disse bekymringene nærmest som profetiske: 

Á Intervensjonsbeslutningen ς eller beslutning om bruk av militærmakt ς vil i 

hovedsak være påvirket av eller fattet av stater med lang tradisjon for å do-

minere og unytte de partene som de intervenerer mot. Dette aspektet vil 

uvegerlig skinne gjennom også når beslutningen fattes av internasjonale or-

gan. 

Á Grunnlaget for intervensjonen vil i noen grad alltid kunne føres tilbake til 

problemer skapt gjennom den rike del av verdens politikk overfor den tredje 

verden. Intervensjon vil på denne bakgrunn lett oppfattes som et redskap 

for igjen å få situasjonen under kontroll 

Á Dobbeltmoral og mangel på konsekvens med hensyn til hvor og når det in-

terveneres militært, undergraver verdenssamfunnets troverdighet. 

Á Militær maktbruk kan aldri bli annet enn en midlertidig og overfladisk løs-

ning. De grunnleggende konfliktene må løses med andre virkemiddel enn 

militær maktbruk 

Á Økonomiske, sosiale og politiske forhold må vies større oppmerksomhet. De 

konstituerer urettferdighet og er som sådan en krenkelse av menneskever-

det 
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Á Intervensjonsstyrkene mangler grunnleggende forståelse for kulturen i det 

konfliktområdet de intervenerer i. 

En realistisk vurdering av intervensjonens muligheter vil til enhver tid måtte vie 

disse problemstillingene atskillig oppmerksomhet. En slik prosess vil avdekke at 

tverrkulturelle barrierer i denne sammenhengen ikke bare handler om eksotis-

ke og fremmede livsytringer i operasjonsområder rundt i verden, men i stor 

grad også er knyttet til de beslutningsprosessene som går forut for en interven-

sjon. 

 

PACEM går inn i sin sjette årgang og selv om det første nummeret dette 

året ikke er av de mest omfangsrike vi har gitt ut, mener vi at det byr på mye 

god lesning. Og som allerede antydet innledningsvis: I hovedsak handler dette 

nummeret om rammebetingelsene for militær yrkesutøvelse. 

De to første artiklene har utgangspunkt i Feltprestkorpsets etikk-konferanse 

i fjor høst ς Norm and Context: Dr Shannon French foredrag The Code of the 

Warrior: Why Warriors Need a Code og professor Jan Olav Henriksens foredrag 

Ethical Contingency: Reflections on Morality as Context Bound.  

Kultur og religion inngår i ikke ubetydelig grad i konflikter verden over. Det 

er nok å åpne dagsferske aviser for å få dette bekreftet. Dermed blir kultur  og 

ikke minst religionsforståelse i stadig økende grad nødvendige kompetanse for 

den som skal på et eller annet nivå skal delta i internasjonale militære opera-

sjoner ς enten operasjonsområdet ligger i vår egen del av verden eller på den 

andre siden av kloden. Høgskolerektor Thor Strandenæs og amanuensis Jan 

Opsal har begge tilhold på Misjonshøgskolen i Stavanger der de underviser i 

henholdsvis misjonsteologi og religionsvitenskap. Artiklene deres baserer seg 

på foredrag de holdt under sjøforsvarsprestenes og luftforsvarsprestenes årlige 

fagkonferanse våren 2002 og omhandler tverrkulturell kommunikasjon (Stran-

denæs) og islam etter 11 september 2001 (Opsal). 

Høgskolelektor ved Norsk Lærerakademi, Jan Rantrud, har bakgrunn som 

misjonsprest i Tel Aviv og har arbeidet mye med gamle orientalske kirkesam-

funn. Han ha levert en kort artikkel om forholdet mellom østlige og vestlige 

tradisjoner i kirken basert på et foredrag han holdt under Feltprestkorpsets og 

Den norske kirkes presteforenings videreutdanningskurs i interkulturell forstå-

else. 
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I tillegg har vi fått tillatelse fra Kirkens Nødhjelp til å trykke fotografen Per-

Anders Rosenkvists bilder fra Kosovo sammen med tekster av KNs Balkanrepre-

sentant, Leif Magne Helgesen. 

Orlogskaptein Hans Olav Stensli er lærer i internasjonal politikk ved Sjø-

krigsskolen og hans artikkel, The Value of Political Realism, er et tilsvar på Raag 

Rolfsens artikkel fra forrige nummer av PACEM, Political Realism and the Ethics 

of Vulnerability: The Need for a New Understanding of Security after September 

11.  

Til slutt har Peder Skov-Jacobsen levert en anmeldelse av Lars Fr. H. Svend-

sens bok Ondskapens Filosofi. 

God lesning! 

Leif Tore Michelsen 

The Code of the Warrior: Why 

Warriors Need a Code* 

BY DR. SHANNON E. FRENCH 

Warrior cultures throughout history and from diverse regions around the globe 

ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŎƻŘŜǎ ƻŦ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩǎ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀƭ 

warrior. These codes have not always been written down or literally codified 

into a set of explicit rules. A code can be hidden in the lines of epic poems or 

implied by the descriptions of mythic heroes. One way or another, it is carefully 

conveyed to each succeeding generation of warriors. These codes tend to be 

ǉǳƛǘŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩǎ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ 

and can be connected to elaborate (and frequently death defying or excruciat-

ingly painful) rituals and rites of passage.  
                                                           

* ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ aƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ 9ǘƘƛŎǎ ƛƴ hǎƭƻΣ hŎǘƻōŜǊ нллнΣ άbƻǊƳ ŀƴŘ /ƻn-

ǘŜȄǘΦέ  
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In many cases this code of honor seems to hold the warrior to a higher ethi-

cal standard than that required for an ordinary citizen within the general popu-

lation of the society the warrior serves. The code is not imposed from the out-

side. The warriors themselves police strict adherence to these standards; with 

violators being shamed, ostracized, or even killed by their peers. One historical 

example comes from the Roman legions, where if a man fell asleep while he 

was supposed to be on watch in time of war he could expect to be stoned to 

death by the members of his own cohort. 

The code of the warrior not only defines how he should interact with his 

own warrior comrades, but also how he should treat other members of his so-

ciety, his enemies, and the people he conquers. The code restrains the warrior. 

It sets boundaries on his behavior. It distinguishes honorable acts from shame-

ful acts. The Homeric hero Achilles must seek vengeance for the death of his 

friend Patroclus, yet when his rage drives him to desecrate the corpse of his 

arch nemesis, Hector, he angers the gods. Under the codes of chivalry, a me-

dieval knight has to offer mercy to any knight who yields to him in battle. In 

feudal Japan, samurai are not permitted to approach their opponents using 

stealth, but rather are required to declare themselves openly before engaging 

combat. Muslim warriors engaged in offensive jihad cannot employ certain 

weapons unless and until their enemies use them first.  

But why do warriors need a code that ties their hands and limits their op-

tions? Why should a warrior culture want to restrict the actions of its members 

and require them to commit to lofty ideals? Might not such restraints cripple 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ŀǎ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊǎΚ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘΣ ά!ƭƭΩǎ ŦŀƛǊ ƛƴ ƭƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǊΚέ 

LǎƴΩǘ ǿƛƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎΚ ²Ƙȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀƴȅ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ōǳǊŘŜƴŜŘ 

with concerns about honor and shame? 

hƴŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǎǳŎƘ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊǎΩ ŎƻŘŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǘƻ protect the warriors them-

selves from serious psychological damage. To say the least, the things that war-

riors are asked to do to guarantee their cultures' survivals are far from plea-

ǎŀƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǘǊǳǘƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŜǎŎŀǇŀōƭŜ ǎƭƻƎŀƴΣ ά²ŀǊ ƛǎ ƘŜƭƭΦέ 9ǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ few who 

ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ƴƻ ǊŜǾǳƭǎƛƻƴ ŀǘ ǎǇƛƭƭƛƴƎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎΩǎ Ǝǳǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘΣ 

severing a limb, slicing off a head, or burning away a face are likely to be af-

fected by the sight of their friends or kinsmen suffering the same fate. The 

combination ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊǎΩ ƻǿƴ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŘƛǎƎǳǎǘ ŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎ ƛƴ 

battle and the fact that what they must do to endure and conquer can seem so 

uncivilized, so against what they have been taught by their society, creates the 
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conditions for even the most accomplished warriors to feel tremendous self-

loathing.  

In the introduction to his valuable analysis of Vietnam veterans suffering 

from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trau-

ma and the Undoing of Character, psychiatrist Jonathan Shay stresses the im-

portance of  

Understanding (é) the specific nature of catastrophic war experiences that not only 

cause lifelong disabling psychiatric symptoms but can ruin good character.
1
  

Shay has conducted countless personal interviews and therapy sessions with 

American combat veterans who are part of the Veterans Improvement Program 

(VIP). His work has led him to the conclusion that the most severe cases of 

PTSD are the result of wartime experiences that are not simply violent, but 

which inǾƻƭǾŜ ǿƘŀǘ {Ƙŀȅ ǘŜǊƳǎ ǘƘŜ άōŜǘǊŀȅŀƭ ƻŦ ΨǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΩΦέ2 Veterans who 

believe that they were directly or indirectly party to immoral or dishonorable 

behavior (perpetrated by themselves, their comrades or their commanders) 

have the hardest time reclaiming their lives after the war is over. Such men 

may be tortured by persistent nightmares, may have trouble discerning a safe 

environment from a threatening one, may not be able to trust their friends, 

neighbors, family members or government, and may have problems with alco-

hol, drugs, child or spousal abuse, depression and suicidal tendencies. As Shay 

sorrowfully concludes,  

The painful paradox is that fighting for oneôs country can render one unfit to be its citi-

zen.
3
 

Warriors need a way to distinguish what they must do out of a sense of duty 

from what a serial killer does for the sheer sadistic pleasure of it. Their actions, 

like those of the serial killer, set them apart from the rest of society. Warriors, 

however, are not sociopaths. They respect the values of the society in which 

they were raised and which they are prepared to die to protect. Therefore it is 

important for them to conduct themselves in such a way that they will be hon-

ored and esteemed by their communities, not reviled and rejected by them. 

They want to be seen as proud defenders and representatives of what is best 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΥ ŀǎ ƘŜǊƻŜǎΣ ƴƻǘ άōŀōȅ-ƪƛƭƭŜǊǎΦέ  
                                                           

1
 Jonathan Shay, M.D., Ph.D., Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character, New 

York: Simon and Schuster, 1994, p. xiii. 

2
 Op. cit. 

3
 Ibid p. xx. 
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Lƴ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊǎΩ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴ Ǉǳǘǎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǘ ŀ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ Ǌƛǎƪ 

for moral corruption than most other occupations because it involves exerting 

power in matters of life and death. Warriors exercise the power to take or save 

lives, order others to take or save lives, and lead or send others to their deaths. 

If they take this awesome responsibility too lightly ς if they lose sight of the 

moral significance of their actions ς they risk losing their humanity and their 

ability to flourish in human society. 

In his powerful work, On Killing: The Psychological Cost of Learning to Kill in 

War and Society, Lt. Col. Dave Grossman illuminates the process by which those 

in war and those training for war attempt to achieve emotional distance from 

their enemies. The practice of dehumanizing the enemy through the use of ab-

usive or euphemistic language is a common and effective tool for increasing 

aggression and breaking down inhibitions against killing. Grossman notes: 

It is so much easier to kill someone if they look distinctly different than you. If your 

propaganda machine can convince your soldiers that their opponents are not really hu-

man but are ñinferior forms of lifeò, then their natural resistance to killing their own 

species will be reduced. Often the enemyôs humanity is denied by referring to him as a 

ñgookò, ñkrautò, or ñnipò.
4
 

Like Shay, Grossman has interviewed many U.S. veterans of the Vietnam War. 

Not all of his subjects, however, were those with lingering psychological trau-

ma. Grossman found that some of the men he interviewed had never truly 

achieved emotional distance from their former foes, and seemed to be the bet-

ter for it. These men expressed admiration for Vietnamese culture. Some had 

even married Vietnamese women. They appeared to be leading happy and 

productive post-war lives. In contrast, those who persisted in viewing the Viet-

ƴŀƳŜǎŜ ŀǎ άƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎέ ǿŜǊŜ ǳƴŀōƭŜ to leave the war behind them. 

Grossman writes about the dangers of dehumanizing the enemy in terms of 

potential damage to the war effort, long-term political fallout, and regional or 

global instability: 

Because of [our] ability to accept other cultures, Americans probably committed fewer 

atrocities than most other nations would have under the circumstances associated with 

guerrilla warfare in Vietnam. Certainly fewer than was the track record of most colonial 

powers. Yet still we had our My Lai, and our efforts in that war were profoundly, perhaps 

fatally, undermined by that single incident.  

It can be easy to unleash this genie of racial and ethnic hatred in order to facilitate kill-

                                                           

4
 Lt. Col. Dave Grossman, On Killing: The Psychological Cost of Learning to Kill in War and Society, Boston:  

Little, Brown and Company, 1996, p. 161. 



Bokanmeldelser 

 9 

ing in time of war. It can be more difficult to keep the cork in the bottle and completely 

restrain it. Once it is out, and the war is over, the genie is not easily put back in the bot-

tle. Such hatred lingers over the decades, even centuries, as can be seen today in Leba-

non and what was once Yugoslavia.
5
 

The insidious harm brought to the individual warriors who find themselves 

swept up by such devastating propaganda matters a great deal to those con-

ŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊǎΩ ƻǿƴ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜΦ Lƴ ŀ ǎŜƎƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ά/ƭƛƴƛŎŀƭ LƳǇƻr-

ǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ IƻƴƻǊƛƴƎ ƻǊ 5ƛǎƘƻƴƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 9ƴŜƳȅέΣ WƻƴŀǘƘŀƴ {Ƙŀȅ ŘŜscribes an in-

timate connection between the psychological health of the veteran and the re-

spect he feels for those he fought. He stresses how important it is to the war-

rior to have the conviction that he participated in an honorable endeavor: 

Restoring honor to the enemy is an essential step in recovery from combat PTSD. While 

other things are obviously needed as well, the veteranôs self-respect never fully recovers 

so long as he is unable to see the enemy as worthy. In the words of one of our patients, a 

war against subhuman vermin ñhas no honorò. This is true even in victory; in defeat, the 

dishonoring absence of human themis [shared values, a common sense of ñwhatôs rightò] 

linking enemy to enemy makes life unendurable.
6
 

Shay finds echoes of these sentimenǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ WΦ DƭŜƴƴ DǊŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ DǊŀȅΩǎ 

modern classic on the experience of war, The Warriors: Reflections on Men in 

Battle.7 With the struggle of the Allies against the Japanese in the Pacific Thea-

ter of World War II as his backdrop, Gray brings home the agony of the warrior 

who has become incapable of honoring his enemies and thus is unable to find 

redemption himself: 

The ugliness of a war against an enemy conceived to be subhuman can hardly be exag-

gerated. There is an unredeemed quality to battle experienced under these conditions, 

which blunts all senses and perceptions. Traditional appeals of war are corroded by the 

demands of a war of extermination, where conventional rules no longer apply. For all its 

inhumanity, war is a profoundly human institution (é). This image of the enemy as beast 

lessens even the satisfaction in destruction, for there is no proper regard for the worth of 

the object destroyed (é). The joys of comradeship, keenness of perception, and sensual 

delights [are] lessened (é). No aesthetic reconciliation with oneôs fate as a warrior [is] 

likely because no moral purgation [is] possible.
8
 

By setting standards of behavior for themselves, accepting certain restraints, 

ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ άƘƻƴƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎέΣ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ƭƛŦŜƭƛƴŜ ǘƘŀt will allow 

                                                           

5
 Ibid. p. 163. 

6
  Shay p. 115. 

7
 Op. cit. 

8
 J. Glenn Gray, The Warriors: Reflections on Men in Battle, New York:  Harper and Row, 1970, pps. 152-

153. 
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them to pull themselves out of the hell of war and reintegrate themselves into 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǇŜŀŎŜ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŜŘΦ ! ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊΩǎ ŎƻŘŜ Ƴŀȅ 

cover everything from the treatment of prisoners of war to oath keeping to ta-

ble etiqǳŜǘǘŜΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƎǊŀƴǘ ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊǎΩ ǇǊo-

fession. This allows warriors to retain both their self-respect and the respect of 

those they guard. 

{ƻƳŜ Ƴŀȅ ǇǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊΩǎ ŎƻŘŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 

reference to the interests of the warriors themselves. It is in fact more conven-

ǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƻ ŘŜŦŜƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊΩǎ ŎƻŘŜ ōȅ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛe-

ty, rather than the needs of warriors as individuals. These are well-intentioned 

attempts to provide warriors with an external motivation to commit to a code. 

hƴŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŜǘƘƛŎǎ ŎƛǊŎƭŜǎ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ Ŧǳƴc-

ǘƛƻƴ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΦέ 

The central thesis of the function argument is that men and women of bad 

character cannot function well as soldiers, sailors, airmen or marines. This claim 

is based on the unique demands of military service. Those who support the 

function argument point out that comrades-in-arms must be able to trust one 

another in order to be effective; they must be willing to behave selflessly and 

ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΤ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ŜƳōƻŘȅ άǘƘŜ 

ǾƛǊǘǳŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊŀƎŜΣ ƻōŜŘƛŜƴŎŜΣ ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎŎƛŜƴǘƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎέ9 when the stakes 

are at their highest.  

The function argument is useful, as far as it goes. It highlights the unique 

demands of military service that seem to require special virtues or moral com-

mitments. However, because it links the motive for ethical behavior to military 

effectiveness, the function argument cannot, by itself, provide reasons for the 

warrior to behave well in situations where bad behavior does not seem to have 

a negative impact on the function of the military.  

Indeed, the function argument (again, considered by itself) gives no guaran-

tee against the conclusion that it makes no difference how warriors behave 

even in the military context, so long as their behavior does not in fact cause 

them to fail to function effectively in their specific martial roles. That moral fail-

ings such as selfishness or a tendency to manipulate the truth could lead to 

functional failure is irrelevant. Only the actual consequences matter. The argu-

ment does not hinge on the acceptance of specific concepts of good character 

                                                           

9
 Ibid. p. 64. 
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or moral absolutes. It is contingent upon the validity of certain empirical claims 

about the real world. If a particular warrior were to prove that he can function 

effectively and get his job despite having despicable character flaws, the func-

tion argument alone would not present him with any reason to improve him-

self. 

A further concern I have regarding the function argument is that it only 

considers warriors as means to an end, namely the end of protecting the na-

ǘƛƻƴΦ L ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ 

any lack of compassion on the part of its authors or proponents. Yet it is a fault 

nonetheless. Immanuel Kant charged that every rational being is bound by a 

ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŎŀƭ ƛƳǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ άǘƻ ǘǊŜŀǘ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅΣ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƻǊ ƛƴ 

the person of another, always as an end in itself and never merely as a 

meaƴǎΦέ10 ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άƳŜǊŜƭȅέ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ Ƴǳǎǘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪŜŘΦ hŦ 

course warriors are the means by which the nation is defended. To treat them 

as mere means, however, would be to fail to recognize that they are also citi-

zens of the nation and human beings whose value is not limited to their utility 

as warriors. Although they may enjoy fewer liberties than their civilian coun-

terparts, warriors retain their inalienable rights and deserve to be granted a full 

measure of dignity and respect.  

This brings us back to my earlier line of reasoning. It is not enough to ask, 

ά/ŀƴ ƻǳǊ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō ŘƻƴŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŎƻŘŜΚέ ²Ŝ Ƴǳǎǘ 

ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΥ ά²Ƙŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō ŘƻƴŜ Řƻ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ 

warriors if they do not have a coŘŜΚέ !ŎŎŜǇǘƛƴƎ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ ŀǎ ŀ ƳƻǊŀƭ 

duty, even when it is inconvenient or inefficient to do so, allows warriors to 

hold onto their humanity while experiencing the horror of war ς and, when the 

war is over, to return home and reintegrate into the society they so ably de-

ŦŜƴŘŜŘΦ CƛƎƘǘŜǊ ǿƘƻ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǎŀȅΣ άǘƘƛǎ ŦŀǊ ōǳǘ ƴƻ ŦŀǊǘƘŜǊέΣ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ƭƛƴŜǎ 

they will not cross and no atrocities from which they will shrink, may be effec-

tive. They may complete their missions, but they will do so at the loss of their 

humanity.  

Those who are concerned for the welfare of our warriors would never want 

to see them sent off to face the chaotic hell of combat without something to 

ground them and keep them from crossing over into an inescapable heart of 

darkness. A mother and father may be willing to give their beloved son or 
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ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΩǎ life for their country or cause, but I doubt they would be as willing 

ǘƻ ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ soul. The code is a kind of moral and psychological ar-

mor that protects the warrior from becoming a monster in his or her own eyes. 

bƻǊ ƛǎ ƛǘ Ƨǳǎǘ άǎŜŜ-the-whites-of-their-ŜȅŜǎέ ŦǊƻƴǘ-line ground and Special 

Forces troops who need this protection. Men and women who fight from a dis-

tance ς who drop bombs from planes and shoot missiles from ships or subma-

rines ς are also at risk of losing their humanity. What threatens them is the very 

ease by which they can take lives. As technology separates individuals from the 

results of their actions, it cheats them of the chance to absorb and reckon with 

the enormity of what they have done. Killing fellow human beings, even for the 

noblest cause, should never feel like nothing more than a game played using 

the latest advances in virtual reality. 

In his book Virtual War: Kosovo and Beyond, Michael Ignatieff airs his con-

cerns about the morality of asymmetric conflicts in which one side is able to 

inflict large numbers of casualties from afar without putting its own forces at 

much risk (e.g. by relying primarily on long-range precision weapons and high-

altitude air assaults). In such a mismatched fight, it may be easy for those fight-

ing on the superior side to fail to appreciate the true costs of the war, since 

they are not forced to witness the death and destruction first-hand. Ignatieff 

warns modern warriors aƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ άƳƻǊŀƭ ŘŀƴƎŜǊέ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŀŎŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭƭƻǿ 

themselves to become too detached from the reality of war: 

Virtual reality is seductive. (é) We see war as a surgical scalpel and not a bloodstained 

sword. In so doing we mis-describe ourselves as we mis-describe the instruments of 

death. We need to stay away from such fables of self-righteous invulnerability. Only then 

can we get our hands dirty. Only then can we do what is right.
11

 

I have argued that it can be damaging for warriors to view their enemies as sub-

human by imagining them like beasts in a jungle. In the same way, modern war-

riors who dehumanize their enemies by equating them with blips on a com-

puter screen may find the sense that they are part of an honorable undertaking 

far too fragile to sustain. Just as societies have an obligation to treat their war-

riors as ends in themselves, it is important for warriors to show a similar kind of 

respect for the inherent worth and dignity of their opponents. Even long-

distance warriors can achieve this by acknƻǿƭŜŘƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǘŀǊƎŜǘǎέ 
                                                           

11
 Michael Ignatieff, Virtual War: Kosovo and Beyond, New York: Picador USA (Metropolitan Books, Henry 

Holt and Company), 2000, pps. 214-215. 
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they destroy are in fact human beings, not demons or vermin or empty statis-

tics.  

More parallels can be drawn between the way that societies should behave 

towards their warriors and how warriors should behave towards one another. 

Societies should honor their fallen defenders. Warriors should not desecrate 

the corpses of their enemies, but should, whenever possible, allow them to be 

buried by their own people and according to their own cultural traditions. 

Among his therapy patients, Jonathan Shay found several veterans suffering 

ŦǊƻƳ άǘƘŜ ǘƻȄƛŎ ǊŜǎƛŘǳŜ ƭŜŦǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ōȅ ŘƛǎǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŦǳƭ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŜƴŜƳȅ 

ŘŜŀŘΦέ12 And while societies must certainly show concern for the after-effects 

of war on their own troops, victorious warriors can also maintain the moral 

high ground by helping to rebuild (or in some cases create) a solid infrastruc-

ture, a healthy economy, an educational system, and political stability for their 

former foes.  

These imperatives I have put forward apply to relations among warriors and 

nations defended by warriors. The moral requirements become much murkier 

when warriors must battle murderers.  

The warriors of today will increasingly find themselves pitted against adver-

saries who fight without any rules or restraints. Because they see no other way 

to advance their objectives, these desperate men and women are likely to em-

ploy methods that are rightfully viewed as horrific and appalling by the rest of 

the civilized world, such as terror attacks on civilian populations. They will take 

άŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ŘƛǊǘȅέ ǘƻ ǳƴƛƳŀƎƛƴŀōƭŜ ŘŜǇǘƘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

die, they will not be deterred by any threat of punishment for continuing to dis-

regard the laws of war.  

As Ariel Merari, director of the Project on Terrorism at the Jaffee Center for 

{ǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŀǘ ¢Ŝƭ !ǾƛǾ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŜǎǎŀȅΣ ά¢ƘŜ wŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎ 

¢ƻ Yƛƭƭ ŀƴŘ 5ƛŜΥ {ǳƛŎƛŘŀƭ ¢ŜǊǊƻǊƛǎƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aƛŘŘƭŜ 9ŀǎǘέΣ ƻƭŘ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƛǘ-for-tat 

and the applications of rational decision theory are worthless when dealing 

with those who are ready ς if not anxious ς to sacrifice their lives for The Cause. 

Merari quotes Lord Chalfont, an authority on counter-terrorism: 

The whole time that I have been involved in terrorist operations, which now goes back to 

30 years, my enemy has always been a man who is very worried about his own skin. You 

can no longer count on that, because the terrorist [today] is not just prepared to get 
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killed, he wants to get killed. Therefore, the whole planning, tactical doctrine, [and] 

thinking [behind antiterrorism measures] is fundamentally undermined.
13

 

How should stronger sides in asymmetric conflicts respond when their weaker 

opponents resort to terrorist tactics? One perfectly understandable reaction 

would be for the stronger sides to wŀƴǘ ǘƻ άǘŀƪŜ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƭƻǾŜǎέ ǘƻƻΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ 

when the terrorists seem to be banking on the fact that they will not. It seems 

ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΣ άLŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǿŀǊ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǊŜǎǘǊŀƛƴǘΣ 

ǘƘŜƴ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ǿŜΦέ   

Of course, one of the mƻǎǘ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ άŎƻƴǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ²Ŝǎǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ōe-

ŦƻǊŜ άǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎƭƻǾŜǎ ƻŦŦέ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ Ǿƛƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ǘƻ 

engage in a war with no rules. It is beyond infuriating that some of the people 

who claim to hate who we are and what we represent are yet able to benefit 

from our commitment to restraint. The more they push us and the more suffer-

ing we endure, the harder it is for us to fight with one hand tied behind our 

back rather than unleashing the full extent of our power to wipe them from the 

earth. But if we give up who we are in order to destroy our enemies, what sort 

of victory will we have secured for ourselves? Even the noblest of ends can be 

tarnished if base means are used to achieve them. 

It is truly disturbing to consider how easy it may be for a person to rational-

ize the terrible transition from warrior to murderer. An individual may be per-

suaded to become a murderer by a single charismatic personality, by a group or 

movement that answers some psychological need, or by the effects of a trau-

matic event (such as witnessing the death of a close friend or family member). I 

must stress that the line between a warrior and a murderer is profoundly im-

portant, but very thin. Once it has been crossed, the harm to the individual may 

be irrevocable.  

! ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŜƳƛƴŀǊ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άYƴƻǿƛƴƎ ¸ƻǳǊ 9ƴŜƳȅέ ǘƘŀǘ L ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

spring of 2002 raised the issue in class of whether a warrior who had crossed 

the line and allowed himself to become a murderer could ever find redemption 

and, in a sense, regain his warrior status. My response is that it depends a great 

ŘŜŀƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŎǊƻǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛƴŜΦ LŦ ƘŜ ǊŜŦǳǎŜǎ 
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to examine the immorality of his actions, he may start down a slippery slope 

that is difficult to escape. He may tell himself that it was naïve ever to have 

clung to a code ς that there is no real difference between, for example, killing 

an enemy combatant in the thick of a firefight and killing an unarmed civilian in 

cold blood. On the other hand, if he rejects his ignoble behavior rather than 

excusing it, he may be able to restore his sense of honor and renew his com-

mitment to the path of restraint.  

In 1989, my father had a conversation with a World War II fighter pilot who 

knew first-hand what it feels like both to see an enemy cross the line from war-

rior to murderer and, in response, to cross that same line yourself. He de-

scribed the experience that had haunted him for over forty years: 

Three ME-109s came at us from out of the sun. It was one hell of a dogfight. Jimmy Craig 

was hit and bailed out. He was up there in his chute, settling down easy, when this Kraut 

pulls away and takes dead aim at Jimmy. I couldnôt believe it. You never shoot a guy 

hanging in a chute. But thatôs what he did. He cut him in half. I swung round on that bas-

tardôs tail and picked at him until he bailed out. His chute opened. I watched him floating 

there just like Jimmy. I wanted to see his eyes. But he had goggles on. Then I shot that 

son of a bitch out of the sky.  

IƻǿΩŘ ƛǘ ŦŜŜƭΚ aȅ ŦŀǘƘŜr asked him.  

It felt good.  

wŜŀƭƭȅΚ Χ²ŜƭƭΣ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ  

bƻΧ hƪŀȅΣ ΧL ŎǊƛŜŘΦ14 

 

It is easier to remain a warrior when fighting other warriors. When warriors 

fight murderers, they may be tempted to become the mirror image of the evil 

they hoped to destroy. Their only protection is their code of honor. The profes-

sional military ethics that restrain warriors ς that keep them from targeting 

those who cannot fight back, from taking pleasure in killing, from striking 

harder than is necessary and that encourage them to offer mercy to their de-

feated enemies and even to help rebuild their countries and communities ς are 

also their own protection against becoming what they abhor.  

Legend has it that when a Spartan mother sent her son off to war she 

would say to himΣ ά/ƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳǊ ǎƘƛŜƭŘ ƻǊ ƻƴ ƛǘΦέ LŦ ŀ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊ ŎŀƳŜ ōŀŎƪ 
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without his shield, it meant that he had laid it down in order to break ranks and 

run from battle. He was supposed to use his shield to protect the man next to 

him in formation, so to abandon his shield was not only to be a coward but also 

to break faith with his comrades. To come back on his shield was to be carried 

back either wounded or dead. Thus the adage meant that the young warrior 

should fight bravely, maintain his martial discipline, and return with both his 

body and his honor intact.  

¢ƘŜ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊǎΩ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǎǇƻƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƭƛƴŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƘŜŀǊǘƭŜǎǎ ƳƻƴǎǘŜǊǎ ς 

far from it. It was spoken from great love. They wanted their children to return 

with their sense of self-respect still with them, feeling justifiably proud of how 

they had performed under pressure, not tortured and destroyed by guilt and 

shame. To come back with their shields was to come back still feeling like war-

riors, not like cowards or murderers. 

¢ƘŜ {ǇŀǊǘŀƴ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ƛǎ ǘimeless. Everyone who cares about the 

welfare of warriors wants them not only to live through whatever fighting they 

must face, but also to have lives worth living after the fighting is done. Consider 

the post-war sentiments found in the closing lines of tƘŜ ǇƻŜƳ άhƭŘ !ƛǊŦƛŜƭŘέΣ 

written by World War II veteran Andrew H. Hines, Jr.:  

The crescendo built ï a war was won and men came home, 

Came home to lives completely changed ς 

as they were changed. 

 

Came back to love and warmth and the prospects of a life stretching beyond a day or 

two. 

So life resumed its pace ς  

different, but still within their knowledge of its ways. 

The years went by, the burdens were assumed, the responsibilities grew 

And seldom did they stop to think of the intensity and commitment they had known. 

 

But on occasion, as lightning brightens the sky, some word or headline brought it back 

And they knew for a moment the heightened stress ς  



Bokanmeldelser 

 17 

and then relaxed and resumed their way. 

 

And, like old airfields, found in new ways the fulfillment of dreams  

And the sense of being part of a larger plan ς  

as once they were so long ago.15 

 

ά/ƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳǊ ǎƘƛŜƭŘ ƻǊ ƻƴ ƛǘΦέ !ƴŘȅ IƛƴŜǎ ŎŀƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ǎƘƛŜƭŘΦ 

For many reasons, not all warriors do. Some are never able to leave the horror 

of war behind them. Their bodies come home alive, but their faith in them-

selves, their dreams, and their hopes for the future are long dead. Had they 

been given the choice, they may have preferred not to come home at all.  

¢ƘŜ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊǎΩ ŎƻŘŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛŜƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǳŀǊŘǎ ƻǳǊ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊǎΩ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅΦ ²ƛǘh-

out it, they are no good to themselves or to those with whom and for whom 

they fight. Without it, they will find no way back from war. My students are the 

warriors of the future. When and if they go into combat, I want them to be able 

to return from it intact in body and soul. I want all of them, every last one, to 

come back with their shields. 
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άYƴƻǿƛƴƎ ¸ƻǳǊ 9ƴŜƳȅέΦ Lƴ нллл ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀǿŀǊŘŜŘ ¦{b!Ωǎ ŎŀƳǇǳǎ-wide Apgar 
!ǿŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ 9ȄŎŜƭƭŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ άŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ 
the qualities of leadership, with special emphasis on character, responsibility, 
ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƎǊƛǘȅΦέ   

 

Ethical Contingency:           Ref-

lections on Morality as Con-

text Bound* 

BY PROFESSOR, DR. JAN-OLAV HENRIKSEN 

Introduction. Underlying issues  

The notion of contingency in the title of this article is not arbitrary. Anyone 

working with ethics and moral philosophy should be aware that there are dif-

ferent kinds of contingencies involved in what we hold or develop as our ethical 

position. The awareness of contingency is important ς it helps us keep in mind 

that things could be different, that there exists the possibility of thinking diffe-

rently than we do. This is even more important when we reflect on the last part 

of the title: morality as context bound. Especially when we realize that morality 

in some way or another is context bound, we need to face the challenge that 

our position ς the one recognized as context bound ς could be otherwise. 

However, please note that this does not mean that it should be otherwise ς 

that is a completely different issue.  

                                                           

*
 ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ aƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ 9ǘƘƛŎǎ ƛƴ hǎƭƻΣ hŎǘƻōŜǊ нллнΣ άbƻǊƳ ŀƴŘ /ƻn-

ǘŜȄǘΦέ  
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Already these preliminary remarks give us an indication that there are a lot 

of issues involved in the topic I have been asked to address. Let me then first of 

all list some of them:  

The realization of contingency by no means indicates that a moral position 

based on contingencies could be exchanged for any other. To face contingen-

cies is not to exclude the reasons that we have for holding a moral position, 

rather, it situates the reasons we have in a certain context.  

Moreover, this implies that both reasons and contexts could be different. 

Usually, we can exchange or develop the reasons we have for a position, but 

not the context in and for which we develop it. For instance, it has not much 

meaning for you to try to develop a military ethics that is related to the Afghan 

or Japanese context, but is has a lot of meaning if you try to develop it for and 

within the Norwegian context. However, the reasons you develop and the solu-

tions you suggest to the tasks you identify, is closely related to the context 

within which you find yourself. That, however, does not exclude the possibility 

that a Japanese or Afghan moral philosopher would find many of your argu-

ments relevant, illuminating, and good. But many of the conditions for his or 

her use or not use of this, would be related to the context and the problems 

he/she was facing.  

To arrive to the conclusion that our moral position should be otherwise, 

usually presuppose either a) that we are not able to come to terms with 

present ethical problems on the terms existing for solving that problem, or b) 

that we are presented with reasons and/or opinions that shed new light on our 

hitherto held positions, challenging them. In the last instance, this usually fol-

lows from being faced with a position that transcends the context in which our 

hitherto held morality is situated and argued for.  

I hold that the realization of the different contingencies implied behind the 

formation of our ethical positions should oblige us to expose our position to 

other contexts and reasons than those we are already familiar with. To expose 

our position to other contexts is a good way of identifying our own blind spots. 

It is also a way to de-familiarize our opinion is such a way that we do not im-

mediately take it for granted. Hence the realization of contextually bound ele-

ments in our own ethics should not immediately lead us to the attempt to try 

to avoid or transcend anything that is contaminated by context. Rather it 

should mean that we strive for allowing several different and contextually 

based approaches to challenge our own. That would not only deepen our un-
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derstanding of the reasons we have behind our position, but would also clarify 

our potential ignorance at points that we may not have given sufficiently atten-

tion to.  

By saying this, I also want to argue that this does not imply that any posi-

tion is just as good as anyone else, since everything is contextually situated an-

ȅǿŀȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ŀƴ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƘŀǘ hǎŀƳŀ ōƛƴ [ŀŘŜƴΩǎ 

way of reasoning would be just as good ŀǎ YƧŜƭƭ aŀƎƴŜ .ƻƴŘŜǾƛƪΩǎ ƻǊ ¢ƻƴȅ 

.ƭŀƛǊΩǎΣ ƻǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŀǎ DŜƻǊƎŜ .ǳǎƘΩǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀƭǎƻ DŜƻǊƎŜ .ǳǎƘ Ŏŀn-

not simply state that his morality is better off because he is not a terrorist, as 

long as he is not able to face and defend himself against some of the challenges 

that the US are confronted with regarding their policy in the Middle East. We 

do not decide which morality is the best by comparing our merits with those of 

others, we are also obliged to state the reasons behind our morality and say on 

what basis we think that is also integrates the interests of those presenting 

themselves as our opponents.  

The conclusion of this introduction would then be to say that surely, our 

morality is bound to contextual conditions. That however, is and can by no 

means provide us with a sufficient justification for a moral position. It is how 

we relate to those outside the context that proves the true content of our mo-

rality. However, all of this is another story. I am asked to talk about contingen-

cies. But you should have a fair idea of where I stand as I now continue on that 

path. I am by no means a dedicated contextualist, but have learned a lot from 

people as different as Jürgen Habermas and Jeffery Stout on this. They combine 

the realization of how we are shaped by our life-world, with the necessity of 

being confronted with concrete others that are not of the same opinion as my-

self.  

How are our moral positions contextually bound? 

Let me start with one example16 of how morality is context bound. 10 years ago 

I lived in the western part of Norway, where you are very much dependent 

upon ferries for communication. One day I was in a hurry, and had to drive to 

the nearest ferry as rapid as possible. On the way there, just some 3 kilometers 

before arriving, I had to overtake a car driving very slowly. I reached the ferry 

                                                           

16 This is taken from my book, På grensen til Den andre, Oslo, 1999. 
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just in time, ς as did the car I had passed on the way. Later the same week I had 

lunch with some colleagues and told them what I had experienced with the 

slow driver, how I had to take a chance by overtaking the other car just after 

Barstadvik on my way to Festøy. Others had had the same experience. One of 

my colleagues, of local origin, turned very silent before he finally said: Here at 

Søre Sunnmøre it is considered to jump the queue to overtake a car after Bars-

tadvik.   

The example shows how you need to have knowledge of more than just a 

rule or norm to act in accordance with what is expected of you in that context. 

At the same time, it illustrates very well how this morality is context bound: you 

have to know the local customs as well as the local places in order to act accor-

ŘƛƴƎƭȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊǳƭŜ ά¸ƻǳ ǎƘŀƭƭ ƴƻǘ ƧǳƳǇ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǳŜέ ƛǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ȅƻǳ 

know where the queue starts. And how do you know? How do you know that it 

applies to anyone? How do you know if and when it is allowed for exceptions 

(for coaches, ambulances etc.)?  

One could argue that what I experienced was just one way of giving the rule 

άȅƻǳ ǎƘŀƭƭ ƴƻǘ ƧǳƳǇ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǳŜέ ŀƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƻ ƛǘΥ L ƪƴŜǿ 

that rule, but did not know how it was applied. The content and practice that 

the rule prescribes is here given a very specific application. So in order to really 

know what the rules imply, you have to know the context as well.    

The local application did serve another purpose as well: it put me very effi-

ciently outside the group of those locals who knew the context, and according-

ly, how to behave. Since the rule was given quite specific conditions related to 

that very place, is also served as a device for social demarcation. Those having 

their identities defined by a set or rules for behavior are very easily led to ma-

nifest and maintain their identity by promoting those rules. Contextual rules 

are thus not only there in order to make people do the right thing, but in order 

to manifest what it means to be a true Sunnmøring, Norwegian etc. This func-

tion, which I would propose to call the identity function, is necessary to diffe-

rentiate from the moral function, but I think that we have to realize that this is 

an element often implied in the ethical way of practicing a rule is related to the 

local community for which it serves as an identity marker.  

I want to pursue the example even further. If I wanted to be a good 

Sunnmøring that would be a motivation for me practicing the rule in the local 

version. Hence, the context would offer me the motivation (as well as the iden-

tity) for a specific way of behavior. To be brave is a good virtue being a soldier, 
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but not necessarily when you are a medical doctor treating patients. Hence, 

virtues as well as motivations are context bound.  

Summing up this so far, we can say that: Contextual ethical theories claims 

that ethical validity, content and motivation is dependent only upon its context, 

i.e., the social, cultural or religious context. Such theories need not in principle 

be relativistic in any other sense than that they claim that morality always is 

conditioned by social and/or religious suppositions and is relative to them. Of-

ten, however, moral contextualism is taken to be a support for normative ethi-

cal relativism, i.e., as a way of arguing that there is no ethics that is valid inter-

culturally or inter-religiously.  (Cf. Bexell, Grenholm: Teologisk Etik, 67). 

What stuff is morality made of? Digging into the context. 

As humans, we are not alone, and our morality is intrinsically shaped also by 

our relationship to other people. It is not like we first are humans, and then be-

come moral humans, it is more like we are first related to others in the social 

world, and morality makes this relation human. Morality is not an option ς it is 

something given with life itself, with the vulnerability and the challenges pre-

sented to us. You cannot think of any human being who has not in some way or 

another developed his/her moral skills and abilities to perceive the world in a 

human way without a social basis in the community with other people.  

Hence we are well advised to think the human being as basically social 

when we address him/her as a moral being. The development of moral capaci-

ties are consequently intrinsically linked to the development of other emotional 

and mental abilities. During the process of socialization the child grows into a 

world of shared resources for understanding and dealing with the world. We 

call this shared word for the life-world of the subject.  

The life-world is an undifferentiated web of language, customs and habits, 

patterns for action, practices and, tradition(s). It is obvious from this descrip-

tion that what is present here, is what we take for granted, that within, with 

and by which we are able to partake without questions and questioning in a 

world that we have in common with others. As long as everybody we know 

speaks the same language as us, we need neither to learn another nor to be 

aware of possible differences from the way other people speak. We do take the 

content of the life-world that we share with others for granted.  
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If we look a little bit more closely, this means that in a certain sense our life-

world is the first context of morality. I speak here of morality as something 

practical and practiced, more than theoretical and reflected. However, we can-

not identify context totally with life-world. The life-world offers us conditions 

for how we think and resources for how to approach moral issues, sometimes 

also practices with moral content or relevance. But it does not in itself give us 

an ability to act as ethically competent. Let me, in spite of the fact that it is a 

little daring, tell you why I think this is so: 

As long as we act out of habit or custom, we act άōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ 

ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘέΣ άōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ Řƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜέΣ ŜǾŜƴ άōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ǿŀǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƻǊŘŜǊǎ 

ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻέ ŜǘŎΦ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ causes that we have into something that 

we question, but act merely on reflex. The moral content can be well enough, 

but there is a more or less causational link between life-world and action, so 

that we cannot really say that we act on principle or on reasons. 

By describing the background of a potential moral action in this way, I play 

on the distinction between reasons and causes. Causes are external and not 

always transparent to us, while reasons are internal and something that we 

have made our own by our own way of thinking. Moral discussion is usually a 

discussion of reasons, and not of causes. As humans, we act freely (and, I would 

add, morally) when we act based on reasons. Then we are able to give others 

ethical reasons why we do what we do. We do not then do it because we have 

learned it, but because we have an insight into the goodness of that action of 

its outcome, we do not do it because others do it, but based on our own con-

victions and judgment, and we do not follow the order because someone told 

us to, but out of our own estimation of its moral content. Morality searches for 

moral reasons, and not for external causes. 

This can be rephrased in another way as well: when we act morally, we ad-

dress others and ourselves as individuals capable of developing a common un-

derstanding of what is at stake. When you order someone to do something, 

you do not see him or her as anything else than a strategic means to reach a 

desired end. But a genuinely moral point of view seeks to formulate a common 

understanding of why this goal should be reached, and forbids us to use anoth-

er person just as a means (as many will know from knowledge about Immanuel 

Kant).  So you can choose either to use the other as an external means for your 

cause, and hence cause him to do something, or you can seek to share your 

reasons with him in such a way that he does what you think is necessary out of 

his own will. Hence there is a parallel between understanding, reasons and 
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freedom on the one hand, and strategic action, causation and neglect of human 

understanding on the other. Morality is shaped by the first, and is constantly 

threatened by the second.  

In order to develop understanding you need language. Without language, 

morality as a reason-based activity would very soon die. It is as communicating 

individuals that we transmit insights into reasons, and offers each other insights 

into our reasons for acting like we do. It is also by means of language that we 

can challenge already given and/or taken-for-granted positions in our moral 

context. I will return to the later, but first of all address some of the ways in 

which language is giving our moral context its shape.  

A very apparent way of learning the moral skills demanded of us in a certain 

context is to tell stories. Narratives give us the opportunity to both imagine a 

specific context, as well as engage fantasy, imagination, emotions and rationali-

ty in the situation they present us. If you want to know how narratives shape 

our moral perception, the story of the Good Samaritan present itself as an ob-

vious example. Anyone who has heard that story perceives of the one in need 

as (a) one that is in need, and (b) one who he/she is obliged to help. Narratives 

are very important for the formation of our moral apparatus of perception, for 

good or for bad. If you have been told stories of heroism where the most im-

portant thing is to stand unaffected by the suffering of others, or not to engage 

in them with your own feelings, you are more worse off morally than if you 

were facing them with empathy and concern. You should note that this is not a 

position based on sheer contingency, but on a certain understanding of who we 

are as humans (independent and individually self-based, or relational, with lives 

interwoven).   

One thing is that by way of narratives we learn how to perceive of the situa-

tion with a moral understanding of the world. Another is that narratives ς since 

they in a certain way also involve us ς also provide us with a specific self-

understanding. This self-understanding is not morally neutral. It identifies who 

you are ς often who you are in difference to others. If you are a Serb, the sto-

ries you have heard about Serbian history not only tells you how to understand 

yourself and your nation, but it also makes it harder for you to identify with 

e.g., Moslems who live in another part of town. One of the problems linked to 

these contingencies, is thŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ŀ άǿŜέ όŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ 

identity) that can overcome injustice, hatred and division. Such stories also con-

tribute to the shaping of our conceptual patterns. It is not given (hence a con-
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ǘƛƴƎŜƴŎȅύ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ άǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊέ ς we can do that in a negative, 

or in a way recognizing the others human dignity.  

We need not go to former Yugoslavia to find examples of this. Think about 

how former Norwegian generations had trouble in accepting Germans. The his-

torical experiences linked to WW II have provided a lot of contextually in-

formed material for developing moral positions, some good, others bad. One of 

those most important, I think, is the way the Holocaust made many people say: 

never again, and led to an active effort in order to overcome the conditions 

that could lead to that kind of terror.  

But what seems a just cause in one instance need not legitimate any given 

moral position thereafter. I guess many have been puzzled by how former 

Norwegian freedomfighters, who really stood up for their country and fought 

to defeat Nazism, then turned very right-wing and some even defended a policy 

hostile to any kind of immigration. This is illuminating as to how what seems 

ǊƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ όǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅύ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜ ƛƴ ǿays that are to 

be judged utterly wrong in another time and under different circumstances. 

Have we, as moral philosophers, anything to say in order to solve such ς at 

least apparent ς contradictions in morality? 

I have already partially presented one. Morality is best developed when it is 

based on an inclusive we, where no one is excluded from participating. It is ex-

actly a non-exclusive we that made it necessary to fight Nazism (Jews and oth-

ers were not included), and it is the very same attempts of shaping a social 

world that makes it necessary to address ethnic cleansing and some elements 

hostile to immigrating with moral criticism.  

.ȅ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ άǿŜέΣ ǿŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŎŜƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ 

context. We do not necessarily put every difference aside ς it is still possible to 

recognize the other as different from me, even with different moral interests. 

But in order to establish a moral position that comprises both of us, the recog-

nition of difference must interact with the recognition of the other as one who 

has the same rights and status as me when it comes to moral issues. Hence the 

context from which we come, be it different or not, is not in itself an argument 

for the quality in the content of the moral position. An American does not have 

any kind of moral privilege over an Iraqi per se.  

This implies that although we take our point of departure morally in the 

context we come from, we cannot remain there if we are to have what can be 

qualified as a moral position. We have to defend that position in front of oth-
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ers, coming from other contexts. Contexts make clear for us a lot about what to 

look for, but not all. Hence there is an ethical demand that implies that you 

should take the point of view of the other into consideration. This does not ex-

clude a contextually based position. Neither does it preclude us from returning 

to the context when it comes to the question of how we are to solve an ethical 

problem. We must start in context ς and return to it if we are to fulfill our mor-

al obligations. However, I will argue for the necessity of a universalistic purifica-

tion as well as contextual application of a moral position. That is necessary in 

order to overcome the relativistic threats of contextuality. This purification is 

related to the άǿŜέ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘŜƴΣ Ƙƻw-

ever, also mean that after the purification some of the practices in that context, 

or some of the ways we see things of some of the narratives we tell, become 

different.  

In a modern and pluralist context, we are challenged to develop a kind of 

double competence: that of self-criticism as well as the ability to take the posi-

tion of the other (and not just make him into the same as yourself). Our rela-

tion to the given moral position that exists in the context within which we find 

ourselves cannot be one of immediate acceptance, but needs our own critical 

scrutiny. If this does not happen, the contingencies linked to that context and 

position remain unchecked. Critical reflection based on the perspectives of 

others is just as important as holding for true what you find as your own moral 

position. This willingness to stand for something and at the same time the wil-

lingness to let what you stand for be scrutinized by the perspectives of others, 

implies that we both recognize the contingencies of our own position, and rec-

ognize the right of others to have their saying as to what they think of our mor-

al position. The lack of reconciliation is important to maintain in order to make 

sure that moral reflection does not turn into mere subjective expressions of 

faith or represents a totally arbitrary position.  

I think this double reflexivity (about the contextuality of my own position as 

well as the right of the other to address my position) serves as a condition for 

facing the other as an other. Recognition of otherness implies a position where 

something transcends your own context, a stance that is not fully integrated 

with the person that relates to it. The conscious awareness of otherness then 

implies some kind of recognition of a position that is not my own ς but this po-

sition is still a position that I am able to recognize, and notice the importance 

of, despite it not being my own, or coming from my context.  
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A morality based on contextual conditions is thus necessarily a morality 

with boundaries. We recognize these boundaries by looking past them, thereby 

also recognizing the contingency of our position. Contingencies in itself is not a 

problem ς it is the stuff morality is made of. The problem is what happens if these 

contingencies are not recognized. Then they run the danger of being absolutized. 

When that happens, we run the risk of not seeing the other because our context 

has made us blind for the differences between him and ourselves. However, as I 

have tried to say, the recognition of differences, different contexts and different 

contingencies does not exclude the possibility of establishing a morality based on 

ŀƴ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜΣ ŎƻƳƳǳƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ άǿŜέΦ  .ǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ 

morality demands work. However, there is not much of an alternative to such 

work if we are to take the other ς and thus morality itself ς seriously.   
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Interkulturell kommunikasjon 

og problemløsning 

AV HØGSKOLEREKTOR THOR STRANDENÆS 

I samkvem mellom mennesker er det åpenbart at de som er kjent med hver-

andres kulturer, har bedre forutsetninger for å kommunisere med hverandre 

enn de som ikke har en slik kulturforståelse. Eksempelvis gjelder det for de som 

har utviklet språklige ferdigheter og kjennskap til skikk og bruk. Den som har 

anledning til å reise mye eller oppholde seg lenge blant mennesker i kulturer 
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som er svært forskjellig fra ens egen, får oftest en større bevissthet om kultur-

forskjeller og kulturlikheter enn en som bor fast i sin egen kultur gjennom hele 

livet. Den som er bereist vil normalt også ha utviklet evnen til å registrere likhe-

ter og forskjeller mellom kulturene i befolkningsgrupper i eget land, for eksem-

pel mellom øst- og vestlendinger og mellom søringer og folk fra nord i Norge. 

Om å knekke kulturkoden 

Det som skjer med mennesker som reiser slik, er at de begynner å forholde seg 

bevisst til folks kulturkode. En kulturkode er det sett av forestillinger, verdier og 

tradisjoner som danner grunnlaget for ferdigheter, oppfatninger og atferd hos 

medlemmer av et gitt samfunn. Å knekke kulturkoden, betyr derfor å forstå 

ΩƪƻŘŜƴ ƛ ƘƻŘŜǘΩ Ƙƻǎ ŘŜ ƳŜƴƴŜǎƪŜǊ ǎƻƳ ǘƛƭƘǄǊŜǊ Ŝƴ ƪǳƭǘǳǊΦ 9ƴ ǎƭƛƪ ƪǳƭǘǳǊƪƻŘŜ 

innprogrammeres i oss gjennom hele livet. Den bestemmer så vel befolknings-

gruppens som enkeltmenneskets tale- og handlingsmønster. Koden ligger i ho-

det hos enkeltmenneskene, men den kommer til uttrykk når mennesker fra en 

kultur samtaler eller samhandler med andre innen samme kultur. Den som for-

står kulturkoden, forstår samtidig hvorfor menneskene i en gitt kultur taler, 

handler og tenker som de gjør. Enhver kjennskap til en kultur er bedre enn ing-

en, men det skal mer enn overflatisk kjennskap til for å knekke kulturkoden. 

Som regel dreier det seg om å bygge opp kjenneskap til en kultur gjennom lang 

tids erfaringer fra samhandling med personer som tilhører den kulturen. Jo mer 

bevisst kunnskapen og forståelsen er om en annen kultur, desto større er sjan-

sen for å få til en meningsfull samtale eller annen form for samhandling med 

representanter for vedkommende kultur. Den som har tilegnet seg innsikt i en 

kultur, vil lettere la denne kulturens verdier, tradisjoner, handlingsmønstre og 

overbevisninger få plass i egen bevissthet når det skal føres samtaler eller for-

handlinger med enkeltpersoner og grupper som hører denne kulturen til. 

På seg selv kjenner man andre 

Jo mer bevisst kunnskapen og forståelsen om ens egen kultur er, desto større 

sjanse er det for at vi skal få en reflektert forståelse av fremmede kulturer. Stu-

diet av egen kultur oppøver en analytisk evne i oss samt bevisstheten om at vår 

egen kultur er mangfoldig sammensatt. Kulturstudier i vårt land har gjort det 

helt klart for oss at den såkalte norske enhetskultur var en myte også før Norge 

ble et flerkulturelt samfunn. Tenk bare på de kulturelle landsdels- og distrikts-

forskjellene, for ikke å si forholdet mellom majoritets- og minoritetskulturer i 

vårt land! Det er nok å nevne norske dialekter, julemattradisjoner og forskjeller 

mellom byene og landsbygdene for å eksemplifisere dette.  
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Det som kan sies om betydningen av innsikt i og forståelse av egen eller 

andres kultur(er) i allmennhet, gjelder selvsagt også for det mer spesifikke ved 

kulturene. Det merker vi når vi beveger oss inn på det området som omfattes 

av egen eller andres religion, livssyn eller etikk. Da blir behovet for innsikt og 

forståelse ekstra merkbart. Det henger sammen med at religion, livssyn og etikk 

bygger på grunnleggende verdier i en kulturen, altså selve nerven i det som får 

en kultur til å fungere. Uten slik innsikt kan vi risikere å snakke forbi eller mis-

forstå hverandre samt begå alvorlige overtramp eller krenke andre.  

Om å unngå at stereotypier får dominere kommunikasjon 

Gjennom innsikt i andre kulturer unngår en nemlig at stereotypier om disse får 

dominere samtale eller annen samhandling med mennesker som tilhører disse 

kulturene. Stereotypier er i denne sammenheng  å forstå som folkelige karika-

turer av og faststivnede antakelser om verdier, holdninger og handlingsmønstre 

i en gitt kultur. Oftest er stereotypier enkle karakteristikker som beveger seg på 

kulturens overflate og generaliserer. Vi kjenner slike stereotypier fra folkelige 

karakteristikker som «skotter er gjerrige, svensker er hovne og amerikanere 

overdriver alltid.» Stereotypier kan være nyttige når de representerer en «førs-

te beste gjetning» om en gruppe, og når de blir løpende korrigert ved nye ob-

servasjoner. Men, stereotypier er farlige når de når de er ubevisste og hindrer 

oss i å justere våre oppfatninger ut i fra møtet med representanter for de 

respektive kulturene. Hvis nemlig ikke stereotypiene blir korrigert, vil de være 

til hinder for god kommunikasjon. 

Sortering av kulturelle hovedtyper er nyttig 

Evnen til å skjelne mellom kulturelle hovedtyper gir bedre forutsetninger for å 

kunne tolke verbale så vel som nonverbale signaler. Det går for eksempel an å 

klassifisere kulturer ut i fra om de er såkalte avstands- eller nærhetskulturer og 

om de er kulturer hvor skam og ære har stor betydning eller ei. Japanerne kan 

sies å være et eksempel på avstandskultur. Kroppskontakt er ikke vanlig i daglig 

omgang med mennesker utenfor familien. Øyet iakttar om man overholder 

kleskoden, holder rett avstand og oppfører seg utad i forhold til det ens formel-

le posisjon i samfunnet tilsier. I Sør-Europa og Latin-Amerika finner vi mange 

eksempler på nærhetskulturer, hvor kroppskontakt og omfavnelser anses som 

naturlig og nødvendig for kommunikasjon med andre mennesker. Hvis to per-

soner som skal kommunisere med hverandre kommer fra henholdsvis av-

standskultur og nærhetskultur, vil det lett oppstå misforståelser, og spesielt 

hvis de ikke er seg det bevisst når de samtaler eller samhandler. Ubevisst kan 
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man nemlig komme til å krenke samtalepartneren ved enten å unngå kropps-

kontakt eller berøring helt eller ved å overdrive denne. 

Også i møte med ære- og skamkultur er det nødvendig å besinne seg på hva 

denne kulturkoden definerer som adekvat atferdsmønster. Må en si nei til noen 

eller avslå en tjeneste, er det ikke nødvendig å såre vedkommende ved ikke å ta 

hensyn til hva vedkommende kulturkode foreskriver som rett fremgangsmåte. 

Skal en bedriftsleder for eksempel avsette en underordnet medarbeider, er det 

fullt mulig å gjøre dette på en slik måte at den som får sparken kan slutte med 

rak rygg og uten samtidig å miste ansikt. Men, for at vedkommende skal kunne 

ha sin ære i behold, er det nødvendig at sjefen og øvrige ansatte behandler 

ham eller henne på en måte som får frem den betydning de har hatt for bedrif-

tens utvikling og for sine arbeidskolleger. I kulturer som vektlegger betydningen 

av skam og ære er det for eksempel viktig å se andre og selv bli sett. Da blir det 

å hilse på hverandre når man møtes, viktig. Å hoppe over en slik formalitet, 

fordi man er travelt opptatt med noe annet eller har dårlig tid, blir i slike kultu-

rer oppfattet som svært uhøflig, ja, det kan endatil virke krenkende på den part 

som blir oversett. Uansett vil det skape dårlige forutsetninger for at kommuni-

kasjonen i fremtiden skal fungere godt. 

Endelig er det forskjell på kulturer som fremhever individet (mer eller mind-

re) på bekostning av fellesskapet og de kulturer hvor individet helt og holdent 

forstås ut i fra sin rolle i en større sosial gruppe, som for eksempel familie, slekt, 

klan, stamme. Mens det i den første typen kulturer er viktig å utvikle selvsten-

dighet i forhold til resten av samfunnet, vil det i den sistnevnte kulturtype være 

viktig å utvikle evnen til å tilpasse seg et fellesskap, finne sin tildelte rolle der og 

bidra til fellesskapets beste. De verdier som ligger til grunn for individfokuserte 

eller gruppefokuserte kulturer vil selvsagt også influere på hvordan mennesker 

som tilhører hver av disse kulturtypene kommuniserer med hverandre og med 

andre.    

Verbal og nonverbal kommunikasjon 

Begynner en først å bli oppmerksom på de mer grunnleggende forskjellene 

mellom kulturer, åpner dette også gjerne opp for en større forståelse for hvor-

dan verbale og nonverbale signaler fungerer i kommunikasjon. Det er nemlig 

slik at verbale og nonverbale signaler i ett språk eller én kulturkrets slett ikke 

ōŜǘȅǊ ŘŜǘ ǎŀƳƳŜ ƛƴƴŜƴŦƻǊ Ŝǘ ŀƴƴŜǘ ǎǇǊňƪ ŜƭƭŜǊ ƛ Ŝƴ ŀƴƴŜƴ ƪǳƭǘǳǊƪǊŜǘǎΦ 9ǘ ΩƧŀΩ Ŝl-

ƭŜǊ Ŝǘ ΩƴŜƛΩ ōŜǘȅǊ ƛƪƪŜ ƴǄŘǾŜƴŘƛƎǾƛǎ Ƨŀ ŜƭƭŜǊ ƴŜƛΦ 5Ŝǘ ƪŀƴ ŦƻǊ ŜƪǎŜƳǇŜƭ ōŜǘȅ ŀǘ ƧŜƎ 

sier ja til å komme fordi jeg ikke vil såre deg eller ødelegge forholdet mellom 
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ƻǎǎΦ L ǾƛǊƪŜƭƛƎƘŜǘŜƴ ƘŀǊ ƧŜƎ ƛƪƪŜ ǘŜƴƪǘ ň ƪƻƳƳŜΦ hƳǾŜƴŘǘ ƪŀƴ Ƴƛǘǘ ƴŜƛ ōŜǘȅ ΩƛƪƪŜ 

ŘŜƴƴŜ ƎŀƴƎΩΣ ΩƪŀƴǎƪƧŜ Ŝƴ ŀƴƴŜƴ ƎŀƴƎΩ ŜƭƭŜǊ ΩƪŀƴǎƪƧŜΣ ƘǾƛǎ ŘŜǘ ōƭƛǊ ŀƴŘǊŜ ōŜǘƛƴg-

ŜƭǎŜǊΩΦ aŜŘ ŀƴŘǊŜ ƻǊŘ ƪŀƴ ƪƧŜƴƴǎƪŀǇ ǘƛƭ ǎǇǊňƪōǊǳƪ ƻƎ ǳǘǘǊȅƪƪǎƳňǘŜǊ ƛ Ŝǘ ŀƴƴŜǘ 

språk hjelpe oss til å forstå hvordan vi bør uttrykke oss for å kommunisere det 

vi har på hjertet. Særlig er det viktig å være oppmerksom på dette når vi bruker 

et tredje språk som verken er vårt eget eller samtalepartnerens morsmål. Da vil 

det for eksempel være fornuftig å uttrykke seg direkte, knapt og konsist på 

engelsk overfor en tysker, mens en overfor en japaner eller kineser må uttrykke 

seg mer indirekte og snirklete. I de fleste kulturer er det som ikke blir sagt, også 

av betydning. Men i noen kultureǊ ŜǊ Ƴŀƴ ŜƪǎǇŜǊǘŜǊ Ǉň ň ΩƭŜǎŜ ƳŜƭƭƻƳ ƭƛƴƧŜƴŜΩΦ 

Det innebærer ekstra store utfordringer for den som vil kommunisere med per-

soner og befolkningsgrupper som tilhører slike kulturer. 

På samme måte vil kroppsspråket tillegges større eller mindre betydning, 

avhengig av om det er kulturer som vektlegger nærhet eller avstand eller som 

fremhever viktigheten av nonverbal kommunikasjon.   

Mening kan ikke overføres, bare signaler 

Selv om vi aldri så mye kunne ønske oss at det forholdt seg annerledes, er det i 

virkeligheten slik at mening ikke overføres, bare verbale og nonverbale signaler. 

Disse, i sin tur, må tolkes av både sender og mottaker i en kommunikasjonssi-

tuasjon, med henblikk på det meningsinnhold de har. Det betyr at mulighetene 

for misforståelser eller feilkƻƳƳǳƴƛƪŀǎƧƻƴ ŜǊ ƳŀƴƎŜΦ .ŜǾƛǎǎǘƘŜǘ ƻƳ ΩǎƛƎƴŀƭŜf-

ŦŜƪǘŜƴΩ ǄƪŜǊ ƭƛƪŜǾŜƭ ǎƧŀƴǎŜƴŜ ŦƻǊ ň ƪǳƴƴŜ ǊŜŘǳǎŜǊŜ ƪƛƭŘŜƴŜ ŜƭƭŜǊ ƳǳƭƛƎƘŜǘŜƴŜ ŦƻǊ 

at feilkommunikasjon skal oppstå. 

Problemløsning i et flerkulturelt samfunn 

Innsikt i og bevissthet om en annen kultur og dens forutsetninger er ikke i seg 

selv tilstrekkelig for at en vellykket interkulturell kommunikasjon vil finne sted. 

Det må for eksempel skjelnes mellom feilkommunikasjon og saklig uenighet, 

hvorav det siste kan være uttrykk for god kommunikasjon mens det første ikke 

er det. Like fullt er det svært viktig å ha størst mulig bevissthet om de ulike kul-

turkoder som er representert hos samtale- og samhandlingspartene før man tar 

fatt på problemløsning. Den beste forutsetning for å lykkes med dette, er som 

regel at man har hatt god kommunikasjon med hverandre før det oppstod 

problemer. Men, selv hvor dette ikke er tilfelle vil det være mulig å oppnå god 

interkulturell kommunikasjon. Om man definerer interkulturell kommunikasjon 

som en vandring over en bro mellom ulike kulturer, er det en viktig betingelse 
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at en eller begge parter i samtalen virkelig beveger seg ut på broen og benytter 

den. Dersom det dreier seg om en samtale mellom like store eller tilnærmet 

like store befolkningsenheter, vil det være en hindring for god kommunikasjon 

hvis bare den ene part er villig til å bevege seg ut på kulturbroen og forsøke å 

forstå den annen parts kulturelle forutsetninger. Det trenger likevel ikke umu-

liggjøre slik kommunikasjon, selv om dens betingelser blir forverret. En annen 

faktor som spiller inn, er hvor villige partene er til å kommunisere, og hvor vik-

tig eller nødvendig for dem det er å komme i dialog. Det er nemlig et paradoks 

at selv dyktige kommunikatorer kan ødelegge en dialog, mens tilsynelatende 

udugelige mennesker kan oppnå stor grad av kommunikasjon og felles forståel-

se, fordi de er motivert for det. Den beste forutsetning for god interkulturell 

ƪƻƳƳǳƴƛƪŀǎƧƻƴ ƻƎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳƭǄǎƴƛƴƎ ŜǊ ƴŜƳƭƛƎ ŀǘ Ƴŀƴ ƛƪƪŜ ƘŀǊ ΩǾƻƴŘǘ ƛ ǾƛƭƧŜƴΩ 

men strekker seg langt for å forstå hverandre og bære over med hverandre i en 

krevende kommunikasjon.  

Forfatteren av Jungelboken, Rudyard Kipling, hadde etter min mening en 

altfor pessimistisk innstilling til den interkulturelle kommunikasjons muligheter. 

Hans slagord ville gjort det umulig for fredsmeklere og misjonærer å oppnå noe 

som helst: «East is East and West is West and never the Twain shall meet.» Min 

attenårige erfaring som misjonær i en kinesisk kultur har tydeliggjort for meg at 

Kiplings antakelse er feil. I Hongkong lærte jeg meg nemlig et annet visdomsord 

som gir interkulturell kommunikasjon og problemløsning helt andre og mye 

mer optimistiske forutsetninger. Republikkens grunnlegger, Sun Yat Sen, har 

nemlig sagt at «Under himmelen er alle én familie». Jeg deler hans oppfatning 

og mener den bør gi oss frimodighet til å inngå i interkulturell kommunikasjon 

og problemløsning og ha tro på at dette er mulig og kan gi lykkelige resultater, 

både i krig og under fredelige forhold. Ikke minst vil en slik innstilling være en 

viktig betingelse for det fredsbyggende arbeid som vi som kirke og kirkelige 

medarbeidere er kalt til å utføre! 

Thor Strandenæs. Høgskolerektor ved Misjonshøgskolen i Stavanger. Dr.theol, 
førsteamanuensis i misjonsteologi. Misjonsvn. 34, 4024 Stavanger. Web: 
www.mhs.no 

11. september 2001 ς verden 

ble ikke en annen 
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AV JAN OPSAL 

Verden er den samme 

Jeg er dypt uenig med dem som mener at verden ble en annen etter 11. sep-

tember 2001, i alle fall dersom en mener at denne datoen vil bli stående som 

en begivenhet som endret verden på en grunnleggende måte.  

For ikke å bli misforstått, jeg var blant dem som ble lammet av sjokket over 

bildene jeg så på nettet og på TV-nyhetene. Tragedien for dem som ble direkte 

rammet eller mistet sine nærmeste kan ikke måles. Da det kom fram at kaprer-

ne var arabere og mente at de utførte en gudstjeneste ved terrorhandlingen, 

visste jeg at dette kom til å sette dype spor i forholdet mellom muslimer og de-

res naboer verden over. 

Men jeg var selv kommet hjem fra Sudan ei uke i forveien. Der hadde jeg 

møtt mennesker som på ulike måter var rammet av den mest seiglivete borger-

krigen i Afrika. De hadde mistet familie, venner, kroppsdeler, helse, hjem eller 

arbeid. Gjennom drøyt tjue år er minst tre millioner døde som følge av krigen. 

Og nå finansieres krigen delvis av inntekter fra vestlige oljeselskaper, der også 

norske aksjefond har investert. Jeg glemmer ikke tre tenåringsjenter fra Yei i 

Sør-Sudan. De hadde flyktet fra Sudan da de var små. Jeg møtte dem i Uganda 

og spurte dem hva de husket fra hjembyen. «Bare likene langs veien ut av 

byen», var svaret. Mange av ofrene for krigen spurte hvorfor ikke folk i Vesten 

bryr seg om lidelsene deres, og hvordan vi i Vesten kan godta at krigen finansie-

res av vestlig oljeindustri. Jeg ble svar skyldig. 

Den 11. september 2001 var jeg fremdeles ikke kommet mentalt hjem fra 

Sudan. Derfor ble det påtrengende klart for meg at hvite mennesker fremdeles 

regnes som langt mer verdifulle enn svarte, verden er dessverre ikke blitt en 

annen på dette punktet. Tre millioner døde i Sudan får brøkdelen av den opp-

merksomheten tre tusen døde i New York får. Den samme beklemmende følel-

sen fikk jeg når de uskyldige ofrene for bombingen i Afghanistan ble omtalt i 

media. Jeg hadde slett ikke inntrykk at tapet av et uskyldig afghansk liv var like 

tragisk som tapet av et uskyldig amerikansk liv. 

Men var ikke angrepet 11. september unikt som terrorhandling, og førte 

ikke denne terroren til at verden ble forandret? Angrepet må sammenlignes 

med en rekke andre islamistiske terrorangrep som vi har sett de siste årene. Jeg 
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tenker først og fremst på massakren på en buss med sveitsiske turister i Luxor i 

Egypt for noen år siden og på bomber som ble plassert ut på metrostasjoner i 

Paris. Fellestrekkene er klare for dem som har kjennskap til islamistisk motivert 

terror: 

 

 Morderne i Luxor ønsket å destabilisere regimet i Egypt gjennom å 
skremme turistene bort. 

 Attentatmennene i Paris ønsket å fjerne regimet i Algerie gjennom å gjø-
re den franske støtten til regimet så kostbar som mulig. 

 Angrepet på World Trade Center skulle ramme den amerikanske støtten 
til regimet i Saudi-Arabia, som etter Osama bin Ladens mening har sviktet 
islam ved å gå i allianse med USA. 

 

Den kjente journalisten Robert Fisk hadde et lengre intervju med Osama bin 

Laden i 1996, ikke lenge etter bombeangrepene mot amerikanske ambassader i 

Øst-Afrika. Men i samtalen var bin Laden nesten bare opptatt av å kritisere re-

gimet i Saudi-Arabia, og nevnte knapt USA. Dette intervjuet var en av hans vik-

tigste anledninger til å henvende seg til Vesten etter at han for alvor kom i sø-

kelyset for terrorhandlinger. Innholdet bekrefter det vi visste om islamistisk 

tankegang fra før: Det er et hovedanliggende å rense islam ved å ta et oppgjør 

innad med dem som svikter de islamske idealene. Når en tyr til terror mot mål 

utenfor «islams hus», har denne terroren ofte som sitt egentlige mål å svekke 

terroristenes motstandere i den muslimske verden gjennom å ramme deres 

allierte. 

Men til og med på det kjente amerikanske TV-programmet 60 Minutes like 

før ettårsmarkeringen etter 11. september kunne vi høre en amerikansk eks-

pert som mente at «de angrep oss fordi vi har lykkes og de har mislyktes». Den 

aktuelle kommentatoren hadde altså ikke vunnet mer innsikt i USAs rolle i ver-

den eller hvordan nasjonen tar seg ut med islamisters øyne. Heller ikke på den-

ne måten er verden blitt annerledes. Tvert om ser det ut til at noen av de uhel-

digste stereotypiene som finnes i amerikansk opinion om resten av verden hel-

ler er blitt bekreftet og forsterket. 

Mange har ment at terrorangrepet gjorde verden mer skremmende, vi må 

alle kunne vente å bli rammet av hensynsløs vold der vi befinner oss. Men for 

oss nordmenn er det større risiko for liv og helse knyttet til en biltur på E6 enn 
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til muligheten for et islamistisk terrorangrep. Og for amerikanere flest er det 

mange ganger så høy risiko for å bli drept i en skyteepisode med et av de milli-

oner håndvåpen som finnes i det amerikanske samfunnet. Men disse uskyldige 

ofrene kan ikke regne med den samme omsorgen som ofre for islamistisk ter-

ror. Verden er fremdeles den samme. 

Verden er forandret 

Betyr dette at verden er uforandret av den 11. september? Selvsagt ikke. Det er 

ikke vanskelig å liste forandringer. Flysikkerheten ble tatt langt mer alvorlig enn 

før, det er langt mer omfattende kontroller og langt lavere toleransegrenser i 

luftfarten enn for ett års tid siden. Tidligere hadde en regnet med at eventuelle 

flykaprere ønsket å komme fra kapringen med livet, og at et kaprerdrama der-

for ville utspille seg på bakken til sjuende og sist. Kapringene i fjor viste at en 

også må regne med kaprere som kalkulerer sine egne liv med inn i planene 

sine. Forslag om å sikre cockpiten er en direkte følge av denne erkjennelsen. 

Umiddelbart etter den 11. september fryktet mange for at uskyldige musli-

mer kunne bli ofre for trakassering og vold som hevn for terroren i USA. I USA 

ble flere mennesker drept, også sikher og hinduer, og den amerikanske presi-

denten advarte mot slik vold og talte varmt om den positive rollen de fleste 

muslimer hadde i det amerikanske samfunnet. Sjelden har vi også sett at andre 

muslimer har tatt så sterk avstand fra handlinger begått i islams navn. Den in-

terne muslimske debatten om dette og andre emner har kommet ut i det of-

fentlige rommet i mye større grad det siste året. Dette har ført til at mange har 

fått et mer nyansert bilde av islam og muslimer. 

Terrorangrepene har ført til en langt mer koordinert jakt på terrorister og 

deres medhjelpere. Saken er ikke ny, for eksempel førte også flystyrten over 

Lockerbie i Skottland til en omfattende og internasjonal etterforskning for å 

finne fram til de skyldige bak sprengningen av PanAm flight 103 på vei fra Tysk-

land til USA. Men nå er det et langt større alvor over jakten på de miljøene som 

planlegger og utfører terrorisme. Mest strategisk vil det være om en kan få av-

dekket kommunikasjonskanalene og finanskanalene som terroristen er helt av-

hengige av. 

Men denne jakten har sin pris. Det er skremmende å se hvor lett mange po-

litikere har vært villige til å ofre grunnleggende rettssikkerhetsprinsipper i den-

ne sammenhengen. Vi har alt sett at folk kan bli fratatt sitt eksistensgrunnlag 
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bare på grunn av en mer eller mindre begrunnet mistanke. I Vesten har vi sett 

den type holdninger utvikle seg til både klappjakt på jøder og på kommunister. 

Den historien bør vi ha lært noe av. 

Da den amerikanske presidenten kalte den nye krigen for et korstog, var vi 

mange som var bekymret for at dette skulle føre til forverrede forhold mellom 

muslimer og kristne verden over. Til en viss grad har det skjedd. Fra Indonesia, 

Pakistan og Nigeria har vi fått meldinger om vold mot kristne i kjølvannet av 11. 

september. I Vesten har mange muslimer opplevd trakassering og beskyldning-

er knyttet til terroren. 

Realiteten er noe mer nyansert. Både i Indonesia, Pakistan og Nigeria hadde 

det lenge vært vold mot kristne, men etter 11. september ble den intensivert. 

Vi kan si at 11. september fungerte som en forsterker. Der hvor det var lokale 

konflikter fra før, ble forholdene vanskeligere og mer voldelige etterpå. På den 

annen side: der hvor muslimer og kristne hadde gode relasjoner til hverandre, 

har de ofte styrket disse relasjonene i ettertid. Muslimske venner har sagt til 

meg at dette viser hvor viktig det er at vi kjenner hverandre og har åpne kana-

ler til hverandre. 

I et medieperspektiv ble det fort klart at 11. september splittet muslimene 

slik at den islamske verden ikke stod fram som en samlet blokk. To episoder 

satte seg fast hos meg. Den første var da Yassir Arafat la seg ned for å gi blod til 

ofrene for attentatet. Jeg vet ikke hvor dette blodet ble av, men som symbol-

handling var dette meget viktig. Den andre var muslimene i World Islamic Mis-

sion som var samlet i moskeen i Åkebergveien til bønn for terrorofrene da en 

nordmann ringte moskeen og truet med å sprenge den. 

Deler av debatten mellom muslimer har vært ført i det offentlige rommet 

og derfor gjort det langt klarere for folk flest at muslimer er forskjellige og at de 

har forskjellige oppfatninger om viktige spørsmål. Det er også andre store me-

diesaker som har medvirket til dette, som debattene om omskjæring, tvangsek-

teskap og æresdrap som har rast i landet vårt det siste året. Det er ikke lenger 

en «offisiell» representant som stiller på «muslimenes» vegne mot alle de and-

re, men muslimer sitter i en rekke ulike posisjoner i mange av de debattene 

som føres. 
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Gammelt og nytt 

Terrorangrepene for ett år siden førte altså etter mitt skjønn ikke til at verden 

ble en annen, selv om mange ting ble annerledes. De grunnleggende strukture-

ne i det internasjonale samfunn forblir det samme. 

I en amerikansk kontekst ser dette annerledes ut. I USAs historie er dette en 

såpass enestående hendelse at den vil inngå på linje med det japanske angre-

pet på Pearl Harbor under andre verdenskrig. 

Men i en global sammenheng og i et historisk perspektiv kommer disse ter-

rorangrepene til å havne et stykke ned på listen over begivenheter som forand-

ret verden, enten til det bedre eller til det verre. 

Hva har vi lært? For meg er det to ting som står igjen etter 11. september 

2001. Det handler om hvordan vi ser på menneskets verdi og hvordan vi ser på 

vold. 

Terror av denne typen er bare mulig dersom jeg regner min motstander 

som verdiløs. Derfor vil en global opprustning av menneskeverdet være det vik-

tigste bidraget til å forebygge terror. Men nettopp på dette punktet møter vi 

oss selv i døra; jeg har pekt på ovenfor hvordan vi på mange måter graderer 

menneskenes verdi slik at europeere og amerikanere er mer verd enn asiater 

eller afrikanere. 

For det andre handler det om vold. Korstogene hadde sin teori om hellig 

vold, at volden var etisk sett nøytral og fikk sin etiske kvalitet fra formålet; 

«formålet helliger midlet». Religioner og livssyn utfordres nå til å arbeide etisk 

med alle de spørsmål som bruk av vold reiser, ikke minst sett i relasjon til men-

neskeverdet.  

Den jobben har bare så vidt begynt. 

Jan Opsal. Amanuensis i religionsvitenskap ved Misjonshøgskolen i Stavanger. 
Opsal har skrevet flere lærebøker om islam. Misjonsvn. 34, 4024 Stavanger. Tlf: 
51 51 62 10. Web: www.mhs.no 

Munker og roma 

Bilder fra Kosovo og Serbia 
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AV PER-ANDERS ROSENKVIST OG LEIF MAGNE HELGESEN (TEKST) 

 

 

 

 

 

Den morgenen Maria Bobariu skal begraves, kler hun seg naken inne i kirken. Mannen Mirc-

ca skal begraves sammen med henne og legger sine klær sirlig på et teppe ute i gjørmen.  

    Det er søndag med frost og bleik sol over Tîrgu Mures. Kirkerommet fylles med sang fra 

hundre sigøynere. Evangelia! Evangelia! Evangelia! 

    Maria står barbeint og skjelvende på tregolvet. Mircca fører en nervøs hånd gjennom det 

svarte håret.  

    - Før var det bare to kristne sigøynere i Romania, én amerikaner og meg, sier pastor 

Petru Radu. ð Nå er det 126.000. 
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    Sigøynerne er likevel ikke noe religiøst folk. Gjennom historien har de adoptert den til 

enhver tid gjeldende tro i et fåfengt forsøk på å unngå forfølgelser.  

    Sin lidenskap reserverer sigøynere flest for sin egen gruppe, ikke for noen ytre kraft. 

Romipen kalles den tette veven av symboler, regler og tabuer som har vernet sigøynerne 

mot utenverdenen.  

    Sigøynerne har selv ikke noe ord for sigøyner, men har overlevd i ulike klaner til tross 

for massive overgrep. Under annen verdenskrig ble rundt 500.000 sigøynere drept av nazi s-

tene.  

    Nå trues hele sigøynerkulturen av et moderne, snikende holocaust. Dette er kanskje en 

tid da sigøynerne trenger mer enn Romipen og egen styrke. Uten nasjonalstat og uten fe l-

les mål er sigøynerorganisasjonene for svake til å få politisk gjennomslag.  

    For Maria og Mircca Bobariu er det uansett en stor dag. De skal begrave sine gamle jeg. 

Fra landsbyene rundt Tîrgu Mures har menighetene sendt til sammen 14 sigøynere som skal 

voksendøpes. 

    - Hele livet, svarer en hvitkledd Mircca da sigøynerpastoren spør hvor lenge han vil være 

en kristen.  

    Mircca lar seg falle bakover, går under vannet i det vesle bassenget. Han begraves her, 

reises opp, dryppende våt, er født på ny.  

    Siden følger de andre hvitkledde. Maria smiler. Musikk og sang fyller kirken. Etter dåpen 

tegnes våte, kvinnelige fotavtrykk på tregolvet. En bestemor med manglende fortenner og 

hvit håndveske går smilende ut i søndagen i nypussede Puma fotballsko. 
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