Preface
1959: Willmoore Il Magnifico

On the Saturday evening of May 2, 1959, the weather in Palo Alto was clear,
but the wind was blowing with a bit of a chill. As the sun started to set over
the Pacific, an expectant crowd gathered at Stanford University’s Memorial
Hall. This building provided the largest indoor venue on campus and could
seat more than seventeen hundred persons. Tonight the Hall was too small.
All seats were filled by 7:00 p.m. though the performance was scheduled to
start at 7:30. Organizers set up loudspeakers on the lawn and within adjoining
buildings to broadcast the event to the overflow crowd. According to one ob-
server, attendees were “hanging from the rafters.” And, no, Wilbert Harrison
had not shown up to play his current hit “Kansas City.” Rather two popular
professors, a pacifist and a “warmonger,” were debating the morality of war.
Student interest in questions of war and peace remained high as the Cold War
still cast an ominous shadow.!

In one corner stood Mulford Sibley, a University of Minnesota political sci-
entist. He had served the previous year as a visiting professor at Stanford and
had won a devoted following among students. Sibley, a Quaker and socialist,
was the foremost advocate of pacifism in American academia. He had braved
the wrath of the US government during World War II as a conscientious
objector. At the height of the Cold War, Sibley continued to argue against war
and military preparedness. In the other corner stood Willmoore Kendall, the
“well-known Fascist beast” from Yale. Kendall was a veteran of World War
I and Korea. He had held a high position in the Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA), helped professionalize American principles of psychological warfare,
and was a senior editor at National Review. Kendall, a Catholic, was finishing

up his own visiting professorship at Stanford. He had replaced Sibley and had
also won the hearts and minds of many students.>
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From Moses onward, said Kendall, the West had often considered but always
rejected pacifist arguments. However this event might turn out, no totting up
of debater’s points would alter this aversion to pacifism. The West obviously
would not adopt the pacifist proposal, “the mere thought of which strikes ter-
ror into the heart.”

Kendall then declared that pacifists were barbarians, heretics, and parasites.
They were barbarians because they refused to defend their civilization from
“enemies from beyond the gates of our Civilization.” By refusing to fight, the
pacifists were prepared to allow their own civilization to fall and barbarism to
triumph. Pacifists were also heretics, that is, “enemies within the gates.” Most
accepted the Christian roots of Western civilization but put a radical twist on
Christian principles which undermined their society’s well-being. Pacifism,
Kendall argued, “insinuates itself into the body politic as a higher expression
of Christian selflessness, [but] is marked throughout by irresponsibility and
callous indifference towards the wants and needs and rights of the pacifists’
fellow-men.” The pacifist was a parasite. He lives “off our Civilization” and
benefits from “the [martial] commitments it imposes upon others.” The paci-
fist thus “consumes the produce of fields that he does not help to till.”s

This aversion to pacifism—while instinctual and traditional—was also
rational. Here Kendall delved deep. Drawing upon Aquinas, he argued
that pacifism meant ontological rejection of society itself, for it denied the
“recourse to arms, even by legally constituted states attempting to defend
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their just interests.” Citing Lincoln he maintained that “no state voluntarily
wills its own dissolution.” Thus, as society was formed to promote human
flourishing through establishing a legal order, those who refused to defend
society were enemies to human welfare, for they advocated national suicide.
Claiming to promote human dignity, then, pacifists were in fact antisocial
anarchists who willed “the nothingness of civil society.”

Kendall then detailed Augustine’s just war theory, which, he claimed,
demonstrated how Christians might wage war to defend the social goods
of civilization while restraining the violent passions of war to uphold ide-
als of peacefulness and justice. Indeed, this tradition often required the use
of force—including military action—as a positive Christian duty, “the law
of Christian love itself,” to protect the weak from their oppressors. To help
the oppressed and to preserve the goods of one’s own civilization, nations
sometimes had to go to war. Historically, for example, that meant that war
had been required to defend the West against Islamic invasion. In the twenti-
eth century, upholders of this tradition possessed a moral duty to battle “the
disciplined hordes of World Communism” and to defeat “the abomination
known as Nazism.” In fact, by refusing to submit to evil, by confronting and
vanquishing the evildoer, heroic resistance might help bring that evildoer to
embrace the goods of civility and peace.

The advent of nuclear weapons, said Kendall, did not change this moral
calculus. God, said Kendall, had “made it our business . . . to protect justice,
and law, and liberty, and this out of love for our neighbor.” Indeed, Kendall
argued, the United States, to promote justice, ought to have used its atomic
monopoly in 1946 to demand that the communist regime of the USSR stop
oppressing its people. It is always “our” job, that is, we the people of the
West, to fulfill this moral obligation and “to use the means at our disposal in
order to preserve justice in the situations in which ‘we’ are involved.” If God
has willed “the destruction of the planet in an atomic Gatterddmmerung,” this
moral obligation still remains. Even in a thermonuclear world, therefore, the
people of the West must perform “our duty to strike down the Soviet aggres-
sor . .. to prevent him from doing the wrong he is doing”—as previously the
West had done against the Nazis.?

Sibley, aged forty-seven and with thinning curly brown hair, then stood
up. A lifelong socialist, he wore his trademark red tie as a symbol of solidar-
ity with the working class. Saluting the audience as “orthodox, heretics, and
friends,” he proceeded to deliver his speech. He was unyielding in his defense
of pacifism; that is, he claimed to oppose all wars. Still, Sibley focused on
the contemporary “age of violence.” Indeed, said he, the “central faith of
American foreign policy today seems to be in the threat of mass violence.”
Yet Sibley also acknowledged the warlike activities of the Soviet Union,
China, and India. None passed pacifist muster. He argued that human values
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world.” In this light, distinctions between “aggressive” and “defensive” wars
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Also, there were no actual criteria to distinguish an aggressive war from 3
defensive war. Even when war achieved positive results, as with eliminating
Nazi power, these come “at such a cost and with such enormously evil by-
products that its positive attainments are far more than counter balanced by
its evil.”!!

For nations who accepted that there was no such thing as a good war,
Sibley counseled unilateral disarmament (if multilateral disarmament proved
impossible). Funds saved from war preparations could be used for education,
for “nonviolent resistance,” and for helping the “underdeveloped” world. And
if “worst came to worst,” said Sibley, the people of such a nation “would
agree with Socrates that . . . it is better to suffer injustice than to commit it.”
Thus, nonviolent people might find themselves enslaved, but such results
could also occur when a country fought and lost a war. In any case, occupa-
tion of a nonviolent nation by a hostile force “would still be preferable . . . to
awar.” Tyranny might triumph but “with relatively little loss of human life.”
Individuals ought therefore to engage in an “open conspiracy” against ‘“war

making governments everywhere,”12

As regards Christianity and pacifism, Sibley noted that he did not “regard
[himself] as a Christian.” He maintained that the connection between paci-
fism and Christianity was not clear by then argued that the earliest Christians
had opposed war, as such, on religious grounds. He admitted that after
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Sibley next proceeded with a rejoinder to Kendall’s talk. He claimed
Kendall contradicted himself by claiming that Western civilization would
never accept pacifism while fretting about pacifist popularity. Sibley then
argued that the present ought not be bound by “the short-sightedness and
obtuseness of our ancestors.” He argued that pacifists were not irresponsible
because they were championing the values they held most dear and were not
parasites because war itself contradicted Western values. Contra Kendall,
he argued that the just war theory was false because modern “war . . . will
always give rise to greater disorder than order.” Any ends achieved would be
“at a price more than counterbalancing the gains.” Western civilization would
“have likely reached a higher level more rapidly” if Charles Martel had not
resisted the more advanced civilization of Muslim invaders. Sibley closed by
suggesting repudiation “of war as a method of resisting tyranny” and urging
development of “efficacious and moral means of defense.”™
Kendall then rose to offer his own rebuttal. Sibley, he said, had told “us that
enslavement—our enslavement—was preferable . . . to a war fought for the
purpose of repelling and crushing the invader.” Slavery would not be so bad,
Sibley claimed, because most people would survive. Tyrannies do not last
forever and could be resisted nonviolently. Kendall then argued, contradict-
ing Sibley, that future wars would not necessarily go nuclear. Meanwhile, our
“quasi-pacifist inhibitions” had left “millions of Russians . . . in Communist
prison camps.” Similar inhibitions had prevented the United States from help-
ing “German and Eastern European Jews whom the Nazis slaughtered by the
millions.” Sibley, he added, would “cheerfully bid us to ‘achieve’ political
freedom by delivering ourselves into slavery.” Finally, Kendall asked how
“that old complex of errors that learned men call ‘historic Christianity’” had
misrepresented its teachings for so long until corrected by Mulford Sibley.!
As the two men exchanged one highbrow haymaker after another, the
crowd got caught up in the excitement. “The hall,” said one observer,
“sounded like the last quarter of a football game between Stanford and
California.” Fifty years later graduate student Tom Schrock still recalled
the “spectacular” Kendall-Sibley debate. In the question and answer period
which followed their speeches, neither professor retreated. Asked how he
would save democracy should the Soviets nuke Palo Alto, Kendall responded
that he would retaliate in kind. Queried about what he would do if the Soviets

demanded capitulation or war, Sibley replied that he would surrender then


Todd
Highlight


‘

i Preface

begin a nonviolent resistance car.npaign.V.Vhen Russiap troops arriy
spirited defenders of their respective positions, then, Sibley (5 Protoe A
peacenik) was sublime and Kendall (as homegrown Dr. Strangel()ve)‘ Ippy
nificent. “Mulford,” said Willmoore as they left the stage, “thjg Wag 5 "8
show. We'll have to take it on the road.”" 4 grey
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Both scholars were, in distinctive and diametrically opposed ways, tog
hot for Stanford to handle. In 1958, when the university political science
department had declined to offer Sibley a permanent position, students had
protested. When the department made a similar decision with Kendall for
this following year, a different set of student demonstrators carried signs to
object.'® Sibley soon returned to Minnesota where, though something of a
gadfly, he served out a long and distinguished career, never wavering in his
pacifism and retiring in 1981. Meanwhile, Kendall, who had hoped to get a
full-time job at Stanford, headed off for a two-year research sabbatical at the
University of Madrid.

Though disappointed at Stanford's decision, Kendall had had a fruitful
year in Palo Alto. Faced with large classes, he had shelved his own uniquely
effective Socratic teaching style. Thereby, he had honed his effectiveness and
increased his self-confidence as a speaker. His carefully prepared lectures
were so popular that his classes became standing room only, as nonenrolled
students crowded in to hear. Kendall had also participated in a series of public
debates prior to the confrontation with Sibley. Taking the conservative side
on a variety of controversial issues, many of these appearances had been
well atten@ed and successful. In December 1958, at one of these events, he
met local librarian and ex-Marine Nellie Cooper, who first agreed to serve &
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