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The Moral Equivalent of War 
By William James (1842-1910) 

Edited and with an introduction by Harrison Ross Steeves (1881-1981)  
and Frank Humphrey Ristine (1884-1958) 

The Moral Equivalent of War, the last public utterance of William James, is significant as 
expressing the opinions of a practical psychologist on a question of growing popular interest. For 
the past fifteen years the movement for promoting international peace has been enlisting the 
support of organizations and individuals the world over. That this is a question on which much 
may be said for the opposition, James, though a pacificist, admits with his usual fair-mindedness, 
pointing out that militarism is the sole nourisher of certain human virtues that the world cannot 
let die, and that until the peace party devises some substitute, some moral equivalent, for the 
disciplinary value of war, their utopian goal is neither desirable nor possible. His own solution is 
advanced not as a practical measure, but merely as an illustration to show that the world is full of 
opportunities for the peaceful development and continuation of the martial qualities of human 
life. 

This essay was written for general dissemination as a publication of the American Association for 
International Conciliation, February, 1910. As it not only presents a peace program but defines as 
well the most familiar arguments of the war party, no militarist article has been included, 
although it may be mentioned that a suggestive apology for war is to be found among De 
Quincey’s Essays and also in Ruskin’s Crown of Wild Olive. Additional documents on conciliation, 
approaching the question from innumerable points of view, are published by the Association 
mentioned above.  (Summary by Harrison Ross Steeves and Frank Humphrey Ristine, editors.) 

Read by D. E. Wittkower.  Total running time: 00:43:57. 

This recording is in the public domain and may be reproduced, distributed, or modified without permission. 
For more information or to volunteer, visit librivox.org. Cover picture is a photographic reproduction of a 
painting, taken by an unknown photographer (c. 1918). Copyright expired in US, Canada, EU, and all countries 
with author’s life +70 yrs laws. Cover design by Janette Brown. This design is in the public domain.  
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