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Abstract
This study examines the historical development of military education through the philosoph-
ical and ethical traditions that have shaped attitudes toward war from antiquity to the present. 
It argues that military education has never been merely a technical or tactical enterprise, but 
has consistently functioned as a moral, political, and social institution embedded in broader 
systems of thought. The analysis traces how different historical periods justified the use of 
armed force and how these justifications influenced the aims, methods, and value systems of 
military training.

The study surveys key traditions, including ancient Greek and Roman philosophy, East 
Asian military thought, Christian just war theory, early modern political realism, and modern 
military theory. Particular attention is devoted to the emergence of philosophical militarism 
and Prussian–German militarism, demonstrating how military education evolved into a central 
mechanism of socialization, discipline, and national identity formation. The works of Plato, Ar-
istotle, Cicero, Sun Tzu, Machiavelli, Zrínyi Miklós, Clausewitz, and Huntington are examined 
to show how ethical reflection, state interests, and professional norms have historically shaped 
military education.

The paper also engages with contemporary debates on just war theory in light of current 
armed conflicts, most notably the Russia–Ukraine war. This conflict has revived classical ques-
tions of jus ad bellum and jus in bello, including legitimate authority, self-defense, propor-
tionality, civilian protection, and the moral limits of violence. The war has intensified ethical 
discussions surrounding national resistance, collective security, and the responsibilities of states 
supporting a belligerent party. At the same time, Europe’s renewed military preparedness—
manifested in rearmament policies, increased defense spending, and the reconsideration or 
reintroduction of conscription in several countries—has fundamentally altered the context of 
military education.
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In this contemporary setting, military education increasingly serves not only professional 
armed forces but also broader societal resilience, civil–military relations, and democratic legit-
imacy. The study highlights how current security challenges, technological transformations, and 
normative debates compel military education to integrate ethical reasoning, legal constraints, and 
societal values alongside operational effectiveness. It concludes that military education remains 
a critical interface between state, society, and armed force, requiring continuous philosophical 
reflection to address both enduring moral dilemmas and the evolving realities of modern warfare.
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Introduction
War has re-emerged as a defining feature of the contemporary international order. The Russian–
Ukrainian war, Europe’s accelerated rearmament, and the reconsideration or reintroduction of 
conscription in several states have fundamentally challenged the assumption that large-scale 
interstate warfare belongs to the past. These developments have renewed classical ethical and 
philosophical questions concerning the legitimacy of war, the moral limits of violence, and the 
role of the armed forces within democratic societies. In this context, military education has once 
again moved to the center of political, social, and philosophical debate.

Military education is often understood primarily as a system of technical training aimed at 
preparing soldiers for combat. However, such a narrow interpretation obscures its deeper signif-
icance. Historically, military education has functioned as a complex moral, political, and cultur-
al institution that transmits values, legitimizes authority, and shapes the relationship between the 
individual, the state, and society. The way soldiers are educated reflects prevailing conceptions 
of war, justice, citizenship, and political order. Consequently, changes in the philosophical jus-
tification of war have consistently entailed transformations in the aims, methods, and content of 
military education.

The history of warfare reveals recurring efforts to morally justify the use of armed force. 
These justificatory frameworks can be broadly grouped into several traditions: pacifist rejection 
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of war, realist instrumentalization of violence in the service of state interests, just war theory’s 
attempt to morally regulate armed conflict, and various forms of militarism that regard war as a 
morally formative or even necessary social practice. Each of these approaches has left a distinct 
imprint on military education, influencing how discipline, loyalty, obedience, professionalism, 
and ethical responsibility are understood and taught.

From antiquity onward, military education was closely linked to broader philosophical 
worldviews. Ancient Greek and Roman thinkers connected military training to civic virtue and 
the preservation of political communities, while East Asian traditions integrated martial prac-
tice with ethical self-cultivation and governance. In the Middle Ages, Christian theology and 
the chivalric ideal reshaped military education by embedding it within a moral order grounded 
in faith, honor, and restraint. The emergence of the modern state and mass armies in the early 
modern period further transformed military education into an institutionalized system serving 
national sovereignty and political stability, as reflected in the works of Machiavelli and Zrínyi 
Miklós.

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries marked a turning point in the relationship between 
war, society, and education. The rise of philosophical and Prussian–German militarism demon-
strated how military education could become a dominant paradigm of socialization, extending 
far beyond the barracks into schools, families, and civil institutions. At the same time, theorists 
such as Clausewitz and Huntington reframed military education in terms of strategic rationality, 
professionalism, and civil–military relations, emphasizing the need to balance military effec-
tiveness with political control and ethical restraint.

In the contemporary era, these historical patterns intersect with new challenges. The revival 
of territorial defense, the ethical dilemmas posed by asymmetric warfare, and the rapid devel-
opment of technologies such as cyber operations, autonomous systems, and information war-
fare demand forms of military education that extend well beyond tactical competence. Modern 
soldiers—and increasingly, modern societies—must be educated to navigate complex moral 
landscapes shaped by international humanitarian law, democratic accountability, and contested 
narratives of legitimacy and justice.

This study approaches military education as a historically embedded practice shaped by 
evolving philosophical and ethical conceptions of war. By tracing its development from antiq-
uity to the present, the paper seeks to demonstrate that military education has always been a 
key interface between war and society. Understanding its philosophical foundations is therefore 
essential not only for interpreting the past, but also for critically assessing contemporary debates 
on security, conscription, and the moral responsibilities of armed forces in an era of renewed 
geopolitical conflict.

The Philosophical Foundations of Military Education
Wars inevitably entail moral dilemmas, and therefore, from the very dawn of human civiliza-
tion, there has been a need to limit destruction through some form of normative system Military 
ethics refers to the set of principles and rules that define the behavior expected of soldiers during 
wartime and the moral foundations upon which military education is built. (Mohay, 2020).

In antiquity, ideas concerning the moral evaluation of war had already emerged. In ancient 
Egypt, for example, the pharaoh was regarded as a divinely sanctioned warrior who waged war 
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in defense of Ma’at (the goddess of truth and order) against Isfet (the forces of chaos and evil). 
In Mesopotamia and Anatolia—territories ruled by the Hittites—early concepts of “legitimate 
war” also developed, while Hittite sources indicate that internal, self-critical assessments al-
ready foreshadowed the emergence of a more objective understanding of warfare. In ancient 
Israel, religious differences often led to the enemy being characterized as sinful and therefore 
subject to destruction. The justification for initiating war (jus ad bellum) was already considered 
important in these early societies, whereas relatively few rules existed regarding the conduct of 
hostilities (jus in bello). The inhabitants of enemy settlements were often not distinguished from 
combatants, and the treatment of prisoners was largely unregulated. The Code of Hammurabi 
already signaled the need to restrain excessive violence. The ancient Indian epic Mahābhārata 
provides examples of the principles of proportionality and humane treatment, while various 
philosophical traditions in ancient China—such as Confucianism, Mohism, Taoism, and Legal-
ism—defined the conditions under which war could be initiated (Boda, 2018).

In the course of military education, ancient societies sought to instill virtues in young war-
riors such as strength, endurance, loyalty, and courage. A prominent example is ancient Spar-
ta, where the agōgē—the state-run educational system—explicitly prioritized the formation of 
military virtues (Mohay, 2020). Greek philosophers, including Aristotle, emphasized that war 
should not be an end in itself, but a last resort aimed at restoring peace and protecting the com-
munity (Arisztotelész, 2023). In the Roman era, the principles of bellum iustum (just war) were 
promoted, whereby wars were initiated with divine approval, and the moral constraints of war-
fare were closely intertwined with religious and legal norms (Boda, 2018).

The philosophical foundations of military education can be found in the works of numerous 
historical thinkers, ranging from ancient Greek and Roman philosophers to modern military 
theorists. In The Republic (Hungarian: Állam 2018), for example, Plato regarded military edu-
cation as one of the most important elements of the state’s defense, emphasizing the significance 
of morality and discipline. In his view, military education is not merely physical preparation, 
but also moral and philosophical development, which ensures the loyalty and moral integrity of 
warriors. In constructing the ideal state, Plato defined the military social stratum—the “guard-
ians”—as a distinct group whose education had to be particularly strict and purpose-oriented. 
Soldiers were not only subjected to physical training, but also received philosophical instruc-
tion, the aim of which was to enable them, as leaders, to make wise decisions in matters of war 
and politics. Morality and discipline were of fundamental importance, since Plato argued that 
only soldiers who are morally steadfast and loyal to their community are capable of defending 
the state (Platón, 2018).

Plato’s primary aim was not to develop a comprehensive theory of war ethics, but rather to 
examine individual justice as reflected in his model of the state (Platón, 2018). In The Republic, 
he presents just war as a function of the just state, where the purpose of war is the survival of the 
state and the moral formation of its warriors (Boda, 2022:104). Although Plato acknowledges 
the necessity of war, he strongly cautions against creative or glorifying war ideologies, particu-
larly the excessive pursuit of honor and glory (Platón, 2018).

Aristotle articulated ideas similar to those of Plato. According to Aristotle, the purpose of 
military education is to enable citizens to defend their homeland while simultaneously culti-
vating moral virtues. In his view, military education encompasses not only the acquisition of 
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combat skills, but also the development of civic virtues and a sense of responsibility. Aristotle 
held that warfare cannot be an end in itself, but must serve as a means to the formation of good 
citizens and a just state. Consequently, the virtues of self-discipline, courage, and justice must 
occupy a central place in military education. According to the educational principles he formu-
lated, soldiers do not merely learn how to fight; they also develop morally and intellectually, 
enabling them to make wise decisions in the service of the state. (Németh, 2016)

Aristotle introduced the concept of dikaios polemos (“just war”), but he applied this no-
tion primarily to wars against so-called barbarians, which he interpreted as a form of natural 
subjugation (Németh, 2016). Boda interprets this type of war as a form of natural acquisition, 
drawing on the moral analogy of hunting (Boda, 2022). The critical problem here lies in the fact 
that Aristotle does not regard the principle of equality among human beings as universal within 
his moral hierarchy, thereby relativizing the concept of justice. This represents a significant 
contradiction when compared to later medieval and modern just war theories based on universal 
rights (Christopher, 2004). Aristotle’s concept of “just war,” therefore, functions more as an 
instrument of communal stability than as a moral obligation.

Among the ancient Greek city-states, Sparta represented one of the most extreme forms of 
military education. The Spartan educational system, the agōgē, subjected young boys from early 
childhood to an exceptionally strict form of military training focused primarily on physical and 
mental conditioning. In Sparta—which was a monarchy rather than a city-state governed by the 
dēmos—the values of classical Greek philosophy appeared in military education with a different 
emphasis. The primary objective was to transform Spartan citizens into excellent warriors and 
disciplined soldiers who fully subordinated their individual interests to the service of the state. 
Spartan military education emphasized endurance, pain tolerance, and tactical skills, while obe-
dience and comradeship remained core values. Xenophon’s account of Spartan military educa-
tion is considered a reliable source, as he himself fought against Athens at Coronea in 394 BCE 
under the Spartan king Agesilaus.

Cicero: Legal Rationalization and Ethical Duality
Cicero was the first to formulate the threefold conditions of justum bellum (just war): the at-
tempt at a peaceful resolution, the punishment of wrongdoing, and a formal or ritual declaration 
of war (Cicero, 2016). In his theory of just war, Cicero combined Roman legal formalism with 
creative martial traditions (Boda, 2022). From a critical perspective, however, it is important to 
note that Cicero’s moral reasoning is dualistic: on the one hand, he adhered to strict legal norms, 
while on the other, he showed tolerance toward wars waged for political glory (Atkins, 2013). 
This ambivalence calls into question the universal validity of justice and ultimately places it in 
the service of Roman self-interest.

In Chinese philosophy, Sun Tzu, in The Art of War (Szun-ce, 2015), emphasized the impor-
tance of strategic thinking and self-discipline. Military education, in this view, focuses not only 
on combat skills, but also on decision-making abilities and psychological warfare. According 
to Sun Tzu’s philosophical approach, war is not merely about physical confrontation, but also 
about overcoming the opponent mentally and psychologically. Consequently, military education 
must encompass flexible thinking, situational awareness, and the ability to manipulate the ene-
my. From the Chinese perspective, military command, strategic planning, and governance are 
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fundamentally interconnected domains. As a result, the goals, values, principles, instruments, 
methods, and practices of military leadership and civil governance overlap in many respects, 
while also retaining distinct elements. The deeply rooted Chinese perception of the close rela-
tionship and parallelism between military leadership and civil administration is evidenced by 
the fact that both in antiquity and in modern times, army officers have been collectively referred 
to as “officials” (Tokaji – P. Szabó, 2018)

The Japanese moral system of Bushidō, which formed the foundation of samurai education, 
placed self-discipline, loyalty, and honor at the forefront. The philosophy of Bushidō, serving 
as the moral code of the samurai, became deeply embedded in Japanese military education. Lit-
erally meaning “the way of the warrior,” Bushidō constituted a moral and philosophical system 
built upon loyalty, respect, honor, and self-discipline. From early childhood, samurai were edu-
cated according to these principles, and their training extended beyond combat skills to include 
philosophical and moral instruction, with particular emphasis on the influences of Confucianism 
and Zen Buddhism. One of the core principles of Bushidō was self-sacrifice and unconditional 
loyalty to the state or to one’s lord. For samurai, moral and spiritual development was consid-
ered just as important as the mastery of martial skills. Meditation and inner discipline played a 
prominent role in their education, supporting them both on the battlefield and in other areas of 
life. (Nitobe, 1900)

Yamaga approached the social position of the samurai from the perspective of vocational 
philosophy (shokubunshugi). In the period following his strictly military writings, but prior to 
his turn toward speculative philosophy, one of the central themes of Yamaga’s thought was the 
question of the samurai vocation: whether, and how, the privileged status of the samurai with-
in Japanese society could be justified. For Yamaga—who spent much of his life as a rōnin, a 
masterless samurai—the pride associated with samurai status was of great personal importance. 
Thus, the problem was framed not so much as whether this status could be justified, but rather 
how it could be justified (Szabó, 2015).

The principles of Bushidō also influenced the modern Japanese military, particularly during 
the Second World War, when the ideals of loyalty and self-sacrifice continued to be emphasized 
(Shinoda, 2002). In contemporary Japan, the philosophy of Bushidō remains influential, espe-
cially within the ethical codes of military and law enforcement organizations.

The Influence of Christian Ethics
In the Middle Ages, Christianity became the dominant factor shaping military ethics in Europe. 
As early as the fifth century, Augustine argued that although war is evil in itself, under cer-
tain conditions it may be morally justified, thereby initiating a Christian reinterpretation of the 
ancient philosophical foundations of just war theory. Later, in the thirteenth century, Thomas 
Aquinas formulated a threefold set of criteria—legitimate authority, just cause, and right in-
tention—that defined when a war could be considered morally permissible (Szent Ágoston 
1997a, 1997b, 2006).

The chivalric ideals embodied in the code of knightly honor combined the value system of 
the feudal warrior with the moral principles of Christianity. Knights were expected to demon-
strate honor, loyalty, courage, and the protection of the weak. Although chivalric ideals were not 
always realized in practice, chivalric culture contributed significantly to the later development 
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of military honor, which became one of the cornerstones of modern international humanitarian 
law. The philosophy of chivalry was closely intertwined with military education and the trans-
mission of moral values. Medieval chivalric culture constituted a defining element of European 
military culture, built upon the ideals of virtue, honor, and a strong sense of duty. For knights, 
military education did not merely involve the acquisition of combat skills, but also the forma-
tion of an ethical and moral system that shaped their everyday lives and obligations. Knightly 
education began in childhood, when boys served as pages in the household of an older knight. 
During this period, alongside martial training, religious instruction and the learning of feudal 
obligations played a central role. Young knights were taught the principles of loyalty and jus-
tice, grounded in Christian faith and the foundations of the feudal system. The chivalric ethos 
encompassed the protection of the weak, respect for women, and adherence to the rules of war-
fare. One of the central elements of knightly philosophy was honor. For a knight, reputation and 
the keeping of one’s word were considered paramount. Among the defining moral principles 
of medieval warfare were fair combat and the humane treatment of prisoners of war. Military 
education was also closely linked to the teachings of the Church. Military orders such as the 
Knights Templar and the Knights Hospitaller led not only military but also monastic lives, plac-
ing martial skills in the service of a divine mission. During the Crusades, faith and divine justice 
played a key role alongside military virtues. The military philosophy of the chivalric age thus 
created a system of moral and martial education based on a balance between battlefield virtues 
and personal honor. These principles remain discernible in modern military ethics, particularly 
with regard to fair conduct in warfare and self-discipline (Barber, 1994).

In Dell’arte della guerra (The Art of War), Niccolo Machiavelli examines the political and 
philosophical interrelations between warfare and military education. Published in 1521, the 
work is one of the earliest Renaissance military treatises to analyze the relationship between the 
state and the army (Machiavelli, 1521). Machiavelli’s intellectual legacy demonstrates that the 
Italian thinker engaged intensively with one of the most destructive phenomena of his time: war. 
At the dawn of the early modern period, the Italian peninsula was marked by almost continuous 
armed conflict, which did not spare the city of Florence. As Machiavelli served for a time as 
secretary of the Second Chancery of the Florentine Republic, with responsibility for military 
affairs, warfare occupied a central place in his writings.

As the intellectual architect of the Florentine Republic’s military reforms, Machiavelli 
sought to resolve the dilemma caused by the financial and political problems associated with the 
use of mercenary forces by adapting the military system of the Roman Empire to his own era. 
This attempt at modernization, essentially based on ancient models, is particularly noteworthy 
for the purposes of this analysis, as it represented an effort to introduce a form of warfare and 
military organization grounded in principles developed more than a millennium earlier. It was, 
in effect, an attempt to reestablish an old–new military culture in Italy. Although this experiment 
ultimately proved ineffective in practice and ended in failure, it was nevertheless regarded as 
forward-looking, and in retrospect it can be seen as a precursor to later armed forces based on 
conscription.

Another of Machiavelli’s works of particular relevance to the use of force is The Prince, in 
which “military and physical violence” appears as a legitimate instrument within the arsenal 
employed to maintain power at all costs. This phenomenon—the use of violence to resolve 
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internal social problems—re-emerges centuries later in theories associated with Marxism–Len-
inism, Nazism, and guerrilla warfare. The idea of the total state appears here for the first time in 
political discourse, and numerous attempts have been made to realize it in the modern era under 
the influence of Machiavelli’s ideas.

According to Machiavelli, a strong state can survive only with a well-trained, patriotic, 
and disciplined army. One of the central arguments of The Art of War is that military education 
serves not only to train commanders and soldiers, but also to strengthen citizens’ sense of re-
sponsibility and patriotism. Machiavelli sharply criticized mercenary armies, which he regarded 
as unreliable because they fought for money rather than for the interests of the state. In their 
place, he advocated the development of a national army composed of citizens who receive moral 
and patriotic education.

From a philosophical perspective, Machiavelli’s work is grounded in the principles of real-
ism. He argued that one of the keys to preserving power lies in the harmony between military 
force and political stability. He viewed military education as a fundamental instrument of the 
state for maintaining social order and defending against external threats. He placed particular 
emphasis on the importance of discipline and the development of strategic thinking, which he 
regarded as essential to the success of the armed forces. Machiavelli’s military philosophy also 
exerted a lasting influence on modern theories of the state, especially with regard to the relation-
ship between the state and the military. His principles remain relevant today in discussions of 
military education and national security, as a strong and disciplined armed force continues to be 
indispensable for a sovereign state (Machiavelli, 1521).

Miklós Zrínyi (1620–1664), regarded as the first Hungarian military theorist, wrote his 
works (Vitéz hadnagy [The Valiant Lieutenant], Mátyás-elmélkedések [Reflections on Matthi-
as], Az török áfium ellen való orvosság [Remedy against the Turkish Opium], Tábori kis tracta 
[Short Field Treatise]) in Hungarian in the mid-seventeenth century. These writings initially re-
mained in manuscript form and were published only later, in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, alongside the strengthening of national aspirations. From 1852 onward, beginning with 
the first complete edition of his military writings, his works appeared in several edited versions. 
Although Zrínyi’s ideas on leadership, the military commander, fortune, logistics, and army 
organization were contemporaneous with the widely translated and internationally renowned 
works of Raimondo Montecuccoli (1609–1680), often regarded as a founder of modern military 
science, they nevertheless failed to enter the international intellectual circulation.

Zrínyi’s intellectual legacy extended beyond technical and tactical issues to encompass 
military ethos, leadership by example, and questions of national identity. In his writings, he 
examined the interaction between the army and society, emphasizing that the task of military ed-
ucation is not merely to develop combat skills, but also to strengthen communal values and pat-
riotism. Zrínyi’s worldview functioned as a bridge between classical European military thought 
and Hungarian national particularities, anticipating the significance of later military-theoretical 
and philosophical currents and paving the way for those who would seek new interpretations of 
the relationship between the state and the military.

In several respects, Zrínyi shared Machiavelli’s military philosophy. In Vitéz hadnagy and 
Az török áfium ellen való orvosság, he argued that a nation can survive only by relying on 
its own well-trained armed forces, and he rejected the use of mercenary soldiers, much like 
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Machiavelli (Zrínyi, 1651). Both Machiavelli and Zrínyi viewed the relationship between the 
army and the state as closely interconnected. While Machiavelli regarded military discipline 
and strategic thinking as pillars of state stability, Zrínyi understood them as conditions for the 
survival of the Hungarian nation. Zrínyi placed particular emphasis on military virtues and the 
cultivation of the warrior spirit, which he believed could be achieved through patriotic and mor-
al education (Zrínyi, 1651). Like Machiavelli, Zrínyi maintained that military education should 
not be limited to the technical aspects of warfare, but must also encompass the moral education 
and cultivation of patriotism among soldiers. Both thinkers shared the conviction that war and 
politics are inseparably linked, and that the survival of the state depends on a disciplined and 
well-prepared army.

Zrínyi’s contribution to military science was highly significant, as he sought to elevate 
Hungarian military thought to the level of his age. The first Hungarian-language Baroque epic, 
Szigeti veszedelem (1651), written with an explicit didactic military purpose, depicts contem-
porary siege warfare, methods of fortification and defense, and also explores the psychology of 
fear experienced in battle. In Vitéz hadnagy (1650-1653), Zrínyi’s notes, readings, and personal 
experiences are reflected, offering insight into his methodological approach as a military theo-
rist and into the breadth of his intellectual interests, which encompassed philosophy, political 
science, history, and military science. The work also addresses the relationship between war 
and probability, in connection with which Zrínyi presents his conception of the ideal military 
commander. His writings make clear that a good military leader must be broadly educated, 
possess practical military experience, and be capable of decisive action. Zrínyi assigned par-
ticular importance to the study of military history in the acquisition of military judgment, as 
it fosters disciplined and rational military thinking, helps to develop techniques of situational 
assessment, and provides psychological preparedness—what he termed “good resolution.”

In the modern era, Clausewitz examined military education in On War within the interrela-
tions of politics and military science, emphasizing that war is not merely a technical issue, but 
also a philosophical and moral one. The nineteenth century brought significant development 
and consolidation in military science. During this period, efforts were made to systematize mil-
itary affairs into a coherent theoretical framework (Clausewitz, Jomini). From the perspective 
of this study, particularly in examining military cultures, the most influential work of the Prus-
sian military theorist—Vom Kriege (On War)—serves as a key reference (Clausewitz, 1917).

Clausewitz drew a clear distinction between direct and indirect warfare, defining in 
different terms the armed enforcement of will aimed at destruction versus exhaustion: 
“From the dual nature of war it follows that our objective is either the defeat of the enemy, in 
order to politically destroy them or render them incapable of defense and thus compel them 
to accept a peace of our choosing, or merely the conquest of certain territories on the enemy’s 
frontier, in order to retain them or use them as bargaining chips in peace negotiations” (Clause-
witz, 1917). This distinction between two forms of warfare remains a foundational principle of 
modern military theory in the analysis of the manifestations of war. The articulation and justi-
fication of the dual nature of warfare constitute an essential point of departure for the present 
topic, since in defining military cultures and identifying the differences between them, it is of 
fundamental importance to determine the underlying orientation of political will (Clausewitz, 
1917).
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In the twentieth century, Samuel Huntington analyzed military education from the perspec-
tive of civil–military relations, emphasizing the importance of professionalism and ethical edu-
cation (Huntington, 1957). In The Soldier and the State (1957), Samuel P. Huntington elaborates 
in detail on the significance of military professionalism and ethical formation. According to 
Huntington, one of the fundamental requirements for the functioning of modern armed forces is 
the establishment of a professional officer corps that possesses not only military expertise, but 
also high moral and ethical standards. Huntington defined military professionalism as consisting 
of three core elements: professional competence, a sense of responsibility, and organizational 
cohesion.

Ethical and moral dimensions occupy a position of particular importance in military edu-
cation, as soldiers may find themselves in situations where questions of life and death require 
ethical decision-making. Discipline, loyalty, justice, and respect for human rights are key fac-
tors in military leadership. Ethical education ensures that soldiers are capable of evaluating their 
decisions not only from a strategic, but also from a moral perspective. This is especially critical 
in modern warfare, where asymmetric conflicts, the protection of civilian populations, and com-
pliance with international humanitarian law are indispensable requirements.

The relationship between professionalism and ethical education is therefore closely inter-
twined. The effectiveness of an armed force is determined not only by technical expertise and 
advanced weaponry, but also by the moral integrity of its soldiers and the exemplary conduct 
of its leaders. According to Huntington, a professional military is not merely an armed force, 
but an institution capable of ensuring the stability and defense of the state without increasing 
the risk of abuses of power (Huntington, 1957). In twentieth- and twenty-first-century military 
education, the emphasis on professionalism has become particularly significant, as globalization 
and modern warfare have posed new challenges for soldiers. International missions, peacekeep-
ing operations, and the fight against terrorism have created complex situations in which soldiers 
must possess not only combat skills, but also diplomatic awareness and ethical sensitivity.

Modern Legal and Philosophical Breakthroughs
In the modern era, military ethics underwent a significant transformation, as traditional codes 
of honor were gradually replaced by concrete international agreements. The work of Spanish 
theologians and Hugo Grotius played a decisive role in subjecting warfare to legal regulation 
through normative frameworks (Grotius, 1973). These theories ultimately led to the creation 
of the Geneva and Hague Conventions, which laid the foundations of international humanitar-
ian law governing armed conflict. In the twentieth century, particularly in connection with the 
Nuremberg Trials, the concept of military honor was extended to include individual responsi-
bility. With the exclusion of the principle of acting “under orders” as a blanket defense, soldiers 
were compelled to consider their own moral decisions and accountability. As a result, the in-
stitutionalization of ethical education became a key element of modern armed forces, ensuring 
that soldiers were prepared not only physically but also morally to handle the dilemmas of the 
battlefield.

The conflicts of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries raised new questions: the use of nu-
clear weapons, drone technologies, and autonomous systems opened new dimensions of moral 
decision-making. In modern military operations, soldiers are frequently confronted with the 
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dilemma of how to distinguish combatants from civilians and how to minimize harm to innocent 
civilian populations. In response to these challenges, armed forces place increased emphasis on 
moral education and ethical training, during which potential conflict situations are modeled and 
critically examined (Boda, 2025).

The Impact of Philosophical Militarism on Military 
Education
Philosophical militarism was a significant theory of thinking about war in the nineteenth cen-
tury and the early twentieth century. Its original premise was that for national communities 
capable of realizing human values at a higher level, the waging of wars is both necessary and 
justified, since wars advance not only national objectives but also the goals of humanity (that 
is, of human history itself). By the outbreak of the First World War, however, this theory had 
undergone a partial transformation: it lost much of its “humanistic” content and became a purely 
nation-state–based theory of war justification and mobilization. As a result of this reduction in 
content, philosophical militarism lost much of its philosophical character and moved closer to 
other disciplines, such as geography and biology (Ceadel, 1987).

Philosophical militarism belongs to the less extensively researched theories of war justifica-
tion, despite the fact that in the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century it possessed 
considerable justificatory and mobilizing potential in Europe, including Hungary. The core ele-
ments of the theory can be traced back to the writings of Hegel, according to whom the existence 
of the individual and that of the nation-state are fundamentally interconnected. This relationship 
is sustained by national or communal morality—understood as one form of human morality (or 
human spirit)—which represents the ethical substance of the community. War, as the expression 
of this communal morality, becomes the most effective instrument for maintaining, develop-
ing, and spreading it. Accordingly, within philosophical militarism, war is justified insofar as 
it expresses and realizes this moral substance. Two forms of militarism can be distinguished: 
philosophical militarism and biological militarism (Boda, 2022).

According to philosophical militarism, war enables human beings to realize moral objec-
tives more fully than any other human activity, thereby contributing to the moral development of 
humanity. Biological militarism, by contrast, holds that weaker societies must submit to strong-
er ones in accordance with the laws of social evolution, through which the moral development 
of humanity is supposedly achieved. In what follows, the focus remains exclusively on philo-
sophical militarism, examined through European examples.

In The Social Contract (1762), Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) defined war not as a 
relationship between individuals, but as a relationship between states. He argued that earlier 
conceptions of “war” referred to duels, violations of law, and the punishment associated with 
them. In war, however, “private individuals are enemies only accidentally, not as men, nor even 
as citizens, but as soldiers; not as compatriots, but as defenders of the homeland” (Rousseau, 
2001). Rousseau defined the state as a political entity in which the “general will”—directed 
toward the common good, organizing and governing subjects or citizens, and ensuring social 
justice—plays a decisive role. The presence or absence of this general will determines whether 
a political entity can truly be considered a state (Rousseau 2001).



102 Studies 2026. 1.

In the international arena, states are characterized by mutual dependence and inequali-
ty, conditions that generate complete insecurity and thus serve as constant catalysts for war 
between states. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831) further developed Rousseau’s 
ideas in The Phenomenology of Spirit (1807) and Elements of the Philosophy of Right (1821). 
Contrary to Rousseau, Hegel argued that human beings are not driven into conflict solely by 
their social nature (their role as soldiers), but also by their individual nature. The individual 
exists as a self only insofar as they are recognized by others; this recognition grants self-cer-
tainty and self-consciousness, but it must be struggled for. Since others likewise seek recog-
nition, conflict becomes a fundamental condition of personality formation and a basic element 
of human existence.

Hegel maintained that this logic applies equally to the state, which also possesses an ethi-
cal personality (Hegel, 1979). The state is more than the mere sum of its members, because it 
is held together not only by force, but also by shared moral values. The state thus constitutes 
an ethical unity – a moral community organized around values that define the good life (what 
Hegel terms Geist, or spirit) (Hegel 1983). In this context, individuals become who they are 
precisely by belonging to a larger and therefore superior unity, for which they are willing to 
sacrifice their individual interests.

Within Hegelian philosophy, war acquires meaning as the paradigmatic condition of the 
relationship between the state and its citizens. War “preserves the ethical health of peoples by 
preventing the stagnation of finite institutions; just as the movement of the winds preserves 
the sea from decay caused by prolonged calm, so war preserves peoples from the corruption 
into which a lasting, or indeed perpetual, peace would sink them” (Hegel, 1983). From this 
perspective, wars are necessary both for the community and for the individual citizen. For 
the community, war is necessary because peace allows individual or associative autonomy 
and private interests to dominate, leading to social fragmentation and, ultimately, criminality, 
with the risk that the community disintegrates and its spirit dissipates (Hegel, 1979). These 
destructive processes are organic in nature. At the same time, the state also contains positive, 
unity-preserving communal processes. Although Hegel does not elaborate on these in detail, 
he presents war itself as one such process. War thus becomes a test of the state’s ethical life, 
a means of preserving it, and an opportunity for its further development.

From the perspective of the citizen, war is likewise necessary, since individuals can be-
come fully realized only by belonging to a community and committing themselves to a com-
mon cause. War creates the possibility for individuals to act together with their fellow citi-
zens in pursuit of a shared objective, thereby transcending personal interests and acting on 
behalf of others and of the community as a whole. Wars, when initiated and fought, serve the 
interests of the state and the community. From a historical perspective, however, they also 
contribute to the realization of a unified human freedom and culture based on universal human 
self-consciousness—understood not in national, but in genuinely universal terms.

According to Hegel, this process has been unfolding since antiquity, beginning with an-
cient Far Eastern civilizations, followed by Greek, Roman, and ultimately Germanic-Chris-
tian cultures, each contributing to the unification of humanity. This process of cultural unifi-
cation is, in Hegel’s view, inevitable and necessary. The “legitimacy” of wars must therefore 
be assessed from this standpoint. Those wars may be considered “just” that are waged by 
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nation-states which most fully realize the moral values characteristic of human culture. 
Through war, such states preserve and disseminate their values, thereby advancing the cul-
tural unification of humanity. This unification, however, is a cultural rather than a political 
process, and thus does not imply the cessation of wars or the establishment of a world empire. 
Indeed, Hegel denied the possibility of such an empire, arguing that conflict and war are in-
trinsic to human nature. In international relations, this inherent conflictual nature manifests 
itself through states, for whom war is an integral aspect of existence. Consequently, even an 
external system of international law—together with mechanisms of arbitration designed to 
enforce it—cannot, relative to the moral values prioritized by states themselves, effectively 
restrict or punish wars (Hegel, 1979).

Summary
This study provides a comprehensive historical and philosophical analysis of military ed-
ucation, demonstrating that it has always been more than a system of technical or tactical 
training. From antiquity to the present, military education has functioned as a moral, political, 
and social institution shaped by prevailing conceptions of war, justice, statehood, and human 
responsibility. The study shows that changes in the philosophical justification of war have 
consistently influenced the aims, methods, and value systems of military training.

Beginning with antiquity, the analysis highlights how ancient Greek and Roman think-
ers connected military education to civic virtue, discipline, and the defense of the political 
community, while East Asian traditions—particularly Chinese strategic thought and Japanese 
bushidō—integrated martial training with ethical self-discipline and spiritual cultivation. In 
the Middle Ages, Christian ethics and the chivalric ideal reshaped military education by em-
bedding it within a moral order based on faith, honor, and restraint.

The early modern period marked a turning point with the rise of the nation-state and 
mass armies. Thinkers such as Machiavelli and Zrínyi Miklós emphasized the political impor-
tance of disciplined, nationally rooted armed forces and rejected mercenary warfare, linking 
military education to sovereignty, patriotism, and state survival. In the nineteenth century, 
Clausewitz’s theory of war as the continuation of politics provided a strategic and theoretical 
foundation for modern military education.

The study devotes particular attention to philosophical militarism and Prussian–German 
militarism, demonstrating how military education became a dominant paradigm of sociali-
zation that extended beyond the armed forces into schools, families, and civil institutions. 
In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the focus shifted toward professionalism, ethical 
responsibility, and civil–military relations, especially in the works of Samuel P. Huntington. 
At the same time, international humanitarian law, technological innovation, and new forms of 
warfare fundamentally transformed the content and expectations of military education.

The study concludes that military education remains a key interface between the armed 
forces, the state, and society. In an era of renewed geopolitical conflict, technological change, 
and ethical uncertainty, military education must continue to balance operational effectiveness 
with moral responsibility, legal constraints, and democratic values.
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