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Abstract

The concept of moral injury, first introduced in military psychiatry
and later developed philosophically by Nancy Sherman, refers to a
persistent inner suffering caused by an individual’s participation in
or exposure to morally troubling actions or failures. This article
draws on Sherman’s framework in Afterwar: Healing the Moral
Wounds of Our Soldiers to provide an ethical reading of the recent
war between Iran and Isracl. Through a three-level analysis—
focusing on the experiences of soldiers, the moral responsibility of
military and political leadership, and the reaction of civil society—it
is shown that war leaves behind moral wounds that cannot be fully
understood or healed through psychological treatment or heroic
narratives alone. The article emphasizes that moral injury becomes
deeper when moral discourse is absent from the public sphere, when
command structures lack transparency, and when collective
responsibility is silenced or neglected. By incorporating
complementary perspectives from thinkers such as Margaret Urban
Walker, Cheshire Calhoun, and Jeff McMahan, the paper explores
the possibility of moral repair at both individual and institutional
levels. Rather than evaluating the political legitimacy of the war, the
paper aims to offer a philosophical framework for understanding
the moral complexity of war in the Iranian context and reflecting on
the prospects for rebuilding meaning and trust in the aftermath.
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Introduction

The recent Iran—Israel war exposes a fundamental truth: the ethical reality of war extends far beyond
legal justifications or strategic calculations. At its core, war is a deeply moral phenomenon that shapes,
distorts, and often destroys the inner lives of individuals and the moral fabric of communities.
Traditional just war theory focuses on jus ad bellum and jus in bello, yet such frameworks overlook the
profound internal consequences of participating in or being affected by war. In this context, Nancy
Sherman’s concept of moral injury—the inner wound arising from violating one’s moral convictions or
being betrayed by trusted authorities—provides a powerful lens through which the Iran—Israel conflict
can be reinterpreted philosophically. Unlike physical or psychological trauma, moral injury concerns the
collapse of meaning, trust, and moral identity. It involves shame, guilt, anger, and a sense of moral
disorientation. These experiences are not mere byproducts of war but reveal its deepest moral costs. To
fully understand this dimension, the analysis integrates Sherman with broader philosophical resources—
Jonathan Shay on betrayal, Margaret Urban Walker on moral repair, Cheshire Calhoun on collective
responsibility, Martha Nussbaum on moral emotions, and Jeff McMahan on moral agency in war.

Together, these perspectives shift the ethical discussion from abstract justification to lived moral reality.

Main Body
The core of the article unfolds in three interconnected levels of moral analysis.

First, at the experiential level of soldiers, war is shown to inflict wounds that penetrate identity and
conscience. Shame emerges not as pathology but as evidence of an active moral compass, signaling a
gap between one’s actions and one’s moral self. Moral anger appears as a protest against injustice and
betrayal, especially when soldiers believe they were misled or abandoned. When acknowledged, such
anger can lead to moral transformation rather than retaliation, aligning with Nussbaum’s distinction
between vengeful and constructive anger. Using Jonathan Shay’s work, the article demonstrates how
betrayal by leadership often causes deeper moral harm than combat actions themselves. The Iran—Israel
war is thereby illuminated as a context where moral injury arises not only from battlefield violence but
from deception, lack of clarity, and the instrumentalization of human beings.

Second, at the institutional and leadership level, the article argues that commanders and political
leaders carry moral responsibilities that go beyond strategic success or legal compliance. Command
requires moral vision, transparency, and the cultivation of virtue in subordinates. Following Jeff
McMahan’s claim that soldiers are moral agents even within hierarchical structures, obedience is never
morally neutral. Paul Robinson’s notion of moral leadership supports this by emphasizing that leaders
must safeguard the dignity, judgment, and psychological integrity of their troops. When leaders conceal

objectives, deny responsibility, or ignore the moral struggles of their subordinates, they become active
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contributors to moral injury. The Iran—Israel war reveals multiple instances where lack of clarity,
manipulation of information, or abandonment of responsibility fragmented trust, turning leadership
itself into a source of moral harm.

Third, at the collective and societal level, the article shows that moral injury cannot be healed
privately. Sherman insists that silence and lack of acknowledgment from society deepen the wound.
Soldiers return to civilian life seeking recognition, understanding, and moral dialogue—but are often
met with glorification of war, denial of complexity, or calls for silence. Drawing on Cheshire Calhoun,
the article argues that society bears collective responsibility when it refuses to listen or to engage in
moral accounting. Moral failure thus becomes a shared phenomenon. Margaret Urban Walker’s theory
of moral repair provides a pathway forward: healing requires public acknowledgment, truth-telling,
accountability, and the reconstruction of moral relationships. Repair is not simply therapeutic recovery;
it is the ethical reweaving of moral worlds. Applied to the Iran—Israel war, this framework reveals that
postwar justice is not only about rebuilding infrastructure but about restoring trust, dignity, and moral

agency across the entire social fabric.

Conclusion

War inflicts moral damage that reaches far beyond the battlefield. The deepest wounds emerge when
individuals feel morally abandoned—by leaders who conceal the truth, by institutions that refuse
responsibility, and by societies that silence their pain. Healing, therefore, is fundamentally ethical rather
than merely psychological. It demands recognition of moral emotions, acceptance of responsibility,
public dialogue, and the reconstruction of trust at personal, institutional, and collective levels. The
integration of Sherman’s concept of moral injury with the complementary insights of Shay, McMahan,
Nussbaum, Calhoun, Walker, and Robinson demonstrates that the Iran—Israel war is not only a
geopolitical conflict but a profound moral crisis. Postwar ethics must expand from evaluating the
legitimacy of actions to examining how war disrupts moral identity and how moral repair can restore a
shared sense of meaning and dignity. Only by embracing shared responsibility and cultivating spaces
for ethical reflection can the deep wounds of war begin to heal. In this light, the true task of postwar
philosophy is not merely to justify or condemn actions, but to help rebuild the moral world shattered

by conflict.
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1. Moral Repair: Reconstructing Moral Relations after Wrongdoing (2006)
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2. Responsibility and Reproach
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