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Abstract: Bob Dylan is often regarded as an anti-war singer, yet his war narratives
far exceed the confines of this singular label. Employing ethical literary criticism,
this paper conducts a diachronic analysis of Dylan’s relevant works from the 1960s
to the 1980s, revealing the evolution of his views on war and his inherent ethical
dilemmas. Early works such as “Blowin’ in the Wind” and “Masters of War”
demonstrate profound skepticism towards the nature of war and critique the military-
industrial complex, reflecting a strong humanitarian concern. However, with shifts



The Ethical Predicament of Bob Dylan’s Anti-war / Fang Zhi

in his personal experiences and social environment—particularly his religious
transformation and the complexities of his Jewish cultural roots—Dylan’s war
narratives gradually transitioned from social protest to inward spiritual exploration.
This shift sparked controversy in works like “Neighborhood Bully,” highlighting
the tension between national stance and universal morality. This paper argues that
although Dylan’s war ethics evolved over time, a persistent focus on individual
suffering and a movement toward religious transcendence can be identified as its
core trajectory. The framework of his thought is thus anchored in humanitarian care
for individual suffering and extended toward theological transcendence, rather than
being a mere expression of political stance.
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