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just and unjust wars michael walzer provides a foundational framework for understanding the ethics of
warfare. Michael Walzer's seminal work, Just and Unjust Wars: A Moral Argument with Historical
Illustrations, delves into the complex moral criteria governing the initiation and conduct of war. This article
will explore Walzer's theory of the "just war tradition," examining its core principles such as jus ad bellum
(justice in going to war) and jus in bello (justice in the conduct of war). We will also discuss key concepts like
just cause, legitimate authority, right intention, and the prohibition of unnecessary suffering and discrimination
in warfare, all through the lens of Michael Walzer's influential analysis.
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Introduction to Michael Walzer's Just War Theory

Michael Walzer's work on just and unjust wars has profoundly shaped contemporary discussions on the ethics
of armed conflict. His book, Just and Unjust Wars, is a cornerstone for anyone seeking to grapple with the
moral dimensions of warfare. Walzer meticulously dissects the conditions under which resorting to war can be
morally permissible and how hostilities must be conducted to remain ethically defensible. His approach, rooted



in the "just war tradition," offers a nuanced perspective that balances the realities of conflict with enduring
moral principles. This exploration will guide you through the core tenets of Walzer's theory, illuminating the
criteria for both entering and fighting wars justly.

Understanding Jus ad Bellum: The Morality of Initiating War

The concept of jus ad bellum, or justice in going to war, forms the initial and perhaps most critical part of
Michael Walzer's ethical framework. It outlines the moral justification for resorting to armed force in the
first place. Walzer argues that war is a grave undertaking, and initiating one requires meeting stringent moral
prerequisites. Failure to satisfy these criteria renders a war inherently unjust, regardless of how it is fought.

Just Cause: The Paramount Reason for War

At the heart of jus ad bellum lies the principle of just cause. Michael Walzer emphasizes that self-defense
against aggression is the most compelling reason for war. This includes defending oneself or others from a
grave and imminent threat. He also acknowledges other potential just causes, such as intervention to prevent
mass atrocities or oppression, though he couches these in more cautious terms, emphasizing the dangers of
overreach and unintended consequences.

Legitimate Authority: Who Can Declare War?

For a war to be just, according to Walzer, it must be declared by a legitimate political authority. This
typically refers to a sovereign state responsible for the welfare and security of its citizens. Private
individuals or groups cannot legitimately wage war, as this would lead to chaos and undermine the very
notion of political order. The authority must be recognized within its political community and capable of
bearing responsibility for its actions.

Right Intention: The Moral Purpose of Warfare

Michael Walzer stresses that the intention behind going to war must be morally sound. The primary aim should
be to achieve the just cause, not to pursue ulterior motives like territorial gain, economic exploitation, or the
spread of ideology. If the underlying intention is unjust, the war itself is tainted, even if the stated reasons
appear legitimate.

Last Resort: Exhausting All Peaceful Means

A crucial element of jus ad bellum is that war must be a last resort. This means that all reasonable
diplomatic, economic, and other peaceful means of resolving the conflict must have been exhausted or proven
futile. Resorting to violence prematurely, without genuine attempts at peaceful resolution, constitutes an
unjust initiation of hostilities.

Proportionality of Ends: Is the War Worth the Cost?

Before initiating war, Walzer suggests an assessment of the proportionality of the intended ends to the likely
costs. The good achieved by going to war must outweigh the foreseeable harm and destruction that will
result. This requires a careful calculation of the potential benefits against the suffering and loss of life that
war invariably brings.



Reasonable Prospect of Success: Avoiding Futile Conflict

Michael Walzer argues that it is morally wrong to initiate a war without a reasonable prospect of success.
Engaging in a conflict destined for failure, leading only to needless bloodshed and suffering, is not justifiable.
This principle underscores the responsibility to protect lives by not embarking on hopeless ventures.

Understanding Jus in Bello: The Morality of Fighting Wars

Beyond the decision to go to war, jus in bello, or justice in the conduct of war, addresses the moral rules that
must govern the actual fighting. Michael Walzer's analysis here is equally rigorous, focusing on the
protection of non-combatants and the responsible use of force. These principles are designed to limit the
horrors of war and maintain a semblance of moral order even in the midst of violence.

Discrimination: Protecting Non-Combatants

A cornerstone of jus in bello is the principle of discrimination, which mandates that combatants must
distinguish between enemy combatants and non-combatants (civilians). Direct attacks on civilians are strictly
forbidden. This principle acknowledges the inherent vulnerability of those not participating in the fighting and
aims to shield them from the direct consequences of armed conflict.

Proportionality of Means: The Use of Force

The use of force in war must also be proportionate. Michael Walzer argues that the military advantage gained
from a particular action must be commensurate with the harm it causes, especially to civilians. Excessive or
indiscriminate use of force, even against legitimate military targets, can render an act of war unjust.

Prohibition of Unnecessary Suffering: Limiting Harm

Walzer's work highlights the moral imperative to avoid inflicting unnecessary suffering. This principle prohibits
the use of weapons or tactics that cause harm beyond what is militarily required to achieve a legitimate
objective. Weapons designed to maim and torture, or tactics that prolong suffering without strategic benefit,
fall under this prohibition.

No Malum in Se: Acts Inherently Wrong

Certain acts are considered malum in se, meaning they are inherently wrong and prohibited under any
circumstances, regardless of military necessity or strategic advantage. These include genocide, systematic
rape, torture, and the deliberate starvation of civilian populations. Michael Walzer firmly condemns these
actions as grave violations of moral law.

Walzer's Critique and Application of Just War Principles

Michael Walzer's contribution lies not only in articulating the principles of the just war tradition but also in
his critical examination of historical conflicts through this lens. He often grapples with difficult cases, where
the application of these principles is not straightforward. Walzer acknowledges the inherent difficulties and
ambiguities in wartime decision-making, yet he maintains that these moral guidelines remain indispensable for
judging the actions of states and individuals engaged in conflict.

His analysis often involves a careful consideration of the intentions and actions of belligerents, weighing their
claims against the established moral criteria. Walzer’s discussions are characterized by a deep respect for



history and a commitment to philosophical rigor, making his work a valuable resource for understanding both
the theory and practice of just war.

Contemporary Relevance of Michael Walzer's Just War Arguments

The ethical dilemmas surrounding war continue to be pressing in the 21st century, making Michael Walzer's
insights highly relevant. From interventions in humanitarian crises to the conduct of counter-terrorism
operations, the principles of jus ad bellum and jus in bello provide a crucial framework for analysis and debate.
Walzer's insistence on the protection of civilians, the necessity of proportionality, and the importance of
legitimate authority remains central to contemporary international law and discourse on the ethics of
warfare.

His work encourages a critical and morally informed approach to matters of war and peace, reminding us that
even in the midst of conflict, moral considerations cannot be abandoned. The enduring appeal of Walzer's just
war theory lies in its ability to offer practical guidance and critical reflection on one of humanity's most
persistent and devastating activities.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core concept Michael Walzer introduces in 'Just and Unjust
Wars' regarding the morality of warfare?

Walzer introduces the concept of 'Just War Theory' (Jus in Bello and Jus ad Bellum) as a framework for
evaluating the morality of resorting to war and the conduct within war. He argues that war is not inherently
immoral but can be morally permissible and even necessary under specific, stringent conditions, and that even in a
just war, certain conduct is always impermissible.

How does Walzer define the criteria for 'jus ad bellum' (justice in going to
war)?

Walzer outlines several criteria for jus ad bellum: just cause (typically self-defense against aggression or
humanitarian intervention), right intention (acting for the just cause, not ulterior motives), last resort
(exhausting all peaceful alternatives), proportionality in war (the anticipated good must outweigh the evil),
and competent authority (war must be declared by a legitimate political authority).

What is Walzer's stance on humanitarian intervention as a just cause for
war?

Walzer argues that humanitarian intervention can be a just cause, but only in extreme cases of severe human
rights violations, such as systematic slaughter or mass murder. He emphasizes that the intervention must be a
last resort and carried out with the aim of stopping the atrocities, not for conquest or other political aims,
and that the interveners must be prepared to withdraw once the immediate crisis is resolved.

How does Walzer address the moral complexities of 'jus in bello' (justice in
conducting war)?

Walzer emphasizes the principle of discrimination, arguing that combatants must distinguish between
combatants and non-combatants (civilians) and target only combatants. He also stresses the principle of
proportionality in bello, meaning the harm inflicted on combatants and civilians must not be excessive in
relation to the military advantage gained. He rejects the idea of 'total war' where civilians are deliberately
targeted.



What is Walzer's view on the concept of 'dirty hands' in the context of
war, and how does it relate to his theory?

Walzer acknowledges that even in a just war, leaders may have to engage in morally compromising actions,
facing 'dirty hands.' However, he maintains that this doesn't negate the moral framework of Just War Theory.
These compromises, while regrettable, must be minimized and undertaken only when necessary to achieve the just
cause, and they don't justify actions that violate fundamental moral prohibitions.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Michael Walzer's work on just and unjust wars, with short descriptions:

1. Just and Unjust Wars: A Moral Argument with Historical Examples
This seminal work by Michael Walzer directly addresses the philosophical foundations of just war theory.
Walzer meticulously examines the criteria for both waging war justly (jus ad bellum) and fighting justly
within a war (jus in bello). Through a wealth of historical examples, he explores the moral dilemmas faced by
states and individuals in times of conflict, arguing for a nuanced understanding of military ethics. The book
remains a cornerstone for anyone interested in the morality of warfare.

2. Theology and the Meaning of War: An Introduction to the Ethical Foundations of War
While not exclusively Walzer's, this title suggests a focus on the theological underpinnings of warfare. It
would likely explore how religious traditions have grappled with the justifications for and conduct of war,
potentially drawing parallels or contrasts with secular just war theories like Walzer's. Such a book could
examine concepts like divine sanction for conflict, holy war, and the moral obligations of believers in wartime.
It might also delve into how theological frameworks influence or challenge established ethical norms in
warfare.

3. Ethics in War: From Just War Theory to the Laws of Armed Conflict
This title points to a broader survey of ethical considerations in warfare, placing Walzer's just war theory
within a larger context. It would likely trace the historical development of ethical thought on war, from
ancient philosophies to modern international humanitarian law. The book might analyze the practical
application of ethical principles in military operations and explore the tensions between moral ideals and the
realities of combat. It could also discuss how Walzer's work informs contemporary debates on
accountability and the protection of civilians.

4. Aggression and Self-Defense: International Law and the Use of Force
This book would likely focus on the international legal framework governing the use of force, a crucial
element in Walzer's jus ad bellum arguments. It would analyze the principles of sovereignty, territorial
integrity, and the prohibition of aggression as enshrined in international law. The book might explore how
concepts of self-defense are interpreted and applied in various conflicts, and how these legal norms interact
with moral justifications for war. It could also examine the challenges of enforcing international law in
practice.

5. The Soldier's Moral Dilemma: Duty, Conscience, and Just War
This title suggests a focus on the individual soldier's perspective within the context of just war theory. It
would likely explore the ethical challenges faced by those who fight, examining the conflicts between obedience
to orders and personal conscience. The book might analyze the moral responsibility of soldiers for their actions
in war, and how just war principles can guide their conduct. It could also consider issues of war crimes,
conscientious objection, and the psychological impact of combat.

6. Humanitarian Intervention: Moral and Legal Dimensions
This book would delve into the complex debate surrounding humanitarian intervention, a significant area of
application for just war theory. It would explore the moral justifications for intervening in other states to
prevent mass atrocities, and the legal permissibility of such actions. The book might examine the criteria for
intervention, the responsibilities of intervening powers, and the potential consequences of such actions.
Walzer's work is often invoked in these discussions, particularly regarding the criteria for legitimate
intervention.



7. The Morality of Terrorism: Justification and Condemnation
While Walzer's primary focus is on interstate war, this title suggests an exploration of the moral status of
non-state actors and their tactics. It would likely analyze how just war principles, particularly jus in bello,
apply to terrorism, and the difficulties in condemning or justifying such actions. The book might examine the
concept of political violence, the distinction between combatants and civilians, and the moral culpability of
those who engage in terrorist acts. It could also explore how terrorism challenges traditional just war
frameworks.

8. Peacekeeping Operations: Ethics and International Stability
This title indicates a focus on the ethical dimensions of international peacekeeping, a post-conflict or conflict-
management activity. It would likely examine the moral principles that guide peacekeeping missions, including the
use of force in self-defense or to protect civilians. The book might discuss the complexities of peacekeeping in
volatile environments and the ethical responsibilities of peacekeepers. It could also explore how peacekeeping
efforts relate to broader goals of achieving a just and lasting peace.

9. War and the Idea of Progress: Morality, Technology, and the Future of Conflict
This title suggests a look at the historical evolution of warfare and its ethical implications in light of
societal progress. It might explore how technological advancements in warfare have impacted moral
considerations and the application of just war principles. The book could examine whether war itself is becoming
more or less justifiable over time, and how ethical frameworks need to adapt to new forms of conflict. It might
also consider the role of international cooperation in managing the future of war.
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