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michael walzer just and unjust wars is a seminal work in the field of political philosophy and ethics,

exploring the moral foundations and implications of warfare. This influential book delves into the

complex interplay between justice, violence, and international conflict, introducing profound concepts

such as jus ad bellum and jus in bello. Michael Walzer’s analysis provides a framework for evaluating

when wars are morally justified and how combatants should conduct themselves during war. This

article offers an in-depth examination of the key themes, arguments, and impact of Just and Unjust

Wars, highlighting its relevance to contemporary debates on military ethics and international law.

Readers will gain insight into Walzer’s nuanced approach to just war theory and its application in

modern conflicts. The following sections will explore the historical context, main principles, critiques,

and lasting influence of this important work.
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Historical Context and Background

Michael Walzer’s Just and Unjust Wars was first published in 1977 during a period marked by intense

reflection on the ethics of war, influenced by the Vietnam War and the Cold War tensions. The book

draws on centuries of philosophical thought, including classical just war theory rooted in the works of

Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, and Hugo Grotius. Walzer reexamines these traditions through the lens

of contemporary conflicts, emphasizing the moral responsibilities of states and individuals. His

approach bridges theoretical ethics with practical political realities, addressing both historical and

emerging challenges in warfare.

Core Principles of Just War Theory According to Walzer

At the heart of Michael Walzer’s examination is the just war tradition, which provides a moral

framework for evaluating war. His contribution lies in articulating clear distinctions between the reasons

for going to war and the conduct within war. Walzer insists that war is not a free-for-all but is regulated

by ethical norms that apply to all parties involved. This framework influences modern international

humanitarian law and ethical military conduct.

Distinction Between Just and Unjust Wars

Walzer differentiates between wars that are morally justifiable and those that are not, based on the

intentions and circumstances that lead to conflict. Just wars are fought for legitimate reasons such as

self-defense or protecting human rights, whereas unjust wars arise from aggression, conquest, or other

illegitimate aims.

Importance of Moral Equality of Combatants

One of Walzer’s significant arguments is the moral equality of combatants, which holds that soldiers on

both sides of a war are equally entitled to respect and protection under the laws of war, regardless of



the justice of their cause. This principle complicates the ethical evaluation of wartime actions and

emphasizes the need for just conduct during battle.

Jus ad Bellum: Justice of War

Jus ad bellum refers to the criteria that justify the decision to engage in war. Michael Walzer outlines

specific conditions that must be met for a war to be deemed just, focusing on the reasons states

declare war and the legitimacy of their goals.

Legitimate Authority

According to Walzer, only duly constituted authorities have the right to declare war. This ensures that

decisions about war are made through recognized political processes rather than by rogue actors or

unauthorized groups.

Just Cause

A just cause is essential and typically involves defense against aggression, protection of innocent lives,

or the restoration of rights. Walzer emphasizes that wars fought for economic gain or territorial

expansion lack moral justification.

Right Intention and Probability of Success

War must be waged with the right intention, aiming to achieve a just outcome rather than pursuing

vengeance or cruelty. Additionally, there must be a reasonable chance of success to prevent futile loss

of life.

Legitimate authority to declare war



Just cause such as self-defense

Right intention behind the conflict

Last resort after all peaceful options fail

Probability of success to avoid unnecessary suffering

Proportionality of anticipated benefits over harms

Last Resort and Proportionality

Walzer insists that all non-violent options must be exhausted before resorting to war. The anticipated

benefits of war should outweigh the expected destruction and suffering, maintaining proportionality in

the decision-making process.

Jus in Bello: Justice in War

The second major component of Walzer’s theory concerns the moral conduct of combatants during

war, known as jus in bello. This principle regulates how wars are fought, focusing on the protection of

non-combatants and the humane treatment of enemies.

Discrimination and Non-Combatant Immunity

Walzer argues that combatants must distinguish between legitimate military targets and civilians. Non-

combatants should never be intentionally targeted, and their safety must be a priority even amidst

violent conflict.



Proportionality in Warfare

The use of force must be proportional to the military objective. Excessive or unnecessary violence that

causes undue suffering is considered unjust, regardless of the war’s initial justification.

Respect for Prisoners of War

Walzer emphasizes humane treatment of captured soldiers, asserting that prisoners of war deserve

protection under ethical and legal standards, reflecting broader human rights principles.

Critical Reception and Controversies

Michael Walzer’s Just and Unjust Wars has been widely acclaimed for its rigorous ethical analysis, but

it has also sparked debate and criticism. Scholars have questioned some aspects of his moral

assumptions and the practical applicability of his framework in asymmetric or unconventional warfare.

Debates on Moral Equality of Combatants

Critics argue that the principle of moral equality may implicitly legitimize unjust wars by granting enemy

soldiers protection regardless of the cause. This has led to discussions about whether combatants

fighting for oppressive regimes should be treated differently.

Challenges in Modern Warfare

Walzer’s theories face challenges when applied to contemporary conflicts involving non-state actors,

terrorism, and cyber warfare. These new forms of conflict raise questions about how just war principles

translate to unconventional battlefields.



Criticism of moral equality of combatants

Applicability to asymmetric warfare

Questions on non-state actors and terrorism

Debates over proportionality in modern weapons

Ethical dilemmas in humanitarian interventions

Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

The influence of Michael Walzer’s Just and Unjust Wars extends beyond academic philosophy into

international law, military ethics, and policy-making. His articulation of just war principles informs

debates on the legitimacy of interventions, rules of engagement, and the protection of human rights

during armed conflict.

Impact on International Humanitarian Law

Walzer’s work has contributed to the understanding and development of legal norms governing

warfare, including the Geneva Conventions and protocols on the conduct of hostilities. His ethical

framework supports the enforcement of laws designed to limit the horrors of war.

Relevance to Contemporary Conflicts

In an era marked by global terrorism, humanitarian crises, and complex military engagements,

Walzer’s just war theory remains a vital tool for moral evaluation. Policymakers and military leaders

often turn to these principles when considering intervention or assessing the legitimacy of force.



Educational and Philosophical Significance

The book continues to be a foundational text in ethics, political theory, and military studies, shaping the

education of future leaders and scholars. Its balanced approach between moral rigor and practical

concerns ensures ongoing relevance in discussions about war and peace.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of Michael Walzer's 'Just and Unjust Wars'?

Michael Walzer's 'Just and Unjust Wars' primarily examines the ethical and moral considerations

surrounding warfare, exploring when it is justifiable to go to war and how wars should be conducted

ethically.

How does Walzer define a 'just war'?

Walzer defines a 'just war' as one fought for a morally legitimate reason, such as self-defense or

protecting innocent lives, and conducted with respect for certain ethical constraints and rules.

What are the two main categories of justice in war according to

Walzer?

The two main categories are 'jus ad bellum' (justice of going to war) and 'jus in bello' (justice in the

conduct of war), which address the reasons for going to war and the ethical behavior during war,

respectively.

How does Walzer address the concept of civilian immunity in war?

Walzer emphasizes the principle of civilian immunity, arguing that non-combatants should not be

intentionally targeted during war and must be protected from direct harm as much as possible.



What role does Walzer assign to the concept of 'moral equality of

soldiers'?

Walzer introduces the idea that soldiers on both sides of a conflict are morally equal as combatants,

meaning they should be treated with equal respect despite fighting for opposing causes.

Does Walzer support the idea of humanitarian intervention in his book?

Yes, Walzer supports the notion of humanitarian intervention, arguing that military force can be justified

to stop gross human rights violations, even if it means violating state sovereignty.

How does Walzer's work influence modern just war theory?

Walzer's 'Just and Unjust Wars' is foundational in modern just war theory, providing a comprehensive

ethical framework that influences debates on military ethics, international law, and the morality of

armed conflict.

What criticism does Walzer face regarding his views on war?

Some critics argue that Walzer's framework can be ambiguous in practical application and that it

sometimes struggles to address complex modern conflicts involving non-state actors and asymmetrical

warfare.

How does Walzer differentiate between aggression and defense in war?

Walzer distinguishes aggression as an unjust initiation of war for expansion or conquest, while defense

is a just cause, involving protecting oneself or others from attack or oppression.

Additional Resources

1. Just and Unjust Wars: A Moral Argument with Historical Illustrations by Michael Walzer

This seminal work by Michael Walzer explores the ethics of warfare, distinguishing between just and



unjust wars. Walzer examines historical examples to develop a framework for evaluating the morality

of war, including the justification for going to war (jus ad bellum) and conduct within war (jus in bello).

The book is a foundational text in just war theory and political philosophy.

2. War and Law Since 1945 by Michael Walzer

In this collection of essays, Walzer discusses the relationship between warfare and international law in

the post-World War II era. The book addresses issues such as terrorism, humanitarian intervention,

and the laws of armed conflict, expanding on themes from Just and Unjust Wars. It offers critical

reflections on how legal and moral norms interact in modern warfare.

3. The Ethics of War and Peace: An Introduction by Helen Frowe

This introductory text provides a clear and concise overview of ethical debates surrounding war and

peace, including discussions influenced by Walzer’s just war theory. Frowe critically examines

arguments for and against war, the morality of self-defense, and the ethics of combatant and non-

combatant roles. It’s accessible for readers new to the topic while engaging with key philosophical

issues.

4. Ethics and War: An Introduction by Larry May

Larry May’s book offers a comprehensive introduction to the moral and legal issues of war,

incorporating discussions of just war theory and critiques thereof. The text explores the principles of

jus ad bellum and jus in bello, war crimes, and the ethics of humanitarian intervention. May’s approach

is both philosophical and practical, making it relevant for students and scholars alike.

5. Just War Theory: A Reappraisal edited by David Rodin and Henry Shue

This collection of essays revisits and critiques foundational just war theory, including Michael Walzer’s

contributions. The volume examines contemporary challenges to traditional just war principles, such as

asymmetric warfare and terrorism. It provides a platform for diverse perspectives on how just war

theory should evolve in the 21st century.

6. On War by Carl von Clausewitz

Though written in the 19th century, Clausewitz’s classic treatise remains a crucial text for



understanding the nature and philosophy of war. His ideas about war as a continuation of politics by

other means provide a backdrop against which Walzer’s moral arguments can be contrasted. The

book explores the strategic, political, and psychological dimensions of warfare.

7. Humanitarian Intervention: Ethical, Legal, and Political Dilemmas by J.L. Holzgrefe and Robert O.

Keohane (editors)

This volume addresses the contentious issue of humanitarian intervention, a topic Walzer discusses

extensively in Just and Unjust Wars. The essays explore the justification, legality, and consequences

of military interventions aimed at preventing human rights abuses. It presents a multidisciplinary

approach that includes ethics, law, and international relations.

8. The Morality of War by Brian Orend

Orend’s book offers a systematic examination of the ethical issues surrounding war, including detailed

discussions on just war theory principles. He addresses topics such as the moral status of combatants

and non-combatants, the ethics of terrorism, and the challenges posed by new forms of warfare. The

text is well-suited for readers seeking a thorough philosophical treatment.

9. Political Realism and the Ethics of War by Robert Skidelsky

This work explores the tension between political realism and ethical considerations in the context of

war, engaging with Walzer’s arguments from Just and Unjust Wars. Skidelsky critiques the realist

dismissal of moral constraints on war and defends the importance of ethical reflection in international

politics. The book provides a nuanced discussion of morality, power, and conflict.
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