lecture introduction to walzer just
unjust wars

lecture introduction to walzer just unjust wars provides an essential
foundation for understanding the moral and philosophical debates surrounding
the ethics of war. This lecture introduces Michael Walzer’s seminal work,
*Just and Unjust Wars*, which has significantly influenced contemporary
discussions on just war theory. It explores the criteria Walzer sets for
determining when it is justifiable to go to war (jus ad bellum) and how wars
should be conducted ethically (jus in bello). Additionally, the lecture
delves into Walzer’s views on the moral equality of combatants, the role of
civilian immunity, and the complex realities of modern warfare. By examining
these core themes, the lecture offers a comprehensive overview that aids
students, scholars, and practitioners in grappling with the challenges of war
ethics. The following sections will guide readers through Walzer’s
foundational concepts, critical analyses, and the ongoing relevance of his
work in international relations and military ethics.

e Understanding Just War Theory

e Michael Walzer’s Contributions to Just War Theory
e Jus ad Bellum: When Is War Justified?

e Jus in Bello: Conduct Within War

e The Moral Equality of Combatants

e Civilian Immunity and Noncombatant Protection

e Critiques and Contemporary Relevance

Understanding Just War Theory

Just war theory is a philosophical framework that addresses the morality of
warfare, providing criteria to evaluate when war is justified and how it
should be ethically conducted. This theory has deep historical roots, drawing
from thinkers such as Augustine, Aquinas, and Grotius, and remains highly
relevant in modern international law and ethics. The theory is traditionally
divided into two main components: jus ad bellum, which concerns the
justification for going to war, and jus in bello, which governs conduct
during war. Understanding these principles is crucial for interpreting
Walzer’s arguments in Just and Unjust Wars and the ethical challenges posed
by warfare.

Historical Background of Just War Theory

Just war theory emerged as a response to the need for ethical guidelines in
warfare, balancing the realities of conflict with moral imperatives. Early
Christian theologians emphasized the protection of innocent life and the
pursuit of peace, while later philosophers expanded on these ideas to include



sovereignty and international order. The theory has evolved through
centuries, informing modern debates about war crimes, humanitarian
interventions, and the legitimacy of state violence.

Core Principles of Just War Theory

The foundational principles of just war theory include:

e Just Cause: War must be waged for a morally acceptable reason, such as
self-defense or protecting innocent lives.

e Legitimate Authority: Only duly recognized authorities can declare war.

e Right Intention: The primary objective must be a just cause, not
ulterior motives like revenge or conquest.

e Probability of Success: War should only be initiated if there is a
reasonable chance of achieving its aims.

e Proportionality: The expected benefits of war must outweigh the
anticipated harm.

e Last Resort: All peaceful alternatives must have been exhausted before
resorting to war.

Michael Walzer’s Contributions to Just War
Theory

Michael Walzer'’'s Just and Unjust Wars is a pivotal text that revitalized just
war theory in the 20th century by providing a detailed moral analysis of war
and its limits. Walzer approaches war as a moral enterprise governed by
ethical norms rather than mere power politics. His work emphasizes the
importance of justice not only in the reasons for war but also in the methods
of warfare. Walzer’s theories have influenced legal standards, political
discourse, and military ethics worldwide.

Walzer’s Moral Realism

Walzer advocates for a form of moral realism, arguing that ethical judgments
about war are objective and grounded in common human values such as justice
and human rights. He rejects relativism and contends that even in war, moral
rules apply. This stance challenges the view that war is exempt from ethical
scrutiny and insists on accountability for actions taken during conflict.

Focus on the Community and Political Context

Walzer stresses the significance of the political community in defining the
rights and responsibilities of states and individuals during war. He
underscores that sovereignty and self-determination are key rights that
justify defensive wars. Furthermore, Walzer analyzes the historical and



political context in which wars occur, highlighting that ethical evaluation
must consider these dimensions to be meaningful.

Jus ad Bellum: When Is War Justified?

Jus ad bellum refers to the set of criteria that determine the justifiability
of entering war. Walzer’s examination of jus ad bellum emphasizes defensive
war as the primary just cause and critiques aggressive wars as morally
illegitimate. His framework guides the assessment of whether a state’s
decision to go to war meets ethical standards, protecting innocent lives and
maintaining international order.

Just Causes for War According to Walzer

Walzer identifies self-defense against aggression and the protection of
innocent civilians from mass atrocities as the most compelling just causes
for war. He argues that wars initiated for conquest, revenge, or economic
gain fail to meet the moral threshold and are unjust. This distinction helps
differentiate legitimate military actions from unlawful aggression.

Legitimate Authority and Right Intention

In Walzer’s view, legitimate authority pertains to recognized political
entities that have the right to decide on war. He also insists that the
intention behind war must align with just causes, avoiding ulterior motives
that undermine moral legitimacy. These principles safeguard against wars
driven by personal or political ambition rather than justice.

Jus in Bello: Conduct Within War

While jus ad bellum focuses on the justification for war, jus in bello
governs the ethical conduct of combatants during conflict. Walzer’s analysis
highlights the necessity of adhering to moral constraints to minimize
unnecessary suffering and protect noncombatants. His work clarifies the
boundaries of permissible violence and the responsibilities of soldiers and
commanders.

Discrimination and Noncombatant Immunity

A central tenet of jus in bello is the principle of discrimination, which
requires combatants to distinguish between legitimate military targets and
noncombatants. Walzer stresses the moral imperative of noncombatant immunity,
forbidding intentional attacks against civilians. This principle 1is
foundational to international humanitarian law and the laws of armed
conflict.

Proportionality in the Use of Force

Walzer also emphasizes proportionality in the conduct of war, requiring that



the means used must be proportionate to the military advantage sought.
Excessive or indiscriminate force that causes unnecessary destruction or
civilian casualties wviolates jus in bello. This balance is crucial for
maintaining moral integrity during warfare.

The Moral Equality of Combatants

One of Walzer’s most debated contributions is the concept of the moral
equality of combatants, which asserts that soldiers on both sides of a war
are morally equal if they follow jus in bello principles, regardless of the
justice of their cause. This idea separates the morality of fighting from the
morality of the war itself, complicating traditional views on responsibility
and guilt in war.

Implications of Combatant Equality

According to Walzer, the moral equality of combatants means that soldiers who
fight honorably and obey the laws of war are not morally culpable for the
justice or injustice of the war they serve. This perspective informs the
treatment of prisoners of war and the ethical evaluation of individual
soldiers’ actions. However, it also raises questions about the moral
responsibility of soldiers who participate in unjust wars.

Critiques and Debates

Walzer’s stance has sparked significant debate, with critics arguing that
combatants in unjust wars bear some moral responsibility. Others contend that
the concept helps maintain humane treatment in warfare and prevents blanket
condemnation of soldiers. This ongoing discussion underscores the complexity
of ethical accountability in armed conflict.

Civilian Immunity and Noncombatant Protection

Protecting civilians during war is a cornerstone of Walzer’s just war theory.
He underscores that civilians are not legitimate targets and must be shielded
from the violence of war. This principle has shaped international norms
regarding war crimes and humanitarian intervention.

The Principle of Civilian Immunity

Walzer argues that civilians should enjoy immunity from direct attack, as
they do not partake in the hostilities. Violations of this principle
constitute grave moral and legal breaches. Ensuring civilian protection is
essential to maintaining the ethical limits of warfare and upholding human
dignity.

Challenges in Modern Warfare

Modern conflicts, characterized by guerrilla tactics, terrorism, and urban



combat, pose significant challenges to civilian immunity. Walzer acknowledges
these difficulties and calls for nuanced ethical judgments that consider the
realities on the ground while striving to minimize harm to noncombatants.
This aspect of his theory remains highly relevant in contemporary military
ethics.

Critiques and Contemporary Relevance

Walzer’'s Just and Unjust Wars continues to be a foundational text in the
ethics of war, yet it has faced critiques and adaptations in light of
evolving warfare and international relations. His work remains a critical
reference point for debates on humanitarian intervention, terrorism, and
asymmetric warfare.

Major Critiques of Walzer’s Theory

e Ambiguity in Combatant Morality: Critics argue that the moral equality
of combatants oversimplifies accountability in unjust wars.

e Limitations in Addressing Non-Traditional Warfare: Walzer’s framework
struggles to fully accommodate irregular warfare and non-state actors.

e State-Centrism: Some scholars claim Walzer’s reliance on state
sovereignty neglects the rights and roles of individuals and groups
beyond the state.

Ongoing Influence and Adaptations

Despite critiques, Walzer’s ideas influence international law, military codes
of conduct, and scholarly discussions. His principles underpin debates on the
legitimacy of interventions in cases of genocide and humanitarian crises.
Contemporary theorists have extended his work to address cyber warfare,
drones, and the ethical challenges posed by new military technologies,
ensuring his theory evolves with the times.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Michael Walzer and what is his significance in
the study of just war theory?

Michael Walzer is a political philosopher known for his influential work on
just war theory, particularly through his book 'Just and Unjust Wars, ' where

he explores the moral principles governing the Jjustification and conduct of
war.

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



Wars'?

The main focus of 'Just and Unjust Wars' is to analyze the ethical rules that
apply to warfare, including when it is morally permissible to go to war (jus
ad bellum) and how war should be conducted justly (jus in bello).

How does Walzer define a 'just war' in his lecture
introduction?

In his lecture introduction, Walzer defines a 'just war' as a conflict fought
for morally legitimate reasons, such as self-defense or protecting innocent
lives, and conducted according to ethical principles that minimize harm to
non—-combatants.

What role does the concept of 'moral equality of
combatants' play in Walzer's theory?

Walzer introduces the concept of 'moral equality of combatants,' which holds
that soldiers on both sides of a war are equally entitled to fight under the
rules of war, regardless of the justice of their cause, focusing moral
judgment primarily on the reasons for war rather than individual fighters.

How does Walzer address the issue of civilian
casualties in Jjust war theory?

Walzer emphasizes the importance of discriminating between combatants and
non-combatants, arguing that civilians should be protected from intentional
harm and that collateral damage must be minimized and proportionate to the
military objectives.

Why is Walzer's 'Just and Unjust Wars' still relevant
in contemporary discussions about warfare?

Walzer's work remains relevant because it provides a rigorous ethical
framework for evaluating modern conflicts, addressing issues such as
humanitarian intervention, terrorism, and the morality of new warfare
technologies, thus influencing both academic debates and practical policy
decisions.

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 war,
distinguishing between just and unjust wars. Walzer examines historical
conflicts to analyze when it is morally permissible to go to war and how wars
should be conducted. The book is foundational in the field of just war theory
and remains a key text for understanding the moral complexities of warfare.

2. The Ethics of War and Peace by Helen Frowe

Helen Frowe provides a contemporary philosophical analysis of war, focusing
on the justification for violence in war and the moral constraints on
combatants. She challenges traditional just war theory and offers a nuanced
perspective on self-defense and aggression. This book is accessible for those



interested in ethical debates surrounding war and peace.

3. War and Law Since 1945 by Geoffrey Best

Geoffrey Best's book offers a historical overview of the legal frameworks
governing warfare post-World War II. It discusses international laws,
treaties, and conventions aimed at regulating armed conflict. The text
complements Walzer’s moral approach by providing a legal context to the
discussion of just and unjust wars.

4. On War by Carl von Clausewitz

A classic military treatise, Clausewitz’s On War explores the nature of war,
strategy, and politics. Though written in the 19th century, its insights into
the relationship between war and political objectives inform modern
discussions on the justification and conduct of war. It is essential reading
for understanding the broader context of military conflict.

5. The Just War Tradition: Ethics in Modern Warfare by David Fisher

David Fisher examines the historical development and contemporary application
of just war theory. He addresses challenges posed by modern warfare,
including terrorism and asymmetrical conflicts. The book provides a critical
perspective on how traditional ethical principles apply in today’s complex
military landscape.

6. Ethics and the Use of Force by Nicholas Rengger

This book delves into the philosophical and political dimensions of the use
of force in international relations. Rengger discusses the moral
justification for war and the ethical dilemmas faced by states and soldiers.
It offers a thoughtful critique of both realism and idealism in the ethics of
war.

7. Just War Reconsidered: Strategy, Ethics, and Theory edited by David Rodin
and Henry Shue

A collection of essays by leading scholars that reevaluate Jjust war theory in
light of contemporary challenges. The contributors explore issues such as
humanitarian intervention, terrorism, and the changing nature of warfare.
This volume encourages readers to rethink traditional assumptions about
justice and war.

8. The Morality of War by Brian Orend

Brian Orend provides a comprehensive introduction to the moral questions
surrounding war. The book covers the principles of just war theory, including
jus ad bellum, jus in bello, and jus post bellum. It is designed for students
and general readers seeking a clear and systematic overview of war ethics.

9. War, Morality, and the Military Profession: Selected Essays by Richard
Sorabji

This collection of essays addresses the ethical challenges faced by military
professionals in conducting warfare. Sorabji discusses moral responsibility,
obedience, and the ethical limits of military action. His work offers
valuable insights into the intersection of moral philosophy and military
practice.
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