
michael walzer just and unjust wars
michael walzer just and unjust wars is a seminal work in the field of political philosophy and
ethics, addressing the moral complexities of war and conflict. Published in 1977, this influential book
explores the conditions under which war can be considered just or unjust, offering a rigorous
framework for evaluating military action. Michael Walzer’s analysis draws heavily on historical
examples, international law, and ethical theory to distinguish between legitimate and illegitimate uses
of force. The book has had a profound impact on just war theory, international relations, and military
ethics, shaping contemporary debates about the morality of war. This article provides an in-depth
examination of michael walzer just and unjust wars, covering its key concepts, theoretical
foundations, and lasting significance. The following sections will guide readers through the core
principles, criteria for just war, and the ethical dilemmas faced in modern warfare.
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Overview of Michael Walzer and His Work
Michael Walzer is a distinguished political theorist and philosopher known for his contributions to
political ethics and just war theory. His book, Just and Unjust Wars, is widely regarded as a
foundational text that revived interest in the moral evaluation of warfare. Walzer’s approach is
grounded in the tradition of just war theory but updated to address contemporary issues such as
guerrilla warfare, terrorism, and humanitarian intervention. He emphasizes the importance of moral
reasoning in the conduct of war, advocating for stringent ethical standards even amid violent conflict.

Historical Context and Influences
Walzer’s work is influenced by classical just war theorists such as Augustine and Aquinas, as well as
modern philosophers like Hugo Grotius. He integrates these historical perspectives with modern
concerns about state sovereignty, human rights, and international law. His analysis reflects the post-
World War II context, particularly the dilemmas posed by nuclear weapons, decolonization, and the
Cold War. This historical grounding allows Walzer to address both traditional and emerging challenges
in warfare ethics.



Core Principles of Just War Theory
At the heart of michael walzer just and unjust wars is a set of core principles that define when war is
morally permissible and how it should be conducted. Just war theory traditionally distinguishes
between jus ad bellum (the right to go to war) and jus in bello (right conduct within war). Walzer
elaborates these principles with a focus on justice, morality, and human rights, aiming to limit the
horrors of war and protect innocent lives.

Jus ad Bellum: Justice in Declaring War
Jus ad bellum concerns the justification for initiating war. According to Walzer, a war is just only if it
meets strict criteria such as having a just cause, being declared by a legitimate authority, possessing
right intention, and being a last resort. These conditions ensure that war is not used as a tool for
aggression or conquest but rather as a means of defense or restoration of justice.

Jus in Bello: Justice in Conducting War
Jus in bello governs the ethical rules for warfare itself. Walzer argues that combatants must
distinguish between combatants and non-combatants, forbidding attacks on civilians and other non-
military targets. The principles of proportionality and discrimination are essential to jus in bello,
aiming to minimize unnecessary suffering. Even soldiers fighting for an unjust cause are entitled to
humane treatment, underscoring the complex moral landscape of war.

Criteria for Just and Unjust Wars
Michael Walzer’s framework outlines specific criteria to evaluate whether a war is just or unjust. These
criteria serve as benchmarks for ethical analysis and have influenced international law and military
codes of conduct. Understanding these conditions is critical to applying just war theory in real-world
conflicts.

Just Cause
A just cause is the foundational criterion for any legitimate war. It typically involves self-defense
against aggression, protection of innocent lives, or rectifying a grave injustice. Walzer stresses that
wars of conquest, imperialism, or economic gain do not meet this standard and are therefore unjust.

Legitimate Authority
Only duly recognized states or governing bodies possess the legitimate authority to declare war. This
principle aims to prevent unauthorized violence by individuals or groups, maintaining order and
accountability in international relations.



Right Intention
The purpose behind engaging in war must align with the just cause. Walzer emphasizes that ulterior
motives such as revenge, power, or material gain corrupt the morality of warfare and invalidate the
justification for war.

Probability of Success
Engaging in war without a reasonable chance of success is considered immoral because it leads to
unnecessary loss of life and suffering. This pragmatic criterion encourages responsible decision-
making in the use of force.

Last Resort
War should only be undertaken after all peaceful alternatives, such as diplomacy or sanctions, have
been exhausted. This condition underscores the gravity of war and the preference for peaceful
conflict resolution whenever possible.

Proportionality
The anticipated benefits of war must outweigh the expected harms. This criterion applies both to the
decision to go to war and to the conduct within war, ensuring that violence is not excessive relative to
the goals pursued.

The Moral Equality of Combatants
One of the most debated concepts in michael walzer just and unjust wars is the idea of the moral
equality of combatants. Walzer proposes that soldiers on opposing sides of a conflict are morally
equal in their right to fight, regardless of the justice of their cause. This principle has significant
implications for the ethics of warfare and treatment of enemy soldiers.

Implications for Combatants and Civilians
The moral equality of combatants means that individual soldiers are not morally responsible for the
justice of the war they are fighting; rather, that responsibility lies with political leaders. Civilians,
however, do not have the right to participate in combat and must be protected from harm. This
distinction influences rules of engagement and the treatment of prisoners of war.

Challenges and Critiques
This principle has faced criticism for potentially excusing soldiers who fight for unjust causes. Critics
argue that moral responsibility cannot be so neatly separated, especially in cases of war crimes or
genocide. Nonetheless, Walzer’s concept remains a cornerstone of just war discourse, emphasizing



the need to maintain humanitarian standards amidst conflict.

Impact and Criticism of Walzer’s Theory
Michael Walzer’s Just and Unjust Wars has had a lasting influence on the study of war ethics,
international law, and political philosophy. His rigorous approach revitalized just war theory and
provided a common language for discussing the morality of war in the modern era. However, his work
has also attracted critical scrutiny and debate.

Contributions to International Law and Military Ethics
Walzer’s articulation of just war principles has informed the development of international
humanitarian law, including the Geneva Conventions and the laws of armed conflict. Military
academies and policymakers often reference his work when discussing the ethical limits of warfare
and the responsibilities of combatants and commanders.

Criticisms and Controversies
Some scholars challenge Walzer’s assumptions about state sovereignty and the moral equality of
combatants, especially in asymmetric conflicts involving non-state actors. Others question the
practical applicability of just war criteria in complex geopolitical situations or highlight cultural
relativism in moral judgments about war. Despite these critiques, Walzer’s framework remains a
foundational text in the discourse on war and morality.

List of Key Contributions and Critiques

Revitalization of just war theory for contemporary conflicts

Clear distinction between jus ad bellum and jus in bello

Emphasis on protecting civilians and non-combatants

Introduction of the moral equality of combatants

Criticism regarding applicability to non-traditional warfare

Debates over the limits of state sovereignty and intervention

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main thesis of Michael Walzer's 'Just and Unjust
Wars'?
Michael Walzer's 'Just and Unjust Wars' argues that war can be morally justified under certain
conditions, and he develops a framework based on just war theory to distinguish between just and
unjust wars.

How does Walzer define a 'just war' in his book?
Walzer defines a 'just war' as one that is fought for a legitimate cause, such as self-defense or
protecting innocent lives, and conducted with proportionality and discrimination between combatants
and non-combatants.

What is the significance of 'jus ad bellum' and 'jus in bello' in
Walzer's work?
In 'Just and Unjust Wars,' Walzer emphasizes the importance of 'jus ad bellum' (the right to go to war)
and 'jus in bello' (right conduct in war), arguing that both the reasons for fighting and the methods
used must be morally evaluated.

How does Walzer address the issue of civilian casualties in
war?
Walzer argues that civilian casualties are morally significant and that combatants must discriminate
between military targets and civilians, striving to minimize harm to non-combatants to maintain the
justice of a war.

What role does the concept of 'moral equality of soldiers' play
in Walzer's theory?
Walzer introduces the 'moral equality of soldiers' concept, which holds that soldiers on both sides
have equal moral status and should be treated accordingly, regardless of the justice of their cause.

How does Walzer distinguish between aggression and self-
defense in warfare?
Walzer distinguishes aggression as an unjust war initiated without legitimate cause, whereas self-
defense is a just cause that justifies going to war to protect a nation or people from harm.

What criticisms has Walzer faced regarding 'Just and Unjust
Wars'?
Critics argue that Walzer's framework can be too idealistic, sometimes ambiguous in application, and
that it may inadequately address modern warfare complexities like asymmetric conflicts and
terrorism.



How does Walzer's book influence contemporary debates on
military intervention?
Walzer's work provides a moral and philosophical foundation for evaluating the legitimacy of military
interventions, influencing policymakers and scholars in discussions about humanitarian intervention
and international law.

Does Walzer support humanitarian intervention in 'Just and
Unjust Wars'?
Yes, Walzer supports humanitarian intervention under strict conditions, arguing that intervening to
prevent mass atrocities can be morally justified even without the consent of the sovereign state.

How is the principle of proportionality treated in Walzer's
theory of just war?
Walzer stresses that the principle of proportionality requires that the violence used in war must be
proportionate to the military objective, avoiding excessive force and unnecessary suffering.

Additional Resources
1. Just and Unjust Wars: A Moral Argument with Historical Illustrations by Michael Walzer
This foundational work by Michael Walzer explores the ethics of warfare, distinguishing between just
and unjust wars. Walzer examines historical examples to analyze when it is morally permissible to go
to war and how wars should be fought. The book is a seminal text in just war theory and political
philosophy, offering profound insights into the moral complexities of conflict.

2. The Ethics of War and Peace by Helen Frowe
Frowe's book provides a contemporary philosophical analysis of the ethics surrounding war and
peace, engaging deeply with ideas similar to those discussed by Walzer. She addresses questions
about self-defense, the use of force, and the moral status of combatants and non-combatants. This
work offers a rigorous, accessible introduction to just war theory and its critiques.

3. Just War Theory: A Reappraisal edited by David Rodin and Henry Shue
This collection of essays revisits and critiques the traditional just war theory framework that Walzer
helped popularize. Contributors explore new challenges posed by modern warfare, such as terrorism
and drones, and discuss how just war principles can be applied or revised. The book is valuable for
readers interested in the evolving discourse on war ethics.

4. War and Law Since 1945 by Geoffrey Best
Best’s book investigates the development of international law and moral thinking about war in the
post-World War II era, topics closely related to Walzer’s work. It examines legal frameworks alongside
philosophical debates about just war and humanitarian intervention. The text provides historical
context that complements Walzer’s ethical analysis.

5. Ethics and War: An Introduction by Helen Frowe
This introductory text discusses the moral issues surrounding war, including justifications for war and
permissible conduct during war. Frowe engages with Walzer’s ideas and critiques, making it a useful



companion for readers seeking a clear overview of just war theory debates. The book is concise yet
thorough in covering ethical arguments about warfare.

6. The Moral Warrior: Ethics and Service in the U.S. Military by Martin L. Cook
Cook’s book explores the moral challenges faced by military personnel, drawing on just war theory
principles similar to those discussed by Walzer. It addresses how soldiers reconcile their duties with
ethical constraints and the impact of military ethics on the practice of war. This work complements
Walzer’s broader philosophical approach with a focus on individual moral responsibility.

7. Just War Revisited by Jean Bethke Elshtain
Elshtain revisits the themes of just war theory and its application to contemporary conflicts, building
on the foundation laid by Walzer. She combines philosophical analysis with political commentary,
addressing issues such as humanitarian intervention and the ethics of terrorism. The book offers a
nuanced perspective on how just war theory applies today.

8. The Law of Armed Conflict: International Humanitarian Law in War by Gary D. Solis
Solis provides a detailed examination of the legal rules governing warfare, intersecting with the moral
concerns raised in Walzer’s work. The book covers principles like distinction and proportionality, which
are central to both legal and ethical discussions of just war. It is an essential resource for
understanding the intersection of law and morality in war.

9. On War by Carl von Clausewitz
Though predating Walzer, Clausewitz’s classic treatise is fundamental for understanding the nature
and philosophy of war. Walzer’s ethical considerations can be seen as engaging with and responding
to Clausewitz’s ideas about war’s political and social dimensions. This seminal work remains a crucial
background for anyone studying just and unjust wars.
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