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Walzer Just and Unjust Wars is a pivotal concept in the study of ethics and
international relations, primarily associated with the influential political
theorist Michael Walzer. His seminal work, "Just and Unjust Wars," published
in 1977, has profoundly shaped the discourse on the moral justifications for
war, the principles governing the conduct of war, and the legitimacy of
various forms of conflict. In this article, we will explore the criteria that
distinguish just wars from unjust ones, the implications of these
distinctions for contemporary conflicts, and the broader philosophical
underpinnings that inform Walzer’s arguments.

Understanding Just War Theory

Just War Theory has its roots in classical philosophy and has been developed
through the ages by various theorists, including Augustine, Aquinas, and
Grotius. At its core, this theory seeks to provide a framework for evaluating
the morality of war by establishing criteria for when it is justifiable to go
to war (jus ad bellum) and how wars should be conducted (jus in bello).

Criteria for Just War

Walzer outlines several key criteria that must be met for a war to be
considered just:

1. Just Cause: There must be a legitimate reason for going to war, such as
self-defense against aggression or protection of innocent lives. Walzer
emphasizes that humanitarian intervention can also be a just cause,
especially when a state is committing atrocities against its own citizens.

2. Legitimate Authority: Only duly constituted authorities can declare a war.
This criterion ensures that wars are not waged recklessly or for personal
gain, but rather with the consent of a legitimate governing body.

3. Right Intention: The intention behind the war must be to achieve a just
cause, not to pursue ulterior motives like territorial expansion or economic
gain.

4. Last Resort: War should only be initiated after all non-violent options
have been exhausted. Diplomacy and negotiation must be attempted before
resorting to armed conflict.

5. Probability of Success: There must be a reasonable chance of success in
achieving the war's objectives. Engaging in futile conflicts can lead to
unnecessary loss of life and resources.

6. Proportionality: The anticipated benefits of the war must outweigh the
expected harms. This principle seeks to limit unnecessary suffering and
destruction.



Unjust Wars and Their Characteristics

In contrast to just wars, Walzer defines several characteristics of unjust
wars, which often violate ethical norms and principles.

Common Features of Unjust Wars

1. Aggression: Unjust wars are typically initiated by acts of aggression, in
violation of international law. The aggressor state often seeks to expand its
territory or influence without legitimate justification.

2. Illegitimate Authority: Wars declared without the backing of a legitimate
authority lack moral justification. This includes conflicts waged by
insurgent groups or non-state actors without proper governance.

3. Immoral Intentions: If the motives behind a war include revenge, greed, or
the pursuit of power, it is considered unjust. Wars fought for such reasons
undermine ethical principles.

4. Disregard for Civilian Life: Unjust wars often result in the intentional
targeting of civilians or the use of disproportionate force. This not only
contravenes international humanitarian law but also raises profound ethical
concerns.

5. Lack of Accountability: Unjust wars frequently occur in contexts where
there is little to no accountability for actions taken by leaders, resulting
in human rights violations and war crimes.

The Moral Implications of Just and Unjust Wars

Walzer’s framework for understanding just and unjust wars has significant
moral implications, both for individual actors and for states.

Individual Responsibility

Walzer argues that individuals have a moral duty to resist participating in
unjust wars. This notion is grounded in the idea of personal responsibility,
where soldiers and citizens alike must consider the ethical implications of
their actions. Some key points include:

- Conscientious Objection: Individuals may choose not to participate in wars
they perceive as unjust, a right upheld in many democratic societies.
- Moral Agency: Soldiers retain moral agency and must evaluate the ethical
dimensions of their orders. Blind obedience to authority does not absolve
individuals of responsibility for their actions.

State Accountability

States that engage in unjust wars must be held accountable for their actions.



This accountability can manifest in various forms:

- International Law: Violations of international law, such as the Geneva
Conventions, can lead to prosecution in international courts.
- Public Opinion: Civil society plays a crucial role in holding governments
accountable for their decisions regarding war. Activism and advocacy can
influence state behavior and policy.

Contemporary Applications of Walzer's Theory

The relevance of Walzer's distinctions between just and unjust wars becomes
evident when applied to contemporary conflicts. His framework provides vital
insights into the moral complexities of modern warfare.

Humanitarian Intervention

One of the most debated aspects of just war theory is the concept of
humanitarian intervention. Walzer argues that intervening in another state’s
affairs can be justified under certain conditions, such as widespread human
rights abuses. Key considerations include:

- Just Cause: Is there a clear and compelling reason for intervention?
- Legitimate Authority: Is the intervention sanctioned by the international
community or a recognized authority?
- Proportionality: Will the benefits of intervention outweigh the potential
harms?

The War on Terror

The post-9/11 era has brought new challenges to the application of just war
theory. The "War on Terror" raises questions about the legitimacy of
preemptive strikes and the ethical implications of targeting non-state
actors. Walzer's criteria can be useful in evaluating:

- Justification of Preemptive War: Is there adequate evidence to support the
need for preemptive action?
- Protection of Civilians: Are strategies in place to minimize civilian
casualties during operations against terrorists?

Critiques of Walzer's Just War Theory

While Walzer's contributions to just war theory are widely recognized, they
have also faced criticism from various scholars and activists.

Arguments Against Just War Theory

1. Moral Relativism: Critics argue that just war theory can be manipulated to
justify almost any conflict, rendering the criteria ineffective.



2. State-Centric Focus: The emphasis on state authority may overlook the
perspectives of marginalized groups or non-state actors affected by war.

3. Historical Context: Some argue that the historical context of wars
significantly shapes their morality, making it difficult to apply a universal
framework.

Conclusion

Walzer Just and Unjust Wars presents a vital framework for understanding the
ethics of warfare, providing essential criteria for evaluating conflicts in a
morally nuanced manner. By distinguishing between just and unjust wars,
Walzer encourages both individuals and states to reflect on their
responsibilities and the implications of their actions. As the nature of
warfare continues to evolve, the relevance of just war theory remains,
inviting ongoing discourse about the morality of conflict in an increasingly
complex global landscape. The challenge lies in applying these principles to
contemporary issues while remaining vigilant against the potential misuse of
the just war doctrine. Ultimately, the pursuit of justice in war requires a
commitment to ethical reflection, accountability, and the protection of human
rights.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of just war theory?

Just war theory holds that a war can only be deemed just if it meets certain
criteria, including just cause, legitimate authority, right intention, and
proportionality.

How do 'just wars' differ from 'unjust wars'?

'Just wars' are fought for morally sound reasons and adhere to ethical
standards, while 'unjust wars' are characterized by aggression, violation of
rights, and lack of legitimate justification.

What are the criteria for a war to be considered just
according to traditional just war theorists?

Traditional just war theorists generally outline criteria such as just cause,
legitimate authority, right intention, proportionality, last resort, and
discrimination between combatants and non-combatants.

Can a war be deemed just if it is waged for
humanitarian reasons?

Yes, many theorists argue that a war can be considered just if it is waged to
prevent significant human rights violations or humanitarian crises, provided
it meets other just war criteria.



What role does public opinion play in determining the
justice of a war?

Public opinion can influence the perception of a war's justice, as societal
views on morality, ethics, and the circumstances surrounding the conflict can
shape narratives of legitimacy and justification.

How does the concept of proportionality apply to just
wars?

Proportionality in just wars refers to the idea that the benefits of waging
war must outweigh the harms caused, ensuring that military actions taken are
not excessive compared to the anticipated good.

What are some historical examples of wars that have
been classified as unjust?

Wars such as the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the Vietnam War are often
cited as examples of unjust wars due to perceived lack of legitimate cause
and failure to meet just war criteria.

How do modern conflicts challenge traditional just
war theory?

Modern conflicts, especially those involving non-state actors and asymmetric
warfare, challenge traditional just war theory by complicating issues of
legitimate authority and the definition of combatants.

What is the significance of the principle of
discrimination in just war theory?

The principle of discrimination emphasizes the moral obligation to
distinguish between combatants and non-combatants, aiming to protect civilian
lives and uphold ethical conduct in warfare.

Are there contemporary frameworks that address the
ethical implications of war beyond just war theory?

Yes, contemporary frameworks such as the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) and
international humanitarian law address ethical implications and the need for
intervention in cases of mass atrocities or human rights violations.
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