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Just and Unjust Wars is a seminal work by political theorist Michael Walzer, published
in 1977. The book has been influential in the fields of ethics, political theory, and
international relations by providing a moral framework for evaluating war and military
conflict. Walzer's ideas challenge traditional views on warfare, arguing that moral
considerations should be central to discussions about when and how wars are fought. In
this article, we will explore the key concepts of just and unjust wars as articulated by
Walzer, the historical context of his work, and its implications for contemporary conflicts.

Understanding Just War Theory

Just War Theory is a philosophical doctrine that dates back to antiquity, with roots in the
works of thinkers such as Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas. This theory posits that
while war is generally morally problematic, there are circumstances under which it can be
justified. Walzer's contribution to Just War Theory is particularly noteworthy for its
emphasis on the moral implications of warfare and its insistence on the importance of
context.

Key Principles of Just War Theory

Walzer identifies several key principles that help to categorize wars as just or unjust:

1. Just Cause: A war is deemed just if it is fought for a legitimate reason, such as self-
defense or protection of innocents from aggression.

2. Right Intention: The intentions behind the war must be noble, aiming for peace and
justice rather than for personal or national gain.

3. Legitimate Authority: Only duly constituted authorities have the right to declare war.
This principle emphasizes the importance of legal and political legitimacy.

4. Last Resort: Military action should only be taken after all non-violent options have been
exhausted.

5. Proportionality: The anticipated benefits of waging war must outweigh the expected
harms, ensuring that the use of force is proportional to the threat faced.

6. Discrimination: Combatants must distinguish between military targets and non-
combatants, aiming to minimize civilian casualties.



Walzer's Critique of Realism

One of Walzer's significant contributions is his critique of the realist perspective in
international relations. Realism often prioritizes national interests and power over moral
considerations, suggesting that states act primarily out of self-interest. Walzer counters
this view by arguing that morality should guide state actions and that nations are not
exempt from ethical scrutiny.

Realism vs. Morality

- Realism:

- Emphasizes power and self-interest.

- Views international relations as a struggle among states.

- Often justifies actions based on outcomes rather than intentions.

- Walzer's Morality:

- Argues that moral principles must govern international conduct.

- Emphasizes the importance of ethical considerations in the justification of war.

- Maintains that states should be held accountable for their actions, even in wartime.

Walzer’s position highlights the tension between power politics and moral responsibility.
He insists that moral reasoning should not be sidelined in discussions of war, as it shapes
the very nature of international relations.

The Just War Tradition and Its Evolution

Walzer's work is part of a broader tradition that has evolved over centuries. The Just War
tradition has been shaped by historical events, philosophical debates, and changing
political landscapes.

Historical Context

- Ancient Philosophy: Early discussions on just war emerged in classical philosophy.
Thinkers like Cicero and Plato laid the groundwork for future ethical considerations in
warfare.

- Christian Thought: The Christian tradition, particularly through Augustine and Aquinas,
further developed Just War Theory, emphasizing divine justice and moral righteousness.

- Modern Developments: The rise of nation-states and the impact of world wars prompted
new considerations of just war, particularly regarding humanitarian interventions and the

protection of human rights.

Walzer’s work stands on the shoulders of these philosophical giants while also addressing



contemporary challenges, such as the implications of nuclear warfare and the rise of non-
state actors in conflicts.

Contemporary Relevance of Walzer’s Ideas

Walzer's exploration of just and unjust wars remains relevant in modern discourse
surrounding military interventions, humanitarian crises, and international law. His
framework provides a guide for evaluating contemporary conflicts, especially in an era
marked by asymmetric warfare and terrorism.

Application to Modern Conflicts

1. Humanitarian Interventions: Walzer discusses the moral justification for intervening in
states where human rights abuses occur, such as in Kosovo or Syria. His principles help to
evaluate whether such actions are warranted and justified.

2. Counterterrorism: The complexities of fighting terrorism challenge traditional notions of
warfare. Walzer’s framework urges states to consider the moral implications of their
actions, particularly regarding civilian casualties and the principle of discrimination.

3. R2P (Responsibility to Protect): The concept of R2P, which emerged in the early 21st
century, aligns with Walzer’s ideas by asserting that the international community has a
responsibility to protect populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and
crimes against humanity.

Criticisms and Challenges

While Walzer’s work has been influential, it has also faced criticism. Some argue that the
principles of Just War Theory are too subjective, leading to inconsistent applications in
different contexts. Others contend that the rise of non-state actors and unconventional
warfare makes traditional just war concepts less applicable.

- Subjectivity: The interpretation of what constitutes a just cause or right intention can
vary significantly across cultures and political ideologies.

- Changing Nature of Conflict: The prevalence of asymmetric warfare challenges the
traditional state-centric view of war, raising questions about how just war principles apply
to non-state actors.

Despite these criticisms, Walzer’s work remains a crucial touchstone for discussions about
the moral dimensions of war, pushing scholars, policymakers, and military leaders to
consider the ethical implications of their choices.



Conclusion

Michael Walzer's Just and Unjust Wars offers a profound examination of the moral
landscape of warfare. By emphasizing the importance of ethical considerations in the
justification of war, Walzer provides a framework that continues to resonate in
contemporary debates about military intervention and international relations. His critique
of realism, alongside his articulation of Just War Theory, challenges us to confront the
moral complexities of conflict and strive for a more just approach to warfare. As the
nature of conflict evolves in the 21st century, Walzer's insights remain essential for
navigating the ethical dilemmas that arise in the context of war.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main thesis of Michael Walzer's 'Just and Unjust Wars' is that there are moral
principles that govern the justification for going to war (jus ad bellum) and the conduct
within war (jus in bello), arguing that wars can be deemed just or unjust based on ethical
considerations.

How does Walzer differentiate between just and unjust
wars?

Walzer differentiates between just and unjust wars by establishing criteria such as
legitimate authority, just cause, right intention, and proportionality for just wars, while
highlighting that unjust wars often lack these moral foundations and may involve
aggression or violation of rights.

What role does the concept of 'just cause' play in
Walzer's theory?

In Walzer's theory, 'just cause' is crucial as it provides the moral basis for engaging in
war. A war is considered just if it is fought for reasons such as self-defense, protection of
human rights, or response to aggression, emphasizing the need for ethical justification.

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

Walzer addresses civilian casualties by emphasizing the principle of distinction, which
requires combatants to differentiate between military targets and civilians. He argues that
unjust wars often disregard this principle, leading to unnecessary harm to innocent lives.



What impact has 'Just and Unjust Wars' had on
contemporary discussions of military ethics?

'Just and Unjust Wars' has significantly impacted contemporary discussions of military
ethics by providing a framework for analyzing the moral implications of warfare,
influencing debates on intervention, humanitarian action, and the responsibilities of states
in both just and unjust conflicts.
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