
| 1

“Just War” and Just War Theory

By Dr. Vladislav B. Sotirović
Global Research, June 04, 2023

Theme: History

All  Global  Research  articles  can  be  read  in  51  languages  by  activating  the  Translate
Website button below the author’s name.

To receive Global Research’s Daily Newsletter (selected articles), click here.

Click the share button above to email/forward this article to your friends and colleagues.
Follow us on Instagram and Twitter and subscribe to our Telegram Channel. Feel free to
repost and share widely Global Research articles.

*** 

One of the most disputed topics with regard to the concept of war is the idea of a Just War –
a war held to be founded on the principles of justice in principle caused and conducted in
the name of humanity like, for instance, self-defense or protection of minority groups, etc.

That  was   a  phenomenon  which  is  an  inherent  aspect  of  politics  and  foreign  affairs,
recognized even by Antique authors like classical Greek writers, as represented mostly by
Thucydides and his famous History of the Peloponnesian War.

In the course of The Antiquity, the early Christians have been pacifists and, in fact, practiced
abstention from the policy in general. At that time, the authorities of the almighty Roman

Empire, once converted to Christianity in the 4th century A.D., in fact, have been forced to
reconcile the pacifist philosophy of Jesus Christ with the demands of everyday real politics,
war, and power on the ground from Britain to Egypt. A Christian philosopher and theologian
St. Augustine (354−430) argued in De Civitate Dei that day-to-day acceptance of political
realities was inevitable for all Christians living in the fallen world of the Roman Empire.

This topic was further developed by another Christian (Roman Catholic) philosopher and
theologian St. Thomas Aquinas (c. 1225−1274), who made a distinction between Just and
Unjust War by using two groups of criteria: 1) Jus ad bellum – the justice of the cause; and 2)
Jus in bello – the justice of the conduct. By definition, Jus ad bellum is a just resource to war.
It has to be based on certain principles that restrict the legitimate use of force. Jus in bello is
the just conduct of war. It has to be founded on certain principles that stipulate how war
should be fought.

These two elements of the Just War theory – just cause and just conduct – continued later up
today to dominate the debate over the concept of war.

In the 20th  century, “just” cause became narrowed to the issue of self-defense against
aggression and helping the victims of aggression. Basically, the theoretical doctrine of just
cause is concentrated on discrimination between combatants (soldiers) and non-combatants
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(civilians)  and  proportionality  between  the  injustice  suffered  and  the  level  of  retaliation.
However,  the  Total  war,  as  both  world  wars  have  been,  has  strained,  in  effect,  to  the
breaking  point  of  the  doctrine  of  Just  War.

During the time of the Cold War, nuclear deterrence added an additional dimension to the
debate for the reason that two opposite groups of thinkers became formed:

The biggest number of political scientists and military experts on the concept of1.
Just  War  have  condemned  nuclear  war  as  Unjust  War  on  several  grounds:
discrimination, proportionality, and no prospect of a successful outcome.
However, some Christian thinkers considered the factor of deterrence: the threat2.
to use nuclear weapons is morally acceptable. Some Roman Catholic clergy like
the US Bishops have distinguished between 1) the mere possession of nuclear
weapons, constituting a so-called existential deterrent (being acceptable); and 2)
the real intention to use those weapons (being not acceptable).

In principle, the Just War theory is founded on the general idea that war can be justified and
has to be understood and/or judged within the framework of fixed ethical  criteria.  In other
words,  a  Just  War  is  a  war  in  which  both  final  purpose  and  conduct  meet  certain  ethical
standards, and, therefore, can be (allegedly) treated as morally justified. Concerning such a
definition of Just War, it is, basically, fluctuating between two theoretical extremes:

1) Realism, which is understanding war through the prism of realpolitik – the pursuit of
power or self-interest.

2)  Pacifism,  which  denies  the  existence  of  any  war  and  violence  which  can  be  morally
justified.

The Just War theory is, in fact, much more a topic of ethical and/or philosophical reflection
and studies, rather than fixed political doctrine. Historically, the philosophical origins of the
Just War theory are going back to the Roman philosopher Cicero. However, it  became first
systematically  developed  by  philosophers  and  theologians  St.  Augustine,  St.  Thomas
Aquinas, Francisco de Vitoria (1492−1546), and Hugo Grotius (1583−1645).

In the Just War theory, concerning the idea of Jus ad bellum, there are six basic principles to
be respected regarding just resources for war:

Last resort. It means that all sides have to try and exhaust all non-violent options1.
(like diplomacy) before one of them decides to go to war in order that the use of
force is going to be justified. This principle is, basically, the principle of necessity.
Just cause. According to this principle, the purpose of war has to be to redress a2.
wrong that has been suffered. Therefore, this principle is usually associated with
the principle of self-defense as a response to a military attack (aggression). It is
historically understood as the classic justification for war.
Legitimate authority. This principle is understood that lawful war can conduct3.
only  legally  constituted government  (state’s  authority)  of  a  sovereign state,
rather than a private individual or group (like a political movement). It means
that the war in principle can be conducted only between sovereign states while
all other „wars“ are going, in fact, to the category of military conflicts.
Right intention. It requires that any war has to be conducted on the foundations4.
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of  aims that  are morally  acceptable rather than revenge or  the desire to inflict
harm. Nevertheless, those morally acceptable aims of the war may or may not
be the same as the just cause.
Reasonable prospect of success. Accordingly, war has not to be conducted if the5.
cause is, basically, hopeless, in which life is expended for no purpose or real
benefit (for instance, the Phyric victory).
Proportionality. This last principle of Jus ad bellum requires that warfare should6.
result in more good than evil. In other words, any response to aggression should
be measured and proportionate. For example, a wholesale invasion is not a
justifiable response to a border incursion. From that viewpoint, for instance, the
2001  Afghanistan  War  was  an  unjustifiable  response  to  the  9/11  attack.
Nevertheless, the principle of proportionality is understood by many experts as
macro-proportionality for the sake to distinguish it from the Jus in bello

In the case of warfare, however, there are three principles to be respected concerning Jus in
bello or just conduct in war:

Discrimination. Accordingly, the force has to be directed only at military targets,1.
on the very grounds that civilians (non-combatants) are innocent. The injury or
death inflicted on the civilian population is,  however, and therefore, acceptable
only if they are the accidental and unavoidable victims of deliberate attacks on
legitimate targets. This phenomenon in war is usually nowadays called to be
collateral damage – unintended or incidental injury or damage caused during a
military  operation.  In  practice,  nevertheless,  the  term is  used  as  a  cynical
euphemism in order to justify war crimes (for instance, ethnic cleansing can be a
euphemism for genocide).
This principle in overlapping with Jus ad bellum holds that the force used must2.
not be greater than that needed to achieve acceptable military aims, and must
not be greater than the provoking cause.
Humanity. It requires that any force or torture must not be directed ever against3.
captured enemy personnel (prisoners of war), wounded, or being under control.
This principle is a part of formalizing the so-called Laws of War. One of the
pioneers  of  international  law  who  drew  up  conditions  for  a  Just  War  that
remained  influential  until  today  was  Francis  Suarez  (1548−1617),  a  Jesuit
theologian and philosopher of law, and in particular international law, called the
last of the great scholastics.
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