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The concept of *just war* theory, a framework
for determining the moral permissibility of
warfare, faces unprecedented challenges in
the 21st century. This ancient theological and
philosophical tradition, designed to reconcile
the use of force with Christian ethics, finds
itself grappling with new forms of conflict,
evolving understandings of sovereignty, and
the ethical implications of modern weaponry.
This article revisits the just war tradition,
examining current issues in theology that
demand a critical reassessment of its tenets,
including the debates surrounding
proportionality, discrimination,
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preemptive strikes, and the role of
civilian casualties. We will also explore the
challenges posed by asymmetric warfare
and the rise of non-state actors.

The Traditional Just War
Framework: A Brief
Overview

Before diving into contemporary challenges,
it's crucial to understand the foundational
principles of just war theory. Traditionally, it's
divided into two parts: *jus ad bellum* (justice
of going to war) and *jus in bello* (justice in
war). ¥us ad bellum* criteria typically include:

e Just cause: The war must be waged in
response to a grave and immediate
threat, such as aggression or the
violation of fundamental human rights.

* Right intention: The primary goal of
the war must be to redress the wrong
suffered and establish a just peace, not
to pursue personal gain or imperial
ambitions.

e Last resort: All peaceful means of
resolving the conflict must be exhausted
before resorting to war.

e Proportionality (ad bellum): The
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anticipated benefits of war must
outweigh the anticipated harms.

* Declaration of war by a legitimate
authority: War must be declared by a
body with the legitimate authority to do
So.

* Reasonable prospect of success:
The war must have a reasonable chance
of achieving its objectives.

*Jus in bello* focuses on the conduct of war,
emphasizing:

» Discrimination: Combatants must
distinguish between combatants and
non-combatants, minimizing harm to
civilians.

e Proportionality (in bello): The force
used must be proportionate to the
military objective.

¢ Prohibition of certain weapons:
Certain weapons, like those that cause
indiscriminate suffering, are considered
morally unacceptable.

Current Issues Challenging
Just War Theory

While the traditional framework offers a useful
starting point, several contemporary issues
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complicate its application:

##+# 1. The Erosion of State Sovereignty and
Asymmetric Warfare:

The rise of non-state actors, terrorist
organizations, and transnational criminal
networks challenges the traditional
understanding of "legitimate authority" and
the clear distinction between combatants and
non-combatants. Asymmetric warfare, where
a weaker actor utilizes unconventional tactics
against a more powerful state, makes it
difficult to apply the principles of *jus in
bello*, particularly discrimination and
proportionality. How, for example, does one
apply the just war framework to a drone strike
targeting a suspected terrorist in a densely
populated area? This raises serious ethical
concerns around civilian casualties and the
potential for unintended harm.

### 2. The Ethics of Preemptive Strikes and
Preventive Warfare:

The debate surrounding preemptive and
preventive wars throws the "just cause" and
"last resort" criteria into sharp relief. Is it ever
justifiable to launch a preemptive strike based
on anticipated threats, even in the absence of
an immediate attack? This question has been
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at the heart of many recent military
interventions, sparking considerable
theological and ethical debate. The difficulty
lies in assessing the credibility and imminence
of the threat, a judgment that is often fraught
with political considerations.

##4# 3. Proportionality in the Age of Modern
Warfare:

The devastating power of modern weaponry,
including nuclear, biological, and chemical
weapons, presents a significant challenge to
the proportionality principle, both *ad bellum*
and *in bello*. Can the potential benefits of
using such weapons ever outweigh the
catastrophic harm they could inflict? This
issue highlights the inherent limitations of
applying a framework designed for a different
era of warfare to the complexities of modern
conflict.

##4# 4. The Role of Civilian Casualties:

Minimizing civilian casualties is a fundamental
tenet of *jus in bello*, yet in modern warfare,
this often proves exceptionally difficult. The
increasing use of precision-guided munitions
has not eliminated civilian deaths; instead, it
has prompted intense scrutiny of the
definition and legal status of civilian
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populations in conflict zones. The ongoing
debate surrounding the acceptability of
collateral damage raises important questions
about accountability and the moral
responsibility of states engaged in armed
conflict.

Rethinking Just War for the
21st Century

The current challenges to just war theory
necessitate a critical re-evaluation and
potentially a significant reformulation of its
principles. This might involve:

e Redefining “legitimate authority”:
Expanding the definition to encompass
legitimate resistance movements or
international coalitions.

* Reinterpreting proportionality:
Developing more nuanced metrics for
assessing proportionality in the context
of asymmetric warfare and modern
weaponry.

e Strengthening international
humanitarian law: Enhancing the
legal mechanisms for protecting civilian
populations and holding actors
accountable for violations of
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international law.

e Embracing a more holistic
approach: Integrating just war
principles with broader ethical
considerations, such as human rights,
peacebuilding, and restorative justice.

Conclusion

The just war tradition, while offering a
valuable framework for ethical reflection on
warfare, faces significant challenges in the
21st century. The rise of asymmetric conflict,
the proliferation of modern weaponry, and the
changing nature of international relations
demand a critical reassessment of its core
principles. Rethinking just war is not about
abandoning the attempt to find ethical
guidelines for the use of force but rather
about adapting and refining the tradition to
better address the complex realities of
modern warfare. A renewed emphasis on
minimizing harm, promoting accountability,
and prioritizing the protection of civilian lives
is crucial for ensuring that the use of force
remains ethically justifiable, even in the face
of unprecedented challenges.
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FAQ

Q1: Is just war theory relevant in an age
of terrorism?

Al: While the traditional framework struggles
with non-state actors, just war theory's core
principles of proportionality, discrimination,
and last resort remain relevant. The challenge
lies in adapting these principles to the unique
characteristics of terrorism, which often blurs
the lines between combatants and civilians,
and targets civilian populations directly. This
necessitates a careful consideration of the
proportionality of responses and the potential
for unintended consequences.

Q2: Can preemptive war ever be
justified?

A2: This is a highly debated topic within just
war theory. Proponents argue that preemptive
strikes are justifiable when facing an
imminent and overwhelming threat.
Opponents argue that such actions violate the
principle of last resort and can lead to a
dangerous escalation of conflict. The key lies
in carefully evaluating the credibility and
imminence of the threat, considering all
peaceful alternatives, and ensuring that the
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proportionality of the response is rigorously
assessed.

Q3: How can we better protect civilians
in modern warfare?

A3: Strengthening international humanitarian
law, improving intelligence gathering to
minimize civilian casualties, holding actors
accountable for violations, and promoting a
culture of respect for civilian lives are all
crucial steps. Developing more effective
strategies for identifying and protecting
civilian populations in conflict zones is
paramount. Furthermore, greater emphasis on
peacebuilding and conflict resolution
initiatives can mitigate the risk of armed
conflict and minimize civilian harm.

Q4: What role does theology play in
contemporary just war discussions?

A4: Theology continues to provide a critical
framework for ethical reflection on war and
peace. Religious traditions offer valuable
insights into questions of justice, human
dignity, and the moral limits of power.
Theological perspectives can contribute
significantly to the ongoing debate,
particularly in clarifying the moral
responsibilities of individuals, states, and
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international organizations.

Q5: Does just war theory offer a
sufficient framework for addressing
contemporary conflicts?

A5: Just war theory provides a valuable
starting point, but it is not a perfect or
complete solution. Its application in the
context of contemporary conflicts requires
careful consideration of its limitations and a
willingness to adapt its principles to the
specific circumstances of each conflict. The
development of supplementary ethical
frameworks and international legal
mechanisms is necessary to better address
the complexities of 21st-century warfare.

Q6: What are some criticisms of just war
theory?

A6: Critics argue that just war theory can be
used to justify unjust wars, that it is too
focused on the intentions of states, and that
its criteria are difficult to apply consistently in
practice. Some critics also argue that it
inherently legitimizes violence and that
pacifism is the only morally consistent
position.

Q7: How can the principles of just war
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theory be applied to the use of drones?

A7: The use of drones presents significant
challenges to just war principles, especially
discrimination and proportionality. The
difficulty in distinguishing between
combatants and non-combatants in drone
strikes, and the risk of civilian casualties,
necessitate a rigorous assessment of the
potential benefits and harms. Transparency
and accountability in the use of drones are
also crucial to ensure that just war principles
are upheld.

Q8: What are the future implications of
the challenges to just war theory?

A8: The ongoing challenges to just war theory
necessitate a continuous dialogue and
reevaluation of its principles. This may lead to
a reformulation of the traditional framework or
the development of complementary ethical
approaches to guide the use of force in the
21st century. International cooperation and
the strengthening of international legal
frameworks will be crucial for ensuring that
the use of force remains ethically
accountable.
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The Just War Revisited:
Current Issues in Theology

The enduring concept of the *just war* has
endured for ages, providing a structure for
evaluating the ethics of armed hostilities.
However, in our intricate modern world,
characterized by disparate warfare, terrorism,
and the growth of weapons of vast
destruction, the traditional just war criteria
are continuously challenged. This article will
analyze some of the key challenges facing just
war theory in contemporary theology,
stressing the importance for reassessment
and adaptation.

The traditional just war tradition, stemming in
the writings of Augustine and Aquinas,
generally lays out two sets of criteria: *jus ad
bellum* (justice of going to war) and *jus in
bello* (justice in war). *Jus ad bellum*
traditionally includes just cause, right
intention, legitimate authority, last resort,
probability of success, and proportionality.
*Jus in bello* focuses on discrimination
(distinguishing between combatants and non-
combatants) and proportionality (limiting
harm to what is essential to achieve military
objectives).
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However, the implementation of these criteria
in the twenty-first century presents
remarkable challenges. The rise of non-state
actors, such as terrorist entities, muddies the
lines between soldier and civilian, making
discrimination exceedingly challenging. Drone
warfare, with its ability for meticulousness
strikes but also its potential for collateral
harm, throws the proportionality criterion into
sharp relief. Moreover, the proliferation of
arms of extensive destruction raises profound
philosophical questions about the very
probability of a "just war" in the presence of
such devastating force.

Furthermore, the concept of "last resort" is
continuously hard to determine in an era of
global interconnectedness and swift
communication. The speed at which
intelligence travels, coupled with the
possibility for escalation, creates a
environment where decisions must be made
under immense strain. This hastens the
decision-making procedure, potentially
undermining the concept of "last resort".

Theology itself plays a vital role in this re-
evaluation. Many theologians are urging for a
more nuanced and situational approach to just
war theory, one that admits the boundaries of
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the traditional framework and welcomes a
wider scope of ethical factors. This includes a
renewed focus on the value of unarmed
resistance, reconciliation, and peacemaking
as alternative approaches to conflict
conclusion. The concept of restorative justice
offers another avenue for exploring paths to
healing and reconciliation after conflict,
moving beyond punitive measures.

The practical benefits of this renewed
attention are countless. It allows for a more
developed and refined understanding of the
philosophical facets of armed warfare. It
encourages a more critical examination of
military tactics, promoting a greater emphasis
on the protection of civilians. Ultimately, it
contributes to the advancement of a more
righteous and peaceful world.

Implementing these changes requires a multi-
pronged approach. It involves theological
education that thoughtfully examines and
modernizes traditional just war theory. It also
requires multi-religious dialogue and
cooperation to foster a shared appreciation of
the ethical difficulties of warfare. Furthermore,
it necessitates a greater engagement from
religious leaders in promoting peacebuilding
and arbitration initiatives.
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In conclusion, the just war tradition remains a
vital guide for navigating the spiritual
challenges of armed hostilities. However, its
application in the twenty-first century requires
a deliberate reconsideration that addresses
the developing difficulties posed by
contemporary warfare. A more nuanced and
specific approach, combined with a renewed
emphasis on non-violent conflict resolution
and peacebuilding, is vital for building a more
equitable and serene world.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):
1. Q: Is the just war theory obsolete?

A: No. While its traditional principles need re-
evaluation in light of modern warfare, the
fundamental values of just war theory - the
need to rationalize the use of force ethically -
remain pertinent.

2. Q: How can religious personalities
contribute to a more just approach to
war?

A: Religious leaders can support
peacebuilding initiatives, engage in interfaith
dialogue, advocate for ethical military policies,
and provide spiritual guidance to those
involved in warfare.
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3. Q: What role does non-violent
resistance play in the situation of just
war theory?

A: Non-violent resistance is continuously
being recognized as a viable alternative to
armed warfare, and some theologians argue it
should be considered a crucial component of
any just war structure.

4. Q: How can we better harmonize the
principles of *jus ad bellum* and *jus in
bello*?

A: A more holistic approach is necessary,
evaluating not just the reasons for going to
war but also the approaches used during the
conflict. A deeper understanding of
proportionality and discrimination is vital.
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