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War involves widespread killing and maiming. For this reason it is of utmost importance to 

understand the morality that governs the conduct for, and in, war. Besides its practical 

importance war also raises many philosophical interesting issues. In this course we will 

explore some prominent aspects of war theory. We will explore questions such as when is 

it permissible to start war?, what duties do combatants have while warring?, are the 

principles that govern war the same principles that govern peace? If not, what explains this 

asymmetry? 

 
Aims: 

• To trigger an understanding of central discussions in contemporary moral philosophy 
around the problem of war. 

• To foster the ability to analyse and discuss arguments in moral philosophy. 
• To foster the ability to communicate both orally and in writing arguments in moral 

philosophy. 
• To develop the capacity to learn new ideas and approaches, and to apply them in research. 

 
Learning outcomes: 
At the end of the course the student shall be able to: 
• Understand the key positions within contemporary debates in just war theory. 
• Produce critical and well-structured arguments in moral philosophy. 
• Balance and contrast the weakness and strengths of different positions in contemporary debates 

in just war theory. 
• Summarise arguments clearly and succinctly. 
 
Requirements: 
• All students must read the core reading before the lectures and seminars.  
• Attendance is compulsory. You need at least 90% of attendance to get a grade. 
• There will be a mid-term assignment, and a final 3000 words paper. The paper’s title must be 

pre-approved, so consult me once you have an idea what you want to write about.  
 



Grades will be awarded as follows: 
• Mid-term assignment: 20%, participation 15%, presentation 15%, final paper 50%. 
• Essays are due on the date they are due! Extensions will be granted only in special 

circumstances. Organise your time! 
• Academic dishonesty will be severely penalised. Don’t plagiarise!!  
 
Grades mean the following: 
 
F= Fail. Poor 
C+ Minimum Pass. Significant confusions; unawareness of some crucial arguments; poor written 
style 
B- Satisfactory. Struggles to organize main ideas of the paper. Some confusions, but a general 
sense of the main arguments. 
B Good. Cover material covered in class, good reconstruction of main arguments, written 
expression is clear and succinct 
B+ Very good. Cover material covered in class, good reconstruction of main arguments, written 
expression is clear and succinct, plus understanding of subsidiary arguments, familiarity with 
secondary literature. Some display of analytical skills. 
A- Excellent. Cover material covered in class, good reconstruction of main arguments, written 
expression is clear and succinct, plus understanding of subsidiary arguments, familiarity with 
secondary literature; independent reconstruction of arguments; display of good analytical skills; 
some critical engagement with the material. 
A outstanding. Cover material covered in class, good reconstruction of main arguments, written 
expression is clear and succinct, plus understanding of subsidiary arguments, familiarity with 
secondary literature; independent reconstruction of arguments; display of good analytical skills, 
signals of independent thought, critical engagement with the arguments. 
 
The essays must represent a significant piece of independent research; it can be a positive 
argument of your own, or a critical argument. They should provide succinct, clear statements of 
your positions and of arguments pro and con. Don’t make claims without arguing strongly for 
them! Also, when you criticise and argument, use the best counter-argument you find, don’t 
waste your time with straw men! 
Finally, literary or emotive or heavily jargon-laden style is often unhelpful. Do not write a one-
sided essay: be sure to evaluate the strongest arguments on both sides! 
 
For more on how to write a philosophy paper check Doug Portmore’s ‘Tip on writing a 
philosophy paper’ at http://www.public.asu.edu/~dportmor/tips.pdf (also available at the e-
learning site). See also James Pryor’s guide at 
http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/writing.html.  
 
 
Introductory readings: 

A wonderful introduction to Just War Theory is Helen Frowe’s The ethics of war and 
peace: an introduction (London: Routledge 2011). You can also start with the SEP entry 
on War: Lazar, Seth, "War", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2016 



Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 
<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2016/entries/war/>. 
Check out http://www.justwartheory.com/ for lots of references on everything related to 
war. 

 
Weekly program 
 Traditional Just War Theory 

Week 1. Walzer, M. Just and Unjust Wars Ch.4  
  Week 2. Walzer, M. Just and Unjust Wars Ch. 8-9. 

The revisionist Challenge 
Week 3. McMahan, J., (2005), Just Cause for War. Ethics & International 

Affairs, 19: 1–21. doi: 10.1111/j.1747-7093.2005.tb00551.x 
Weeks 4 and 5 McMahan, J. Killing in War Ch. 2. 
 
The Basis for Liability 
Week 6 McMahan, J. 'The Basis of Moral Liability for Defensive Killing' Philosophical 
Issues 15 (2005): 386-405. 

 Week 7 Quong, J. (2012) ‘Liability to Defensive Harm’, Philosophy and Public Affairs 
40 (1):45-77 

Week 8 Tadros, V. (2014). ‘Orwell's Battle with Brittain: Vicarious Liability for Unjust 
Aggression’, Philosophy and Public Affairs 42 (1):42-77. 

Other issues 
Week 9 Fabre, C, (2009). Guns, food, and liability to attack in war. Ethics 120 (1):36-63. 
Week 10 Fabre, C. ‘Subsistence Wars’ in her Cosmopolitan War. Oxford University 

Press, 2012. 
Week 11 Kamm, F. ‘Terrorism and Several Moral Distinctions’ in her The Moral Target. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012. 
Week 12. Conclusions 

  


