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War is an enduring reality of human history, posing profound ethical
challenges and societal dilemmas. The use of force raises fundamental
questions about morality, justice, and the limits of human action. Just war
theory, a long-standing framework for understanding the ethics of war, has
played a significant role in shaping the international discourse on the use of
force and the protection of human rights.

Historical Evolution of Just War Theory

The origins of just war theory can be traced back to ancient Greece and
Rome, where philosophers and military strategists pondered the moral
dimensions of warfare. It was during the Middle Ages, however, that
Christian theologians developed a systematic framework for evaluating the
justice of war. Thomas Aquinas, a prominent medieval theologian,
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formulated the three criteria for a just war: a just cause, right intention, and
legitimate authority.

Core Principles of Just War Theory

Contemporary just war theory is based on two fundamental pillars: jus ad
bellum and jus in bello. Jus ad bellum addresses the conditions that justify
going to war, such as self-defense or the protection of innocent lives. Jus in
bello governs the conduct of war, emphasizing the need to minimize harm
to civilians, respect human rights, and adhere to the principles of
proportionality and discrimination.

Jus Ad Bellum

The principle of a just cause requires that war be undertaken only as a last
resort, after peaceful alternatives have been exhausted. The just cause
must be grave, such as the threat of imminent attack, genocide, or massive
human rights violations. The principle of right intention ensures that the war
is fought for a morally justifiable purpose, such as self-defense or the
protection of human rights.

Jus In Bello

The principle of proportionality demands that the harm inflicted during war
be proportionate to the benefits sought. Excessive or indiscriminate
violence is prohibited. The principle of discrimination requires that
combatants distinguish between military targets and civilians. Intentional
attacks on civilians and other non-combatants are considered war crimes.

Just War Theory and Human Rights



Just war theory and human rights are deeply intertwined concepts. Human
rights law provides a normative framework for protecting individuals from
arbitrary violence and other forms of abuse, while just war theory offers
guidance on the ethical use of force in situations of armed conflict. Both
bodies of law emphasize the inherent dignity and worth of human life.

Just war theory can help ensure that force is used in a manner that
respects human rights. By requiring a just cause, right intention, and
adherence to the principles of proportionality and discrimination, just war
theory sets limits on the use of force and helps prevent its arbitrary or
excessive application.

Challenges to Just War Theory in Contemporary Conflicts

Just war theory faces significant challenges in contemporary conflicts
characterized by technological advancements and complex ethical
dilemmas. The increasing use of drones and autonomous weapons raises
questions about the ability to distinguish between combatants and civilians
and the risk of excessive civilian casualties.

Moreover, the prevalence of non-state armed groups and the blurring of
lines between war and peace make it difficult to apply the traditional criteria
of just war theory. Asymmetric warfare tactics, such as terrorism, pose
challenges to the principles of proportionality and discrimination.

Balancing Security and Human Rights

In an era of complex and evolving security threats, balancing the need for
security with the protection of human rights is a critical imperative. Just war
theory provides a framework for decision-makers to weigh the potential



benefits and risks of using force, ensuring that it is employed in a manner
that respects human rights and minimizes harm to civilians.

By adhering to the principles of just war theory, decision-makers can strive
to achieve a balance between security and human rights, safeguarding the
lives and well-being of both combatants and non-combatants alike.

Just war theory and human rights offer complementary and essential
perspectives on the morality of war and the use of force. Just war theory
provides a framework for evaluating the justice of war and guiding the
conduct of hostilities, while human rights law establishes universal
standards for protecting individuals from violence and abuse. By integrating
these two bodies of law, we can strive to create a more just and humane
world where the use of force is subject to ethical constraints and human
rights are upheld even in the midst of conflict.
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