
 

War Cannot be Just on Both Sides 

 

 

In his classic articulation of the theory of just war, Michael Walzer writes:  

 

Someone must be responsible, for someone decided to break the peace of the society of 

states. No war, as medieval theologians explained, can be just on both sides. 

2015: 59 

 

We shall refer to the view that no war can be just on both sides as the orthodox view. Our aim is to 

motivate and defend it. The case for the orthodox view, we shall argue, is at least as robust as the 

alternative.  

 

In section 1 we clarify our aims. In section 2 we look in detail at the explanation offered by the 

medieval theologians to whom Walzer refers. In section 3 we take up Jeff McMahan’s recent 

challenge to the orthodox view. In section 4 we explain why we don’t think McMahan’s 

challenge is decisive against the orthodox view. Our conclusion, looking ahead, is that 

establishing whether there can be just causes on both sides depends on how we aggregate just 

causes. We provide an attractive aggregative model that entails the orthodox view. 

 

1.  Preliminaries 

 

We are working within the tradition of just war theory broadly construed and shall help ourselves 

to much of its conceptual apparatus.1 By a ‘just war’ - or a morally permissible war - we take 

these to be terminological variants – we understand a war that is just or permissible in the ad 

bellum sense, not the in bello sense and are concerned only with the former. Our question, then, is 

whether it is possible for there to a conflict in which each side wages a just war in the ad bellum 

sense. We shall simplify this by asking whether there can be a ‘just war on both sides’. 

 

As we shall understand it this is really all about cause. Defenders of the orthodox view claim that 

there cannot be a just war on both sides because there cannot be a just cause on both sides. 

Their opponents claim that there can be. This structure is pretty clear in the quote from 

 
1 Classic examples and discussions include: Frowe (2016), McMahan (2005) and Walzer (2015). 



McMahan above. The first sentence effectively states that there cannot be just cause on both 

sides as one side must be in the wrong: 

 

- Someone must be responsible, for someone decided to break the peace of the society of 

states. 

 

The second sentence concludes from this that there cannot be a just war on both sides: 

 

- No war, as medieval theologians explained, can be just on both sides. 

 

We shall follow this kind of structure. We shall assume that the substantive issue is whether it is 

possible for there to be just cause on both sides. If there cannot be, we take it to follow that 

there cannot be just war on both sides. If there can be, we take this as strongly supporting the 

orthodox view. Indeed we shall largely use the expression ‘the orthodox view’ interchangeably to 

refer to the view that there cannot be a just cause on both sides and the view that there cannot 

be a just war on both sides respectively (though this will require some care in section 4). If you 

do not accept this assumption, then take us as arguing on an hypothesis. 

 

2. ‘Medieval Theologians’  

 

We begin by getting an argument for the orthodox view on the table. This is surprisingly 

difficult. Walzer directs us to the work of Francisco de Vitoria, the (very) late Medieval Spanish 

scholastic philosopher, theologian and jurist. Born in 1483 - the year of Columbus’ ‘discovery’ -  

Vitoria’s work is largely a response to the conquests of the emerging Spanish empire in the new 

world. He is best known for De Indis, a remarkably brave criticism of colonial treatment of native 

populations, for which he won - if that is the right word - harsh rebuke from the Holy Roman 

Emperor, Charles V. Vitoria’s work here is a welcome reminder that while - as we are 

increasingly reminded - many canonical moral philosophers (Locke, Hume, Kant, etc) may have 

had dubious moral commitments, there were others who are worthy of moral approbation even 

by contemporary standards. 

 

Vitoria directly addresses the question of “whether war can be just on both sides”. He provides 

an argument for the claim that there cannot be, followed by an argument for the claim that there 

can be. His argument for the former is:  



 

[E]xcept in ignorance it is clear that this cannot happen. If it is agreed that both parties have right 

and justice on their side, they cannot lawfully fight each other, either offensively or 

defensively.  

1991: 313 

His argument for the latter is: 

 

[W]here there is provable ignorance either of fact or of law, the war may be just in itself for the side 

which has true justice on its side, and also just for the other side, because they wage war in good faith and are 

hence excused from sin. Invincible error is a valid excuse in every case. This is often the position 

of subjects: even if the prince who wages war knows that his cause is unjust, his subjects may 

nevertheless obey him in good faith, as explained in the previous article. In such situations, 

the subjects on both sides are justified in fighting, as is well known.  

Ibid. 

 

Clearly Walzer – who refers to these passages – must have been intending to draw attention to 

the first. We shall follow him in this. We should begin, however, by briefly addressing the 

second. Vitoria’s argument for thinking that there can be just wars on both sides is based on 

consideration of wars fought in ‘provable ignorance’. His thought is that such ignorance could 

render an otherwise unjust war, just. We do not find this argument persuasive. There are two 

reasons for this. The first is that it fails to separate the justness or permissibility of a war from 

the possession of an excuse to wage it. While provable ignorance may provide an excuse it does 

not thereby render an otherwise unjust or impermissible war, just or permissible.2 A second 

reason for setting aside this argument is that the example that Vitoria provides actually suggests a 

slide between ad bellum and in bello conditions. The claim with which we are concerned is about 

the ad bellum status of wars. It is that there cannot be wars that are just on both sides in the ad 

bellum sense. It is a separate question whether combatants on both sides can fight justly in the in 

 
2 Of course this is too quick. There is a serious discussion to be had about whether ignorance 
can render an unjust or impermissible act just or permissible (the classic discussion of the 
relation between excuses and permissibility in war is McMahan (2009), though this focuses more 
on jus in bello than jus ad bellum. For more general work see Sliwa (2019)). We do not engage 
with this difficult issue here. We are in effect setting to one side such epistemic arguments for the 
possibility of just wars on both sides. We are interested only in metaphysical arguments; 
arguments from the nature of wars – rather than from the epistemic status of the actors in them - 
to the possibility or impossibility of just wars on either side. We ask our opponents to grant us 
this for now.  
 



bello sense. Yet it seems in the above passage that Vitoria is concerned with the latter; the in bello 

sense. His example is of subjects waging war justly despite the ignorance of the subject who 

declares the war. This sounds very much like Vitoria is arguing that the ignorance of rulers is 

compatible with the justice of the efforts of combatants in the in bello sense. So even if Vitoria’s 

argument were sound, we do not think it would establish the conclusion that wars can be ad 

bellum just on both sides. 

 

We now turn to our real concern: the first of the two passages quoted from Vitoria. Here Vitoria 

offers a perfectly general argument for the impossibility of a war that is just on both sides. He 

claims: 

 

(A) If it is agreed that both parties have right and justice on their side, then they cannot 

lawfully fight one another. 

 

Interpreting somewhat for our purposes (more on this below), the key claim being made here 

seems to be roughly the following:  

 

(B) For any two sides A and B, if there is a situation in which both A’s war on B would be 

just or permissible and B’s war on A would be just or permissible, then it is not 

permissible for both: A to wage war on B and B to wage war on A. 

 

If this is Vitoria’s claim, it is somewhat peculiar. Vitoria seems to be arguing from claims of the 

form: 

 

It is just or permissible for A to do x. 

It is just or permissible for B to do y. 

 

To a conclusion of the form: 

 

It is not permissible for: A to do x and B to do y. 

 

This is not in general a good inference. We cannot generally infer from the premises that it is 

permissible for Germany to sell steel to Britain and permissible for Britain to sell financial 

services to Germany, to the conclusion that it is prohibited for: Germany to sell steel to Britain 



and Britain to sell financial services to Germany. We would usually argue the other way: from 

permissions with respect to two things individually, to permission with respect to both together. 

Is there a way that we can modify Vitoria’s argument to make the inference look better? One 

option would be to make some further substantive claims about acts of war that explain why the 

above inference goes through in the context of war, though it does not in general. Vitoria does 

not make any such further claims. We will on his behalf later in this section. Before doing this 

though, let’s briefly consider – and set aside – an alternative possibility.  

 

We noted above that we simplified Vitoria’s claim when moving from what he actually said – (A) – 

to our interpretation of what he said – (B). It is worth asking whether we simplified it in a 

problematic way; a way that eliminates some of its content and undersells Vitoria’s argument. 

There are three features of Vitoria’s claim that we passed over. We’ll take each in turn. The first 

is that Vitoria refers to agreement. He claims that: 

 

(C) If it is agreed that both parties have right and justice on their side, then they cannot 

lawfully fight one another. 

  

Might this be important to Vitoria’s argument? We think not. We think it is merely a turn of 

phrase. Perhaps however we are wrong. Perhaps it makes a substantive claim. Perhaps instead of 

(B) we should read Vitoria as claiming:  

 

(D) For any two sides A and B, if it is agreed by both A and B that A’s war on B would be 

just or permissible and it is agreed by both A and B that B’s war on A would be just or 

permissible, then it is not just or permissible for both: A to wage war on B and B to 

wage war on A. 

 

Unfortunately for Vitoria, it is unclear how (D) is any better than (B). (D) would still have him 

arguing implausibly. His argument would now take the form of an inference from claims of the 

form… 

 

It is agreed by both A and B that it is just or permissible for A to do x. 

It is agreed by both A and B that it is just or permissible for B to do y. 

 

… to a conclusion of the form: 



 

It is not just or permissible for: A to do x and B to do y. 

 

Again, this is not in general a good inference. We would not ordinarily infer from the fact that it 

is agreed by both Germany and Britain that it permissible both for Germany to sell steel to 

Britain and for Britain to sell financial services to Germany, to the conclusion that it is not 

permissible for Germany to sell steel to Britain and Britain to sell financial services to Germany. 

So this modification does not help Vitoria. 

 

A second feature of Vitoria’s claim that we passed over in moving from (A) to (B) concerns his 

reference to the law. His claim is that: 

 

(E) If it is agreed that both parties have right and justice on their side, then they cannot 

lawfully fight one another. 

 

Perhaps then we could read Vitoria’s key claim as being about the law rather than – as we 

rendered it in (B) – about justice or permissibility. If so, Vitoria’s claim should be read as: 

 

(F) For any two sides A and B, if it is agreed by both A and B that A’s war on B would be 

just or permissible and it is agreed by both A and B that B’s war on A would be just or 

permissible, then it is not lawful for both: A to wage war on B and B to wage war on A. 

 

If this were Vitoria’s intention, then Walzer is wrong to think that Vitoria’s argument supports 

the conclusion that there cannot be just wars on both sides. This is because something can be 

lawful though not moral, and vice-versa. In any case though, the claim – (F) – is not obviously a 

good one. We cannot in general infer from the following premises: 

 

It is just or permissible for A to do x. 

It is just or permissible for B to do y. 

 

To the following conclusion: 

 

It is legally impermissible for: A to do x and B to do y. 

 



Again, this isn’t a generally acceptable form of inference.  

 

We do not think, then, that the problem with Vitoria’s argument is a consequence of our 

interpretative simplification in moving from (A) to (B). So what is Vitoria’s argument? Clearly, 

we are missing something.3  

 

The Walzer quotation at the top of this article (which footnotes Vitoria) is taken from a short 

section of Just and Unjust Wars entitled ‘The Legalist Paradigm’. This is a way of thinking about 

war and its justification according to which – at its simplest – war consists of aggression by one 

side against another. The former is the aggressor. The latter is the defender. Aggression is an 

unjust cause. Defense is the sole just cause. Suppose we assume this. A route now opens up to 

an argument for the impossibility of just war on both sides. It is based on three assumptions. 

According to the first, for any A and any B: 

 

(G) If A is defending against B, then B is aggressing (or has aggressed) against A. 

 

This claim is surely impossible to deny, whether one is working within the legalist paradigm or 

not. In fact, we think that we would be uncontroversially entitled to the stronger, biconditional 

 
3 It is not just Vitoria. Among later theorists of the just war who advocate for the orthodox view 
it is difficult to find a satisfactory argument. Emerich de Vattel was a Dutch jurist writing in the 
tradition of the great just war theorist Hugo Grotius. Vattel claimed - in The Law of Nations, 
published in 1758 (hardly medieval then) - that: 

War cannot be just on both sides. One party claims a right; the other disputes it: the one 
complains of an injury; the other denies having done it. They may be considered as two 
individuals disputing on the truth of a proposition; and it is impossible that two contrary 
sentiments should be true at the same time. 

2011: 306 
Vattel’s conclusion is clear; there cannot be just war on both sides. Also clear is his 
characterisation of the disputes and squabbles in which each side claims justice: one party claims 
a right, the other disputes it. What is rather less clear is why Vattel thinks that the claims of both 
parties cannot in fact be true. The second sentence offers an argument. It compares the 
disputing parties to individuals disputing on the truth of a proposition. Yet this argument is 
unpersuasive. We can agree with Vattel that for any proposition, if one side claims it true and the 
other claims it false, then one side is correct and one incorrect. But this does not advance the 
case for the impossibility of just war on both sides. Suppose the proposition in question is that 
side A would act justly in waging war on side B. Now suppose that side A proposes, side B 
denies, and that side A is in fact correct. It follows from this that side B is incorrect about this 
proposition. But it does not follow that side B could not simultaneously be correct about the 
further proposition that B would act justly in waging war on A. Each of these different propositions 
could – for all Vattel has told us – simultaneously be true. 
 



claim that A is defending against B if and only if B has aggressed against A. But we won’t make 

that claim here. We rely on the weaker claim, (G). The second and third assumptions state the 

core normative claims of the legalist paradigm, very strictly interpreted. For any A and any B: 

 

(H) If A is aggressing against B, then A’s cause against B is not just. 

(I) If A’s cause against B is just, then A is defending against B. 

 

The argument then uses (G), (H) and (I) – and an additional premise, 6 below - to derive the 

orthodox view as follows: 

 

For any A and any B: 

1. If A’s cause against B is just, then A is defending against B. (I) 

2. If A is defending against B, then B is aggressing against A. (G) 

3. (1, 2) If A’s cause against B is just, then B is aggressing against A. 

4. If B is aggressing against A, then B’s cause against A is not just. (H) 

5. (1, 4) If A’s cause against B is just, then B’s cause against A is not just. 

6. War can be just on both sides only if there is some A and some B such that A’s cause 

against B is just and B’s cause against A is just. 

7. (5, 6) War can’t be just on both sides. 

 

This argument takes us to the orthodox conclusion that there cannot be just cause – and so just 

war – on both sides.4 It does so by making some substantive assumptions, both descriptive and 

normative. These assumptions are part of the legalist paradigm. If we were to add these 

assumptions into the background of Vitoria’s argument (more on this to follow), we can fairly 

directly vindicate him. Vitoria claimed that there cannot be just wars on both sides because if the 

 
4 For ease of presentation I have avoided the use of modal operators in premises 1-5. We could 
remedy this by rendering (G), (H) and (I) in modal terms as follows:  

(G) Necessarily, If A is defending against B, then B is aggressing (or has aggressed) against A. 
(H) Necessarily, If A is aggressing against B, then A’s cause against B is not just. 
(I) Necessarily, If A’s cause against B is just, then A is defending against B. 

We would then use these to derive: 
- Necessarily, if A’s cause against B is just, then B’s cause against A is not just. 

This would then be conjoined with a fully modalised version of premise 6: 
- War can be just on both sides only if it is possible that there is some A and some B such 

that A’s cause against B is just and B’s cause against A is just. 
This allows the conclusion: 

- War can’t be just on both sides. 



wars of each side were just, then it would not be just for either side to fight. We expressed some 

confusion as to why he claimed this. If we add in the substantive assumptions of the statist 

paradigm we now have an answer: if the war of either side is to be just, it must be defensive. So 

if a war is to be just on both sides, both sides must be the defender. But if both sides are the 

defender, then both must also be the aggressor. But being the aggressor is unjust. So, as Vitoria 

said, if the wars of each sides were just, then it would be unjust for either side to fight. Vitoria’s 

structure of argument is, interestingly, vindicated.  

 

3. McMahan and the Orthodoxy 

 

Jeff McMahan has criticised the orthodox view. Our aim in this section is to get clear on what 

his criticism is; to articulate its best version. This is surprisingly difficult as the obvious reading of 

his criticism turns out to be something of a non sequitur. The task is worthwhile however. As we 

shall see below, articulating the best version of McMahan’s criticism will actually lead us to 

reformulate the argument for the orthodox view as presented above. 

 

McMahan’s criticism comes at the end of a lengthy critical discussion of the legalist view of just 

cause. That view is, he claims, implausibly strict. Just causes exist, he claims, where one side 

commits a wrong that harms or injures the other in a fashion that leaves the former liable to the 

use of force. This includes defense against aggression but could also include other causes: the 

recovery of goods lost prior to aggression, humanitarian intervention, prevention of aggression 

and deterrence are all, candidates.5 His criticism of the orthodox view follows this: 

 

[I]f as I have argued there are more just causes than defense against aggression, and if, as 

seems obvious, a country can pursue both just and unjust causes in the same war, then it is 

clearly possible for both sides in a war to have a just cause.  

2005: 19 

 

There is an obvious way to understand the dialectic here. It is that the orthodox view depends 

on the legalist views of just cause, which McMahan rejects it. If this were the correct way of 

understanding the dialectic, then the status of the orthodox view would depend on a detailed 

discussion of whether it the legalist interpretation of just cause or McMahan’s more expansive 

 
5 McMahan’s discussion of alternative just causes than defence are found in McMahan (2005, 12-
17). 



alternative that is correct. We do not think, however, that this is the best or most charitable way 

to understand the dialectic. Perhaps rather surprisingly, we shall argue, the legalist view of just 

cause is a red-herring. Appearances to the contrary, it isn’t the legalist view of just cause that is 

really driving either the orthodox view or (the best interpretation of) McMahan’s rejection of it.  

 

Let’s start by explaining why – contrary to what our argument of the previous section suggested - 

the legalist view of just cause isn’t really what’s driving the orthodox view. The reason is simple. 

It is that the defenders of the orthodox view – namely, the medieval theologians to whom 

Walzer refers - do not themselves agree with the legalist view of just cause. So their argument for 

the orthodox view cannot rely on it. So what view of just cause do they rely on? Interestingly, 

when spelling out his view of just cause, McMahan himself tells us. He claims quite explicitly to 

be writing in the tradition of the jurists – including Grotius, Vattel and Vitoria – according to 

whom “just cause is founded in an injury, by which they meant a wrong or a violation of rights” 

(ibid., 8). So if we are to re-formualte the arugment for the orthodox view – as we must, and 

shall, it can’t rely on legalism about cause. If it relies on any claims about just cause it must rely 

on something much more like the above quotation. Paradoxically, it must rely on something 

much more like McMahan’s own view of just cause. 

 

So how should it go? Our initial argument for the orthodox view – given in the previous section 

- was based on a picture of how just and unjust causes work. According to that picture one side 

aggresses, which is unjust, and the other defends, which is just. We now propose modifying this 

by understanding defense against aggression as a specific instance of a more general structure. 

According to the more general structure one side wrongs the other by harming or injuring it, and 

the other responds. Aggression and defense is just one possible manifestation of wronging and 

responding. But there could be others. These could include, for example, seizing territory and 

reclaiming it, as in McMahan’s example. Arguably humanitarian wars also fit this model, though 

in a slightly more extended and abstract sense. In these cases, one side wrongs the other in virtue 

of wronging humanity as a whole, and the other side responds.6 It is this general structure 

though, not the specific instance of aggression and defense, that is really driving the orthodox 

view. 

 

 
6 For discussion on the complexities of humanitarian intervention as cause for war, see Smith 
(1998).  



To see how the argument is meant to work, begin with the three claims used in our earlier 

argument: 

 

(G) If A is defending against B, then B is aggressing (or has aggressed) against A. 

(H) If A is aggressing against B, then A’s cause against B is not just. 

(I) If A’s cause against B is just, then A is defending against B. 

 

We propose generalising these by reading aggression and defense as specific instances of more 

general claims about wrong and response. The generalised claims are as follows: 

 

(J) If A is responding to a wrong done by B, then B is wronging (or has wronged) A. 

(K) If A is wronging B, then A’s cause against B is not just. 

(L) If A’s cause against B is just, then A is responding to B’s having wronged A. 

 

And we can now slot them into our earlier argument for the orthodox view. The result is a 

generalised version of that argument; a version that doesn’t rely on the legalist view of a just 

cause: 

 

For any A and any B: 

1. If A’s cause against B is just, then A is responding to B’s having wronged A. (L) 

2. If A is responding to a wrong done by B, then B is wronging (or has wronged) (J) 

3. (1, 2) If A’s cause against B is just, then B is wronging A. 

4. If B is wronging A, then B’s cause against A is not just. (K) 

5. (1, 4) If A’s cause against B is just, then B’s cause against A is not just. 

6. War can be just on both sides only if there is some A and some B such that A’s cause 

against B is just and B’s cause against A is just. 

7. (5, 6) War can’t be just on both sides. 

 

The result is an improved argument for the orthodox view. The argument has almost exactly the 

same structure as the earlier version but it does not rest on legalism about just cause. As such, it 

seems a much better version of that argument. For one thing, as we have seen, it is true to 

Vitoria’s own views. 

 



How, then, can McMahan respond to this argument; an argument that is not dependent on 

legalism about just cause at all? Contrary to initial appearances the weight of McMahan’s 

argument is carried, we think, entirely by the claim that “a country can pursue both just and 

unjust causes in the same war” (ibid.). Although this was only one of the two preconditions he 

gave in the above quotation for rejecting the orthodox view – the other being the rejection of 

legalism – we think that all the work is actually being done by this claim and none by the rejection 

of legalism. To see this, think about the example that McMahan gives (following this quotation) 

of a war with just cause on both sides. According to this example: 

 

A and B both plot to conquer territory belonging to the other. A seizes a piece of B’s territory 

and B seizes a piece of A’s territory - not as a reprisal but in accordance with plans formulated 

in advance. Both are pursuing unjust causes, but each side’s unjust cause gives the other a just 

cause: namely, self-defense or the recovery of captured territory. But neither is simultaneously 

fighting two wars, one of aggression and another of defense; rather, each is fighting one war 

on two fronts. Each has the aim of defeating the other militarily, thereby enabling itself to 

reclaim its own territory, but also to annex the coveted part of the other’s territory.  

Ibid.: 19 

 

We think that this example nicely illustrates McMahan’s scepticism about the orthodox view. In 

this example, each side has been wronged by the other side. The wrong was on each occasion 

the seizure of territory. This generates a just cause for each side. This is McMahan’s real reason 

for rejecting the orthodox view. It amounts to the rejection of the following principle in our 

generalised argument above: 

 

(K) If A is wronging B, then A’s cause against B is not just. 

 

This principle, (K), is rejected because it is possible that A is wronging, or has wronged B, and 

yet because B is also wronging or has also wronged A, A may nonetheless have a just cause against B.  

 

 

If we are right to ascribe this argument, then the rejection of legalism is something of a red-

herring in McMahan’s case against the orthodox view. Contrary to what is suggested by the 

quote from McMahan at the beginning of this section, his argument does not rely on the 



rejection of legalism at all. His argument is based entirely on the possibility that each side in a 

conflict could have been wronged by the other. 

 

One might worry that this is too quick; perhaps it is possible that each side in a conflict could 

have been wronged by the other only if legalism is false. If so, then the rejection of legalism would 

not be not a red-herring after all; it would be a necessary part of McMahan’s rejection of the 

orthodox view. And note, in support of this thought, that the example that McMahan uses is one 

that does in fact presuppose that the legalist view is false. In the example that he uses, each side’s 

just cause comes from the earlier seizure of territory by the other. On the legalist view it is not at 

all obvious that this would count as just cause. Re-taking annexed territory does not – at least not 

obviously – count as defense. So McMahan’s example does seem to presuppose the rejection of 

legalism. 

 

This worry is unfounded. The rejection of legalism is a red-herring. We can see this if we note 

that the basic structure of McMahan’s example – and so his basic argument against the orthodox 

view – could be illustrated just as effectively even if the truth of legalism were presupposed.  We need 

only alter the example slightly to demonstrate this. In the altered example, A attacks B on one 

front and B simultaneously and independently attacks A on another front. These are 

straightforward acts of aggression; the kinds of aggressive acts that, on the strict legalist view, 

give rise to just causes. Yet surely this altered version of the example is performing exactly the 

same function as McMahan’s original example; it illustrates that each side can have a just cause if 

it has been wronged by the other. It doesn’t really matter whether the wronging in question takes 

the form of naked aggression or of some other act. The point is that if McMahan’s original 

example shows that there can be just cause on both sides, then so does our altered alternative. 

Yet the altered alternative does not presuppose the rejection of legalism in favour of a more 

expansive conception of just cause at all. 

 

4. Vindicating Vitoria 

 

In the previous section we showed that the case for the orthodox view does not rest on legalism 

about just cause. That strengthens it. We have also shown, however, that McMahan’s case 

against the orthodox view does not rest on the rejection of legalism about just cause. It rests 

simply on the fact that each side can have been wronged by the other in such a way as to justify 

response. How might a defender of the orthodox view respond?  



 

We begin with an important disambiguation. It concerns the expression ‘has a just cause’. There 

are two ways of hearing this. One means, roughly, ‘has a just cause but not necessarily an overall 

just cause’. The other means ‘has an overall just cause’. It may be useful to think about this 

disambiguation by analogy with the expression ‘reason’. When we say that someone has a reason 

to do something we could mean one of two things. The weaker is that they have a reason to do 

that thing, though not necessarily an overall or all-things-considered reason. The weaker view is 

possible because (e.g.) someone may have a reason to go left but a stronger reason to go right 

and therefore a reason, but not an overall reason, to go left. 

 

With this in mind, return to McMahan’s argument against the orthodox view. Is his claim that 

each side in a war can have a just cause? Or is the claim that each side can have an overall just 

cause? McMahan’s example illustrates only that each side can have a just cause; A has a just cause 

against B given B’s prior incursion, and B has a just cause against A given A’s prior incursion. 

We cannot straightforwardly infer from this to the conclusion that each side has an overall just 

cause. Surely though, what we want to know is whether each side can have an overall just cause. 

For if one side has a just cause but does not have an overall just cause, then its war will not be 

just. 

 

This sounds like a criticism of McMahan; it sounds as though we are arguing that he is guilty of 

sliding between the two expressions, from a just cause to an overall just cause. This would be 

unfair. McMahan in fact follows up his example with a short passage that suggests he is quite 

aware of this very distinction. He writes: 

 

This kind of example forces us to reconsider what might be meant by the assertion that a 

war as a whole is either just or unjust. For what this case shows is that at least in some 

instances a war may have elements or phases that are just even though other elements or 

phases are unjust. It is not clear how these can be aggregated to yield an overall judgment 

of a war as a whole.  

Ibid.: 20 

 

This passage points us in the right direction. We need to think about the ways in which just 

causes and overall just causes might relate; or as McMahan puts it, how they aggregate. Do they 

aggregate in a way that allows that each side can have overall just cause or not? This, we think, is 



the key to finding out whether wars can be just on both sides. In the remainder of this section 

we look at some of the ways in which this aggregation might go. In agreement with McMahan, 

and to be maximally charitable, we shall assume throughout that wars can indeed have multiple 

causes; we shall rule out the possibility that wars are individuated by cause in such a way that any 

given war has only a single cause. B doing this we are ruling out an easy victory for the orthodox 

view.  

 

Our conclusion, looking ahead, will be that while of course there are ways of aggregating just 

causes to determine an overall just cause that do render overall just cause on both sides possible, 

there are also ways of aggregating that render it impossible. And, furthermore, instances of the 

latter are at least as plausible as instances of the former, more plausible, we think. We consider 

four ways of aggregating, taking each in turn. The first three are, we think, fairly obviously false. 

 

(i) No Answer: The Anti-Aggregative View 

We begin by setting aside an anti-aggregative view. According to this view, aggregation of just 

causes to determine an overall just cause is impossible. We set this view aside as it is surely too 

pessimistic. There are surely some wars in which one side as an overall just cause. In such cases, 

this side must have at least one just cause; it is impossible to have an overall just cause without 

having at least one just cause. And so there must be some route from a just cause to an overall 

just cause. So the anti-aggregative view is prima facie problematic. Now of course a defender of 

the ant-aggregative view might argue that the problem for aggregation only arises in cases in 

which there is more than one just cause (only in such cases do we really have to aggregate). But this 

is not a terribly persuasive counter. For we can surely consider cases in which one side has an 

overall just cause in virtue of its having two distinct just causes; perhaps its enemy invaded its 

territory on one front and bombed its civilians on another. Should we say that the wronged side 

has no overall just cause? Surely not. 

 

Suppose though, that we are wrong about this. Suppose the anti-aggregative view is correct. This 

wouldn’t obviously be bad news for a defender of the orthodox view. If it is impossible to 

aggregate individual just causes, then surely it is impossible to aggregate them in such a way to 

generate an overall just cause on both sides. So it would be impossible to have overall just cause 

on both sides. More generally, while the anti-aggregative view would leave us somewhat in the 

dark with respect to the status of overall just causes it certainly wouldn’t thereby support the 

claim that there can be overall just causes on both sides.  



 

(ii) The Very Permissive Option: A Just Cause Suffices 

Suppose, plausibly, that anti-aggregative views are incorrect. How should we aggregate? Consider 

the following very simple option: a just cause entails an overall just cause. This would be bad 

news for a defender of the orthodox view. If it were correct, then there could be overall just 

cause on each side. McMahan’s example would be a case in point; both A and B would have 

overall just cause because each would have a just cause. We do not think, however, that this is a 

serious option. It is far too permissive. It would make overall just cause too easy to come by and 

so over-generate just wars. To see this, suppose that A is responsible for a litany of monstrous 

crimes against B but B commits only one ‘entry level’ offence against A. If a just cause entails an 

overall just cause, then both A and B satisfy the just cause requirement for just war. This is surely 

too permissive. 

 

(iii) The Very Restrictive Option: Causing a Just Cause Defeats 

According to this view we aggregate as follows: if one side wrongs the other in such a way as to 

give the other a just cause, then the former defeats or forfeits its own claim to overall just cause. 

Unlike (ii), which was extremely permissive, this view is extremely restrictive. It claims that if one 

side gives the other side any just cause whatsoever, then the former forfeits any claim to an 

overall just cause that it might otherwise have had. This restrictive option would obviously be 

good news for a defender of the orthodox view. This is because it entails that if either side has 

just cause, the other must have forfeited and so does not have overall just cause. From which it 

follows that at most one side could have overall just cause. 

 

Just as (ii) was overly permissive, surely (iii) is overly restrictive. Suppose again that A commits a 

series of terrible crimes against B but B commits only one entry level offence against A. It is 

surely false that B could not have an overall just cause in this case, merely because of their entry 

level offence.  

 

(iv) Fine-Grained Aggregation 

Neither (ii) nor (iii) are plausible. One is too permissive, the other too restrictive. We need to 

aggregate in a much more fine-grained way that finds middle-ground. We illustrate one approach 

below. Our ambition here is modest; to show that there are sensible, fine-grained ways of 

aggregating that support the orthodox view.  

 



Key to our aggregative model is a simple technical device: ‘just cause points’. We use these 

points to determine overall just cause from individual just causes. Just cause points are numerical 

assignments to each side against the other. They are made when one side wrongs the other in 

such a way as to generate a just cause. We then use a side’s tally of just cause points to determine 

whether it has an overall just cause. So the structure we’re working with is as follows: 

 

 
 

Mutatis mutandis for B against A. Specifying this model requires us to specify two functions 

(each denoted by an arrow above). The first is how actions determine the assignment of just 

cause point. The second is how just cause points determine overall just cause. We make them 

below. There will, of necessity, be some arbitrariness in how we make these specifications but we 

are guided by the following principles. Firstly, where arbitrary choices must be made, we make 

them in a way that seems fairly intuitive and easy to follow. Secondly, where our choices are 

substantive we make them so as avoid the pitfalls of (ii) and (ii) above; we want to avoid both 

overly permissive and overly restrictive results. Thirdly, we avoid building the orthodox view 

directly into our specifications. We aim to show that there are independently sensible 

specifications that entail the orthodox view. 

 

Let’s begin, then, by making the following two stipulations. The first concerns the initial 

assignment of just cause points; the assignment that describes a situation in which A and B have 

no relations and so neither has any just causes against the other. This is an arbitrary stipulation 

so we are make it in a way that seems fairly intuitive and easy to follow. We stipulate that each 

side is assigned 0 just cause points. We can represent this initial state of affairs as follows: 

 

<AB, BA> = <0, 0> 

 

This tells us that where A has no just causes against B, A has 0 just cause points against B (i.e. 

AB=0) and where B has no just causes against A, B has 0 just cause points against A (i.e. BA=0). 

This is a stipulation but we hope it is fairly intuitive. The second stipulation concerns the 

function from just cause points to overall just cause (i.e. the second arrow in the diagram above). 

We call this our basic function.  Our first stipulation already puts some constraints on this. We 

A’s actions against B
&
B’s actions against A

A’s just cause 
points against B

Whether A has overall 
Just cause against B

determines determines



know that it must deliver the result that if either side has 0 just cause points against the other, 

then that side does not have overall just cause against the other. We know this because <AB, BA> 

= <0, 0> represents a state of affairs in which neither A nor B have any relations and in such 

cases, clearly, neither has overall just cause against the other. Beyond this, our specification of 

the function is not constrained by our prior specification and so we can specify arbitrarily. As 

above, we aim for intuitiveness and ease here, so we will work with the following very simply 

function: 

 

The basic function: A has an overall just cause against B if and only if A has some number, 

n>0, of just cause points against B (and mutatis mutandis for B). 

 

This tells us that one side has an overall just cause against the other iff it has more than 0 just 

cause points.  

 

Now suppose that A and B develop relations. Suppose specifically that B invades A for territorial 

advantage and so A gains a just cause against B. Paradigmatically in such a situation A has an 

overall just cause against B. We must now decide how to assign just cause points to A. We are 

somewhat constrained here. We know that A must have >0 just cause points. We know this 

because it follows from the conjunction of assumption that A has an overall just cause against B 

and our basic function. Beyond that, we can stipulate. Again, we aim for ease and intuitiveness. 

So let’s just assign 1 just cause point to A. We tentatively represent this for now as follows: 

 

<AB, BA> = <1, -> 

 

So where A has one just cause against B and B has no just cause against A, we assign A 1 just 

cause point. But what value should we assign to BA? We have left this blank above. Again, we are 

somewhat constrained here. We know that B does not have an overall just cause against A. So 

we know that B cannot have >0 just cause points. Beyond this, we must stipulate. Perhaps the 

obvious option would be to assign it 0. The result would be: 

 

<AB, BA> = <1, 0> 

 

This would suffice – applying the basic function we would get the result that A has an overall 

just cause against B and B does not have an overall just cause against A - but it would generate a 



substantive problem further down the line; a problem that should lead us to reject this 

assignment.  The problem is that this assignment leads us toward an overly permissive view of 

overall just cause; a view that is in fact identical to (ii), which we rejected above. To see this, 

think about the general model of assignments of just cause points that it invites. It invites a 

model according to which if either side gives the other side a just cause, then the latter’s tally of 

just cause points increases by 1 and former’s tally remains unchanged. Now suppose we were to 

work with this model. It would follow from this and our basic function that – just as (ii) states - a 

just cause entails an overall just cause. It would follow because if a side has any just causes at all, 

then it has >0 just cause points, and (from the basic function) if a side has >0 just cause points 

then it has an overall just cause. This is identical to (ii). We rejected (ii) as too permissive. So we 

should reject the above assignments too. 

 

Now this is a bit quick. There are other ways that we could tinker with our model so as to keep 

the above assignment (i.e. <AB, BA> = <1, 0>) but resist the very permissive conclusion. We 

could, for example, modify our basic function. But consider the following – we hope fairly 

intuitive – alternative. We could instead assign B -1 just cause points. So, rather than <AB, BA> 

= <1, 0>, we would represent B’s aggression against A as follows: 

 

<AB, BA> = <1, -1> 

 

Although we should resist over-interpreting just cause point assignments – they are really just an 

artefact of our model mediating between just causes and overall just cause – we can think of it 

like this. The +1 assigned to A represents that A has some right to respond as opposed to no 

right to respond, which would have had an assignment of 0. The -1 assigned to B represents that 

B has wronged A as opposed to having done nothing, which would also have had an assignment 

of 0. 

 

In any case, the important point is really whether this way of assigning just cause points, when 

combined with our basic function, succeeds in generating verdicts on overall just cause that are 

plausible; neither too permissive or too restrictive. And it does. The current assignment - <AB, 

BA> = <1, -1> - entails, when conjoined with our basic function, that A has an overall just cause 

against B but that B has no overall just cause against A. The current assignment also avoids the 

worry with over-permisiveness. If a side lose a just cause point – as the new assignment suggests 

– when it generates a just cause for the other side, then the possession of a single just cause will 



not necessarily be sufficient to entail an overall just cause. It will not be sufficient because its tally 

of just cause points will be -1 and +1, which sums to 0. And that’ s not enough for an overall 

just cause. 

 

We are starting to get somewhere. Let’s try to be slightly more specific about the rules we’re 

working with, some of which are implicit in the comments of the previous paragraph. They are: 

 

- states of affairs are represented as pairs of the form <AB, BA>, 

- AB represents A’s just cause points against B and BA represents B’s just cause points 

against A,  

- just cause points take only real number values, and are assigned so that, 

- if A has no just causes against B then AB= 0,  

- if A gains a just cause against B then AB is changed by +1, 

- if A gains a just cause against B, then B is changed by -1, and 

- there are no other ways in which just cause points can be altered, 

- A has an overall just cause against B if and only if A >1 just cause points against B. 

 

As explained above, this model allows us to avoid the very permissive view (of (ii)) according to 

which a just cause entails an overall just cause. We explained this above. A single just cause yields 

a single just cause point, but depending on how many ‘negative’ just cause points one has, this 

may be insufficient to yield a total of just cause points >0. So it may be insufficient to generate 

an overall just cause. Furthermore, this model allows us to avoid the very restrictive view (of (iii)) 

according to which if one side gives another side a just cause, the former can have no overall just 

cause itself. To see how our model avoids this, suppose that B gives A just cause on one 

hundred different occasions and that A gives B a just cause on one occasion via an entry level 

transgression. Our model would represent this state of affairs as the following assignment of just 

cause points: <AB, BA> = <99, -99>. Our basic function tells us that A still has a just cause 

against B. So we avoid the very restrictive conclusion of (ii). 

 

We think, then, that this model meets the basic conditions that we set out to meet when thinking 

about how to aggregative just causes. It allows for some aggregation; it isn’t anti-aggregative. It 

avoids overly permissive views. It also allows for overly restrictive view. It doesn’t egregiously 

presuppose either that there can be just causes on both sides or that there can’t. And finally, 

where it makes stipulative claims – as any model of this kind must – those stipulative claims 



seem to be reasonably intuitive and easy to understand. This is all to the good. What, then, does 

our model tell us about the orthodox view? Does it tell us that there can be overall just causes on 

both sides or that there can’t? Pleasingly for a defender of the orthodox view, it entails that there 

cannot be overall just causes on both sides. 

 

To see this at work in a specific case, think about McMahan’s example from earlier. In this 

example, A has a just cause against B because B aggressively annexed A’s territory. 

Symmetrically, B has a just cause against A because A aggressively annexed B’s territory. We 

represent this in out model as follows. Firstly, A’s just cause against B is represented by assigning 

1 just cause point to A and -1 to B. Secondly, B’s just cause against A is represented by assigning 

1 just cause point to B and -1 to A. The result is that both A and B finish with 0 just cause 

points, i.e. <AB, BA> = <0, 0>. Applying our basic function to this, neither A nor B have an 

overall just cause against the other. 

 

We now show more schematically that our model generalises from this to the conclusion that it 

is impossible for there to be wars that have overall just causes on both sides. Our basic function 

tells us that a side has an overall just cause iff it has >0 just cause points. This means that both 

sides can have an overall just cause only if both sides have >0 just cause points. That’s our first 

premise:  

 

1. For any two sides, A and B, if there is an overall just cause on both sides, then the just 

cause points of A against B (i.e. AB) and of B against A (i.e. BA), can be represented by a 

pair <x, y>, where both x>0 and y>0. 

 

Now we know that if this is to be the case it must be the result of a sum of a series of just cause 

points being assigned (to both A and to B) such that both x and y end up as >0. We can, then, 

think of x’s value as sum as a series of assignments to each of x1 through xn, where each xi is some 

particular assignment of just cause points to x. Mutatis mutandis for y. We can represent this as 

follows: 

 

2. If x>0, there is a series of assignments x1 to xn, such that the sum of x1 to xn >0 (i.e. 

(∑ 𝑥) > 0&
'() ). 

 

Mutatis mutandis for y: 



 

3. If y>0, there is a series of assignments y1 to yn, such that the sum of y1 to yn >0 (i.e. 

(∑ 𝑦) > 0&
+() ). 

 

From 1-3 we can conclude that: 

 

4. (1-3) For any two sides A and B, if there is an overall just cause on both sides, then there 

is a series of assignments x1 to xn and y1 to yn such that both (∑ 𝑥) > 0&
'()  and 

(∑ 𝑦) > 0&
+() . 

 

We now proceed to show that it is impossible to satisfy both of the conjuncts in the consequent 

of 4. We begin with some simple claims, taken from our model, about how individual 

assignments are made. The first is that each xi in the series x1 through xn assigns either a +1 or a -

1, and so either adds or subtracts one from the value of the series. Mutatatis mutandis for 

assignments to yi. We can express this as follows:  

 

5. For any xi in the series x1 to xn and yi in the series y1 to yn, xi assigns either +1 or -1 to 

∑ 𝑥&
'()  and yi assigns +1 or -1 to ∑ 𝑦&

+() . 

 

The second claim, also taken from our model, is that these assignments work such that for any xi 

and yi, the former assigns +1, if and only if the latter assigns -1 and vice-versa. Or: 

 

6. For any xi in the series x1 to xn and yi in the series y1 to yn, xi assigns +1 to ∑ 𝑥&
'() , if and 

only if yi assigns -1 to ∑ 𝑦&
+()  and yi assigns +1 to ∑ 𝑦&

+() , if and only if xi assigns -1 to 

∑ 𝑥&
'() . 

 

These two claims together entails that for any pair, xi and yi, the sum of that pair must be 0. We 

can represent it as the following conditional (7), conjoining 5 and 6 in the antecedent, and 

conclusion, (8): 

 

7. If for any xi in the series x1 to xn and yi in the series y1 to yn, both xi assigns either +1 or -1 

to ∑ 𝑥&
'()  and for any yi in the series y1 to yn, yi assigns +1 or -1 to ∑ 𝑦&

+() , and xi assigns 



+1 to ∑ 𝑥&
'()  if and only if yi assigns -1 to ∑ 𝑦&

+()  and yi assigns +1 to ∑ 𝑦&
+()  if and 

only if xi assigns -1 to ∑ 𝑥&
'() , then xi + yi = 0.  

8. (5-7) For any xi in the series x1 to xn and yi in the series y1 to yn, (yn, xi + yi)= 0.  

 

Given that this (i.e. summing to 0) is true for any pair xi and yi, it follows – assuming as we shall 

that the summation of ∑ 𝑥&
'()  and ∑ 𝑦&

+()   obeys separability – that the sums of the assignments 

to all of x1 through xn and y1 through yn must always be 0. We can represent this as follows, again 

a conditional (9) and conclusion (10): 

 

9. If for any xi in the series x1 to xn and yi in the series y1 to (yn, xi + yi)= 0, then for any 

series of assignments x1 to xn and y1 to yn (∑ 𝑥&
'()  + ∑ 𝑦&

+() ) = 0. 

10. (8, 9) For any series of assignments x1 to xn and y1 to yn (∑ 𝑥&
'()  + ∑ 𝑦&

+() ) = 0. 

 

We are almost there. Given that 10 states that the sum of assignments (to a series’ x1 to xn and y1 

to yn) must always be 0, it follows trivially that this same sum of assignments cannot be >0. Or: 

 

11. (10) It is not the case that there is some series of assignments x1 to xn and y1 to yn such 

that (∑ 𝑥&
'()  + ∑ 𝑦&

+()  )>0. 

 

This is a straight denial of the consequent of 4, which states that there is some such assignment. 

So from 11 and 4 we can conclude: 

 

12. (4, 11) For any two sides A and B, it is not the case that there is an overall just cause on 

both sides.  

 

This argument explains how it falls out of our model that there cannot be overall just causes on 

both sides. To say ‘it falls out of our model’ is of course slightly misleading. We don’t claim to 

have pulled a normative rabbit out of a technical hat. Our model – and the assumptions stated 

more precisely above – state philosophical assumptions that could be rejected. But we have 

clearly explained the assumptions behind the model. They are not unmotivated. So at the very 

least we can claim that there is a nice, neat way of thinking about how to aggregate just causes to 

generate overall just causes that is based on assumptions that could be generally accepted, that 

respects certain desirable constraints (i.e. not too restrictive or permissive), that does not 



egregiously presuppose that there cannot be just causes on both sides, but that does entail the 

orthodox view. 

 

Consider an obvious objection. Are we assuming that all just causes yield the same number of 

just cause points? If so, isn’t this an assumption that requires justification? Compare, for 

example, an unwarranted nuclear attack to a minor land grab. Aren’t we assuming that these 

must generate the same number of just cause points as one another (+1 and -1 on either side 

respectively) and isn’t this problematic? Doesn’t it mean – problematically - that the just cause 

that one side gains from being the victim of nuclear attack can essentially be ‘cancelled out’ by 

the just cause gained by the other side from a minor land grab, leading to neither side having an 

overall just cause? 

 

This is an important objection but it underestimates the resource available to our model. We can, 

by tweaking our model, allow that different causes generate different numbers of just causes 

points; e.g. 1 for a minor land grab, 100 for a nuclear strike. (We grant for sake of argument that 

we should want to be able to do this, though we are not convinced that we should). The issue is 

whether, if we do tweak our model in this way, we will be able to hold on to our claim that our 

model entails the orthodox view that a war can have just cause on both sides. And the answer is 

‘that depends’. It depends on how we adjust out model in light of this alteration. Suppose that B 

launches a nuclear strike on A and that this yields 100 just cause points for A against B so that 

AB = 100. The important question for the orthodox view is how many just cause points should B 

now have. There are two options that yield very different results. 

 

According to the first option, B should now have -1 just cause points. It should have -1 just 

cause points because, according to our model as previously set out, that’s the number of points 

that a side is awarded when it commits a wrong that gives the other side just cause. If this is the 

case then the tally is: <AB, BA> = <100, -1>. If we take this option, then it will be possible to 

generate cases in which both sides have an overall just cause. It will be possible because we will 

be able to generate cases in which each side finishes with >0 just cause points. Suppose, to see 

how this could happen, that A now launches its own major offensive against B, generating +10 

points for B and -1 points for itself. The final tally of just cause points will now be <AB, BA> = 

<99, 9>. Applying our basic function, each side has a just cause.  

 



According to the second option, B should have been awarded not -1 points, but rather -100 

points. This is because the number of negative just cause points awarded to an aggressor for an 

aggression should equal the number of positive just cause points awarded to the defender in light 

of the aggression. This assignment of points reflects the idea that the strength of permission for 

one side to go to war directly reflects the severity of the wrong suffered by that side. If we assign 

points in this way, then the orthodox view. More generally, the idea is that however many just 

cause points one side gains due to being wronged, the other side loses the very same number of 

points. Call this symmetry: 

 

Symmetry: For any act by B that generates a just cause for A against B, the number, n, of 

just cause points that A gains against B is equal to the number of just cause points than B 

loses against A. 

 

If (and only if) our model is set up so as to obey this principle does it support the orthodox view. 

The rationale is fairly simple.7 Symmetry entails that the ‘game’ between A and B will be a zero-

 
7 Though if we want to we can represent it by modifying our earlier argument, swapping out the 
claim (as it figured in the earlier arugment) that: 

- For any xi in the series x1 to xn and yi in the series y1 to yn, xi assigns either +1 or -1 to 
∑ 𝑥&
'()  and yi assigns +1 or -1 to ∑ 𝑦&

+() . 
For a more general claim – which reflects symmetry - that: 

- For any xi in the series x1 to xn and yi in the series y1 to yn, xi assigns either +p or -p to 
∑ 𝑥&
'()  and yi assigns +p or -p to ∑ 𝑦&

+() . 
The resulting argument is then: 

1. For any two sides, A and B, if there is an overall just cause on both sides, then the just 
cause points of A against B (i.e. AB) and of B against A (i.e. BA), can be represented by a 
pair <x, y>, where both x>0 and y>0.  

2. If x>0, there is a series of assignments x1 to xn, such that the sum of x1 to xn >0 (i.e. 
(∑ 𝑥) > 0&

'() ). 
3. If y>0, there is a series of assignments y1 to yn, such that the sum of y1 to yn >0 (i.e. 

(∑ 𝑦) > 0&
+() ). 

4. (1-3) For any two sides A and B, if there is an overall just cause on both sides, then there 
is a series of assignments x1 to xn and y1 to yn such that both (∑ 𝑥) > 0&

'()  and 
(∑ 𝑦) > 0&

+() . 
5. For any xi in the series x1 to xn and yi in the series y1 to yn, xi assigns either +p or -p to 

∑ 𝑥&
'()  and yi assigns +p or -p to ∑ 𝑦&

+() . 
6. For any xi in the series x1 to xn and yi in the series y1 to yn, xi assigns +p to ∑ 𝑥&

'() , if and 
only if yi assigns -p to ∑ 𝑦&

+()  and yi assigns +p to ∑ 𝑦&
+() , if and only if xi assigns -p to 

∑ 𝑥&
'() . 

7. If for any xi in the series x1 to xn and yi in the series y1 to yn, both xi assigns either +p or -p 
to ∑ 𝑥&

'()  and for any yi in the series y1 to yn, yi assigns +p or -p to ∑ 𝑦&
+() , and xi assigns 



sum game. Just war on both sides requires that the game isn’t zero-sum (it requires that both 

sides come out with positive just cause points. So symmetry entails that it is impossible an overall 

just war won’t be possible. 

 

This, then, is the heart of the matter. Should we build symmetry into our model or not? If we do, 

then the orthodox view comes out as true. If we do not, then it comes out as false. We think that 

symmetry is more plausible than the alternative. It has some kind of rationale. Specifically, it 

reflects the idea that the strength of permission for one side to go to war directly reflects the 

severity of the wrong suffered by that side. But it is under-supported. It is a key pressure point 

and an important area – perhaps the important area - for further work in the aggregation of just 

causes; whether with a view to assessing the orthodox view or not. We leave this for further 

work. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

We have made five key claims. The first key claim is that the orthodox view does not turn on the 

legalist model according to which defense is the only just cause. Rather, the basic argument for 

the orthodox view can be made in much more general terms – in terms of wronging and 

response – of which the legalist model is only one instance. The second key claim is that the 

basic case against the orthodox view turns on the possibility of a war having multiple causes. The 

third key claim is that the fact that a war can have multiple causes is not by itself sufficient to 

reject the orthodox view. We can see this if we distinguish between just causes and overall just cause. 

The fact that there can be instances of the former on either side does not entail that there can be 

instances of the latter on either side. The fourth key claim, which follows rather from the third, 

is that establishing whether there can be just causes on both sides depends on the aggregation of 

 
+p to ∑ 𝑥&

'()  if and only if yi assigns -p to ∑ 𝑦&
+()  and yi assigns +p to ∑ 𝑦&

+()  if and 
only if xi assigns -p to ∑ 𝑥&

'() , then xi + yi = 0.  
8. (5-7) For any xi in the series x1 to xn and yi in the series y1 to yn, (yn, xi + yi)= 0.  
9. If for any xi in the series x1 to xn and yi in the series y1 to (yn, xi + yi)= 0, then for any 

series of assignments x1 to xn and y1 to yn (∑ 𝑥&
'()  + ∑ 𝑦&

+() ) = 0. 
10. (8, 9) For any series of assignments x1 to xn and y1 to yn (∑ 𝑥&

'()  + ∑ 𝑦&
+() ) = 0. 

11. (10) It is not the case that there is some series of assignments x1 to xn and y1 to yn such 
that (∑ 𝑥&

'()  + ∑ 𝑦&
+()  )>0. 

12. (4, 11) For any two sides A and B, it is not the case that there is an overall just cause on 
both sides.  
 

 



just causes to determine overall just cause. The fifth key claim is that of the obvious ways of 

thinking about aggregation, the case for models on which just wars on both sides aren’t possible, 

is at least as strong as the case for thinking otherwise. Hence our title. This conclusion comes 

with caveats that we acknowledge: it is dependent on adopting a just war theory broadly 

construed; it is dependent on ignoring the epistemic case for the possibility of just wars on both 

sides; it is dependent on ignoring cases of various difficult kinds, such as wars which have more 

than two belligerents and wars in which causes change as the war progresses. As such, our 

conclusions are tentative.  

  



Bibliography 

 

Frowe, Helen. 2016. The Ethics of War and Peace: An Introduction. (2nd edition). Abingdon: 

Routledge.   

McMahan, Jeff. 2005. ‘Just Cause for War’. Ethics and International Affairs 19(3): 1-21.   

McMahan, Jeff. 2009. Killing in War. Oxford: Clarendon Press.   

McMahan, Jeff. ‘Self-Defense Against Justified Threateners’. In Frowe, Helen and Lang, Gerald 

(eds.) 2014. How We Fight: Ethics in War. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Sliwa, Paulina. 2019. ‘The Power of Excuses’. Philosophy and Public Affairs 47(1): 37-71. 

Smith, Michael. 1998. ‘Humanitarian Intervention: An Overview of the Ethical Issues’. Ethics and 

International Affairs 12(1): 63-79.  

Vitoria, Francisco. ‘On the Law of War’. In Pagden, Antony and Lawrance, Jeremy (eds.). 1991. 

Vitoria: Political Writings. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Vattel, Emmerich. ‘Of the Just Causes of War’. In Chitty, Joseph (eds.). 2011. The Law of Nations. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Walzer, Michael. 2015. Just and Unjust Wars. (5th edition). New York: Basic Books.  

 


