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The Course:

During the 20th century some 100 million people died violently at the hands of others.  The "international community" regards a great many of these homicides as justified – that is, they resulted from wartime conduct regarded as conforming to the "laws and conventions of war."  Many other wartime homicides, however, are not regarded as justified: they are considered to be morally and/or legally impermissible.  How, and whether, we can distinguish moral from immoral military activity will be the subject of this seminar. 
We will contrast the moralist and realist approaches to this question. Moralist approaches derive from the philosophical and legal traditions that concern warfare. This tradition, known as just war theory, forms the basis for the laws of armed conflict as they currently exist. This set body of law and philosophical writing on warfare is supposed to form at least the outline of a coherent and morally defensible doctrine for the regulation of war. It covers such questions as:  Can there ever be a just war? When can armed forces attack civilian targets? What institutions have the authority to start and prosecute war, or punish war criminals? When is obedience to orders an excuse for atrocities?
Realist approaches argue that the moralists are evading the truth about war. We will discuss two different strands in realist thought. The first argues that warfare, like politics in general, demands a distinctive morality that places a premium on retaining power. It says that political activity cannot be judged by a more general moral code, but must be assessed in terms that respect the reality of power relations among states.
The second realist approach we will discuss is part of the philosophical/psychological discipline of moral psychology.  Just war theory includes standards for judging the moral responsibility of soldiers in wartime. We will ask whether those standards are reasonable, or whether they should be relaxed to take into account the stresses of battle and the distinctive nature of military virtues. This will include raising questions about the role of the soldier in a democracy.

Readings will include a mix of classic and contemporary political philosophy, political theory, psychology, military history and combat memoirs. 

