
From Cicero to the 21st Century: War,
Conflict, and Ethics
: The Nature of War and Its Ethical Complexities

War, a ubiquitous phenomenon throughout human history, has always been
an ethical minefield. From the dawn of civilization, humans have grappled
with the moral dilemmas and complexities inherent in armed conflict. The
Just War Theory, formulated by Cicero in ancient Rome, has served as a
foundational framework for ethical thinking about war for centuries. This
theory posits that war is justifiable only if it meets certain criteria, such as
self-defense, just cause, and proportionality.
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However, the evolution of warfare and the advent of new technologies have
continually challenged the ethical boundaries of war. In the 21st century,
warfare has become increasingly complex, spanning the realms of land,
sea, air, cyberspace, and space. The rise of drone warfare, cyber attacks,
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and artificial intelligence raises profound ethical questions and demands a
reassessment of traditional ethical frameworks.

Cicero's Just War Theory: A Historical Perspective

Marcus Tullius Cicero, a prominent Roman philosopher and statesman,
articulated the Just War Theory in the 1st century BC. His theory attempted
to provide a moral justification for war and establish criteria for its ethical
conduct. According to Cicero, war is permissible only as a last resort, after
all other peaceful means have failed. It must be fought with just cause,
such as self-defense or the protection of the innocent. The force employed
must be proportionate to the harm inflicted, and the conduct of war should
adhere to certain ethical principles, such as the distinction between
combatants and civilians.

Cicero's theory was groundbreaking for its time and formed the basis for
much of the subsequent ethical thinking about war. However, it has also
been criticized for its idealism and its failure to account for the complexities
of real-world conflicts.

The Evolution of Warfare: Ethical Challenges in Modern Conflict

Technological advancements have dramatically transformed the nature of
warfare in the 21st century. The development of drones, cyber weapons,
and artificial intelligence has blurred the lines between combatants and
civilians and raised new ethical dilemmas.

Drone Warfare: Precision and the Problem of Civilian Casualties

Drone warfare, which involves the use of unmanned aerial vehicles to
conduct strikes, has emerged as a controversial topic. While drones offer
precision and the potential for reducing civilian casualties, they also raise



concerns about the ethics of remote killing and the potential for
indiscriminate airstrikes.

Cyber Warfare: Attacks on Infrastructure and the Risk of Escalation

Cyber warfare, which involves the use of computers and networks to attack
an adversary's infrastructure, poses another ethical challenge. Cyber
attacks can disrupt critical infrastructure, such as power grids and
communication systems, potentially causing widespread harm to civilians.
The risk of escalation in cyber warfare is also a major concern, as attacks
can quickly spiral out of control and lead to unintended consequences.

Artificial Intelligence: Automation and the Loss of Human Judgment

The use of artificial intelligence (AI) in warfare raises further ethical
concerns. AI-powered systems can automate decision-making in combat
situations, reducing the role of human judgment. This raises questions
about the responsibility for casualties and the potential for biased or
unethical decisions.

Reassessing Ethical Frameworks: The Need for Contemporary
Approaches

The ethical challenges posed by 21st-century warfare demand a
reassessment of traditional ethical frameworks. Just War Theory, while still
a valuable starting point, may need to be adapted to account for the
complexities of modern conflict.

New ethical frameworks are emerging that attempt to address the ethical
dilemmas of war in the 21st century. These frameworks emphasize
principles such as proportionality, transparency, and accountability. They



also call for greater consideration of the long-term effects of war on
individuals and communities.

: Continuing the Conversation on War and Ethics

The ethical dilemmas of war are complex and constantly evolving, as
warfare itself continues to change. From Cicero's Just War Theory to the
ethical challenges of 21st-century conflict, the question of how to conduct
war justly and ethically remains a pressing issue.

Continued dialogue and interdisciplinary collaboration are crucial for
advancing our understanding of the ethics of war and for developing ethical
frameworks that are relevant to the complex realities of modern conflict. By
engaging with these ethical issues, we can strive to mitigate the horrors of
war and work towards a more just and peaceful world.
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The ethical implications of artificial intelligence in warfare: automation and the loss of
human judgment.
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