
Editorial

In the last seventy years the nature of war has changed dramatically. Rather
than involving two or more national armies fighting in uniform and obeying
an orderly chain of command, most organised violence since the end of the
Second World War has been asymmetrical, involving a regular army on the
one hand and militia or guerrilla forces on the other.1 At the same time, the
nature of battle – the intense, adrenaline-fueled close quarters confronta-
tion that has traditionally defined the very heart of our idea of war (Keegan
1983) – is also changing as a result of dramatic advances in our ability to fight
remotely. The increasing role of robotic devices and drones in recent conflicts,
as well as the exponentially growing potency of cyberwarfare, are changing
what it means to do combat. Now, asymmetrical war has been around forever.
Defeated armies and weaker parties have often turned to guerrilla tactics
against stronger foes. But, in recent decades, asymmetrical war has become
the primary form of violence we encounter. Similarly, the history of military
technology has always been the history of killing at a growing distance (swords
allow more distance than fists, longbows than swords, rifles than longbows
and so on). And yet, recent years have seen a qualitative leap in what we can
do from far away. 
Legal and political theorists have paid a great deal of attention to the mean-

ing of these changes for our understanding of just war theory (for example,
Allhoff, Evans and Henschke 2013; Gross 2010, 2015): Does the rise of asym-
metrical conflict change our understanding of when it is just to go to war?
Does the difficulty of distinguishing between combatants and non-combatants
in such conflicts justify a rethinking of some of the basic principles governing
our rules of engagement? How are we to understand the requirement of pro-
portionality in warfare when enemies are structurally poised to inflict very
different kinds of damage on each other? And what does it mean to win an
asymmetrical war? How is the definition of victory different in these new
types of conflict (Blum 2013)? 
While such studies have generated important insights, there have been

very few discussions of what these changes in the nature of warfare mean for
our idea of peace. We may or may not need to revise our criteria when to go
to war, or the rules governing how to fight and what it means to win an asym-
metrical engagement. But do we need to rethink what comes after war too?
Does the idea of peace as a final, legal, ascertainable end to conflict still
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apply in the age of asymmetrical warfare? Can a state and a guerrilla organi-
sation really make peace? Are there non-statist models of conflict reduction
and management that are worth thinking about seriously? Can our ability to
police and maintain peace be enhanced by technology in the same way that
our ability to fight has been? These are some of the questions this Special
Issue of Theoria addresses. 

In their essay, Lisa Portmess and Bassam Romaya consider the ways in
which new technologies have reshaped the nature of peacekeeping and the
moral obligations of peacekeepers. Specifically, they investigate the impact
of drones on the work of peacekeepers. Do sceptical arguments about the use
of attack drones apply to the employment of such instruments for containing
conflict? Are concerns about privacy and information-gathering sufficient to
limit the deployment of drones for such missions? More broadly, how does
the revolution in portable and wearable information technology change the
nature of peacekeeping? Taking their bearings from the writings of Luciano
Floridi on the ‘increasing informisation of the human body’, the authors won-
der how well our standard moral expectations fit both the changed agency
and changed physical environment that technology creates for contemporary
peacekeepers. In particular, Portmess and Romaya argue that a leading theory
about the obligations and virtues of peacekeepers falls short in light of recent
technological possibilities. The information revolution in peacekeeping, the
authors argue, requires a subtler, constant attunement to the potential benefits
and costs of using the new tools. In taking up these concerns, the essay also
hints at a larger question: how is the meaning of peacekeeping connected to
the meaning of peace? Do the obligations of peacekeepers and nature of this
activity change – not only as a result of the technological possibilities avail-
able to those who perform it – but also in response to our evolving under-
standing of peace itself? What kind of impartiality, restraint and imagination
(the purported virtues of peacekeepers according to some scholars) are to be
expected of those patrolling the ceasefire area in an asymmetrical conflict?
Does the meaning of these virtues shift with the nature of the conflict that is
being policed? 

In his article, Jeppe von Platz argues that the achievement of a just peace is
neither necessary nor sufficient to justify going to war. Arguing against the
long-received view dating back as far as Plato and Aristotle that ‘we fight so
that we may have peace’ (a view recently revived in the work of theorist Larry
May), and siding with Vattel, Pufendorf and other classical natural lawyers,
von Platz claims that the idea of just peace cannot be necessary for justifying
wars. After all, countries are permitted to go to war if their rights are infringed
– if a wrong has been committed against them – whether or not they intend the
war to bring about a just peace. Similarly, the intention or likelihood of bring-
ing about a just peace at the conclusion of war cannot be a sufficient condition
justifying belligerence because just war presupposes merely a wrong that the
war is fought to correct. The idea of peace, von Platz tells us, does not mean-
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ingfully inform ius ad bellum considerations. More broadly, as the value of
the idea of peace is merely derivative (we value peace for the goods it brings
about, such as cultural flourishing, economic activity and self-realisation, and
not necessarily for its own sake), peace plays a rather minor role in other parts
of just war theory as well. Interestingly, von Platz does not argue that the idea
of peace is irrelevant because of the changing nature of war and the rise of
asymmetrical fighting. With Kant he reminds us that if it were useful or impor-
tant, the idea of peace could serve as a regulative ideal even if it is difficult to
realise it fully in asymmetrical settings. 

In her contribution Colleen Murphy urges a shift from thinking about
peace as the settling of disputes about rights to a process involving the cre-
ation, reconstruction or maintenance of political and neighbourly relation-
ships. This approach is especially salient for asymmetrical conflicts as these
very often involve cases where the parties do not have a choice but to con-
tinue living side by side whether they like it or not. Focusing on the relational
aspect of peacemaking has the potential to reduce resistance to negotiations.
It can also temper expectations from peace agreements: the parties view them
as first steps towards a new relationship built on reciprocity and respect for
agency rather than as the last word. Finally, such a focus on relationships
helps parties understand that important aspects of living together peacefully,
like the inculcation of mutual trust, cannot be mandated by treaty but require
time to emerge.

Finally, in his essay, Nir Eisikovits provides a philosophical analysis of
truces – a form of conflict management and reduction especially appropriate
for asymmetrical conflicts that are difficult comprehensively to end. After
surveying the philosophical assumptions and commitments that differentiate
truce makers from peace makers, Eisikovits goes on to explain the relation-
ship of truces to processes of political reconciliation on the one hand and to
policies of containment on the other. Eisikovits’ essay concludes with a case
study in what he calls Truce Thinking. He takes up the decades-long ‘pact of
forgetting’ reached between the right and left in Spain after the death of Fran-
cisco Franco to highlight both the potential and limitation of truces as instru-
ments for controlling violence.

Nir Eisikovits, Guest Editor
(On Behalf of the Editors)
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Note

1.    The military historian Martin Van Creveld (1991: 20) argues that asymmetrical struggles
account for approximately three quarters of warfare since the Second World War. For an
overview of the rise of asymmetrical conflict see Van Creveld (2007). 
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