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Pre-publication version: DO NOT CITE 

Causal Contribution in War 
Helen Beebee and Alex Kaiserman 

Forthcoming, Journal of Applied Philosophy 

Abstract: Revisionist approaches to the ethics of war seem to imply that 

civilians on the unjust side of a conflict can be legitimate targets of defensive 

attack. In response, some authors have argued that although civilians do 

often causally contribute to unjustified global threats – by voting for war, 

writing propaganda articles, or manufacturing munitions, for example – 

their contributions are usually too small, or remote, to make them liable to 

be intentionally killed to avert the threat. What defenders of this view lack, 

however, is a theory of causal contribution. This paper sketches and defends 

a theory of causal contribution. We then apply it to the kinds of situation that 

defenders of the view are interested in. We argue, however, that since 

degrees of causal contribution turn out to be sensitive to particular features 

of the situation that are extrinsic to the agent’s action, whether an agent 

makes a small or a large contribution to a threat may not only be very 

difficult to discern but in many cases may not line up very well with the kinds 

of intuition about liability that defenders of the view want to uphold. 

1. Introduction 

According to orthodox just war theory, combatants in armed conflicts do not have rights 

against being intentionally killed. But this position has come under sustained attack from 

moral theorists in recent years. What grounds permissible killing in war, they argue, is just 

what grounds permissible killing in ordinary life. The right to life is universal; if a combatant 

lacks such a right, it’s not in virtue of being a combatant, but rather in virtue of having 

forfeited her right by wrongfully contributing to an unjustified lethal threat to another 

person, thereby rendering her liable to be killed in self- or other-defence. 

One consequence of this approach is that not all combatants are equal. If the armed forces of 

country A unjustifiably threaten the citizens of country B, they may forfeit their rights not to 

be killed by the armed forces of B. But in threatening to respond in this way, the armed 

forces of B do not forfeit their rights against being intentionally killed, because the threat 

they pose is justified. In some ways, then, this revisionist approach to the ethics of war offers 
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more moral protections to agents in armed conflicts than traditional just war theory. But the 

view also has consequences in the other direction: if combatants shouldn’t be stripped of 

their rights to life simply in virtue of being combatants, then neither should non-combatants 

be allowed to keep their rights to life simply in virtue of being non-combatants. The civilians 

of A may have wrongfully contributed in all kinds of ways to the unjustified threat to B: by 

voting for the war, manufacturing arms, providing food and medical assistance, or writing 

pro-war articles, for example. The revisionist seems forced to concede that these civilians, as 

well as the combatants they support, are legitimate targets of defensive attack. 

Some authors accept this conclusion. Helen Frowe, for example, argues that many civilians 

on the unjust side of a war will indeed have forfeited their rights not to be intentionally 

killed, and are morally immune from harm only to the extent that it is impossible to identify 

them or to attack them without causing significant collateral damage to innocent civilians.1 

But others have suggested that although many non-combatants contribute to unjustified 

global threats, their contributions are usually too small, or remote, or insignificant, to make 

them liable to defensive attack. Jeff McMahan, for example, claims that “although the 

medic’s act is a causal condition of the unjust combatant’s continuing to pose an unjust 

threat, its causal contribution is too remote for it to be an act of war”.2 Similarly, Seth Lazar 

claims that, “[i]n both regular and irregular warfare, very few noncombatants are sufficiently 

causally responsible for unjustified threats to be liable”.3 And according to Cécile Fabre, one 

“cannot regard mere (wrongful) participation in a wrongful venture as a sufficient condition 

for liability to direct attack. Rather, a contribution must, on its own individual terms, meet a 

threshold of causal significance in order for its author to be liable”.4 Note that this is not 

merely the view that the threats to which civilians causally contribute wouldn’t be averted by 

killing them. Rather the claim seems to be that, even if killing a pro-war civilian would avert 

an unjustified threat (perhaps by scaring her leaders into ordering a retreat, for example), it 

would be morally impermissible to do so, in virtue of the ‘insignificance’ of her contribution 

to the threat.5 

Proponents of such a view have typically had a lot less to say about what they mean by 

‘causal significance’, however. As such it’s not especially clear whether the view actually has 

the consequences its proponents take it to have. Is the army medic’s contribution to the 

threat posed by his patient more or less ‘remote’ than that of the mechanic in the factory that 

manufactured the soldier’s ammunition? Does the propaganda writer make a larger or a 

smaller causal contribution to the threat her country poses than the army private too scared 

to fire her weapon? We simply lack the resources to answer these questions. This invites the 

legitimate accusation that just war theorists are simply using the idea of ‘causal contribution’ 

as a placeholder for whatever will deliver what they have pre-theoretically decided are the 
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correct results – usually, the result that unjust civilians are not liable and unjust combatants 

are. 

Our aim in this paper is therefore to develop a general metaphysics of causal contribution 

that can be applied to these debates in the ethics of war. Our aim is not to defend the view 

that degrees of causal contribution make a difference to liability; rather, we simply want to 

try and state the view with a greater level of precision than has been achieved thus far. Only 

then, we believe, will it be possible to determine whether the view allows us to draw the 

kinds of moral distinctions between combatants and civilians, or between different kinds of 

civilians, that some just war theorists have tried to defend. 

Our discussion is structured as follows. We start in section 2 by sketching an account of 

causal contribution that one of us has defended elsewhere,6 before using it in section 3 to 

formulate a general principle we take to be implicit in the quotes above. Then, in section 4, 

we examine the consequences of such a principle for liability in war, and in particular, 

whether such a principle could be used to justify any moral distinctions between different 

kinds of people on the unjust side of a war. Our conclusions will be mostly sceptical. In a 

sense to be explained, facts about degrees of causal contribution depend very sensitively on 

extrinsic details of the case. Driving munitions to the front line might make a large 

contribution to a threat in some circumstances and a small contribution in others; the same 

goes for providing medical care or tightening screws on a tank engine. Hence regardless of 

whether degrees of causal contribution do make a difference to liability – and, to repeat, we 

do not commit ourselves either way on this question – they do not allow us to draw any neat 

moral lines between different kinds of people, or even different kinds of activities, on the 

unjust side of a war. 

2. A Theory of Causal Contribution 

The theory of causal contribution we will be offering builds on a tradition – championed by 

J. L. Mackie7 and, more recently, Richard Wright8, among others – of thinking of causes as 

minimally jointly sufficient in the circumstances for their effects. On this view, a plurality of 

events X1, ..., Xn collectively caused an effect Y if and only if, (i) X1, ..., Xn were jointly 

sufficient in the circumstances for Y, and (ii) no proper sub-plurality of X1, ..., Xn were jointly 

sufficient in the circumstances for Y (so that each of X1, ..., and Xn were ‘non-redundant’ or, if 

you like, necessary to the sufficiency of X1, ..., Xn for Y). To be a cause of Y is then simply to 

be one of a plurality of events that collectively caused Y.9  

Note that causation is a relation between pluralities of events and individual effects, on this 

view. We can illustrate this point by means of an analogy. Suppose we tell you that the book 
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Good Omens was authored by Terry Pratchett and Neil Gaiman. By this we don’t mean that 

Pratchett authored Good Omens and Gaiman also authored Good Omens; nor do we 

necessarily mean that Pratchett authored one part of Good Omens and Gaiman the other. 

Rather we simply mean that Pratchett and Gaiman authored Good Omens together. They are 

both authors of Good Omens in virtue of having contributed to the authoring of it. The same 

is true of causation, on the view described above. Suppose we tell you that a car crash was 

caused by the driver’s drunkenness and a rainstorm. By this we don’t mean that the 

drunkenness caused the crash and the rainstorm also caused the crash;10 nor do we mean 

that the drunkenness caused one part of the crash and the rainstorm the other. Rather we 

simply mean that the drunkenness and the rainstorm caused the crash together. They were 

both causes of the crash in virtue of having contributed to the causing of it.  

Authoring is a non-scalar relation – it makes no sense at all to say that Pratchett authored 

Good Omens ‘more’ than Gaiman did. But this is perfectly consistent with different authors 

contributing to the authoring of a book to different extents – Pratchett may have had the 

majority of the ideas for Good Omens, for example, or done the majority of the research. The 

same, we think, is true of causation. Causing is a non-scalar relation – it makes no sense at 

all to say that the drunkenness caused the crash ‘more’ than the rainstorm did. But this is 

perfectly consistent with the possibility of different causes contributing to the causing of an 

effect to different extents.  

What we now need is a way of measuring one event’s degree of contribution to a causing of 

some effect. A natural way to do this is in probabilistic terms.11 We’ll use the following 

familiar notation: ‘P(p │ q)’ denotes the objective probability of p conditional on q.12 Very 

roughly speaking, one can think of the objective probability of a proposition as the ‘fraction’ 

of possible worlds in which that proposition is true.13 P(p │ q), then, is equal to the fraction 

of q-worlds that are also p-worlds. The objective probability of rolling a six with a fair dice is 

1/6; the objective probability of rolling a six conditional on rolling an even number is 1/3; 

and so on. 

Now let d, r, and c be the propositions that the drunkenness, the rainstorm and the car 

crash, respectively, occur, and let b be the conjunction of all relevant ‘background 

conditions’.14 The drunkenness and the rainstorm were jointly, but not individually, 

sufficient in the circumstances for the crash; hence P(c │ d & r & b) = 1, whereas P(c │ d & b) 

< 1 and P(c │ r & b) < 1. But suppose also that P(c │ d & b) > P(c │ r & b) – the probability of 

the crash occurring conditional on the drunkenness occurring is greater than the probability 

of the crash occurring conditional on the rainstorm occurring, in the circumstances (in 

possible worlds terms: the crash occurs in a greater fraction of the worlds in which the 
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drunkenness occurs than the worlds in which the rainstorm occurs). This seems to us to be a 

case in which it would be appropriate to say that the drunkenness contributed more than the 

rainstorm to the causing of the crash (because, roughly speaking, it came closer to being 

sufficient for the crash by itself).  

This suggests the following definition of the drunkenness’s degree of contribution to the 

causing of the crash: 

P(𝑐 │ 𝑑 & 𝑏)

P 𝑐 │ 𝑑 & 𝑏  +  P(𝑐 │ 𝑟 & 𝑏)
 

The rainstorm’s degree of contribution to the causing of the crash will then be: 

P(𝑐 │ 𝑟 & 𝑏)

P 𝑐 │ 𝑑 & 𝑏  +  P(𝑐 │ 𝑟 & 𝑏)
 

Notice that the two degrees of contribution sum to 1 – in effect, what we’re doing is 

comparing how close each event came to being individually sufficient for the crash. 

We can generalize this definition to causings involving more than two events in a natural 

way. Suppose a plurality of events X1, …, Xn collectively caused an event Y, and let x1,…, xn 

and y be the propositions that X1, …, Xn and Y, respectively, occurred. Then Xi’s degree of 

contribution to the causing of Y by the plurality of events X1, …, Xn (relative to background 

conditions b) is given as follows: 

P(𝑦 │ 𝑥! & 𝑏)

P!
!!! 𝑦 │ 𝑥! & 𝑏

 

In words: an event’s degree of contribution to a causing of some effect is equal to the 

probability of the effect occurring conditional on the cause occurring, divided by the sum of 

the conditional probabilities for all the other events involved in that causing. 

To illustrate this account, let’s apply it to the car crash case. Suppose first that the driver was 

really drunk. Although his drunkenness wasn’t by itself sufficient for the crash, any number 

of potential distractions would have been enough for him to lose control of his vehicle – a 

butterfly on the wing-mirror, a funny-shaped cloud, etc. The rainstorm, meanwhile, wasn’t 

particularly severe; it only contributed to the causing of the crash by somewhat impeding the 

driver’s vision, since he was too drunk to operate the windscreen wipers. On these facts, P(c 

│ d & b) is close to 1: conditional on the driver being in his inebriated state, it was very likely, 

given the background circumstances, that the crash would have occurred one way or the 
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other. On the other hand, since the rainstorm would have posed no danger to a sober driver, 

P(c │ r & b) is not much higher than P(d & b), the unconditional probability in the 

circumstances of the driver being as drunk as he was. Suppose for the sake of argument that 

P(c │ d & b) = 0.9 and P(c │ r & b) = 0.2; then it follows that the drunkenness contributed to 

degree 0.82 to the causing of the crash and the rainstorm to degree 0.18.  

Alternatively, suppose that the rainstorm was incredibly severe, so that any number of slight 

lapses in concentration would have been enough for the driver to lose control of the vehicle. 

The drunkenness, meanwhile, was fairly modest; it only contributed to the causing of the 

crash by reducing the driver’s reaction time by a few milliseconds. On these facts, P(c │ r & 

b) is close to 1: conditional on the rainstorm occurring, it was very likely that the crash would 

have occurred one way or the other. On the other hand, since the drunkenness would have 

posed no danger to the driver in normal weather conditions, P(c │ d & b) is not much higher 

than P(r & b), the unconditional probability in the circumstances of the rainstorm occurring. 

If the rainstorm was particularly unlikely in the circumstances – a freak occurrence, perhaps 

– then it follows that the driver’s drunkenness contributed only a negligible amount to the 

causing of the crash. 

 3. Causal Contribution and Liability 

The harm an agent is liable to suffer to avert a threat to someone else plausibly depends on 

several factors:15 the severity of the threat, the culpability of the agent’s intentions, the nature 

of agent’s evidence, and the availability and costs of alternative courses of action, to name a 

few. But most people believe that there is a causal condition on liability too – an agent is 

liable to be harmed to avoid a threat only if their actions contributed to bringing the threat 

about.16 Suppose for example that D negligently drops a lighted cigarette which starts a forest 

fire. The fire is extinguished; but sometime later a lightning strike starts another fire which 

threatens V’s life. No matter how blameworthy D’s actions might have been, he has not 

forfeited his right not to be used as a human shield to help V escape, because his dropping 

the cigarette wasn’t a cause of the threat now facing V. 

If causal contribution comes in degrees, however, the following view naturally suggests itself: 

DEGREES: The harm an agent is liable to suffer to avert a threat to someone else depends, 

inter alia, on the degree of contribution her actions made to the causing of the threat.  

Note that it doesn’t necessarily follow from DEGREES that there is some fixed threshold of 

causal contribution to a threat below which an agent is not liable to be killed to avoid it – if 

the threat is sufficiently severe, or the agent’s intentions sufficiently culpable, she may be 



 7 

liable to be killed even if her actions contributed only a small amount to the causing of the 

threat.17 Nevertheless, an agent’s degree of contribution to the causing of a threat is one of 

the factors that goes into determining the harm she is liable to suffer to avert it, according to 

DEGREES. If two agents both culpably contribute to the causing of a serious threat that can 

only be averted by killing one of them, it follows from DEGREES that the agent who has 

forfeited her right to life is the one who made the larger contribution, all other things being 

equal.   

Before examining the consequences of DEGREES for the ethics of war, it will be useful to 

distinguish the notion of causal contribution we have in mind from some other, closely 

related concepts. Some authors talk of the ‘causal contribution’ of an event in terms of the 

“the part or proportion of an outcome that [the event] causes”.18 Suppose A unjustifiably 

threatens to kill one innocent person and B unjustifiably threatens to kill two innocent 

people. Suppose also that killing one of A or B will scare the other into surrendering, so that 

the total threat to all three innocent lives can be averted by killing one of the aggressors. It 

seems clear that, all other things being equal, it is B who should be killed, because her 

actions caused a larger part of the total threat.  

The problem with this approach is that threats in war typically can’t be ‘decomposed’ into 

parts in this way. Suppose for example that the cabinet members of country A all vote to 

commence unjustified hostilities against country B. Killing just one of the cabinet members 

will scare the others into agreeing to a retreat. Each vote was a cause of the threat now facing 

A; but this time, the threat can’t be divided into ‘parts’, such that each vote caused one part 

each. The account of causal contribution sketched above can handle these more complicated 

cases, however. Suppose for example that one of the cabinet members is particularly 

influential, so that the others are more likely to vote in favour of a motion if she does the 

same – then it would follow that this cabinet member contributed more to the causing(s) of 

the threat than did the others.19 DEGREES would then require us to target the influential 

cabinet member over the others, all other things being equal, even though there is no ‘part’ of 

the threat that this cabinet member individually caused.    

Other authors talk of ‘causal contribution’ in terms of the difference a cause made with 

respect to an effect. According to Elliot Sober, for example, “the contribution a cause makes 

and the difference it makes seem to be one and the same issue”.20 Suppose that A and B both 

contributed to the causing of an unjustified threat to V, which can only be avoided by killing 

one of them. But for A’s action, V would still have faced an unjustified threat, albeit a less 

severe one; whereas but for B’s action, V wouldn’t have faced a threat at all. Some might 
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argue that, all other things being equal, it is B who should be killed, because her action made 

more of a difference vis-à-vis the threat.  

But again, many cases in war are not a simple as this. In the cabinet case, for example, no 

individual vote made any difference at all to the threat, because had any one of them voted 

against the motion, it would still have passed with a majority. Indeed it’s plausible to 

suppose that cases like these are the norm in the context of global threats that characterise 

modern conflicts – almost all such threats are massively overdetermined, so that the 

difference made by any one individual is zero (a munitions factory might employ 100 people, 

but will operate just as effectively with only 99 workers, for example). Our account of causal 

contribution can handle cases of overdetermination, however.21 Even if a threat was caused 

multiple times, by multiple different pluralities of events, one can still calculate an event’s 

degree of contribution to each of the causings of the threat to which it contributes. 

Michael Moore has argued that there is “a diminishment in the strength of causation in 

proportion to the number of events through which it is transmitted”.22 According to Moore, 

then, X’s ‘causal strength’ with respect to Y is proportional to the number of events in the 

‘causal chain’ between X and Y. Suppose again that A and B both contribute to the causing of 

an unjustified threat which can only be averted by killing one of them. Suppose also that B’s 

act was more ‘proximate’ to (and A’s act more ‘remote’ from) the threat, in the sense that the 

causal chain connecting A’s act to the threat is ‘longer’ than that connecting B’s act to the 

threat, with more intervening events. Then on Moore’s view it seems to follow that it is B 

who should be killed.  

As one of us has argued elsewhere, however,23 it’s not clear whether talk of the ‘length’ of a 

causal chain is really coherent. If X is a cause of Y, which in turn is a cause of Z, then on 

Moore’s view X has less causal ‘strength’ with respect to Z than does Y, since there is at least 

one additional element in the causal chain between X and Z compared to the chain between 

Y and Z – viz, Y itself. But particular causal chains can be considered at different levels of 

granularity – from a more fine-grained perspective, there may be many more events in the 

causal chain between X and Z than just Y. What we really need, therefore, is a way of 

counting the number of events in a causal chain that can be consistently applied across 

different cases – and Moore doesn’t provide such a measure.  

More importantly, even if such a measure could be provided, there is no guarantee at all that 

it would deliver the right results. Consider the following two cases, for example: 

Remote 
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D plants a bomb under V’s house and lights the fuse. Unbeknownst to D, the fuse is made out of 

incredibly slow-burning material. Days later, the bomb eventually explodes, killing V.  

 

Proximate 

D plants a bomb under V’s house and lights the fuse. Unbeknownst to D, most of the fuse is made 

of flame-resistant material and it quickly fizzles out. Seconds later, however, the bomb is struck 

by lightning and explodes, killing V. 

It’s true in both these cases V’s death wouldn’t have occurred but for D’s wrongful action. Yet 

intuitively, D’s action made a smaller contribution to the death in Proximate than it did in 

Remote.24 It’s not clear how Moore’s account can actually deliver this result, however. 

Although there are, from a sufficiently fine-grained perspective, lots of intervening events in 

the causal chain between D’s action and V’s death in Proximate – the fuse being 

extinguished, the bomb being hit by lightning, and so on – there are also lots of intervening 

events in Remote – the first third of the fuse burning, the second third of the fuse burning, 

and so on. So if we fix on a particular measure of events in a causal chain in such a way as to 

deliver the result that D’s action made a small contribution to the causing of V’s death in 

Proximate, it’s not at all obvious that our chosen measure wouldn’t likewise imply that D’s 

action made a small contribution to the causing of V’s death in Remote too, for exactly the 

same reason.  

In a later paper, Moore claims that the idea of counting the number of intermediate events 

should only be seen as a proxy for a measure of causal contribution. Since an event typically 

has multiple causes, he argues, the degree of causal contribution to an effect E will generally 

(but not invariably) diminish the further back in the causal chain leading to E we go, since at 

each intermediate stage various events will have to come together to collectively cause E. 

Thus, for example, “if dryness were 20% of the cause of the match lighting, which itself was 

40% of the cause of the match at t1 being dropped, which was 40% of the cause of the match 

entering the beaker, which was 50% of the cause of the explosion, then the dryness of the 

match was only 1.6% of the cause of the explosion”.25 This may be correct, but of course what 

is now needed – and, as he readily admits, Moore does not provide – is an account of causal 

contribution. This is just what we tried to provide in the previous section. Moreover, when 

applied to the cases above, our measure seems to get the right results – D’s action made a 

large contribution in Remote and a small contribution in Proximate, because (inter alia) 

conditional on D lighting the fuse in Remote, it is very likely (in the circumstances) that V 

will eventually die, whereas conditional on D lighting the fuse in Proximate, it’s not at all 

likely, given that the fuse is made of flame-resistant material, that V will die (it was a massive 

co-incidence that the lightning struck in precisely the location where the bomb had been 
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planted). Neither the interval of time nor the number of intermediate events (even supposing 

there is a sensible way of counting them) between an agent’s action and a threat need have 

anything to do with the action’s degree of contribution to the causing of the threat, on the 

view defended here.  

Victor Tadros has recently argued that no notion of ‘degrees of causal contribution’ makes 

any difference to liability.26 He accepts, we take it, that whether one’s actions causally 

contributed to a threat is one of the factors that go into determining the harms one is liable 

to suffer to avert it; he just denies that there is any sense in which one is liable to suffer more 

harm in virtue of contributing to a greater extent to the causing of the threat. Since our aim 

here is not to defend the view that degrees of causal contribution matter to liability, we won’t 

attempt to respond to his arguments directly. But it is worth noting one concern we have 

about Tadros’s methodology. His strategy is to consider cases involving two agents who 

differ in their ‘degree of contribution’ to a threat, in some proposed sense of that term, before 

soliciting intuitions about whether there are “stronger reasons” to kill one over the other. But 

it’s not at all clear to what extent our intuitions about who we have most reason to kill are 

really tracking the facts about who is liable to be killed in these kinds of cases. Anyone who 

thinks that causation is a necessary condition on liability is already committed to a certain 

amount of moral luck – if A and B both intentionally start forest fires, but A’s fire, by some 

happy accident, is extinguished before it can do much harm, then while B may be liable to be 

used as a human shield to save potential victims of his fire, A is not, even though there’s a 

sense in which A and B are both equally blameworthy for their actions, since it was only a 

matter of luck that A’s fire was extinguished and B’s was not. Insofar as facts about 

blameworthiness come apart from facts about liability, then, we need to make sure that when 

we solicit intuitions about who we have ‘stronger reason’ to kill in cases like the ones Tadros 

considers, our intuitions are tracking the latter and not the former.  

In her contribution to this volume, Sartorio defends an even more radical position, namely 

that the very concept of ‘degrees of causal contribution’ is incoherent – causation, in other 

words, does not come in degrees.27 Her argument for this, roughly speaking, proceeds as 

follows: there are at least two different ways of thinking about ‘degrees of causal 

contribution’, depending on whether we take as our starting point the idea that causes are 

necessary for their effects or the idea that they’re sufficient; but since there are cases in 

which these notions come apart, it’s not always clear which event made the larger 

contribution; so the whole idea of ‘degrees of causation’ must have been an illusion from the 

start. Of course, one way to respond to this argument would be to simply reject its 

presupposition that there is just one notion of ‘degrees of causal contribution’, as opposed to 

several divergent, but perfectly coherent, notions. But we suspect Sartorio’s real complaint 
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here is that the two notions of ‘degrees of causal contribution’ she identifies both seem to be 

relevant to evaluations of moral responsibility, so that it’s not always clear who is more 

responsible in cases in which these notions come apart. At least one of us is sceptical about 

the stability of the intuitions here;28 but even if Sartorio is right that there is more than one 

morally relevant notion of degrees of causation, that wouldn’t imply that talk of ‘degrees of 

causation’ is incoherent. Rather, we would simply have to concede that there is more than 

one causal dimension to moral responsibility, and hence potentially no answer to the 

question of who is more morally responsible in cases in which two people differ in opposing 

directions along these two different dimensions. Although the decision-theoretic issues 

arising from moral incomparability are now well-known,29 this particular manifestation of 

the problem – particularly for decision-making in war – remains underexplored. 

4. Causal Contribution in War  

As we said at the outset, one recent element of the just war debate has been the discussion of 

whether – and if so, how – a causal distinction between combatants and civilians on the 

unjust side can be drawn, which would at least partially explain why combatants on the 

unjust side have forfeited their rights not to be killed while all (or perhaps just some) 

civilians have not. What has been lacking from that debate so far is a viable theory of causal 

contribution, against which the relative contributions of various kinds of participants in the 

war effort – politicians, strategists, effective and ineffective combatants, medics, arms 

suppliers, the publishers of propaganda, voters, workers in munitions factories, and so on – 

might in principle be judged; and that is what we have aimed to provide.  

Seth Lazar poses what he calls the ‘responsibility dilemma’ for liability-based approaches to 

the ethics of war.30 Suppose an agent is liable to be killed only insofar as her degree of moral 

responsibility for an unjust threat exceeds some threshold, along the culpability, epistemic 

and (perhaps) causal dimensions. Lazar argues that if we set this threshold high enough to 

ensure that most civilians on the unjust side of a war are not liable to be killed, it will turn 

out that most combatants of the unjust side won’t be liable to be killed either; and if we set 

the threshold low enough to ensure that most combatants on the unjust side are liable to be 

killed, then it will turn out that most civilians on the unjust side are liable to be killed as 

well.31 As Saba Bazargan puts it, “the liability based account seems to force us to choose 

between a version of pacifism, and total war”.30 

Cécile Fabre suggests that a similar dilemma would arise even for attempts to draw 

distinctions between different kinds of civilians. The target of Fabre’s paper is the so-called 

‘functionalist view’, according to which military contributions to the war effort are morally 
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different in kind from welfare contributions, in a way that explains why civilians who, for 

example, work in munitions factories are liable to defensive attack whereas those who, say, 

provide medical treatment to injured combatants are not. Fabre rejects this view, on the 

grounds that “whether a civilian is liable to attack depends on the extent to which he is 

causally and morally responsible”33 for an unjustified threat, regardless of “whether their 

contributions to unjust lethal threats are military or welfarist”.34 In other words, “a 

contribution must, on its own individual terms, meet a threshold of causal significance in 

order for its author to be liable”;35 and there is no reason in general, Fabre argues, to think 

that so-called ‘military’ contributions to unjustified threats are any more likely to meet this 

threshold than so-called ‘welfare’ contributions. 

We agree with Fabre that DEGREES cannot be used to justify any neat moral lines either 

between combatants and civilians or between civilians who make military contributions and 

those who make welfare contributions. But Fabre’s argument for this (as she readily admits) 

is not based on any independent theory of causal contribution. Instead she proceeds by 

giving some examples of what she takes to be small and large causal contributions: 

Tightening screws on tank engines, testing the sweat-absorbing capacities of the clothes which 

soldiers will wear in the desert, and adjusting the speed level of food-packaging machines do not, 

it seems to me, pass the threshold. Nor, for that matter, does designing a tiny piece of equipment 

which goes into a gun do so. By contrast, taking overall responsibility for negotiating and drafting 

sales contracts between one’s factory and the army might; so might driving a truckload of 

munitions or protective clothing to an armory division, and so on.36 

According to Fabre, then, an agent who merely tightens the screws on a tank engine makes a 

negligible contribution to the causing of the threat the tank goes on to pose, whereas an 

agent who drives a truckload of munitions to the front line makes a much larger contribution 

to the causing of the threat those munitions go on to pose. She provides no argument for 

these claims; in the absence of an account of causal contribution, we are asked to agree that 

the claims are intuitively true. Yet it’s not at all clear that these claims are true in general, on 

the account of causal contribution defended here. To see this, start by assuming that screw-

tightening is a mundane task performable by any of many available people, and the tightness 

of the screw is checked many times before the tank is sent to the front line. The tank then 

poses an unjustified threat to someone. Conditional on all the other causes of the threat 

occurring, it’s very likely that the threat would have occurred, because it’s very likely that 

someone would have tightened the screw (and even if they hadn’t, the tank probably would 

have remained operational anyway). In this case, then, the screw-tightening’s degree of 

contribution to the causing of the threat will indeed be very small. But now suppose that the 

tightening of the screw could only have been done by a very specialized technician, and was 
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vital to the lethal capacity of the tank. Suppose also that the screws had been checked several 

times already, and it was only by chance that the technician noticed that this particular screw 

was loose. Conditional only on the other causes of the threat occurring, it’s now very unlikely 

that threat would have occurred, because the technician could very easily have failed to 

notice that the screw was loose, and if he hadn’t noticed, the tank wouldn’t have posed a 

threat at all. In this case, then, the screw-tightening’s degree of contribution to the causing of 

the threat might well be very large. By the same token, if the task of driving the munitions 

truck is one that any number of drivers can perform, and the collective consequences for the 

drivers of failing to drive it to its destination are severe (so that there are plenty of potential 

back-up causes waiting in the wings, each of which is very likely to occur if none of the others 

do), then the particular person who happens to perform the task will probably make only a 

small contribution to the causing of the threat. But if there is only one driver who went out of 

his way, against the odds, to drive the munitions to a group of people prepared to commence 

hostilities immediately, then the driver may well make a large contribution. 

Thus although we agree with Fabre that DEGREES cannot be used to draw any moral lines 

between military contributions and welfare ones, we also think, apparently contra Fabre, 

that DEGREES can’t even be used to draw any moral lines between, say, civilians who tighten 

screws on a tank engine and those who drive munitions to the front line. The degree of 

contribution these actions make to a causing of a threat depend very sensitively, not just on 

the intrinsic properties of the actions themselves, but also on those of the other causes, the 

presence or absence of potential back-up causes, and other factors besides.  

Indeed, the details of the case matter to such an extent that one may justifiably wonder how 

on earth one could sensibly go about calculating particular degrees of causal contribution in 

actual cases, especially given how much uncertainty there already is in conflict situations. 

How can we insist that soldiers only kill those who are liable to be killed, when figuring out 

who is liable is so hard? We sympathise with this worry. But our aim in this paper was to 

provide the required theoretical underpinning for claims about degrees of causal 

contribution, and not to provide an instruction manual for the application of the theory to 

real-life cases. It may well be that our epistemic position with respect to the relevant facts is 

so impoverished in situations of war that drawing crude lines between different groups of 

people is the best we can do. But we take no stand on these kinds of practical questions.  

5. Conclusion 

The defender of DEGREES cannot rest content with intuitive appeals to what kinds of activity 

make small or large contributions to causings of unjustified threats in conflict situations. We 

have presented a theory of causal contribution that might be used to fill this lacuna in 
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DEGREES and shown how it applies to the debate about the liability of individuals to be killed. 

We have argued that, given this account of causal contribution, Fabre is right that there is no 

clear line to be drawn – at least on the grounds of causal contribution alone – between 

combatants and civilians, or indeed between doctors and munitions factory workers.  On the 

other hand, the account we have sketched does not force us to choose between ‘a version of 

pacifism and total war’: since there may be significant differences in the degrees of causal 

contribution that individuals make, it’s plausible to suppose that there will be some way of 

setting the thresholds on liability in such a way that non-trivial numbers of people end up on 

either side of it. The point is just that such a distinction probably won’t line up very well with 

the kinds distinction that have historically been considered morally important, such as the 

distinction between civilians and combatants, or between military contributions and welfare 

contributions. 

We have also argued, however, that there is no clear line to be drawn even between, say, 

screw-tighteners and the drivers of munitions trucks, since an action’s degree of contribution 

to a causing of a threat does not supervene on the intrinsic properties of that action. It might 

be true that in general those who play a particular kind of role – mending tanks, working in 

munitions factories, developing appropriate clothing, or whatever – are likely to meet or fail 

to meet the required threshold; but from a metaphysical point of view such rough-and-ready 

generalisations can only serve as a best guess, in a situation of extreme and inevitable 

epistemic uncertainty, as to who has or has not in fact forfeited their right to life.  

We suspect that any viable account of causal contribution will have this result. After all, in 

the messy world of human affairs causal generalisations are normally only rough and ready. 

We might reasonably assume that the actions of a particular munitions factory worker were 

amongst the causes of the bomb’s going off; after all, the factory produced the bomb and she 

is one of the assembly-line workers. But we may of course be wrong; she may have been off 

work that day, or sent out on an errand, or whatever. Similarly, we might reasonably assume 

that – if she did contribute – her contribution was large or small, given our incomplete 

knowledge of the factory. But again we may be wrong: the precise details of how the bomb 

was produced and the circumstances in which it was produced may have involved all manner 

of features that in fact made her contribution less (or greater) than we assumed. No theory of 

causal contribution can guarantee otherwise. Whether this feature of causal contribution 

serves to undermine the prospects for DEGREES – or indeed any view that takes an 

individual’s actual causal role in an unjustified threat to be a necessary condition on their 

liability to be killed – is a question we shall leave for others to judge. 
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