The logic that underpins the security dilemma locks in endless wars.
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In his 1904 letter on the Russo–Japanese war, Leo Tolstoy—the literary figure turned prophet of peace—admonished against the possibility of endless war (Tolstoy 1904, 4; Moyn 2020). Tolstoy may have foretold of this era of endless war that has besieged us since the “war on terror” was first waged over twenty years ago, yet it is also written into the very logic that shapes the study of international relations and its approach to war and worlds. Implicit in the realist embrace of the tragic, contained in the Augustinian conviction that “to the end of history the peace of the world … must be gained by strife” (Niebuhr 2013, 256), promulgated by a liberal pursuit of perpetual peace that fails to interrogate how it propagates perpetual war, and contained in the constructivist doxa that war-making is world-making, the specter of endless war seems destined to haunt our horizons. The ubiquity of “victory” in war talk is coupled with an ambiguity of what it actually means to win a war, which only serves to exacerbate and inscribe war’s endlessness. Despite the burgeoning literatures on endless war (Wertheim 2020; Moyn 2021) and indeed victory (Martel 2011; Hom, O’Driscoll, and Mills 2018; O’Driscoll 2019), there is little substantive engagement with how these themes intersect when thinking ethically about the question of war and what passes for peace. This forum seeks to spark a conversation to address this gap. We ask: What might we render visible and redress by thinking critically of the politics of victory in an era of endless war? Further, to the extent that just-war theory has long offered a grammar for the ethics of war, how does it help or hinder this quest? Beyond the claim that engaging with these questions reveals something about the ethical elision of the tragedy (O’Driscoll 2019) or absurdity (Hartnett and O’Driscoll 2020) of war, this conversation aims to both unsettle the abstractions, which inhere in the ethics of war, and recover its promise to pay heed to the particularity and plurality of life and lived experience. This forum begins by revealing the ironic: endless wars are never won, yet the pursuit of victory perpetuates and perhaps even presupposes them. Lauren Wilcox, therefore, invites us to consider war as the ongoing practice of transforming injuring and killing into world-making. In their emphasis on the historic, Lauren Wilcox, Alex Bellamy, and Luke Glanville articulate how the moral categories of just war are predicated upon contradictory yet co-constituted conceptions of power and justice, and a flawed temporal and colonial logic. Focusing on practices of protection, reparation, and restitution, Alex Bellamy and Luke Glanville ask how to reconceive responsibility in an epoch of enmeshment, where it is no longer clear when war and its legacies begin or end. Finally, Brent Steele and Cian O’Driscoll seek to recuperate just-war theory, beyond war, traditionally conceived, and its canon. Brent Steele reimagines just war as a just struggle against the Covid-19 pandemic, while Cian O’Driscoll writes of an ethics of war that begins to theorize from our bare existence. Attentive to irony, the conversation, then, continues in hope: in its calls to interrogate the logics of victory and violence, to reckon with responsibility, to reimagine an ethics of war that centers on life, we collectively seek an ethics of war and peace tethered to the pursuit of justice.
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