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The Paper 

 

This paper examines a series of debates about civil disobedience, conscription and the justice of 

war that took place among American liberal philosophers, lawyers and activists during the civil 

rights movement and the Vietnam War. My aim is to show how these debates fundamentally 

reshaped American political philosophy, by shifting the focus from the welfare state to the realm of 

international politics. In order to chart this shift from the domestic to the international, I focus on 

the writings of two influential political theorists, John Rawls and Michael Walzer. I argue that the 

turn to international politics in American political philosophy has unexpected origins in their 

arguments about domestic citizenship.  

The paper has four parts. The first section begins with philosophical debates about political 

obligation and civil disobedience, with a focus on Rawls’s contribution. The second and third 

sections examine the place of conscription and just war theory in debates about conscientious 

refusal. The fourth section shows how Rawls’s and Walzer’s use of just war theory provided the 

grounds for major shifts in political thought – not only by shaping how philosophers understood the 

duties of citizens and their leaders in times of war and emergency, but also by preparing the way for 

the later shift from national to international political theory. 


