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On 5th July 1415 the participants of the Council of Constance – a

historically pivotal gathering of the ruling and clerical elite of

contemporary Europe – were provided with the first of a series of legal

writings concerning a momentous dispute between the Kingdom of

Poland and the Order of Brothers of the German House of Saint Mary in

Jerusalem (the Teutonic Knights). The case centered around the

legitimacy of military attacks undertaken by the State of the Teutonic

Order on the region of Samogitia (northwestern part of today’s

Lithuania), whose inhabitants were the last ethnic group in Europe to

resist conversion to Christianity. Arguing for the Polish side was Paul

Vladimiri (Paweł Włodkowic), rector of the Jagiellonian University in

Kraków, who, following the most prominent theological and legal

thinkers of the time, defended the rights of pagans to have their own

states, safe from the attacks of Christians, provided they themselves

refrained from attacking their Christian neighbours. Based on the idea

of mutual tolerance and peaceful coexistence between different

political communities, Paul Vladimiri’s argumentation has gone down

in history as one of the prototype versions of the theory of just war. 600

years after its original presentation, some fundamental issues raised

during the medieval dispute are still of utmost urgency:

What type of rationale legitimizes the use of force against an

autonomous political community?

What are the preconditions of a morally/legally justified military

intervention undertaken on the territory of an independent state?



Which international institution possesses the entitlement to authorize

the enforcement of universally recognized standards of execution of

political power, e.g. respect for basic human rights?

Are there any moral/legal constraints on the membership in alliances

aimed at eliminating specific threats to world peace?

To what extent are individual people responsible for the aggressive

policy of (morally deplorable use of force by) their state leaders?


