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The right to self-defense is a basic premise of social contract theory and plays an important role in the
ethics of war. Knowing its exact contours is therefore important. I will show, first, that measures that a
victim of an attack knows to be ineffective in stopping or mitigating the attack can still count as selfdefense, and hence there is no “success-condition” (this solves the notorious problem of the "helpless
rape victim"); second, that a literal interpretation of the necessity condition is morally unacceptable; and
third, that there is an important distinction between necessity and proportionality in the context of
liability and in the context of justification. I conclude that those who emphasize that (most) killing of
combatants in war cannot be justified under an appeal to individual self-defense often greatly exaggerate
the limits of justified self-defense. Nevertheless, it is also true that the opposing side often greatly
exaggerates its scope: in the end, it is indeed true that even the killing of combatants on the unjustified
side in a war cannot be justified under an appeal to self-defense alone. Rather, the self-defense
justification has to be combined with what German law calls “justifying defensive emergency.”
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