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SECTION ONE

War and the Arms Race






1
The Causes of War

Michael Howard

This article originally appeared in Wilson Quarterly, Summer 1984.

As far back as ancient Greece, historians have sought to discover the
causes of war. In this essay, Michael Howard of Oxford University finds
human psychology not very different from what it was in the days of the
Greek historian Thucydides (400 B.C.) when Sparta acted out of fear of
Athenian power. Through the centuries, other explanations have been of-
fered: ignorance and immaturity, survival of the fittest (Social Darwinism)
and pathological aberration.

As a student of the Prussian strategist von Clausewitz, Howard holds
that states go to war to achieve specific ends—that war is a product of hu-
man reason. He sees it as an action undertaken to preserve or enlarge the
power of a particular state, with all its political and cultural overtones. This
derives from a “superabundance of analytic rationality.” With modern
technology, the scope of war has changed, but not its goals. “Arms races,”
in Howard'’s view, are the modern equivalent to dynastic marriages of an
earlier day. England and Germany, for example, in their eagerness to
strengthen their navies before World War II, were the modern counter-
parts of Athens and Sparta. Today, Russia seeks to be treated as an equal
by the United States.

At the same time, Howard argues that some things have changed. The
stakes are higher and a revulsion to war, though not universal, is far more
widespread. But war will continue to be an instrument of policy, says the
author, so long as nations think that they can achieve more by fighting than
by remaining at peace. The advent of nuclear weapons, he concludes, is
perhaps the best deterrent to this willingness to go to war, since it would
mean suicide for the parties involved.

Since the mid-18th century, many European and American theorists
have attempted to explain war as an aberration in human affairs or as an
occurrence beyond rational control. Violent conflicts between nations
have been depicted, variously, as collective outbursts of male aggression,
as the inevitable outcome of ruling-class greed, or as necessary, even

3
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healthy, events in the evolutionary scheme. One exception to the general
trend was the 19th-century Prussian strategist Karl von Clausewitz, who
declared, in an oft-quoted dictum, that war was the extension of politics
“by other means.” Here, historian Michael Howard argues further that
war is one of Reason’s progeny—indeed, that war stems from nothing less
than a “superabundance of analytic rationality.”

No one can describe the topic that I have chosen to discuss as a ne-
glected and understudied one. How much ink has been spilled about it,
how many library shelves have been filled with works on the subject, since
the days of Thucydides! How many scholars from how many specialties
have applied their expertise to this intractable problem! Mathematicians,
meteorologists, sociologists, anthropologists, geographers, physicists, po-
litical scientists, philosophers, theologians, and lawyers are only the most
obvious of the categories that come to mind when one surveys the ranks
of those who have sought some formula for perpetual peace, or who have
at least hoped to reduce the complexities of international conflict to some
orderly structure, to develop a theory that will enable us to explain, to
understand, and to control a phenomenon which, if we fail to abolish it,
might well abolish us.

Yet it is not a problem that has aroused a great deal of interest in the
historical profession. The causes of specific wars, yes: These provide un-
ending material for analysis and interpretation, usually fueled by plenty of
documents and starkly conflicting prejudices on the part of the scholars
themselves.

But the phenomenon of war as a continuing activity within human
society is one that as a profession we take very much for granted. The al-
ternation of war and peace has been the very stuff of the past. War has
been throughout history a normal way of conducting disputes between po-
litical groups. Few of us, probably, would go along with those sociobiol-
ogists who claim that this has been so because man is “innately
aggressive.” The calculations of advantage and risk, sometimes careful,
sometimes crude, that statesmen make before committing their countries
to war are linked very remotely, if at all, to the displays of “machismo” that
we witness today in football crowds. Since the use or threat of physical
force is the most elementary way of asserting power and controlling one’s
environment, the fact that men have frequently had recourse to it does not
cause the historian a great deal of surprise. Force, or the threat of it, may
not settle arguments, but it does play a considerable part in determining
the structure of the world in which we live.

I mentioned the multiplicity of books that have been written about
the causes of war since the time of Thucydides. In fact, I think we would
find that the vast majority of them have been written since 1914, and that
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the degree of intellectual concern about the causes of war to which we have
become accustomed has existed only since the First World War. In view
of the damage which that war did to the social and political structure of
Europe, this is understandable enough. But there has been a tendency to
argue that because that war caused such great and lasting damage, because
it destroyed three great empires and nearly beggared a fourth, it must
have arisen from causes of peculiar complexity and profundity, from the
neuroses of nations, from the widening class struggle, from a crisis in in-
dustrial society. I have argued this myself, taking issue with Mr. A. J. P.
Taylor, who maintained that because the war had such profound conse-
quences, it did not necessarily have equally profound causes. But now I
wonder whether on this, as on so many other matters, I was not wrong and
he was not right.

It is true, and it is important to bear in mind in examining the problems
of that period, that before 1914 war was almost universally considered an ac-
ceptable, perhaps an inevitable and for many people a desirable, way of set-
tling international differences, and that the war generally foreseen was
expected to be, if not exactly brisk and cheerful, then certainly brief; no
longer, certainly, than the war of 1870 between France and Prussia that was
consciously or unconsciously taken by that generation as a model. Had it not
been so generally felt that war was an acceptable and tolerable way of solving
international disputes, statesmen and soldiers would no doubt have ap-
proached the crisis 0f 1914 in a very different fashion.

But there was nothing new about this attitude to war. Statesmen had
always been able to assume that war would be acceptable at least to those
sections of their populations whose opinion mattered to them, and in this
respect the decision to go to war in 1914—for continental statesmen at
least—in no way differed from those taken by their predecessors of earlier
generations. The causes of the Great War are thus in essence no more com-
plex or profound than those of any previous European war, or indeed than
those described by Thucydides as underlying the Peloponnesian War:
“What made war inevitable was the growth of Athenian power and the fear
this caused in Sparta.” In Central Europe, there was the German fear that
the disintegration of the Habsburg Empire would result in an enormous
enhancement of Russian power—power already becoming formidable as
French-financed industries and railways put Russian manpower at the ser-
vice of her military machine. In Western Europe, there was the traditional
British fear that Germany might establish a hegemony over Europe which,
even more than that of Napoleon, would place at risk the security of Britain
and her own possessions, a fear fueled by the knowledge that there was
within Germany a widespread determination to achieve a world status
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comparable with her latent power. Considerations of this kind had caused
wars in Europe often enough before. Was there really anything different
about 19147

Ever since the 18th century, war had been blamed by intellectuals
upon the stupidity or the self-interest of governing elites (as it is now
blamed upon “military-industrial complexes”), with the implicit or explicit
assumption that if the control of state affairs were in the hands of sensible
men—businessmen, as Richard Cobden thought, the workers, as Jean
Jaures thought—then wars would be no more.

By the 20th century, the growth of the social and biological sciences
was producing alternative explanations. As Quincy Wright expressed it in
his massive A Study of War (1942), “Scientific investigators . . . tended to
attribute war to immaturities in social knowledge and control, as one might
attribute epidemics to insufficient medical knowledge or to inadequate
public health services.” The Social Darwinian acceptance of the inevita-
bility of struggle, indeed of its desirability if mankind was to progress, the
view, expressed by the elder Moltke but very widely shared at the turn of
the century, that perpetual peace was a dream and not even a beautiful
dream, did not survive the Great War in those countries where the bour-
geois-liberal culture was dominant, Britain and the United States. The fail-
ure of these nations to appreciate that such bellicist views, or variants of
them, were still widespread in other areas of the world, those dominated
by Fascism and by Marxism-Leninism, was to cause embarrassing mis-
understandings, and possibly still does.

For liberal intellectuals, war was self-evidently a pathological aber-
ration from the norm, at best a ghastly mistake, at worst a crime. Those
who initiated wars must in their view have been criminal, or sick, or the
victims of forces beyond their power to control. Those who were so ac-
cused disclaimed responsibility for the events of 1914, throwing it on oth-
ers or saying the whole thing was a terrible mistake for which no one was
to blame. None of them, with their societies in ruins around them and tens
of millions dead, were prepared to say courageously: “We only acted as
statesmen always have in the past. In the circumstances then prevailing,
war seemed to us to be the best way of protecting or forwarding the na-
tional interests for which we were responsible. There was an element of
risk, certainly, but the risk might have been greater had we postponed the
issue. Our real guilt does not lie in the fact that we started the war. It lies
in our mistaken belief that we could win it.”

The trouble is that if we are to regard war as pathological and abnor-
mal, then all conflict must be similarly regarded; for war is only a particular
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kind of conflict between a particular category of social groups: sovereign
states. It is, as Clausewitz put it, “a clash between major interests that is
resolved by bloodshed—that is the only way in which it differs from other
conflicts.” If one had no sovereign states, one would have no wars, as Rous-
seau rightly pointed out—but, as Hobbes equally rightly pointed out, we
would probably have no peace either. As states acquire a monopoly of vi-
olence, war becomes the only remaining form of conflict that may legiti-
mately be settled by physical force. The mechanism of legitimization of
authority and of social control that makes it possible for a state to moderate
or eliminate conflicts within its borders or at very least to ensure that these
are not conducted by competitive violence—the mechanism to the study
of which historians have quite properly devoted so much attention—
makes possible the conduct of armed conflict with other states, and on oc-
casion—if the state is to survive—makes it necessary.

These conflicts arise from conflicting claims, or interests, or ideolo-
gies, or perceptions; and these perceptions may indeed by fueled by social
or psychological drives that we do not fully understand and that one day
we may learn rather better how to control. But the problem is the control
of social conflict as such, not simply of war. However inchoate or disre-
putable the motives for war may be, its initiation is almost by definition a
deliberate and carefully considered act and its conduct, at least at the more
advanced levels of social development, a matter of very precise central
control. If history shows any record of “accidental” wars, I have yet to find
them. Certainly statesmen have sometimes been surprised by the nature
of the war they have unleashed, and it is reasonable to assume that in at
least 50 percent of the cases they got a result they did not expect. But that
is not the same as a war begun by mistake and continued with no political

purpose.

Statesmen in fact go to war to achieve very specific ends, and the rea-
sons for which states have fought one another have been categorized and
recategorized innumerable times. Vattel, the Swiss lawyer, divided them
into the necessary, the customary, the rational, and the capricious. Jomini,
the Swiss strategist, identified ideological, economic, and popular wars,
wars to defend the balance of power, wars to assist allies, wars to assert or
to defend rights. Quincy Wright, the American political scientist, divided
them into the idealistic, the psychological, the political, and the juridical.
Bernard Brodie in our own times has refused to discriminate: “Any theory
of the causes of war in general or any war in particular that is not inherently
eclectic and comprehensive,” he stated, “ . . . is bound for that very rea-
son to be wrong.” Another contemporary analyst, Geoffrey Blainey, is on
the contrary unashamedly reductionist. All war aims, he wrote, “are sim-
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ply varieties of power. The vanity of nationalism, the will to spread an ide-
ology, the protection of kinsmen in an adjacent land, the desire for more
territory . . . all these represent power in different wrappings. The con-
flicting aims of rival nations are always conflicts of power.”

In principle, I am sure that Bernard Brodie was right: No single ex-
planation for conflict between states, any more than for conflict between
any other social groups, is likely to stand up to critical examination. But
Blainey is right as well. Quincy Wright provided us with a useful indicator
when he suggested that “while animal war is a function of instinct and
primitive war of the mores, civilized war is primarily a function of state
politics.”

Medievalists will perhaps bridle at the application of the term “prim-
itive” to the sophisticated and subtle societies of the Middle Ages, for
whom war was also a “function of the mores,” a way of life that often de-
manded only the most banal of justifications. As a way of life, it persisted
in Europe well into the 17th century, if no later. For Louis XIV and his
court war was, in the early years at least, little more than a seasonal vari-
ation on hunting. But by the 18th century, the mood had changed. For
Frederick the Great, war was to be pre-eminently a function of Staatspol-
itik, and so it has remained ever since. And although statesmen can be as
emotional or as prejudiced in their judgments as any other group of human
beings, it is very seldom that their attitudes, their perceptions, and their
decisions are not related, however remotely, to the fundamental issues of
power, that capacity to control their environment on which the indepen-
dent existence of their states and often the cultural values of their societies
depend.

And here perhaps we do find a factor that sets interstate conflict some-
what apart from other forms of social rivalry. States may fight—indeed as
often as not they do fight—not over any specific issue such as might oth-
erwise have been resolved by peaceful means, but in order to acquire, to
enhance, or to preserve their capacity to function as independent actors
in the international system at all. “The stakes of war,” as Raymond Aron
has reminded us, “are the existence, the creation, or the elimination of
States.” It is a somber analysis, but one which the historical record very
amply bears out.

It is here that those analysts who come to the study of war from the
disciplines of the natural sciences, particularly the biological sciences,
tend, it seems to me, to go astray. The conflicts between states which have
usually led to war have normally arisen, not from any irrational and emo-
tive drives, but from almost a superabundance of analytic rationality. So-
phisticated communities (one hesitates to apply to them Quincy Wright's
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word, “civilized”) do not react simply to immediate threats. Their intel-
ligence (and I use the term in its double sense) enables them to assess the
implications that any event taking place anywhere in the world, however
remote, may have for their own capacity, immediately to exert influence,
ultimately perhaps to survive. In the later Middle Ages and the early Mod-
ern period, every child born to every prince anywhere in Europe was reg-
istered on the delicate seismographs that monitored the shifts in dynastic
power. Every marriage was a diplomatic triumph or disaster. Every still-
birth, as Henry VIII knew, could presage political catastrophe.

Today, the key events may be different. The pattern remains the
same. A malfunction in the political mechanism of some remote African
community, a coup d’état in a minuscule Caribbean republic, an insur-
rection deep in the hinterland of Southeast Asia, an assassination in some
emirate in the Middle East—all these will be subjected to the kind of anx-
ious examination and calculation that was devoted a hundred years ago to
the news of comparable events in the Balkans: an insurrection in Philip-
popoli, a coup d'état in Constantinople, an assassination in Belgrade. To
whose advantage will this ultimately redound, asked the worried diplo-
mats, ours or theirs? Little enough in itself, perhaps, but will it not pre-
cipitate or strengthen a trend, set in motion a tide whose melancholy
withdrawing roar will strip us of our friends and influence and leave us
isolated in a world dominated by adversaries deeply hostile to us and all
that we stand for?

There have certainly been occasions when states have gone to war in
a mood of ideological fervor like the French republican armies in 1792; or
of swaggering aggression like the Americans against Spain in 1898 or the
British against the Boers a year later; or to make more money, as did the
British in the War of Jenkins™ Ear in 1739; or in a generous desire to help
peoples of similar creed or race, as perhaps the Russians did in helping the
Bulgarians fight the Turks in 1877 and the British dominions certainly did
in 1914 and 1939. But, in general, men have fought during the past two
hundred years neither because they are aggressive nor because they are
acquisitive animals, but because they are reasoning ones: because they dis-
cern, or believe that they can discern, dangers before they become im-
mediate, the possibility of threats before they are made.

But be this as it may, in 1914 many of the German people, and in 1939
nearly all of the British, felt justified in going to war, not over any specific
issue that could have been settled by negotiation, but to maintain their
power; and to do so while it was still possible, before they found them-
selves so isolated, so impotent, that they had no power left to maintain and
had to accept a subordinate position within an international system dom-



