17.42 | Causes and Prevention of War
St ephen Van Evera
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M LI TARY POANER AND THE CAUSES OF WAR: El GHT HYPOTHESES

FI RST MOVE ADVANTACE (or "crisis instability"). "The greater

t he advantage that accrues to the side mobilizing or striking

first, the greater the risk of war." See Schelling, Arns and

I nfl uence, chapter 6 (assigned).

Dangers raised by a first-nove advantage (FMA):

1. Opportunistic war. ("If we strike first we win, so let's
strike and capture the benefits of w nning!")

2. Preenptive war. "We fear they will strike, so we nust
strike to deny themthe first-nover advantage." Exanpl es:
| srael's 1967 attack on Egypt; Russian and French pre-
nobi i zation in 1914. And two extensions:

-- "Accidental War." Exanple: 1890 Battle of Wunded Knee.

-- "The Reci procal Fear of Surprise Attack"--Schelling.
("We fear they fear we fear they will strike; so they may
strike; so we nmust.") This is the comon fornul ation of
the problembut the least realistic. H story shows that
reci procal fear al nbost never happens, perhaps because
states sel dom see thensel ves as threats to others so they
sel dom expect others to fear thenselves.

3. The dangers of candor. States conceal their grievances and
their capabilities because they think: "W nust lull them
into believing we are weak and benign; otherwi se we can't
gain surprise.” This makes inadvertent war and wars of
false optimsmnore |ikely.

a. States conceal their grievances: China vs. USA 1950,
Egypt vs. Israel 1973, Prussia vs. Austria 1740.
b. States conceal their capabilities, |eaving others
undeterred: China vs. USA 1950, Egypt vs. Israel 1973.
c. States conceal their m sperceptions, |eaving others
unabl e to correct these m sperceptions: North Korea
regarding U.S. intentions 1950; China regarding U S.
intentions 1950; Britain and France regarding U. S.
i ntentions 1956, Prussia regarding other powers 1740,
Japan regarding U.S. will 1941.
Types of war caused by FMA: first nobilization vs. first
strike; preenption of opponents vs. preenption of neutral
st at es.
Features of a first-nove advant age.

1. First-strike and first-nobilization advantages are both
danger ous.

2. First-nove advantages are two-sided. |If you gain by noving
first, it also pays your opponent to nove first, to deny you
t he advantage of noving first.

El ements of a first-nove advant age.

1. Amlitary nove can be made secretly, catching the target by
surprise. This is a function of two factors: (a) the degree
of conceal nent of the attack; (b) the speed of the attack.

2. A successful secret nove can change the force ratio in the



attacker's favor.

The offense is strong relative to the defensive in warfare.
If so, gains fromnoving first can be parlayed into further
gains. If not, states gain little by noving first even if
t hey can change force ratios in their favor by stealthy
first noves.

E. How can a first nove advantage be prevented? Antidotes to a
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first-nove advantage include the foll ow ng:

Transparency neasures that make sneak attacks difficult.

Limts on fast-to-target weapons.

Strong defenses to protect forces that would be targeted by

the first strike.

Arrange a defense-dom nant world where conquest is hard.
How common are first-nove advantages? Answer: very rare. Yet
states often perceive large first-nove advantages! FMAs are
scarce but the illusion of first-nove advantage is common and
causes |l ots of trouble.

A current exanple to worry about: North Korea's elite may
believe that the first nover wll have the advantage in a

U S.-North Korean war. See assigned reading by Vipin Narang.
How coul d the first-nove advantage hypot hesis be tested?

"W NDOAS" OF OPPORTUNI TY AND VULNERABI LI TY (causing "preventive
war"): "The greater the fluctuations in the relative power of
states, the greater the risk of war."
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Varieties of preventive war:
Donestic events within states can shift their relative
power. Wndows are opened if one state grows its mlitary
forces, or its econony, faster than its adversary.
Exanpl es: Germany vs. Russia 1914, Germany vs. Britain and
France 1940, Germany and Japan vs. USA 1941, |srael vs.
Egypt 1956, USA vs. Iraqg 2003 CE, Sparta vs. Athens 440 BCE.
"What caused the war was the rising power of Athens and the
fear this caused in Sparta"--Thucydi des.
Shifts in alignnments anong states can cause shifts in their
rel ati ve power: Japan vs. USA 1941, USA vs. Britain 1812;
i ndeed all w de wars.
Tactical vs. Strateglc W ndows.
W ndows make declining states nore aggressive:

Attack pays for the declining state (it thinks "war is
better now than |l ater, and since war later is likely let's
start a war now "); and belligerent diplomcy makes nore
sense for the decliner (it thinks "a war now woul d not be
such a bad thing, let's risk it!"™) (USA 1950s.)
Promi ses by the rising state have less credibility; hence
others won't settle disputes with it. (Ohers think: "After
they gain strength they will break any prom ses they make
now so agreements with themare worthless!") Arabs and
| sraelis 1930s.
Haste, truncated di pl omacy ("W mnust resolve any disputes
bef ore our power wanes"):

a. Shortened negotiation ---> No agreenent. Exanpl es:



USSR vs. Finland 1939, Britain vs. France 1755 (7
Years \War), Europe 1914.
b. No tine to warn ---> one side underestinmates another's
will. Exanmples: Germany msread Britain, 1914;
Finl and m sread the USSR, 1939.
W ndows may al so nake rising states nore aggressive. Risers
(says Bob G lpin) believe their greater power entitles themto
hi gher status, and to nore trappings of status, e.g., a wder
sphere of influence. Their demand for these trappings |eads
to conflict with other states.
How common are wi ndows? Answer: they are conmon in
perception, rare in reality. As German Chancellor Oto von
Bi smarck (1862-1890) said, preventive war is usually to
"commt suicide fromfear of death.” Wy are nonexi stent
wi ndows often inmagi ned?
Applications to today.
> Woul d nucl ear proliferation open dangerous w ndows? In 2002
t he Bush 43 Admi ni stration enbraced a doctrine of preventive
war agai nst rogue states that reach for nucl ear weapons and
attacked lrag for this reason. The Trunp adm nistration has
voi ced simlar thoughts. |Is this good policy or "suicide
fromfear of death"?
> Sonme U.S. policymakers now advocate attacking North Korea or
Iran to forestall them from devel opi ng intercontinental
nucl ear arsenals.
> Woul d nucl ear di sar manent open danger ous w ndows?

FALSE OPTIMSM "If losers could foresee their defeat they
woul d not fight; hence false optimsmon the outcone of war
raises the risk of war." (See Blainey, Causes of War, chapter
3, "Dreans and Del usions of the Com ng War," assigned.)
Three types of false optimsm
. Optimsmabout relative power: Htler vs. USSR 1941, Arabs
vs. |Israel 1967, Israel vs. Arabs 1973, France vs. Prussia
1870, Saddam Hussein 1990-1991 (He proclained to the U S.:
"We will wal k on your skulls!"); US vs. Iraq 2003.
Optim sm about relative wll: Japan vs. USA 1941, The
Conf ederacy 1861, USA vs. Vi etnam 1965, Saddam Hussein of
lrag 1990-91 and 2003 (" The Anmericans have no stomach for
casual ties!").
Optim sm about relative access to allies: Germany 1939,
North Korea 1950, Gernmany 1914.
Causes of false optimsm First-strike advantages? Arns
races? Self-glorifying nationalist nmyths? Miltipolarity?
Personal ity disorder? Narcissismand related personality
di sorders cause deci si on maki ng pathol ogi es in governnent.

CUMULATI VE RESOURCES: "The greater the cunulativity of
resources--that is, the nore that control of one resource
enabl es control of another--the greater the risk of war."
Exanpl es of cunul ative resources:

-- Buffer Room "W need to control our lifelines/backyard
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etc."

-- Resources that can be converted into mlitary power, e.g.,
i ndustry.

-- Credibility of threats and prom ses

How does the nucl ear revol ution change things on this score?

CHEAP WAR:  "War is |east common when its costs are greatest.”

OFFENSE- DEFENSE THECRY. "War is nore |ikely when conquest is
easy." Ofering this idea: Rousseau in 18th C ("Island states
are nore defensible, hence less involved in wars"), Jean de

Bl och 1899, Hugh G bson 1932, Robert Jervis 1978. A summary is
t he assigned reading by SVE, "Ofense-Defense Theory in a
Nutshell." A related idea: the "security dilema."

What is the "Security Dilemm"? It arises when states

efforts to secure thensel ves | eave other states insecure.

Are offensive forces and force postures distinguishable from

defensive forces and force postures? (Sonetines.) Does the

of f ense-def ense bal ance vary across tine and space? (Yes;

conpare the battles of France, 1914 and 1940.)

Ten (10) Dangers that Arise Vhen Conquest |s Easy:

1. Qpportunistic aggression. \Wen conquest is easy cheap
gains can be had by war, so states go to war.

2. Defensive aggression. States are | ess secure because
their borders are harder to defend and their nei ghbors are
nore aggressive. Hence they seek to expand to make their
borders nore defensible; to cut their neighbors down to
size; and to oust hostile nearby regines.

3. Fierce resistance to others' expansion. Snall gains by an
eneny can snowball, so every gain by the other nust be
strongly opposed. This intensifies the collision between
expansi oni st states and ot hers.

4. First-nove advantages are | arger because states can nake
greater territorial gains with any mlitary advantages
gai ned by nobilizing first or striking first.

5. Wndows are larger for the sanme reason. Small force-ratio
advant ages can be converted into large territorial gains,
and small force-ratio di sadvantages nmay translate into
| arge | osses, so states are anxious to strike while they
have the upper hand if they see thenselves in relative
decl i ne.

6. Fait Acconpli tactics:

a. These are nore tenpting to adopt ("W nust gain our
ai ms, since our safety is threatened if we fail; hence
we shoul d adopt even reckless diplomatic tactics if
they will work.")

b. These have nore dangerous effects if adopted.

7. Alliances are tighter, hence wars have a greater
propensity to spread (e.g., 1914). (States think: "W
can't let our allies go under or we'll be next; so we nust
join every war they get into, even wars they start.")

8. Secrecy is tighter, hence false optimsmand m sperception
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are nore common; and errors flow ng therefromhave nore

catastrophic and | ess reversi ble consequences. (States

think: "If they knew our plans and forces our enem es

coul d conquer us; hence we nust observe dark secrecy.")

Arnms racing is nore intense, giving rise to w ndows of

opportunity and vulnerability, and to fal se optimsm

O fense-dom nance is self-feeding: offense breeds offense.

("Ofense is the stronger formof war; we should buy what

works so let's buy offensive forces.")

can these hypot heses be tested? Wat are their observable

ications? Tests and what they show

In the past states were often driven to war by the search

for security. In a world of very strong defenses this

search woul d not be necessary, and the wars caused by this

search coul d be avoi ded.

War has been nore common when and where security was

bel i eved scarce.

> CGermany's borders are not defensible; Germany is
aggr essi ve.

> The Sovi et Union recklessly caused the Cuban Mssile
Crisis in 1962 because it learned in |ate 1961 that the
U.S. had nuclear superiority. Soviet |eaders feared the
U S. mght use this nuclear superiority to subjugate the
USSR.

> European | eaders thought conquest was unusually easy in
1914, and were unconmonly belligerent.

> China's | eaders launched a very dangerous war agai nst
the U S in 1950 to avert a feared U. S. invasion of
Manchuri a.

Deduction from psychol ogy. Fear is an especially hot

button for humans. |t nmakes people violent.

much history can of fense-defense theory (ODT) explain?

Wars stenming fromthe search for security are abundant. |If

SO,

ODT explains a |ot.

Causes of offensive and defensive advant age:

1. Mlitary factors:
i Ar ns.
ii. Geography: nountains and bodies of water are barriers
to of fense.
i1i. Nationalism
iv. Uban vs. Rural setting.
2. D plomatic factors:
i Are alliances defensive or defensive/offensive?
ii. Do "balancer" states exist and do they bal ance?
iti. Can "collective security"” be nade to work?
3. The conflict between arns and di pl omacy: can defendi ng
your allies require offensive forces?
Are offensive mlitary strategi es always bad? Despite the
dangers listed under "A", is offense sonetinmes the best
strategy anyway?
1. For "extended deterrence" (i.e., protecting allies)?
2. For scaring aggressor-states into better behavior?



VI,

Exanpl e: US policy toward Stalin, 1950-53? Recent U S
policies toward North Korea and Iran?

For scaring small or weak states into better behavior?
For limting one's own damage in wars, and for ending
war s?

For reform ng ot herw se-unreformbl e aggressor states?
Exanpl es: Nazi Germany, inperial Japan, Saddam s Iraq.
6. Wien the offense al ready dom nates?

How easy is conquest in the real world? Do states exaggerate
t he ease of conquest? Does the nuclear revolution nmake
conquest easier or harder?

AN ol

EASY DESTRUCTI ON: "The nore the power to destroy spreads to

non-deterrable actors, the nore war."

A
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The survival dilemma, a concept parallel to the security

dilemma. "States conquer or destroy others when they fear
bei ng physically destroyed, even if they need not fear
conquest.” U S. counterproliferation policy is driven not by

fears that terrorists mght conquer the U S., but by fears
they m ght destroy sone of it.

A hypot heses deduced fromthe survival dilemma: "The spread of
destructive power to many hands (as forecast by Martin Rees)
will magnify the survival dilema. This will causes viol ence
by psychopaths and terrorists, and wars by states trying to
keep WWD out of the hands of terrorists and psychopaths. "

ARMS RACI NG AND WAR
Causes of Arnms Raci ng:
Secrecy.
O f ense-dom nance, offensive doctrines and force postures.
a. Ofensive forces spur nore counter-building by the
ot her si de.
b. Indirect effects: secrecy, less arns control.

Does Arns Racing Cause War? Is it nore a cause or a synptom of

1
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nternational conflict?

States infer malign intentions fromother states' mlitary
buil dups. "If they are buying arns they nust intend to use
them-on us! (Hence we m ght be wise to | aunch preenptive
or preventive war!")

Arms racing causes w ndows.

Arnms racing causes false optimsm

Way the inportance of arns racing is exaggerated: war and
arnms racing are correlated, but is the correlation
spurious? (Does nutual hostility cause them both, creating
an illusion of causation?)

WHAT ABQOUT DI SARVAMENT? IS I T PCSSI BLE? WOULD I T CAUSE OR
PREVENT WAR?

| s total disarmanent possi bl e/ desirable?
1. Is total disarmanment possible?
> Could the human race ever really be disarned? Consider
t he sl aughter of ancient wars waged wi th swords and



shields. For exanple, when Roman and Cart hagi ni an forces
fought at Cannae in 216 BCE some 76,000 of the 126, 000
participants perished in an afternoon. And nore recently
(1994) Hutu extrem sts in Rwanda sl aughtered 800, 000 of
their Tutsi and noderate Hutu conpatriots in a few weeks
wi th machet es.

> What quality of verification would be required before
states woul d disarn? What arrangenents to equalize both
side's possible rate of "breakout"” fromthe arns control
regi me would be required?

2. Is it desirable? The problem of preventive war.

3. If it's possible, is it necessary? |If states already get
along so well that they can agree to disarm why is it
needed?

B. Is quantitative disarmanent possible/desirable? (Cearly it's

possi bl e: see strategic arns agreenents of 1972-present--SALT,
START, etc. This saves noney. Sone say it al so danpens
nmutual fear.)

D. Is qualitative disarmanent--i.e., limting sone types of
ar ms- - possi bl e/ desirabl e? Specifically: Limts on offensive
arms? Limts on indiscrimnate arns (nukes, bioweapons, chem
weapons, mnes)? Limts on first-nove advantages by requiring
transparency?

Hypot heses |-VIII conprise the universe of mjor hypotheses on arns
and war. |If you can think of nore you' ve found sonethi ng new
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