
THE FUTURE OF WARPRIVATE 

Review of John Mueller, Retreat from Doomsday: The Obsolescence of Major War. New York: Basic Books, 1989. vii   327pp. Notes, bibliography, index. $20.95.


Marc Trachtenberg


Department of History


University of Pennsylvania


Philadelphia, PA 19104


(215) 898-8477


June 6, 1990


Is war--or at least major war--becoming obsolete?  The question is of more than just academic interest.  Today, as people try to think through the meaning of the remarkable changes that have taken place in Europe over the past year, there is a vague sense of unease.  Are these changes all for the good?   Will the reunification of Germany pose any substantial risk of international instability?  Will Germany ever develop nuclear forces of her own, and if so, is this something the world should worry about--and, if possible, try to prevent?


There are, however, those who dismiss such questions out of hand.  Major war, they say, is a thing of the past, at least among industrialized nations.  History as we have known it is ending.   We have left the white water and have entered into the blue sea of perpetual peace.


John Mueller's Retreat from Doomsday: The Obsolescence of Major War is the most important work of this genre to have appeared so far.  Mueller's argument is that over the course of the last few centuries there has been a gradual turning away from war in the developed world--a gradual opting out of the "war system."  The process, slow at first, was greatly accelerated by World War I.  This crucial event, in fact, would have done away with war in Europe entirely were it not for one man, Adolf Hitler, who "almost single-handedly brought major war" to the continent (p. 56).  In the Far East, World War II came about because the Japanese elites "clung to old-fashioned romantic notions about war" (p. 217).  By 1945, the entire world had learned the lesson that everyone except Hitler and the Japanese had learned a generation earlier:  war had lost its appeal, the warlike spirit was dead, and in spite of the great ideological conflict between the Soviet Union and the West, the risk of major war was rapidly disappearing.


The most striking thing about this argument is that it pivots on a cultural theory of warfare.  "War," Mueller says, "is merely an idea" (p. 7).  Armed conflict in his system seems to come about because of "war advocacy"--that is, because of enthusiasm for war in the abstract.  We have peace when war loses its appeal.  We would have had peace since 1945 even without nuclear weapons because no one would have looked upon a "repetition of World War II with any sort of glee" (p. 94).  Just as dueling became obsolete when attitudes toward it changed, so war will become obsolete when people come to think of it as futile and absurd.  Countries will simply "drop out of the war system," just as Holland, Switzerland and Sweden did two centuries ago (p. 5).


Unquestionably, this century has seen important changes in the way people in the industrialized world have come to think about war.  Before 1914 there was a kind of war lust--in itself, quite unusual by historical standards--but this had largely died out by 1918 and is virtually non-existent today.  Things certainly have changed, but the transformation has not been nearly as extreme as Mueller makes out.  He says, for example, that after World War I "almost the entire developed world had become Hollandized"--i.e., that almost all the important countries had dropped out of the "war system" (p. 53).  By the time the Second World War came around, Europeans in his view had essentially "lost all will for waging a substantial war.  The only ones besides Germany that seem to have been fully willing to fight were Poland (which held out rather well for a while against impossible odds), Finland (which battled the lumbering Soviet Union in 1939-40), and Switzerland"--whose appearance in this list is rather odd, since this country had supposedly dropped out of the war system centuries earlier (p. 70).  In reality, of course, major powers like Britain, the Soviet Union and the United States were willing to make a stand and fight the war to a successful conclusion; they had by no means "dropped out of the war system."


What is the real issue here?  Mueller does not quite argue that even the small countries had opted for purely pacifist policies.  Holland, of course, was a founding member of NATO, and both Switzerland and Sweden maintain what for countries of their size are impressive military establishments.  The real question is not whether states were in any circumstances willing to go to war; it relates instead to the conditions under which different countries are prepared to engage in armed combat.  And while attitudes certainly changed after World War I, the shift was by no means as stark as Mueller portrays it.  It was simply not the case that, except for Hitler and the Japanese, everyone had retreated to purely defensive policies, which probably is the most charitable way of defining what "dropping out of the war system" is supposed to mean. 


Consider, for example, the case of the United States.  In the fall of 1941, as Mueller himself admits, America opted for a strategy of coercion vis-a-vis Japan--for "rollback" rather than simply "containment," even though it was clear this almost certainly meant war (p. 76).  Although the importance of this fact is obscured by his argument, highly debatable in itself, that Japan was probably undeterrable and uncontainable in 1941, the basic point remains that "rollback" was scarcely the policy of a nation that had "dropped out of the war system."  


During the high Cold War period, moreover, the United States had by no means ruled out the possibility of a full-scale armed conflict with the U.S.S.R.  Mueller himself argues, in one of his most interesting sections, that after the Korean War, limited conflicts of that sort were avoided, in large part because the threat of escalation to general war loomed so clearly in the background (pp. 130-131).  But if this risk existed, this could only be because neither side had in any real sense "dropped out of the war system."


As for Mueller's argument about the coming of the Second World War in Europe, the argument about a general turning away from war is based on a specific and rather extreme view of Hitler's personal role in bringing about the conflict.  Hitler was certainly very important, but I doubt whether any serious historian would subscribe to Mueller's view that World War II, to a considerable degree, "came about because one man wanted it to occur and, with astonishingly single-minded and ruthless guile and craft, made it happen" (pp. 64-65), or that "what brought war was Germany's quest to occupy and control non-German lands, and that idea appears to have occurred to no one but Hitler" (p. 66).  Twenty-five years ago, when A.J.P. Taylor said that the standard interpretation of the origins of the Second World War was to blame Hitler alone for it, it was easy to think that he was attacking a strawman.  The leading diplomatic historians at that time--Raymond Sontag, for example--had taken pains to distance themselves from the view that things were that simple.
 Historians have always placed a good deal of emphasis on structural factors--on Germany's inherent strength, and the relative weakness and disunity of the forces that might have opposed her--and this structural argument was often linked to claims about the continuity of German foreign policy from the Kaiserreich through Weimar and on into the Nazi period.  It was of course recognized that statesmen varied in terms of how fast and how far they were willing to go, but Germany in the first half of this century was never happy with the status quo, and even the leading statesmen of the Weimar period understood the importance of military power in bringing about fundamental change in the system.  Military force--the threat of force if possible, the actual use of force if necessary--was never ruled out in principle as an instrument of policy:  the specter of armed conflict was an accepted part of international political life.


The fundamental problem with Mueller's argument is that he does not understand that war is at its core a political, and not a cultural, phenomenon.  Dueling may have declined when cultural values changed, but war does not come about simply because "war advocates" carry the day.  Even if war is not glorified, even if people are under no illusions about what a war would mean, an intractable political conflict might still culminate in a tremendous clash of arms.  In 1914, no one in a position of great authority might have actually wanted a world war, but the risk of war was universally accepted as a condition of policy, and that was all that turned out to be necessary.  The degree to which war is accepted has of course changed over time, and Mueller is right to notice that by and large states and societies have become more prudent in the course of this century;  but even today great nations still have foreign interests supported by military power.


How then is the current stability of the international system to be explained?  Why is the world of the industrialized nations so peaceful?  Many people think that the nuclear revolution has something to do with the emergence of such a peaceful world, but Mueller says no, forcefully and repeatedly.  Nuclear weapons, he writes, are "irrelevant" to the story.  The revolution in weaponry did not change the mentality:  weapons in general "are the effects of war and the war spirit, not their cause" (p. 245).  The shift in attitudes--the cultural factor--is the true independent variable.


It is not to be assumed, of course, that there are only two possible explanations, so that if the nuclear revolution was "irrelevant," the taproot of great power peace must be cultural in nature.  It may be that the key to stability is political: for forty years, American power and Soviet power balanced each other so effectively that no real threat to the status quo was possible.  The same basic structure, and thus the same basic stability, would have existed even in the absence of nuclear weapons.  Mueller, in fact, come close to arguing along these lines, but to the extent that this interpretation is correct, it is important to note, first, that it is not an argument about changing attitudes toward war, and, second, that--as we have all noted to our amazement over the past year--political structures can change rapidly, and that some are a good deal less stable than others.


The nuclear revolution might not have been the principal determinant of the stability of the Cold War system, but even if it was not, it still could have an important bearing on the stability of other systems that might take shape.  In particular, if Germany reemerges as a great power, and east central Europe again becomes an arena for Russo-German rivalry, how vigorously Russia and Germany pursue their interests in the area would probably be profoundly affected by the fact that massive nuclear forces loom in the background.  Truly radical change in the status quo would be out of the question, and marginal changes would no longer be of value as stepping stones to drastic changes that would now be beyond reach.  Conversely, control of those areas for essentially defensive reasons--that is, as buffer zones--would also decline dramatically in importance, since large nuclear arsenals make defense of the national territory relatively easy.


In thinking about stability, political considerations remain crucial: they will be as important in the future as they have been in the past.  The military side of the story is also quite significant:  the nuclear revolution is certainly not to be dismissed as "irrelevant."  But as for cultural developments, their role is not to be exaggerated.  Indeed, it is perhaps dangerous to do so.  To argue that major war is obsolescent because of a radical shift in values inevitably suggests that there is little point to taking political problems seriously--that there is no need to worry about the stability of international political life because war in the industrialized world has become, in Mueller's phrase, "rationally unthinkable."  
Great power politics may for the time being have gone into remission, but it is unlikely that even in our lifetimes it is ever going to just stop.  As long as international politics exists, and as long as great nations have not been totally converted to pacifism, the possibility of war has to be reckoned with; a responsible foreign policy cannot be built on the assumption that the change in attitude has been so fundamental that the risk of a major armed conflict is no longer worth worrying about.
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