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I. INTRODUCTION

War is back. After a thirty-year hiatus after the end of the Cold War, armed conflict is on
the rise around the globe. The news in the West has been dominated by horrific wars in
Ukraine and Gaza, but those conflicts, terrible as they are, are only part of a deeper trend.
The decades from 1989 until 2022 had relatively few wars and war-related deaths,! but the
years 2022 and 2023 were the most violent since the end of the Cold War.?

Beyond Ukraine and Gaza, other recent wars include India’s short clash with Pakistan in
May 2025, which was the most direct combat between these nuclear-armed countries in half
a century; the long-running Saudi and Emirati war in Yemen, with the United States backing
the Saudis and Emiratis, where the United Nations has estimated that 377,000 people have
died, mostly civilians,® and more than nineteen million people currently need aid;* renewed
fighting in the Democratic Republic of Congo, where the International Rescue Committee
has calculated at least five million excess deaths people since 1998;° the Syrian civil war that
raged from 2011 to 2024, where the UN conservatively estimates 350,000 dead and a
leading Syrian human rights group reckons at least half a million dead;® Israel’s strikes on

*William P. Boswell Professor of World Politics of Peace and War, Princeton University.

I Tanisha M. Fazal, Conguest Is Back, FOR. AFF. (Mar. 21, 2025); Joshua S. Goldstein, Think Again: War, FOR.
Pory (Aug. 15, 2011).

2 Uppsala Conflict Data Program, Fatalities by Type of Violence 1989-2024, at https:/fucdp.uu.se/downloads/charts.

3UN Yemen, Country Results Report 2021, at https://yemen.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-04/Yemen_
UNCT%20Annual%20Report%202021_.pdf.

4 United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Yemen, at hetps:/[www.unocha.org/yemen.

5 International Rescue Committee, Mortality in the Democratic Republic of Congo: An Ongoing Crisis (May 1,
2007), at hteps:/[www.rescue.org/sites/default/files/document/661/2006-7 congomortalitysurvey. pdf.

¢ Associated Press, U.N. Tallies 350K Dead in Syria War, Admits Toll Likely Higher, WasH. TIMES (Sept. 24, 2021).
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Iranian nuclear facilities and personnel in June 2025, with the United States under Donald
Trump almost immediately joining the Israeli campaign; and the conquest in 2023 of
Nagorno-Karabakh and the expulsion of almost all of its Armenian population by
Azerbaijan, backed by Turkey, which is a treaty ally of the United States. Rwanda is
supporting a rebel coalition seizing large swaths of the mineral-rich eastern Democratic
Republic of Congo, with UN experts contending that Rwandan troops are operating
alongside the rebels or controlling them.” In Sudan, some 150,000 people have been killed
since the civil war started in 2023, and more than eight million people have been forced from
their homes—the largest displacement crisis on earth.®

The United States and Russia, which together hold the vast bulk of the world’s nuclear
weapons, moved closer to direct confrontation with Russia’s massive invasion of Ukraine, as
the NATO alliance supported and armed the Ukrainians.” In September 2022, U.S.
intelligence agencies reported with alarm that Vladimir Putin, facing a battlefield defeat in
northeastern Ukraine so humiliating that it might threaten his grip on power, seriously
contemplated using tactical nuclear weapons.'® Later, the Biden administration in its last
weeks in office authorized the Ukrainian armed forces to strike targets on Russian sovereign
soil with long-range American missiles, known as ATACMS, " while Britain allowed the same
with its own Storm Shadow missiles.!?

All of this mayhem casts a shadow over optimistic claims that, having learned some lessons
from the total warfare of the twentieth century, war is becoming obsolete or that violence is
in decline.'” Oona Hathaway and Scott Shapiro warn that the norm against conquest by
military force embodied in the United Nations Charter, already damaged by the United
States’ invasion of Iraq in 2003, now faces an assault on multiple fronts: Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine; China’s territorial ambitions in the South China Sea and a possible war for Taiwan;
and Trump’s calls for taking over Canada and Greenland, which is part of Denmark. They
caution, “securing the prohibition on the use of force depends on states recognizing how
much good it has enabled, how hard it was to establish, and how much chaos could ensue if
it vanishes.”!4

7 Midhat Fatimah, DR Congo: UNSC Calls on Rwandan Troops to Leave, DW (Feb. 22, 2025).

8 Kalkidan Yibeltal & Basillioh Rukanga, Sudan Death Toll Far Higher Than Previously Reported—Study, BBC
(Nov. 14, 2024); International Rescue Committee, Conflict in Sudan: Over 8 Million People Displaced (Apr. 12,
2024), at hetps:/[www.rescue.org/article/war-sudan-over-8-million-people-displaced.

9 See Philippe Sands, Putin’s Use of Military Force Is a Crime of Aggression, FIN. TIMES (Feb. 28, 2022).

10 BoB WOODWARD, WAR 150-65 (2024).

1 Adam Entous, Eric Schmitt & Julian E. Barnes, Biden Allows Ukraine to Strike Russia With Long-Range U.S.
Missiles, N.Y. TIMES (Nov. 17, 2024).

12 Dan Sabbagh & Andrew Roth, Ukraine Fires UK-Made Missiles into Russia for First Time, GUARDIAN (Nov.
20, 2024).

13JOHN MUELLER, RETREAT FROM DOOMSDAY: THE OBSOLESCENCE OF MAJOR WAR (1989); STEVEN
PINKER, THE BETTER ANGELS OF OUR NATURE: WHY VIOLENCE HAS DECLINED (2011). For critiques, see
Carl Kaysen, Is War Obsolete?: A Review Essay, 14 INT’L SECURITY 42 (1990); BEAR F. BRAUMOELLER, ONLY
THE DEAD: THE PERSISTENCE OF WAR IN THE MODERN AGE (2019).

"' Oona A. Hathaway & Scott J. Shapiro, Might Unmakes Right: The Catastrophic Collapse of Norms Against the
Use of Force, FOR. AFF., 80-93 (July—Aug. 2025). See Monica Hakimi & Jacob Katz Cogan, The End of the U.S.-
Backed International Order and the Future of International Law, 119 AJIL 279 (2025); Jack Goldsmith &
Shannon Togawa Mercer, International Law and Institutions in the Trump Era, 61 GER. Y.B.INT'L L. 11 (2018);
William W. Burke-White, Power Shifts in International Law: Structural Realignment and Substantive Pluralism,
56 Harv. INT’L L.J. 1 (2015).
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If this is an especially pressing moment to concentrate on war, it is hard to think of a time
when that was not true.'® Yet as Margaret MacMillan notes, all too often we look away from
“a grim and depressing subject” (MacMillan, p. xiii). In most Western universities, she
writes, “the study of war is largely ignored, perhaps because we fear that the mere act of
researching and thinking about it means approval” (MacMillan, p. xv). She is correct that
there is a certain polite academic disapproval of war studies, military history, and the sub-
subfield of international relations concerned with international security. It would be pleasant
to imagine that war is a throwback, a relic of a darker but passed time—a particular
temptation for those people lucky enough to live in the West during what the historian John
Lewis Gaddis has called “the Long Peace,” the absence of major war among the great powers
since the end of World War I1.16

II. CAUSES OF WAR

“The prohibition of war! The prohibition of war!” wrote Yokota Kisaburo, a professor of
international law at Tokyo Imperial University in 1931, who dared to speak out against
Imperial Japanese conquests in Manchuria and beyond at a time when doing so could
destroy his career or get him assassinated.!” “That is the main subject of the twentieth
century.”!8

This review essay is a response, although inadequate, to Yokota’s imperative. Why are
there wars? Drawing on two rich books by the leading historians Margaret MacMillan and
Richard Overy, the essay aims to connect the theoretical concerns of international law with
the sweep of centuries of international relations. MacMillan is a distinguished diplomatic
historian whose work has illuminated not just the outbreak of World War I, but also the
processes of peacebuilding, from her magnificent study of the Paris Peace Conference after
World War I to her incisive chronicle of Richard Nixon’s opening to Mao Zedong’s
China." Overy is a creative and wide-ranging historian who focuses on World War II,
with outstanding work spanning from strategic bombardment to the reasons for Allied
victory to a recent major reconceptualization of World War II as an imperial contest.?’
Both of them have taken a step back from the specifics of twentieth-century political-
military history to write ambitious, insightful books that consider war as a general
phenomenon.

15 See BENJAMIN WITTES & GABRIELLA BLUM, THE FUTURE OF VIOLENCE: ROBOTS AND GERMS,
HACKERS AND DRONES—CONFRONTING A NEW AGE OF THREAT (2015).

16]ohn Lewis Gaddis, The Long Peace: Elements of Stability in the Postwar International System, 10 INT'L
SECURITY 99 (1986).

17 Urs Matthias Zachmann, Yokota Kisaburo: Defending International Criminal Justice in Interwar and Early
Post-War Japan, in THE DAWN OF A DISCIPLINE: INTERNATIONAL CRIMINAL JUSTICE AND ITS EARLY
EXPONENTS 342 (Frédéric Mégret & Immi Tallgren eds., 2020).

18 ]d

19 MARGARET MACMILLAN, THE WAR THAT ENDED PEACE: THE ROAD TO 1914 (2013); MARGARET
MACMILLAN, PARIS 1919: SIx MONTHS THAT CHANGED THE WORLD (2001); MARGARET MACMILLAN,
NIXON AND MAO: THE WEEK THAT CHANGED THE WORLD (2007).

20 RiIcHARD OVERY, THE BOMBING WAR: EUROPE 1939-1945 (2013); RICHARD OVERY, RAIN OF RUIN:
Toxkyo, HIROSHIMA AND THE SURRENDER OF JAPAN (2025); RICHARD OVERY, WHY THE ALLIES WON
(1997); RicHARD OVERY, BLOOD AND RUINS: THE LAST IMPERIAL WAR, 1931-1945 (2022).
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One of the particular strengths of international law as a discipline in the study of war is
its insistence on considering the prevention of war, rather than just taming its conduct.?!
Like just war theorists, international law treats both the jus ad bellum and the jus in
bello.** There was a failed Allied effort to prosecute Kaiser Wilhelm II for his aggressive
role in starting World War 1.?> At the Allied international military tribunals at
Nuremberg and Tokyo after World War II, the main accusation was a criminal
conspiracy to wage aggressive war.”! That legacy was invoked by the International
Criminal Court in its revival of the crime of aggression, despite objections that such
prosecutions might interfere with peace processes, antagonize the great powers, or prove
fruitless.”> Like Yokota, who kept up a lifelong engagement with international law even
when became chief justice of the Supreme Court of Japan, international lawyers have
long taken seriously this charge to outlaw war. But to prohibit war, it would help
mightily to know what really causes it.

The origins of war have confounded such thinkers as Albert Einstein and Sigmund Freud,
who had a memorable correspondence on the matter in 1932—which gives Overy his title,

21 See, variously, Robert O. Keohane, Andrew Moravesik & Anne-Marie Slaughter, Legalized Dispute
Resolution: Interstate and Transnational, 54 INT'L ORG. 457 (2000); JACK L. GOLDSMITH & ERIC A. POSNER,
THE LIMITS OF INTERNATIONAL LAw (2005); Curtis A. Bradley & Jack L. Goldsmith, Congressional
Authorization and the War on Terrorism, 118 HARv. L. REV. 2047 (2005); DAVID KENNEDY, OF WAR AND LAW
(2006); Ryan Goodman, Controlling the Recourse to War by Modifying Jus in Bello, 12 Y.B. INT'L
HUMANITARIAN L. 53 (2009); JOHN FABIAN WITT, LINCOLN’S CODE: THE LAWS OF WAR IN AMERICAN
HisTORY (2012); Gabriella Blum & John C.P. Goldberg, War for the Wrong Reasons: Lessons from Law, 11 ].
MORAL PHIL. 454 (2014); Harold Hongju Koh & Todd F. Buchwald, The Crime of Aggression: The United States
Perspective, 109 AJIL 257 (2015); OONA A. HATHAWAY & SCOTT ]. SHAPIRO, THE INTERNATIONALISTS:
How A RADICAL PLAN TO OUTLAW WAR REMADE THE WORLD (2017); JAMES Q. WHITMAN, THE VERDICT
OF BATTLE: THE LAW OF VICTORY AND MAKING OF MODERN WAR (2012); PHILIPPE SANDS, EAST WEST
STREET: ON THE ORIGINS OF GENOCIDE AND CRIMES AGAINST HUMANITY (2016); SAMUEL MOYN,
HUMANE: HOW THE UNITED STATES ABANDONED PEACE AND REINVENTED WAR (2021). Moyn’s powerful
book insists that entrenching jus in bello norms should not license disregarding the jus ad bellum.

22 See Monica Hakimi, The Jus ad Bellum s Regulatory Form, 112 AJIL 151 (2018); Miles Jackson & Dapo
Akande, The Right to Life and the Jus Ad Bellum: Belligerent Equality and the Duty to Prosecute Acts of Aggression,
71 INT’L CoMmp. L. Q. 453 (2022); Dapo Akande & Antonios Tzanakopoulos, Legal: Use of Force in Self-Defence
to Recover Occupied Territory, 32 EUR. J. INT'L L. 1299 (2021).

23 GARY ]. BAss, STAY THE HAND OF VENGEANCE: THE POLITICS OF WAR CRIMES TRIBUNALS 58-105
(2000); WILLIAM A. SCHABAS, THE TRIAL OF THE KAISER (2018).

24 See SHELDON GLUECK, THE NUREMBERG TRIAL AND AGGRESSIVE WAR (1946); Henry L. Stimson, The
Nuremberg Trial: Landmark in Law, 25 FOR. AFF. (Jan. 1947); TELFORD TAYLOR, THE ANATOMY OF THE
NUREMBERG TRIALS: A PERSONAL MEMOIR (1992); BENJAMIN B. FERENCZ, DEFINING INTERNATIONAL
AGGRESSION: THE SEARCH FOR WORLD PEACE (1975); RICHARD A. PRIMUS, THE AMERICAN LANGUAGE OF
RIGHTS 213-15 (1999).

25 See Thomas M. Franck, Who Killed Article 2(4)? Or: Changing Norms Governing the Use of Force by States, 64
AJIL 809 (1970); Louis Henkin, The Reports of the Death of Article 2(4) Are Greatly Exaggerated, 65 AJIL 544
(1971); Jack L. Goldsmith, The Self-Defeating International Criminal Court, 70 U. CHL L. REv. 89 (2003);
Mariano-Florentino Cuéllar, The International Criminal Court and the Political Economy of Antitreaty Discourse,
55 STAN. L. REV. 1597 (2003); YORAM DINSTEIN, WAR, AGGRESSION, AND SELF-DEFENCE (4th ed. 2005);
THE CRIME OF AGGRESSION: A COMMENTARY (Claus Kress & Stefan Barriga eds., 2017); CARRIE
McDOUGALL, THE CRIME OF AGGRESSION UNDER THE ROME STATUTE OF THE INTERNATIONAL CRIMINAL
COURT (2013); Dapo Akande & Antonios Tzanakopoulos, 7he Crime of Aggression Before the International
Criminal Court: Introduction to the Symposium, 29 EUR. J. INT'L L. 829 (2018); TOM DANNENBAUM, THE
CRIME OF AGGRESSION, HUMANITY, AND THE SOLDIER (2018); NOAH WEISBORD, THE CRIME OF
AGGRESSION: THE QUEST FOR JUSTICE IN AN AGE OF DRONES, CYBERATTACKS, INSURGENTS, AND
AUTOCRATS (2019).
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Why War?® To that question Homer barely bothered with an answer: The Iliad begins in the
middle of the Trojan War with Achilles sulking and refusing to fight, with the narrative less
interested in why the Greek armies attacked Troy than in the greatest Greek warrior’s
coming one-on-one confrontation with Hector, the Trojan prince and champion. William
Shakespeare often treated war as a remedy for regicide,27 but he too could breeze past its
causes. At the start of 7roilus and Cressida, his own chronicle of the Trojan War, he wrote
that “our play leaps o’er the vaunt and firstlings of these broils, Beginning in the middle.”*

MacMillan and Overy come up with several explanations for those firstlings, which have
considerable overlap between them. Surveying the centuries, MacMillan finds that “certain
motives appear again and again: greed, self-defense, and emotions and ideas” (MacMillan,
p- 35). These make a rough parallel to Overy’s main reasons for war (shuffling the order in
which he listed them): resources, security, and belief. To that Overy adds a fourth: power
(Overy, p. 3). Those categories will structure this essay.

ITII. THE HumMAN CONDITION

It should be noted at the outset that neither of these books have much use for
international law. When Overy mentions law at all it is usually as a justification for war,
mordantly citing Sultan Mehmet II's sack of Constantinople in 1453: “Under Islamic law,
three days of looting were permitted, but Mehmet, hoping to make the city his capital,
permitted only one” (Overy, p. 121). MacMillan devotes a powerful chapter to international
law, although she approaches the Sisyphean problem of legal constraints on war with a tragic
sensibility: “Like ants with their nests, we laboriously build up a more or less agreed structure
only to see it kicked apart by the heavy foot of war. We soldier on to reconstruct what have
come to call the laws of war” (MacMillan, p. 200).

She points to two ideal-type traditions of jus ad bellum and jus in bello typified by
advocates: for the former, Bertha von Suttner’s advocacy against war; for the latter, Francis
Lieber’s efforts to codify modern laws of war-fighting (MacMillan, pp. 203-05).%> Under
the jus ad bellum, MacMillan argues that “even the powerful and ruthless have looked for
reasons or excuses of some sort to justify making war” (MacMillan, p. 206).° She
condemns the “wars for gain or dominance” that she documents throughout her book,
writing respectfully of the principle of waging war only in self-defense (MacMillan,
p. 211). She rightly connects the purposes of war with its conduct, since soldiers’ lives
should not be squandered for objectives beyond the limits of a just war (MacMillan,
p- 209). And she notes accurately that Nuremberg and Tokyo charged defendants not just
with conventional war crimes but crimes against peace, but cannot forget that “the Soviet

26 EINSTEIN ON PoLITICS: HIS PRIVATE THOUGHTS AND PUBLIC STANDS ON NATIONALISM, ZIONISM,
WAR, PEACE, AND THE BoMB 215-22 (David E. Rowe & Robert Schulmann eds., 2007).

27 See STEPHEN GREENBLATT, TYRANT: SHAKESPEARE ON POLITICS (2018).

28 William Shakespeare, T7oilus ¢ Cressida, prologue, lines 27-29 (1602).

29 For a trenchant and skeptical discussion of Suttner, see MOYN, supra note 21, at 47-62. He agrees with
MacMillan that her bestselling anti-war novel, Lay Down Your Arms! (1889), is terrible. On Lieber, see WITT,
supra note 21.

30 See Ryan Goodman, Humanitarian Intervention and Pretexts for War, 100 AJIL 107 (20006).
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Union, now on the side of the virtuous, had connived with Hitler to carve up the center of
Europe” (MacMillan, pp. 226-27).%!

As for the jus in bello, she warily writes that it is “not a legal code as we would recognize it
in domestic society” (MacMillan, p. 213).3> Although her account of the origins of both
Geneva and Hague law is cautious, she does find much in the evolving jus in bello that is
useful: conventions about prisoners of war, attempts to control battlefield tactics or
newfangled weaponry such as the crossbow or explosive bullets (MacMillan, pp. 213-15),
the principle of discrimination in order to spare civilians (MacMillan, p. 218). Yet she notes
gloomily, “The actions of the British in Iraq in the early 1920s, where the new tool of air
power was used to bomb rebellious districts into submission, of the Italian and German air
forces in the 1930s in Spain during the Civil War or the Japanese in China after 1937
demonstrated that, as much as the international community might deplore attacks on
civilians in general and on their resistance in particular, the powers ignored international
agreements when it suited them” (MacMillan, p. 222).

MacMillan is both respectful and skeptical about the enterprise of international law. She warns
about the “maze of contradictions” (MacMillan, p. 210) in building a workable legal system,
wonders who will judge the rights and wrongs, and notes that the outbreak of war often arises
from a long and tangled history of reciprocal harms. Alert to colonialism as a force in the making
of world order, she is right to point out that “[t]he West does have a long and shameful history of
observing one set of rules for itself and another for those it considers less ‘civilized” (MacMillan,
pp- 212-13). She singles out George W. Bush’s administration for torture at Abu Ghraib, which
she notes was licensed at the time by the U.S. Department of Justice® (MacMillan, p. 223).
Above all, she worries that the increasing lethality of modern warfare will rip through all legal
constraints. The limits on justifying war are strained by the Clausewitzian inherent escalation of
war, with limited war intensifying into absolute war: “Rules are easily broken or ignored,
however, in the passions raised by war” (MacMillan, p. 179).

To be sure, some international lawyers would see international law as having such deep
roots in human interactions since antiquity that it has a claim to be part of the human
condition,*® or at least to stand as an important belief system that has long served as a source
of authority or legitimacy.”® Yet both of these books look elsewhere than law for the
fundamental truths about war.

31 For an excellent study of the Soviet Union’s role in Nuremberg, see FRANCINE HIRSCH, SOVIET JUDGMENT
AT NUREMBERG: A NEW HISTORY OF THE INTERNATIONAL MILITARY TRIBUNAL AFTER WORLD WAR II
(2020).

32This distinction between domestic and international law is a familiar one. For an argument that
international law actually in some ways resembles constitutional law, with the same kind of foundational
uncertainty and ongoing contestation about norms, see Jack Goldsmith & Daryl Levinson, Law for States:
International Law, Constitutional Law, Public Law, 122 HARv. L. REv. 1791 (2009).

33 See PHILIPPE SANDS, LAWLESS WORLD: AMERICA AND THE MAKING AND BREAKING OF GLOBAL RULES
FROM FDR’s ATLANTIC CHARTER TO GEORGE W. BUSH’S ILLEGAL WAR (2005); Noah R. Feldman, Enemy-
Criminals: The Law and the War on Terror, in THE ENEMY COMBATANT PAPERS: AMERICAN JUSTICE, THE
COURTS, AND THE WAR ON TERROR, xvii (Karen ]. Greenberg & Joshua L. Dratel eds., 2008).

34 Showing a clear sense of outrage at violated legal norms, Thucydides records with disgust the Spartan show
trial of the defeated Platacans, who were asked crudely what they have done to help the Spartans win the war, and
then put to death for siding with Athens. THUCYDIDES, HISTORY OF THE PELOPONNESIAN WAR 3.5-68, at
223-36 (Rex Warner trans., 1972). See JOHN H. FINLEY JR., THUCYDIDES 179-80 (1942).

35 See, variously, lan Hurd, Legitimacy and Authority in International Politics, 53 INT'L ORG. 379 (1999);
Anne-Marie Slaughter, A Liberal Theory of International Law, 94 ASIL PrROC. 240 (2000); Oona A. Hathaway,
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In his incisive book, Overy tries to understand, if not what causes war, then at least how
some influential disciplines have tackled that question. He finds a sharp disconnect between
the human sciences on the one hand and social scientists and historians on the other. The
human sciences, including biology, psychology, and anthropology, have explained that war is
an evolutionary adaptation or a cultural determination (Overy, p. 2). Humans, on this
account, are subjected to natural forces or to cultural pressures (Overy, p. 2). In contrast, for
social scientists and historians, it is human beings who cause the wars for four main kinds of
reasons: for resources, belief, power, and security. Whatever the cultures that entrench
warfare, they are made by humans. In short, the human sciences deprive humans of agency,
while the social sciences restore it (Overy, p. 3). That distinction is crucial for international
criminal law. If the human sciences are right, that would badly undermine the prosecution or
punishment of individual leaders for launching wars: how can they be charged as criminals
for doing what comes naturally?

Overy and MacMillan, following Freud, agree that more “advanced” civilization has not
gotten rid of war. There is, depressingly, a growing body of archeological evidence of human
warfare going back the Neolithic era or even the Pleistocene past. The historian Kathleen
DuVal shows that Indigenous nations in North America formed alliances and fought wars
long before European colonizers, aiming to expel or destroy them, became dominant over
the continent. Native Americans, she argues, were not primitive but neither were they
peaceful.36 Overy, like MacMillan, argues that as states became more powerful and
bureaucratized, they could kill their enemies more effectively; indeed, warfighting was a
major reason why they got more effective (MacMillan, pp. 3—4).

The explanations from evolutionary biology are in many ways unanswerable. They derive
their force from the undeniable fact of warfare across the centuries, or even from
observations of primate behavior.?” (As Gilbert and Sullivan put it in 1884, “Darwinian
Man, though well-behaved, At best is only a monkey shaved!”*®) Charles Darwin’s theory of
evolution is mostly about how a plant or animal adapts to its environment and its main
mechanism is sexual selection rather than violence. Still, Darwin did briefly mention that
some ancient tribes wiped out others, although not necessarily as a matter of fitness. In
Germany, Darwin’s theory was reimagined as being about competition between so-called
races (Overy, p. 13). That phantasmic nexus between purported racial fitness and war
became an ugly feature of the prewar era.* Overy notes that Sir Arthur Keith, a British post-
Darwinian writer, contended that war was a biological adaptation because it promoted the

strong and killed off the weak (Overy, pp. 11-14).

Between Power and Principle: An Integrated Theory of International Law, 72 U. CHL L. REv. 469 (2005); Martha
Finnemore, Legitimacy, Hypocrisy, and the Social Structure of Unipolarity: Why Being a Unipole Isn’t All Its Cracked
Up 10 Be, 61 WORLD POL. 58 (2009).

36 KATHLEEN DUVAL, NATIVE NATIONS: A MILLENNIUM IN NORTH AMERICA (2024).

37 LAWRENCE H. KEELEY, WAR BEFORE CIVILIZATION: THE MYTH OF THE PEACEFUL SAVAGE (1996);
RICHARD WRANGHAM & DALE PETERSON, DEMONIC MALES: APES AND THE ORIGINS OF HUMAN
VIOLENCE (1996).

38\ .S. Gilbert & Arthur Sullivan, Princess Ida, Act 11, in THE COMPLETE GILBERT AND SULLIVAN 333
(Ed Glinert ed., 2006).

39 KaAL RAUSTIALA, THE ABSOLUTELY INDISPENSABLE MAN: RALPH BUNCHE, THE UNITED NATIONS, AND
THE FIGHT TO END EMPIRE 40-59 (2022).
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To give a sense of how deeply this racialism ran not so long ago, it is worth noting that
even after World War II, Keith promoted a kind of scientific racism, casually claiming that
“the Welsh and the Scottish are less resistant” to assimilation “than the Irish or the Italians,”
and that “the Armenians and Parsis ... share the isolating racial mentality of the Jew.”4" In
two ugly chapters about Jews in a book published in 1948, he wrote about what he
considered clannishness and “inbreeding communities” of Jews, concluding: “My deliberate
opinion is that racial characters are more strongly developed in the Jews than in any other
Caucasian people.”! Just three years after Auschwitz, he criticized “the Jew” for not
accepting blame for antisemitism: “Very rarely does he ask the question: “Why are my people
objects of antipathy to so many Gentiles?”4?

After surveying evolutionary biology, Overy reckons it “an unavoidable conclusion that
for most of human existence the pursuit of inclusive fitness included not only sociality and
cooperation but also conflict when the circumstances made it seem necessary” (Overy,
p. 31). Yet the argument from evolutionary biology only takes us so far. It sometimes blurs
the lines between small-scale violence and modern warfare. It skirts the logical error of the
naturalistic fallacy: even if war is natural, that does not make it good. Its claims about our
bestial ancestors may be overblown: Frans de Waal, a specialist on chimpanzee behavior,
observed that these primates negotiate, accommodate, and engage in what he called
“peacemaking among primates.”*? Yet most importantly, while evolutionary biology may
establish that humans have an obvious propensity toward warfare, it also shows that we have
an inclination toward peaceful cooperation as well.* As an explanation, it cannot answer the
more fine-grained question that really concerns international lawyers and social scientists:
under what circumstances is warfare more or less likely?

If not in evolutionary biology, perhaps the answer lies in individual psychology. The
psychoanalytical literature here is rather inadequate, replete with unverifiable claims about
repressed aggression, suppressed Freudian sexual fears, or anxieties developed by infants. As
Overy frostily writes about one such assay, this was “a view for which there was not a shred of
clinical evidence” (Overy, p. 35). The most famous of these arguments came after World
War I, when, in that correspondence with Einstein, Freud provoked the peace-minded
physicist with his own updating of the argument from biology. Freud remembered ruefully
how exhilarated he had been when the Great War began, “giving all my libido ... to
Austria—Hungary.”45 He contended that humans are hard-wired with a “death instinct,”
which seeks destruction—the opposite of his claims of the power of an erotic drive, which
wants life to thrive. Seeing that all societies are warlike, he concluded that this belligerence
must be a biological phenomenon. “Here is then the biological justification for all those vile,
pernicious propensities which we are now combating. We can but own that they are really
more akin to nature than this our stand against them’—that is, more natural than

40 ARTHUR KEITH, A NEW THEORY OF HUMAN EVOLUTION 375-95 (1948).

414 at 391.

2 14, at 390.

43 FRANS DE WAAL, GOOD NATURED: THE ORIGINS OF RIGHT AND WRONG IN HUMANS AND OTHER
ANIMALS (1996). For a critique, see lan Parker, Swingers, NEW YORKER (July 30, 2007).

44PAuL BLOOM, JUST BABIES: THE ORIGINS OF GOOD AND EVIL (2013); PINKER, supra note 13.

45 Carl E. Schorske, Freud: The Psychoacheology of Civilizations, in THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO FREUD
11 (Jerome Neu ed., 1991).
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pacifism.® War, he wrote, was “a natural thing enough, biologically sound and practically
unavoidable.” ¥’

More recently, psychological studies of human judgment and decision making have newly
explained some recurrent pathways to war. Our brains are not very good at complicated
decision making, as Daniel Kahneman, the Nobel-winning psychologist taught—
pioneering, along with Amos Tversky, a fascinating literature. Kahneman showed that
our brains operate on two systems, thinking fast and slow: what he calls System 1, which is
fast, automatic, impressionistic, biased, often wildly wrong; and System 2, which is slow,
deliberate, more thoughtful, but gets easily tired and overwhelmed. Almost all of the biases
in System 1 lean toward hawkish foreign policy decisions: we tend to exaggerate how evil our
enemies are; we fail to understand how threatening our own actions look to them; and
because we weigh losses more heavily than gains, we have an irrational aversion to cutting
our losses even when a war is going badly. These pathologies in decision making make us
belligerent, although we can try to correct against them by an awareness of these biases.*®
These insights have led to a rich, emerging literature in political science about how
psychology can drive international conflict.*’

Tellingly, one recurrent psychological bias is that people imagine themselves more in
control of their destiny than they actually are, which helps to explain why so many leaders
have expected to win quickly in an opening salvo—as the German General Staff did with the
Schlieffen Plan in 1914—overestimating their chances of winning a conflict that all too
often turns out to be escalatory and protracted.’® As MacMillan writes, “Too often nations
start hostilities without thinking ahead to what they hope to achieve and what sort of peace
they would like” (MacMillan, p. 45). She aptly singles out Tojo Hideki and the Imperial
Japanese army leadership for plunging into a simultaneous attack on the United States, the
British Empire, and the Dutch Empire without a clear sense of how to get out of the war
(MacMillan, pp. 45-46).”' From the Soviet and American wars in Afghanistan to the
contemporary wars in Ukraine and Gaza, governments have planned for the opening
engagements, only to find themselves mired in an interminable morass.”

% Sigmund Freud, Why War?, in WAR: STUDIES FROM PSYCHOLOGY, SOCIOLOGY, ANTHROPOLOGY 71-80
(Leon Bramson & George W. Goethals eds., 1968).

47 Id. For an opposing view, see Margaret Mead, Warfare is Only an Invention, Not a Biological Necessity, in
WAR: STUDIES FROM PSYCHOLOGY, SOCIOLOGY, ANTHROPOLOGY, supra note 46, at 269-74.

48 DANIEL KAHNEMAN, THINKING, FAST AND SLOW (2011); Amos Tversky & Daniel Kahneman, The
Framing of Decisions and the Psychology of Choice, 211 SCL. (Jan. 1981); Ziva Kunda, The Case for Motivated
Reasoning, 108 PSYCH. BULLETIN 480 (1990).

49 Daniel Kahneman & Jonathan Renshon, Why Hawks Win, FOR. POL. (Jan.—Feb. 2007); KEREN YARHI-
MiLo, WHO FIGHTS FOR REPUTATION: THE PSYCHOLOGY OF LEADERS IN INTERNATIONAL CONFLICT
(2018); STEPHEN PETER ROSEN, WAR AND HUMAN NATURE (2009); Joshua D. Kertzer, Marcus Holmes, Brad
L. LeVeck & Carly Wayne, Hawkish Biases and Group Decision-Making, 76 INT'L. ORG. 513 (2022); ELIZABETH
N. SAUNDERS, LEADERS AT WAR: HOW PRESIDENTS SHAPE MILITARY INTERVENTIONS (2011); Jonathan
Mercer, Rationality and Psychology in International Politics, 59 INT’L ORG. 77 (2005); Martha Finnemore &
Kathryn Sikkink, International Norm Dynamics and Political Change, 52 INT'L ORG. 887 (1998).

50 Stephen Van Evera, The Cult of the Offensive and the Origins of the First World War, 9 INT’L SECURITY 58
(1984). See LAWRENCE FREEDMAN, THE FUTURE OF WAR: A HISTORY (2017). On incomplete information
and the choice for war, see James D. Fearon, Rationalist Explanations for War, 49 INT'L ORG. 379 (1995).

51 See Scott D. Sagan, The Origins of the Pacific War, 18 J. INTERDISCIPLINARY HIST. 893 (1988).
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IV. WAR AS PLUNDER

Both MacMillan and Overy agree on the importance of material motivations for war.
Overy couches that in more neutral language, while MacMillan treats this motive as sinful,
calling it greed: “Greed for what others have, whether it is food for survival, women for
servitude or procreation, precious minerals, trade or land, has always motivated war”
(MacMillan, p. 35). Both MacMillan and Overy point to Imperial Japan’s drive to conquer
new colonies in search of raw materials, markets, and land for a growing population on the
home islands—which would spur Japan first into Manchuria and then into the rest of China
(MacMillan, p. 34; Overy, p. 97).%

The idea of war from greed is an ancient one, going back at least to Socrates. In Plato’s
Republic, Socrates contends that, in a city that has some material indulgences beyond what is
strictly necessary, the inhabitants will encroach on their neighbors’ land: he expects that “we
cut off a piece of our neighbors’ land, if we are going to have sufficient for pasture and tillage,
and they in turn from ours, if they let themselves go to the unlimited acquisition of money,
overstepping the boundary of the necessary?”> Then they will “go to war as a
consequence.””

In The Federalist Papers, Alexander Hamilton argued that commerce would be no bar to
aggression: “Is not the love of wealth as domineering and enterprising a passion as that of
power or glory?”>® He points out that ancient Athens and Carthage, though commercial
republics, were distinctly aggressive; he notes the same contemporary pattern in Venice, the
Netherlands battling England for control of the seas and fighting Louis XIV, and Britain’s
commercial interests driving it into war against Spain.”” And for Vladimir Lenin,
imperialism emerged from the most advanced stage of finance capitalism, as predatory
empires hunted for resources, markets, and land.>®

Overy writes that Marxist analysis has difficulty with the age of monopoly capitalism,
since “the burden of proof that specific wars were engineered by big business has proved
persistently difficult to find, despite the presence of powerful industrial and financial
organizations dedicated to military production and research. It was not the armaments
barons who pushed Europe into war in 1914” (Overy, pp. 116—17). Yet he does believe that
control of natural resources—especially oil—was a reason for the Suez War in 1956, the
Biafra war in Nigeria in 1967-70, the Sudanese civil war in 1983-2005, the Gulf War in
1991, and the United States’ invasion of Iraq in 2003, among others (Overy, pp. 131-32,
136-38). During World War II, he notes, the Allies controlled some 90 percent of natural

53W. G. BEASLEY, JAPANESE IMPERIALISM, 1894-1945 (1987); LOUISE YOUNG, JAPAN’S TOTAL EMPIRE:
MANCHURIA AND THE CULTURE OF WARTIME IMPERIALISM (1998); RANA MITTER, THE MANCHURIAN
MyYTH: NATIONALISM, RESISTANCE, AND COLLABORATION IN MODERN CHINA (2000); JEREMY A. YELLEN,
THE GREATER EAST ASIA CO-PROSPERITY SPHERE: WHEN TOTAL EMPIRE MET TOTAL WAR (2019); RANA
MITTER, FORGOTTEN ALLY: CHINA'S WORLD WAR II, 1937-1945 (2013); HANS VAN DE VEN, CHINA AT
‘WAR: TRIUMPH AND TRAGEDY IN THE EMERGENCE OF THE NEw CHINA (2018).

54 PLaTO, THE REPUBLIC OF PLATO, Book II, 373¢—374a, at 50 (Allan Bloom trans., 1968).

55 1d

56 JAMES MADISON, ALEXANDER HAMILTON & JOHN JAY, THE FEDERALIST PAPERS, Federalist No. 6,
106-07 (Isaac Kramnick ed., 1987).

57 d

58 VLADIMIR I. LENIN, IMPERIALISM: THE HIGHEST STAGE OF CAPITALISM (1933).
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oil output (Overy, p. 136). When the United States slapped Japan with an oil and gasoline
embargo in retaliation for the takeover of southern Indochina, it became a major part of the
rationale for launching the Pacific War in 1941: Japan decided to conquer oil supplies in
Southeast Asia, particularly Dutch-controlled Indonesia, in order to fuel its navy.

In a fascinating chapter, Overy brings this literature up to date with a study of ecology as a
reason for conflict—anticipating the ways that the unfolding climate disaster might, among
its myriad dire consequences, drive states into war. He carefully distinguishes ecological
warfare, which is driven by a shortage of vital natural resources, from simple material
conquest, which is meant to boost imperial or national power by weakening others (Overy,
p- 112). There have been previous crises from glacial and interglacial periods, which brought
changes in weather that threatened the survival of humans and other animals (Overy, p. 99).
Overy argues that competition for scarce resources could have caused warfare over the
centuries; so could migrations in search of better land which ran up against other
inhabitants, as in prehistoric Chile and Germany (Overy, p. 88). More recently, Overy writes
that “environmental stress and food scarcity” are important in explaining widespread killing
in the American southwest between 900 and 1300, due both to climate change and fights
between hunter-gatherers and landed farmers (Overy, pp. 90-91). He argues that food
scarcity drove ecological warfare among the Maori of New Zealand (Overy, p. 91).

Opvery finds it harder to adduce cases of ecology wars after the creation of kingdoms and
empires, when other confounding factors make it harder to pinpoint the environmentally
driven motives (Overy, p. 95). Trade and better farming were cheaper solutions than warfare.
Still, he contends that Adolf Hitler’s drive for Lebensraum was drawn in part—Hitler’s
thinking is always derivative—from German geographers and other writers who thought
that the population of the master race would need new territory (Overy, pp. 95-96). Despite
the limited evidence for wars driven by scarce resources, Overy expects more of them as the
climate crisis worsens (Overy, p. 99). As he points out, it was during moments of climate
crisis that the Mongols and Manchus invaded China; he even suggests that warfare driven by
climate change may have helped, at least to some extent, to destroy the Song, Ming, and
Qing dynasties (Overy, p. 101). Overy does not overhype his conclusions, admitting that
much of the evidence is tenuous, but he does make a reasonable case that, other things being
equal, ecological crisis increases the likelihood of interstate violence (Overy, p. 108).

V. IN THE POSTURE OF GLADIATORS

If war is back, realists would say that is because it never really left. For those who see the
international system as a dangerous brawl in anarchy, state-controlled violence is an
inevitable feature of a disordered world. If so, we should learn to accept war, at most seek to
manage or mitigate it, but not to dream of abolishing it.>? Realists scorn the judgments of
international criminal law, since state leaders must have recourse to violence in anarchy.60

59 HANS J. MORGENTHAU, POLITICS AMONG NATIONS: THE STRUGGLE FOR POWER AND PEACE (1964);
RAYMOND ARON, PEACE AND WAR: A THEORY OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS (Richard Howard & Annette
Baker Fox trans., 1966); ROBERT GILPIN, WAR AND CHANGE IN WORLD PoLITICS (1981); KENNETH N.
WALTZ, THEORY OF INTERNATIONAL POLITICS (1979).

60 A J.P. TAYLOR, THE STRUGGLE FOR MASTERY IN EUROPE 1848-1918, at 574 (1971); GEORGE F.
KENNAN, AMERICAN DIPLOMACY (1984).
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Even the liberal political theorist Judith Shklar approved of Nuremberg’s charges for crimes
against humanity but not for crimes against peace, believing that the road to war was usually
too tangled for legal judgment.®!

As realists correctly point out, states confront each other in conditions of international
anarchy, where no sovereign stands above them. States disagree about who is allowed to use
violence and are jealous of their own right to use force. As Thomas Hobbes wrote in
Leviathan, “in all times, Kings, and Persons of Soveraigne authority, because of their
Independency, are in continuall jealousies, and in the state and posture of Gladiators; have
their weapons pointing, and their eyes fixed on one another; that is, their Forts, Garrisons,
and Guns upon the Frontiers of their Kingdomes; and continuall Spyes upon their
neighbours; which is a posture of War.”®?

Citing that famous passage from Hobbes, it is not until the end of his book that Overy
gets to what most political scientists studying international relations would see as the starting
point for explaining war: the search for security under these conditions of anarchy. He
concurs with realists that states exist in “a Hobbesian state of nature,” a war of all against all.
With no higher power to protect them, states are forced to rely on self-help. Overy thinks
that alliances, treaties, and international institutions may help to avoid conflict, but warns
that self-interest and the fundamental lack of trust between rival sovereigns will always
impede cooperation (Overy, p. 198).

As Overy notes, realists divide into two main camps (Overy, p. 219), which the political
scientist Jack Snyder has labeled as offensive realism and defensive realism.® According to
offensive realism, mistrustful states expand in pursuit of hegemony at the expense of rival
powers, since dominance will ensure their survival. All states are in a race for supremacy and
therefore all states are revisionists. Powerful states attract allies.’* In contrast, according to
defensive realism, states can achieve security through defensive policies or a balance of power.
Defensive realists warn that bellicose policies—the ones advocated by offensive realists—will be
self-defeating, provoking rival states to adopt their own belligerent policies. Powerful states spur
the formation of opposing alliances.”> Offensive realism counsels rapid aggression; defensive
realism counsels prudent restraint. Overy is dissatisfied with both, warning that a military
buildup undertaken in the name of offensive realism may simply spur an arms race, while
unilateral disarmament in the name of defensive realism might tempt aggressors (Overy, p. 220).

Both forms of realism pose a problem for international criminal prosecutions for crimes
against peace. In offensive realism, even the revisionist states are propelled toward their

61 JuDITH N. SHKLAR, LEGALISM: LAW, MORALS, AND POLITICAL TRIALS (1986).

62 THomas HOBBES, LEVIATHAN 187-88 (1988 [1651]).

63]ACK SNYDER, MYTHS OF EMPIRE: DOMESTIC POLITICS AND INTERNATIONAL AMBITION (1991).

%4 ROBERT GILPIN, WAR AND CHANGE IN WORLD POLITICS (1981); JOHN J. MEARSHEIMER, THE
TRAGEDY OF GREAT POWER POLITICS (2001); FAREED ZAKARIA, FROM WEALTH TO POWER: THE UNUSUAL
ORIGINS OF AMERICA'S WORLD ROLE (1998).

S \WALTZ, supra note 59; Robert Jervis, Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma, 30 WORLD PoOL. 167
(1978); BARRY R. POSEN, THE SOURCES OF MILITARY DOCTRINE: FRANCE, BRITAIN, AND GERMANY
BETWEEN THE WORLD WARS (1984); STEPHEN M. WALT, THE ORIGINS OF ALLIANCES (1987); SNYDER,
supra note 63; STEPHEN VAN EVERA, CAUSES OF WAR: POWER AND THE ROOTS OF CONELICT (1999);
IMPERFECT UNIONS: SECURITY INSTITUTIONS OVER TIME AND SPACE (Helga Haftendorn, Robert O.
Keohane & Celeste A. Wallander eds., 1999); JEFFREY W. TALIAFERRO, BALANCING RISKS: GREAT POWER
INTERVENTION IN THE PERIPHERY (2004). For a critique, see Jeffrey W. Legro & Andrew Moravcsik, Is Anybody
Still @ Realist?, 24 INT’L SECURITY 5 (1999).
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conquests not by a criminal motive, but by the fear that other states would otherwise do
likewise unto them. And if defensive realism is correct, then leaders charged with aggression
would reply that they were simply reacting to the international system. Defensive realism
looms large in both books: Overy discusses the search for security as a cause of war, while
MacMillan is especially attuned to self-defense as a cause of war. Political scientists have long
warned about the dangers of the security dilemma: in conditions of anarchy, unilateral steps by
a state to ensure its own security wind up provoking counter-steps by another state, resulting in
less security for either. Robert Jervis termed this the spiral model of international relations.®

The problem is, again, an ancient one. When the Athenians are about to launch a massive
invasion of Sicily, Thucydides quotes a leader of a Sicilian city: “the fact that they are coming
with so large a force is far from being a disadvantage to us. Indeed, it is much better that way,
when one considers the rest of the Sicilians, who will be terrified, and therefore all the more
willing to become our allies.”®” Thus MacMillan writes with disapproval, “Sometimes, it is
argued, a preventive war, against a threat which is more anticipated than actual, is the best
form of self-defense” (MacMillan, p. 36). According to Thucydides, the Spartans chose war
out of fear that Athens, already strong and threatening, would only grow more so. Yet
MacMillan cautions, “Suspicions and fears of others, from rival gangs to countries, can create
perceptions of threats even where they might not exist, just as they do for our cousins the
chimpanzees” (MacMillan, p. 37). She points out how the United States and China have
been spiraling toward conflict well before Trump’s latest trade war, suggesting the need to
think more creatively to avoid the trap of a ruinous war (MacMillan, p. 38).

For realists, the best guarantee of peace is not international organizations, war crimes
tribunals, or a global legal order, but a balance of power.68 In the classic Sanskrit kingly
handbook from the Mauryan Empire, The Arthashastra, Kautilya writes that one makes
peace when one is evenly matched with one’s enemy—and even then only to build up one’s
own strength.69 In some realist theories of international relations, war is a result of an
imbalance of power. Either a state gets too weak and tries to knock its rival down to size, or a
state gets too strong and tries to crush a rival. That is why Henry Kissinger, in his study of the
peace built at the Congress of Vienna in 18141815 after the Napoleonic Wars, lauds
statesmen such as Viscount Castlereagh and Prince Klemens von Metternich for seeking
equilibrium among the five great powers, rather than retribution against France.”” Some
realists even advocate for the proliferation of nuclear weapons because they believe that their
terrible destructive power will ensure conventional peace based on a balance of terror.”!

6 ROBERT JERVIS, PERCEPTION AND MISPERCEPTION IN INTERNATIONAL POLITICS 58-67 (1976).

7 THUCYDIDES, supra note 34, 6.33, at 430.

98 Paul Huth & Bruce Russett, What Makes Deterrence Work? Cases from 1900 to 1980, 36 WORLD POL. 496
(1984).

% KAUTILYA, THE ARTHASHASTRA 527-30 (L.N. Rangarajan trans., 2000).

70 HENRY KISSINGER, A WORLD RESTORED: METTERNICH, CASTLEREAGH, AND THE PROBLEMS OF PEACE
1812-22, at 13940 (1973).

71 See Kenneth Waltz’s argument in SCOTT D. SAGAN & KENNETH N. WALTZ, THE SPREAD OF NUCLEAR
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Opvery is wary about these claims about the balance of power. The international balance of
power, he notes, is always in flux (Overy, p. 198). Like some historians, he is underwhelmed
by the systematic aspirations of security studies: “History is made to fit the theory, rather
than the other way round” (Overy, p. 221). Unlike some of the nuclear proliferation
optimists in the realist school, he takes seriously the prospect that rogue states might actually
use nuclear weapons, and points to Putin’s nuclear threats in Ukraine with concern (Overy,
p. 223). He does not trust some of the standard social-scientific measures of military and
economic power, and is unconvinced that power transitions will result in war (Overy,
pp- 191-92). As for the present-day discussion about China as a rising power challenging the
hegemonic dominance of the United States, he writes that there is still such a power gap
between these countries that “to talk of power transition in this case is at best premature, at
worst an ill-considered provocation” (Overy, p. 194).

In another part of his book, Overy makes a powerful analysis of some of the worst
revisionist states that could perhaps be lumped under offensive realism.”* Yet he refuses to
treat their behavior as reactive, saying instead that they chose war out of a simple drive for
power. He does not use the legal language of Nuremberg or Tokyo nor brand these leaders as
suspected criminals, but he certainly assesses them harshly as aggressors. He firmly rejects the
colonialist pretense that the territories of the Roman Empire, or later the British Empire,
were acquired defensively. He recoils at the conceit that Roman expansion across much of
Europe, North Africa, and Asia Minor could be described as anything but aggression (Overy,
p. 173). Rome, he writes bluntly, fought its endless wars in “the pursuit of power at the
expense of other polities” (Overy, p. 171).

This kind of power-seeking expansionism finds its rawest expression in what he calls
“hubristic power,” the ambitions of an individual leader using warfare to swiftly build a vast
new empire: Alexander, Napoléon Bonaparte, Hitler (Overy, p. 176). Here his argument
about hubris dovetails with MacMillan in her discussion of honor and glory as irrational but
powerful reasons for war, where her prime examples include Alexander and Napoléon
(MacMillan p. 38). As she writes, “Honor and glory are abstract concepts yet they can matter
more than life itself” (MacMillan, p. 38). (Today, she notes, governments are more apt to
talk of credibility than of honor, although she sees them as similar.)’? Napoléon was
intoxicated with his own superiority and dominance: “My power depends on my glory and
my glory on my victories” (Overy, p. 181).

For Overy, hubristic warfare is not about systems or cultures, but about individual
personalities—a viewpoint that could readily align with Nuremberg and Tokyo’s principles
of individual criminal responsibility.”* In both Overy and MacMillan’s major examples, the
hubristic leaders did not need to answer directly to their subjects; indeed, they readily
sacrificed the lives of their followers to further their drive for conquest. Only a sixth of

72 See Gabriella Blum, The Crime and Punishment of States, 38 YALE J. INT'L L. 57 (2013).
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Napoléon’s troops in the Grande Armée ever came back from Russia (Overy, p. 184). “Here I
am also ice-cold,” Hitler once said. “If the German people is not ready to support its self-
preservation, so be it: then it should disappear” (Overy, p. 189).

This points to dictatorship itself as a possible cause of war. The reduction of government to
the whims of a particular individual turns political science into psychology: a powerful person
acts out a personal psychodrama on an international stage, perhaps willing to take big risks—
or, as international lawyers would say, to behave as criminals. There are other reasons to worry
about autocracies as they make foreign policy: dictatorships concentrate power in the hands of
a single tyrant or a small leadership clique, who might have particular strategic goals that propel
them to conflict;”® the habitual use of repression at home in a dictatorship may foster violent
norms that spill over into the conduct of foreign relations; the political insecurity of a narrowly-
based regime of shaky legitimacy might drive it toward conflict; the ideology that propelled a
revolutionary dictatorship to power might drive its decision-making; or dictators might have
difficulty getting good policy advice or accurate information, because they rely on those who
are loyal rather than those who are competent.”® The political scientist Jessica Weeks has
shown that particular kinds of dictatorships—personalistic strongmen and military juntas—are
substantially more likely to start wars than civilian non-personalist machines, which are about
as likely to start wars as democracies.””

If hubristic leaders or military dictatorships are prone to war, it is somewhat surprising that
neither MacMillan nor Overy spend much time on domestic politics as a cause of war.”® Jack
Snyder argues that military and imperialistic factions within a country can logroll together to
drive their state into war, while Thomas Christensen contends that leaders will sometimes inflate
foreign threats in order to mobilize domestic resources.”” The classic warning about
authoritarian governance as a cause of war comes from Immanuel Kant.®* In his 1795 essay “To
Perpetual Peace,” the Prussian philosopher feared a mismatch between the costs and the benefits
of war under a monarchy, where a leader has much to gain and the people have much to lose:

under a constitution where the subject is not a citizen, and which is therefore not
republican, it is the simplest thing in the world to go to war. For the head of state is not
a fellow citizen, but the owner of the state, and a war will not force him to make the

7> H.E. CHEHABI & JUAN J. LINZ, SULTANISTIC REGIMES (1998); Jennifer Gandhi, Dictatorial Institutions
and the Impact on Economic Growth, 49 EUR. J. SOCIOLOGY 3 (2008).
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slightest sacrifice so far as his banquets, hunts, pleasure palaces and court festivals are
concerned. He can thus decide on war, without any significant reason, as a kind of
amusement, and unconcernedly leave it to the diplomatic corps (who are always ready
for such purposes) to justify the war for the sake of propriety.®!

He did not contend that the citizens would be peaceful because of any inherent goodness or
pacifism, nor that the king was inherently wicked or belligerent. Instead, self-interest does
the work in his argument, contrasting the people’s self-interest with that of a king or
authoritarian ruler.

Kant sought political institutions that would take that self-interest and transform it into
peaceful political behavior. To bring perpetual peace, he proposed a republican constitution.
The free and equal citizens of a republic would, if given the choice between war and peace,
have an interest in avoiding conflict. As he wrote:

[i]f ... the consent of the citizenry is required in order to determine whether or not
war should be declared, it is very natural that they will have a great hesitation in
embarking on so dangerous an enterprise. For this would mean calling down on
themselves all the miseries of war, such as doing the fighting themselves, supplying all
the costs of war from their own resources, painfully making good the ensuing
devastation, and, as the crowning evil, having to take upon themselves a burden of
debts which will embitter peace itself and which can never be paid off on account of
the constant threat of new wars.®

Building on Kant, there is a long tradition of hoping that democratic politics may help to
build peace, either because it empowers publics who fear wartime conscription and taxation,
or because there are non-violent norms inculcated in democratic polities.*> Today the
finding of a separate peace among democracies is one of the most robust in the subfield of
international relations; as the political scientists Kosuke Imai and James Lo recently wrote,
“the positive association between democracy and peace is much more robust than that
between smoking and lung cancer.”®* The decline of democracy over the past nineteen years
may be linked to the rise in war.®’
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Some scholars have argued that international law ought to play a role in encouraging the
development of democracy, such as Thomas Franck’s much-debated claim soon after the
collapse of the Soviet Union that democracy was becoming “a global entitlement, one that
increasingly will be promoted and protected by collective international processes.”®® Drawing
on Kant and the subsequent literature on the democratic peace, he argued that “the right to
democracy can readily be shown to be an important subsidiary of the community’s most
important norm: the right to peace.”87 Still, as he noted, even though the UN Charter in
Article 4(1) limits UN membership to “peace-loving” states, it is more important that the
Charter’s Article 2(7) mandated that the world organization not meddle in matters “essentially
within the domestic jurisdiction of states.”®® More recently, Kim Lane Scheppele, with
Hungary under Viktor Orban’s hybrid authoritarianism in mind, has suggested that regional
organizations ought to police democratic backsliding among their members.®? Whatever one
thinks of the merits of these debates, they are worth discussing. Yet Overy never mentions the
democratic peace.

VI. IDEAS AND IDEOLOGIES

If war is a crime, it is also often a crime justified in the name of some higher ideal. Max
Weber linked ideas with interests, but with the emphasis still on material interest: “Not
ideas, but material and ideal interests, directly govern men’s conduct. Yet very frequently the
‘world images’ that have been created by ‘ideas” have, like switchmen, determined the tracks
along which action has been pushed by the dynamic of interest.””® In contrast, in recent
years, there has been a renewed interest among political scientists in revolutionary ideology
as a factor in political life.”! Both MacMillan and Opvery insist on the importance of ideology,
with both of them emphasizing religion and nationalism, and MacMillan also focusing on
revolutionary socialism.

Overy warns that secular historians too easily presume that faith is just a facade for some
earthly motivation, such as class interest or a resource grab (Overy, p. 143). In contrast, both
he and MacMillan single out the Crusades as major wars waged in the name of religion. Both
authors also emphasize the Crusaders’ systematic massacres of Muslims and Jews in
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Jerusalem in 1099 (MacMillan, pp. 40-41; Overy, p. 146)—a depressingly apt point at a
time when Trump’s secretary of defense has a tattoo with the Crusader slogan of “Deus
792 When war is waged to achieve an earthly paradise, then all manner of horrors are
permitted to reach that paramount goal. As Overy disapprovingly puts it, “belief can
mobilize popular engagement in warfare and justify its necessary excesses (Overy, p. 142).

He means political ideology as well as religion, ranging from Wilsonianism to Wahhabism
(Overy, pp. 162-65), as well as Cold War anti-Communism in the West. Following the
Italian historian Emilio Gentile, he says that Communism, fascism, and Nazism are
“political religions,” which are as demanding of their members as any puritanical church,”
promising an earthly paradise of racial utopia or class utopia (Overy, p. 160). Still, it might
be worthwhile to point out that ideology can be mobilized as a force for non-violence as well,
such as M. K. Gandhi’s insistence on satyagraha in India’s freedom struggle against British
colonialism,”® or Japan’s embrace of pacifism after its defeat in World War I1.”% There are
strategic advantages to peaceful action as well: as the political scientists Erica Chenoweth and
Maria Stephan have shown in an important study of hundreds of conflicts by nonstate actors

against states from 1900 to 2006, non-violent resistance campaigns are considerably more
95

vult.

successful than violent ones.

The most extreme and consequential example of an ideological war is Nazi Germany in
World War II, with genocidal antisemitism inexorably mixed up with eastward expansion
for Lebensraum.”® Overy properly treats the Holocaust as a war for the annihilation of the
Jewish people: “The ideological drive to eliminate Jews from Germany and Germany’s new-
won empire in Europe ended with mass extermination, carried out with guns, machine guns,
and poison gas, as if the Jews really were a militarized enemy rather than the fearful,
disoriented, and powerless victims they actually were” (Overy, p. 161). The German
historian Karl Dietrich Bracher wrote that World War II was “the logical outgrowth of
National Socialist ideology and rule.”” Hitler repeatedly made a fantastical claim that the
1917 Russian Revolution had really brought the Jews to power in the Soviet Union. For
Nazis, the vast country ought to be ripe for conquest: full of racially inferior Slavs, chaotically
misgoverned by the lowest of all the races in the Nazi imagination, the Jews. When the
“Judeo-Bolshevik” Soviet Union collapsed under German attack, the Nazis thought, it
would be a triumph of Nazi racial thinking. As Lucy Dawidowicz put it, “War and the
annihilation of the Jews were interdependent. . .. He had set into motion a twofold war—
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Japanese Security Policy, 29 INT’L SECURITY 92 (2004).
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one that was traditional in its striving for resources and empire and that would be fought in
traditional military style, and one that was unconventional inasmuch as its primary objective
was to attain National Socialist ideology and that would be conducted in an innovative style
of mass murder.””®

VII. THE PAST Is PROLOGUE

Throughout both of these books, the authors never lose sight of the suffering that war
brings to soldiers and civilians. MacMillan emphasizes how elites have driven soldiers into
war, from Augustus Caesar to King Louis XIV to Napoléon (MacMillan, pp. 68, 86). This
lines up with a careful recent study of the civil war in Sierra Leone by the political scientists
Macartan Humphreys and Jeremy Weinstein, who find that combatants were often coerced
or pressured into fighting, with few of them fighting for political motives.”” In parallel to her
discussion of the causes of war, MacMillan writes that soldiers, too, will sometimes be
motivated to fight “for gain, to defend themselves or because of ideas and emotions”
(MacMillan, p. 124). Yet she also emphasizes the ways in which soldiers are coerced into
serving, either directly by their states or indirectly by their societies. She quotes Tim
O’Brien’s powerful, harrowing book drawing on his experiences fighting in Vietnam, 7he
Things They Carried: “Men killed, and died, because they were embarrassed not to. It was
what had brought them to war in the first place, nothing positive, no dreams of glory or
honor, just to avoid the blush of dishonor” (MacMillan, p. 156).

MacMillan has an admirable commitment to conveying the misery and horror that war
inflicts on soldiers.'®’ She quotes an Imperial Japanese soldier fighting in China in the late
1930s: “I wonder if the people at home, overjoyed with the thought of ever-victorious
Japanese soldiers, understand the unending pain that comes with this victory” (MacMillan,
p. 165). She treats war as a profound immorality, where it suddenly becomes socially
acceptable to kill and wound fellow human beings, to steal (MacMillan, p. 162), to blow
up the buildings and infrastructure that make possible a decent life: “What is grotesque or
appalling in peacetime—the smell of death or unburied corpses, dirt, rats, lice, foul water
or rotten food—is simply part of the fabric of war” (MacMillan, p. 161). In addition to the
terrors of combat, soldiers must also endure “waiting around, boredom and grumbling
about food, lice, the rats, weather or the senior officers” (MacMillan, p. 159). Worse, the
century of total war has in many ways erased the dividing line between soldiers and
civilians. MacMillan argues that too often we focus on the troops and not enough on
civilians caught up in the war, facing starvation, killing, deportation, or rape (MacMillan,

p. 176).10!
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Overy ends his book with a chilling augury: “If war has a very long human history, it also has
a future” (Overy, p. 230). MacMillan, too, writes, “War and the threat of war are still very
much with us” (MacMillan, p. 234). All of the primary causes of war discussed in these
books—greed, security, ideas, and power—are still main features of international politics today.

It is no longer fanciful to imagine worse wars to come, including the prospect of conflicts
among great powers. With Trump back in power, Putin may see a historic opportunity to
rupture NATO once and for all, by pressuring a member state or clawing off some territory in
the Baltics and then gambling that the United States under Trump will abandon the alliance.
In early 2025, Denmark’s defense intelligence service warned that Russia could be ready for a
major European war within five years, especially if the Russian government concluded that the
United States will not back up its European allies.'** Putin has recently escalated his challenge
to NATO with Russian strikes on an American factory in Ukraine and European diplomatic
compounds in Kyiv, and then a barrage of Russian drones against Poland.!® When those
drones in Poland were shot down by NATO warplanes, Poland’s Prime Minister Donald Tusk
told his parliament, “This situation brings us the closest we have been to open conflict since
World War 111 Tn East Asia, Trump has alienated American regional allies and cast doubt
that the United States would defend Taiwan, weakening a conventional deterrence that already
had credibility problems. Of course, these would be terribly dangerous gambles for Putin or Xi,
but Putin in particular has shown an appetite for risk in in waging five recent wars, and Russia
under him has become an increasingly militarized society and economy.!®

As MacMillan notes, wars among the great powers have become more and more bloody as
modern warfare becomes nationalized and industrialized. When Japan defeated Russia in
1904-05, the combined death toll was between 130,000 and 170,000 people; World War I
took around nine million human lives; and World War II claimed as many as fifty million
civilian lives (MacMillan, p. 90)—more of a World Massacre than a World War. It is
haunting to imagine how many people could perish in a future war between powers bristling
with nuclear weapons. That is some of what Stanley Hoffmann, himself a refugee from Nazi
Germany’s annexation of Austria and invasion of France, meant when he wrote about “the
need to understand, and to make others understand, a violent world that threatens at any
moment to destroy any possibility of private happiness—to make history fall like a roof lifted
by a tornado on the inhabitants of the house.”!%
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