


•“Those who favor peace need to ask the hard questions of what insti-
tutions and practices promote it; likewise, they need to con- vince more 
people that violence rarely achieves the lofty goals that war advocates 
claim to value. This book is an excellent starting point on both counts, 
explaining that the sentiment of peace is laudable, but without evidence 
and rigorous reasoning, just a sentiment.”

Jeffrey Miron
Author, Drug War Crimes: The Consequences of Prohibition

and Libertarianism, from A to Z
Department of Economics, Harvard University

•“The old lie—that sweet and proper it is to die for your country— re-
ceives here a decisive answer. It is not sweet and proper to bomb children 
in Iraq, nor to die from a roadside bomb planted by their fathers, nor to 
advocate war as cleansing, ennobling, or invigorat- ing. The anti-liberals 
from Joseph de Maistre to David Brooks who have argued otherwise are 
here revealed as, simply, warmongers. Tom Palmer’s brilliant editing and 
writing makes an overwhelm- ing case for ironmongers, fishmongers, and 
all the other dealers in peaceful exchange, without cudgels or drafts or 
blood gargling from froth-corrupted lungs.”

Deirdre N. McCloskey 
Author, Bourgeois Dignity
Distinguished Professor of Economics, History, English, and    

Communication, University of Illinois at Chicago
Professor of Economic History, University of Gothenburg, Sweden
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•“This is an important book that successfully connects the ideal of peace 
to very practical and well-grounded ideas about how to achieve and main-
tain it. Peace, Love, & Liberty should be read by everyone, regardless of 
political view, who wishes to avoid war.”

David Boaz
Author, The Libertarian Mind
Executive Vice President, Cato Institute

•“The philosopher and father of economics Adam Smith fa- mously wrote 
that ‘little else’ is needed for a society to prosper and progress beyond 
three conditions: ‘peace, easy taxes, and a tolerable administration of jus-
tice.’ Peace, Love, & Liberty is an engaging collection of essays showing 
why peace is the first among these indispensable conditions, and how its 
absence raises taxes and threatens justice. The authors argue with per-
suasive logic and evidence that a belligerent state cannot continue to be 
a free state.”

Lawrence H. White
Author, The Clash of Economic Ideas
Department of Economics, George Mason University

•“Peace, Love, & Liberty gathers experts in economics, political science, 
history, philosophy, psychology, and other fields to explain the complex 
phenomena of peace and war. Tom Palmer as editor and author has pro-
duced a book that is truly unique and succeeds splendidly. It is rigorous 
and clearly written and deserves to be read by a very large audience. 
If the lessons of the book had been understood in the last century, the 
world would have been spared so much violence, blood, suffering, and 
misery.”

Pascal Salin 
Author, Libéralisme
Faculty of Economics, Université Paris–Dauphine
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•“The sociologist Charles Tilly famously stated that ‘War made the state 
and the state made war.’ This neat little anthology il- lustrates the wisdom 
of those words and why any freedom-loving person should oppose all 
use of the destructive forces of the state for anything but self-defense.”

Peter Kurrild-Klitgaard 
Department of Political Science 
University of Copenhagen

Peace, Love, & LibertyIII|



توسعه اندیشه‌ها برای یک افغانستان آزاد و مرفه

Advancing The Ideas for a Peaceful & Prosperous Afghanistan

War Is Not Inevitable

Peace, Love, & Liberty
TOM  G.  PALMER



ISBN: 978-0-89803-176-8

www.AELSO.org

© All copyrights of this book in Afghanistan belongs to the Afghan-
istan Economic and Legal Studies Organization (AELSO) with the 

permission of The Institute of Economic Affairs.

Peace, Love, & Liberty

Tom G. Palmer 

Afghanistan Economic and Legal 
Studies Organization (AELSO)  

August 2021 – Kabul, Afghanistan

+ 93700253216

aelso@AELSO.org

Book Name

EDITED BY                       

PUBLISHER IN AFGHANISTAN

FIRST PUBLISHED

PHONE NUMBER

EMAIL ADDRESS



Peace, Love, & Liberty

War Is Not Inevitable

Edited by Tom G. Palmer

AtlasNetwork.org StudentsForLiberty.org

Jameson Books, Inc.
Ottawa, Illinois



Published by Students For Liberty & Atlas Network / Jameson Books, Inc.

Copyright © 2014 by Tom G. Palmer,
Atlas Economic Research Foundation, 
and Students For Liberty

“The Decline of War and Conceptions of Human Nature,” Steven Pinker. 
Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Reproduced with permission of 
Blackwell Publishing Ltd.

Edited by Tom G. Palmer
Cover Design by Robyn Patterson

The editor gratefully acknowledges the assistance in preparing this book, 
not only of the authors and copyright holders, but of the countless active 
members of the Atlas Network and of Students For Liberty. Their dedica-
tion to liberty and peace on every continent is both a great service to all 
those at risk from organized violence and an inspiration to me.

For information and other requests please write:

Students For Liberty, 1101 17th St. NW, Suite 810, Washington, DC 20036

 The Atlas Network, 1201 L St. NW, Washington, DC 20005

Jameson Books, Inc., 722 Columbus Street, PO Box 738, Ottawa, IL 61350 
800-426-1357 for book orders.

Printed in the United States of America. 

ISBN: 978-0-89803-176-8

17 16   15   14   5   4   3   2   1



CONTENTS

PageTitle

Preface
1. Peace Is a Choice (By Tom G. Palmer)
War Is Organized Human Violence
When, If Ever, Is War Justified?
War Is the Health of the State
Who Is Accountable?
Liberty and Peace
2. The Decline of War and Conceptions of
Human Nature (By Steven Pinker)
Four Reasons Why the Decline of War Is Com-
patible with a Realistic Conception
of Human Nature
1.Stranger Things Have Happened
2.Human Nature Has Multiple Components
3.Facultative Components of Human Nature	
4.Human Cognition Is an Open-ended
Generative System
Conclusion
Citations

1
4
5
9

13
17
21
22
22
25

25
27
30
32

35
36



CONTENTS

PageTitle

3. The Economics of Peace: How Richer 
Neighbors Are Very Good News (By Emman-
uel Martin)
Winners and Losers
A World of Producer-Consumers
“Say’s Law” and Mutual Gains
Say’s Law Applied at the International Level
Trade Barriers (“Protectionism”) as Nega-
tive-Sum Games
Peace for Prosperity
4. Interview with a Businessman for Peace—
Chris Rufer (By Tom G. Palmer)	
5. The Free Trade Peace (By Erik Gartzke)
The Transformation
Doubting Thomas
The Causes of Peace
The “Invisible Hand” of Peace
6. The Political Economy of Empire and War 
(By Tom G. Palmer)	
The Good News: Violence Is Declining	
Do Civilizations or Countries Have to “Clash”?

38

38
41
42
45
47

49
52

67
68
71
74
79
83

84
86



CONTENTS

PageTitle

Is Mercantilist Imperialism a Winning Proposition? 
What About “War for Oil (and Other Resources)”?
Economic Fallacies and International Relations
When Goods Cannot Cross Borders, Armies Will 
An Ancient Insight
Who Decides?
7. The American Enlightenment’s Wariness of 
War (By Robert M. S. McDonald)
8. War’s Declining Significance as a Policy Tool in 
the Contemporary Age (By Justin Logan)
The Rise and Fall of Major Power Wars	
Contemporary Wars
Conclusion
9. The Militarization of Policing (By Radley Balko)
10. The Philosophy of Peace or the Philosophy of 
Conflict (By Tom G. Palmer)	
The Philosophy of Cooperation
The Philosophy of Conflict
The Friend-Enemy Distinction

89
97

101
102
105
106
109

121

122
123
128
130
135

139
143
151



CONTENTS

PageTitle

The Ideas of 1914
Wars Are Not Inevitable
11. The Art of War (By Sarah Skwire)
12. The War Prayer (By Mark Twain)	
13. Dulce et Decorum Est (By Wilfred Owen)	
14. Parable of the Old Man and the Young
(By Wilfred Owen)
15. Peace Begins with You (By Cathy Reisenwitz)	
Learn
Amplify
Organize
Make the Difference: Choose Peace
Suggestions for Further Reading	
About the Editor: Tom G. Palmer
Notes	

Note: An index for the volume is available at http://
studentsforliberty.org/peace-love-liberty-index

158
163
165
173
178
180

181
183
184
186
188
189
192
194



Peace, Love, & Liberty1|

“People must learn to hate, and if they can learn to hate, they can 
be taught to love, for love comes more naturally to the human hear  
than its opposite.” 1                                                  —Nelson Mandela 

War teaches people to hate. Hate our enemies. Hate our neigh-
bors. Hate those who are different. Peace allows people to love. To 
change enemies into friends. To replace conflict with cooperation. 
To replace hatred with love and friendship.

What fosters peace? The evidence is in: liberty. What under- 
mines liberty? The evidence for that is in, too: war.

The essays in this book offer evidence and arguments for peace. 
The writers advance peace not merely as a moral ideal or even a 
desirable goal, but as an eminently practical objective. Too often 
peace activists have thought it sufficient merely to call for peace 
and to denounce war, without considering what institutions foster 
peace and discourage war and without investigating the economic, 
social, political, and psychological conditions of peace. They may 
oppose this or that war, without considering what causes wars and 
addressing those causes. Peace is not an impractical fantasy, nor is 
it something for which one must sacrifice prosperity or progress or 
freedom. In fact, peace, freedom, prosperity, and progress go hand-
in-hand.

The essays in this book appeal to the mind. They are anchored in 
sound history, economic reality, empirical psychology, politi- cal sci-
ence, and hard-headed logic, as well as art and the aesthetic imagi-
nation. If the heart is to be engaged on behalf of peace, it should be 
engaged through the mind.

Preface



 Peace, Love, & Liberty2|

The authors in Peace, Love, & Liberty draw on the disciplines of psy-
chology, economics, political science, history, law, sociology, moral 
philosophy, as well as poetry, literature, and aesthetics. All play im-
portant roles in better understanding war and peace. Each essay 
in the book can be read profitably on its own. They may be read 
in any order. Some are scholarly and some, while equally serious, 
do not rely on footnotes. The goal has been to make important is-
sues accessible to a wide range of interested readers while using 
reason and evidence to show the deep interconnection between 
liberty and peace. (There is more on peace and liberty than on love 
for a simple reason; peace and liberty are something for which one 
can strive in an organized fashion, whereas love is something each 
human heart must achieve on its own. Accordingly, the essays focus 
on the institutions and the ideologies of war and peace, in the hope 
that peace will be chosen, hatred avoided, and love made possible.) 

Peace, Love, & Liberty is co-published by the Atlas Network and 
the Students For Liberty. Both organizations are global in scope and 
have affiliates and projects on every continent. They are attached 
to no government. They stand for universal values. They promote 
no agenda other than peace, equal liberty, and equal justice before 
law. They seek to institute and support the institutions that make 
peace, liberty, and justice possible, including constitutional limits on 
governments, freedom of speech and religion, protection of justly 
acquired property, legal toleration for peaceful behavior, and free 
trade and free markets. The essays in this book show how those 
ideas—the ideas of “classical liberalism” (or “libertarianism” in 
some countries)—cohere and reinforce each other. The essays that 
make up Peace, Love, & Liberty offer a contribution to peace studies 
from the perspective of libertarian (or classical liberal) scholarship 
and thinking, a tradition that is about the protection of voluntary 
human cooperation.2
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The roots of that tradition run deep in human history. They are dis-
cernible in the writings of the Chinese sage Lao Tse, of the great 
religious leaders, and of a great lawyer, philosopher, and politician 
who upheld eloquence and reason over brutality and force, Marcus 
Tullius Cicero. As he wrote in his famous book On Duties,

 All men should have this one object, that the benefit of each 
individual and the benefit of all together should be the same. If 
anyone arrogates it to himself, all human intercourse will be dis-
solved. Furthermore, if nature prescribes that one man should 
want to consider the interests of another, whoever he may be, 
for the very reason that he is a man, it is necessary, according 
to the same nature, that what is beneficial to all is something 
common. If that is so, then we are all constrained by one and 
the same law of nature; and if that also is true, then we are 
certainly forbidden by the law of nature from acting violently 
against another person.3

This book is about avoiding violence. It is about the peaceful 
alternative to force. It is about voluntary cooperation. It is dedicated 
to activists for peace and liberty everywhere. I hope that the youth 
of today may grow old in peace and freedom and that they may 
leave the world more peaceful, more just, and with far more liberty 
than they found it. For those who share that goal, the information 
in this book will be helpful.

Tom G. Palmer 
Nairobi, Kenya

Note: An index for the volume is available at
http://studentsforliberty.org/peace-love-liberty-index
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Peace Is a Choice
By Tom G. Palmer

What is the nature of war? Is it an irreducible feature of human 
life? Is it justified and, if it is, under what conditions? What is the 
impact of war on morality and on liberty?

“A universal and perpetual peace, it is to be feared, is in the 
catalogue of events, which will never exist but in the imagina- 
tions of visionary philosophers, or in the breasts of benevolent 
enthusiasts. It is still however true, that war contains so much 
folly, as well as wickedness, that much is to be hoped from the 
progress of reason; and if any thing is to be hoped, every thing 
ought to be tried.”                            	            —James Madison4

Wars don’t just happen. They’re not like tornados or meteors, and 
not merely because they can be far more destructive. The more 
important difference is that tornados and meteors don’t result from 
human deliberation and choice. Wars do. There are ideologies that 
promote war. There are policies that make wars more likely. And 
those ideologies and policies can be examined, compared, and dis-
cussed rationally. One may think that “everyone favors peace,” but 
one would be wrong. Many ideologies have conflict and vio- lence 
at their very core. And even if their advocates publicly say they op-
pose war and prefer peace, the policies they advocate make far 
more likely the eruption of such conflicts into war. 
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As James Madison, one of the great figures of the American En-
lightenment and primary author of the Constitution of the United 
States, noted, war “contains so much folly, as well as wickedness,” 
that we must try what we can to reduce it.

What can one say about war that hasn’t already been said? I just 
entered the term “war” in the Google search engine and in
.49 seconds I received this response: “About 536,000,000 results.” 
And that’s just in English. In .23 seconds I got “About 36,700,000 re-
sults” in French (guerre); in .30 seconds I got “About 14,700,000 re-
sults” in German (Krieg); and in Chinese in .38 seconds I got “About 
55,900,000 results” in simplified characters (战争) and in
.34 seconds “About 6,360,000 results” in traditional characters
(戰爭). What more could possibly be added to that?

Something very important can be added to all of that. More 
reason should be introduced into the discussion. As Madison sug- 
gests, “Much is to be hoped from the progress of reason.”

War Is Organized Human Violence

A common dictionary definition of war is “a state of armed conflict 
between different nations or states or different groups within a na-
tion or state.” Examples of its use would be: “Austria waged war on 
Italy” and “There was a war between Austria and Italy.” The word 
may also be used analogously or metaphorically; thus, “He was at 
war with his neighbors” and “The government launched a war on 
drugs.” The primary use of war, however, and the primary use in 
this book, refers to armed conflict between states. (That said, the 
“war on drugs” also involves a great deal of armed conflict, but nor-
mally directed by states against drug suppliers and consumers, and 
among rival drug distributors, rather than among states.)
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“Armed conflict” makes it clear that deadly force is used. In wars, 
people die. But really, they don’t just die. They are killed by oth-
er people. War and the use of military force both involve kill- ing 
people. Military men and women know that truth. Politicians of-
ten want to avoid it. Madeleine Albright, then US Ambassador to 
the United Nations and later US Secretary of State, famously asked 
then US chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Colin L. Pow-
ell, “What’s the point of having this superb military you’re always 
talking about if we can’t use it?”

Powell wrote in his memoirs, “I thought I would have an aneu-
rysm.” And well he might. Albright had a common understand- ing 
of military force as just another tool of state to be deployed to re-
alize her agenda. Powell explained that “American GIs were not toy 
soldiers to be moved around on some sort of global game board” 
and that “we should not commit military forces until we had a clear 
political objective.” As a military man General Powell understood 
that when you “use” military forces, real human beings, not toy sol-
diers or chess pieces, are going to be killed.5

I recall sitting down years ago with Rear Admiral Gene LaRoque 
(USN, Ret.) and talking about the use of military force. He explained 
in very direct language (I draw from memory): “The purpose of the 
armed forces is to kill the enemy and to destroy his ability to harm 
us. We don’t build bridges well, unless your goal is to drive tanks 
across them. We don’t know how to teach 8-year-olds to read and 
write. We don’t know how to educate people about law or democ-
racy. We kill the enemy and we destroy his ability to harm us. And 
when you really have to kill people and destroy things, call on us, 
but otherwise, don’t.” Going to war means kill- ing other human 
beings. The ones who tend not to talk about it casually are the ones 
who had to see—or do—it up close.
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People who have seen wars tend to think about them very differ-
ently than political science professors such as Madeleine Albright, 
who as a US government official publicly and very eagerly defended 
the bombing of Iraq, which led to the deaths of many innocent peo-
ple. At a public forum in the United States about war with Iraq, she 
was challenged by a citizen. “We will not send messages to Saddam 
Hussein with the blood of the Iraqi people,” he said. “If you want 
to deal with Saddam, deal with Saddam, not the Iraqi people.” Her 
response was revealing:

What we are doing is so that you all can sleep at night. I am 
very proud of what we are doing. We are the greatest nation in the 
world, [pause for applause] and what we are doing, is being the in-
dispensable nation, willing to make the world safe for our children 
and grandchildren, and for nations who follow the rules.6

Albright and her colleagues defended bombing Iraqis and en-
forcing an embargo that led to substantial loss of life to fill the role 
of “the indispensable nation” and “to make the world safe for our 
children and grandchildren.” She and her colleagues didn’t get their 
chance to invade Iraq, which was carried out by their successor, 
George W. Bush and his administration, but they did throw their 
support to the destructive and expensive folly carried out by the 
Bush administration. Were those decisions justified? In fact, they 
were not. They did not discharge the burden required to make their 
case. There was no solid evidence that the Iraqi state was develop- 
ing “weapons of mass destruction” that could be deployed “within 
forty-five minutes” of the order being given, nor was there any evi-
dence that the regime had been involved in the terrorist attacks on 
American citizens of September 11, 2001, despite claims made by 
government officials to the public that implied such involvement.
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And what was the cost? Deriving precise numbers in the Iraqi case is 
difficult and a matter of much dispute, but in addition to the tens of 
thousands of Iraqi combatants killed in the invasion, there were the 
thousands of US, British, and allied soldiers killed, and many tens of 
thousands wounded. At least (on a conservative estimate) 118,789 
civilians were killed violently from 2003 to 2011, most of them vic-
tims of the horrifyingly brutal civil war and power struggle within 
the country set off by the invasion and occupation.7 And what of 
the loss of wealth? The US government alone bor- rowed some $2 
trillion to finance the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan (the two are not 
easy to disentangle due to their overlapping du- rations) and the to-
tal cost of those two adventures, reckoned in present value terms, 
is very conservatively estimated at $4 trillion, but almost certainly 
much more.8 Britain and other countries also expended substantial 
sums of material wealth and the infrastruc- ture of Iraq was seri-
ously damaged in the conflict. Was all that expenditure of lives and 
treasure to produce so much death and destruction justified?
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When, If Ever, Is War Justified?

Few people believe that going to war—killing people—is justified in 
order to “be the indispensable nation,” as Albright maintained.

(Some, however, would defend that position.) But let’s take the 
harder case. If a war is undertaken “to make the world safe for our 
children and grandchildren,” is it justified then? Facts would surely 
be important to answering this question: “What is the likelihood 
that killing people today will make others safer in the future?” Per-
haps such killing would make us safer in the future, but there would 
still have to be a very substantial burden of proof on the advocate 
of go- ing to war. The advocates of war between the US government 
and the government of Iraq did not begin to meet that burden of 
proof. There is a long tradition of judging the justice of wars, both 
their initiation and their conduct. The justification of going to war 
is known in Latin as jus ad bellum and is distinguished from the jus-
tice of the conduct of war, called jus in bello. Those two topics are 
frequently considered as separate matters. Is the war justified and 
is the behavior undertaken to prosecute the war justified? Many 
great lawyers and philosophers have argued and debated about 
what might justify going to war and, once war is begun, whether 
there are moral or legal restraints on the use of force and, if so, 
what they are.
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May one initiate a war to defend the honor of a ruler or a nation, 
or to “be the indispensable nation,” or to seize valuable land or re- 
sources, or to defend one’s interests or the lives of a nation’s peo-
ple? And, once war is undertaken, may one kill only armed combat-
ants in the field, or may one execute captured prisoners, or may one 
kill the families of enemy soldiers, including their children (who may 
be future soldiers)? Over time, more and more limits were placed 
on the occasions for war, and various principles, conventions, and 
treaties were established to regulate the conduct of war.

Taken together, the topics are known as the “law of war” and 
“just war theory.”9 Although jus in bello, the lawfulness of the con-
duct of war, is considered applicable regardless of whether a war is 
considered justified, the standard approach has been that if a war is 
justified, that is, undertaken for a just cause, then the means neces-
sary to its successful conduct are themselves justified, even if unde-
sirable in themselves or regrettable.

But for those who care about justice, about behaving rightly, 
that traditional approach cannot adequately address whether going 
to war (jus ad bellum) is justified. As Robert Holmes has forceful-
ly argued in his book On War and Morality, “It is not the end that 
justifies the means but the permissibility of the means (including 
the killing and destroying that are part of the nature of warfare) 
that, along with satisfaction of the other requirements of jus ad 
bellum, justifies the end.”10 Not only “evil doers” are killed in wars. 
Completely innocent people become “collateral damage,” as well. 
If killing people and destroying what they need to survive are not 
justified, then the process—the war—is not justified either. Thus, 
“To justify going to war requires justifying the selection of means 
from the outset. 
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There are not two separate acts here, the embark- ing upon war 
and the implementing of chosen means One can never justify the 
resort to war without justifying the means by which one proposes 
to fight the war.”11

When considering war, it is morally irresponsible to look only at 
the ostensible goal of the war, whether the retaking of histori- cal 
territory or the vindication of honor or the establishment of cred-
ibility or the response to aggression or any other cause, with- out 
considering just what the war will entail. As Holmes affirms, “War by 
its nature is organized violence, the deliberate, systematic causing 
of death and destruction. This is true whether the means employed 
are nuclear bombs or bows and arrows.”12

I came face to face with the common avoidance of this very issue 
some ten years ago when I was working in war-torn Iraq and flew to 
Canada for a conference. A conference participant informed me of 
how sorry she was that Canada had not taken part in the “Coalition 
of the Willing” that invaded Iraq and toppled the ty- rannical and 
murderous government of Saddam Hussein and his Baathist Party. 
I told her she should be glad that her government had deliberated 
and had chosen not to be a part of the invasion and occupation.

Later in the discussion, I mentioned the “talk on the street” in 
Baghdad that the new Iraqi police had been instructed to shoot peo-
ple who were captured laying Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs) 
and that a high government official had demonstrated the govern-
ment’s resolve by shooting a prisoner himself.
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IEDs were at the time killing large numbers of combatants and non-
combatants alike. (I didn’t—and don’t—know whether the story 
was true. I merely reported what a number of Iraqis with whom I 
had spoken had told me.) The same person who had eagerly sup-
ported Canada joining the war effort was shocked, appalled, and 
horrified and demanded that “something be done.” I told her that 
she should have considered the likelihood of such outcomes before 
endorsing going to war. It’s the kind of thing that “happens” during 
war. It shows a lack of understanding to endorse a war and then 
express shock when it entails violent, bloody, and even lawless be-
havior.

War not only leads to unintended casualties that are somehow 
not reckoned in the decision whether to go to war, but it changes 
human character. Not only do some combatants lose their moral 
compass, but noncombatants do, as well. Joe Klein is a respected 
journalist for Time magazine who is a supporter of President Obama. 
In defense of the Obama administration’s use of drone strikes in a 
television discussion program, he hotly stated,

If it is misused, and there is a really major possibility of abuse if 
you have the wrong people running the government. But: the bot-
tom line in the end is—whose 4-year-old gets killed? What we’re 
doing is limiting the possibility that 4-year-olds here will get killed by 
indiscriminate acts of terror.13

Setting aside the disturbingly obvious and smug partisanship 
(“There is a really major possibility of abuse if you have the wrong 
people running the government”), it is hard to imagine such a cold- 
hearted defense of killing 4-year-old children, but Mr. Klein was 
unapologetic. People lose their moral compasses when defending 
wars waged by “the right people.”
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For those and additional reasons there should be—always and ev-
erywhere—a presumption against war. The burden of proof is on 
the one who would initiate or engage in a war. Discharging that 
burden requires extremely strong reasons. Some would argue that 
there can never be sufficient reasons. Others argue that defensive 
war, or even a preemptive war against a real threat, may be justi- 
fied with evidence. In any case, the initiation of hostilities requires 
overwhelming proof and, moreover, war may be used only to de-
fend, never to take or acquire or merely to defend “honor” or “cred-
ibility.” If one is not sure, then the logic of the burden of proof re-
quires that one be against going to war. There is no middle ground, 
no neutrality, no “maybe.” If the case is not for war, then the case is 
against it. The choice is binary: for or against.

War Is the Health of the State

“War is the health of the state. It automatically sets in 
motion throughout society those irresistible forces for 
uniformity, for passionate cooperation with the Gov-
ernment in coercing into obedience the minority groups 
and individuals which lack the larger herd sense.”	
                                                —Randolph Bourne 14

War challenges lawfulness at every turn. It undermines the rule of 
law. It concentrates power in the executive branch of government. 
It provides a ready-to-hand justification for every abuse of power. 
The recent evidence of enormous spying and surveillance appara-
tuses of very dubious legality are a case in point.
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Such surveillance would have been considered the fantasy of a par-
anoid kook only a few years ago; and it is all justified in the name of 
“the war on terror.”

War increases the power of government and its ability to exer-
cise its coercive powers. With every war, new powers are gained and 
it takes much time and much effort to roll those powers back, if they 
are rolled back at all. Like other crises, it sets into motion a “ratchet 
effect” that increases state powers well above what preceded and, 
although those powers may recede after the war is concluded, they 
rarely fall to the level that preceded the war. As economic historian 
Robert Higgs explained, governments grow in response to “crises,” 
notably wars or depressions: “Government expands the scope of its 
effective authority over economic decision-making with the onset 
of a crisis” and “the retrenchment that follows the crisis is incom-
plete, leaving government permanently bigger than it would have 
been had the crisis never occurred.”15 War paves the way for forced 
labor (in the form of conscription), for taxation, for confiscation and 
requisitioning of goods, for rationing, for socialism. New agencies, 
new powers, new taxes, all can be justified by alleging their need 
to “win the war,” “defeat the enemy,” and “secure the nation.” War 
breeds collectivism and statism.
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And with war come taxes and debt. As Thomas Paine dryly explained,

War is the common harvest of all those who participate in the 
division and expenditure of public money, in all countries. It is 
the art of conquering at home: the object of it is an increase of 
revenue; and as revenue cannot be increased without taxes, a 
pretence must be made for expenditures. In reviewing the his-
tory of the English government, its wars and taxes, an observer, 
not blinded by prejudice, nor warped by interest, would declare 
that taxes were not raised to carry on wars, but that wars were 
raised to carry on taxes.16

There is nothing like a war to justify increasing the burden of 
taxation on the people. The history of government has dem- on-
strated, as Margaret Levi found, that “the most acceptable justifica-
tion for taxation was war.”17

During wartime, criticism is characterized as treasonous, de- 
featist, and unpatriotic. Civil liberties are abandoned, censorship 
imposed, newspapers shut down, and spying on citizens authorized. 
Fellow citizens are designated enemies, demonized, harassed, ar- 
rested, interned, expelled, or killed.
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Finally, war undermines accountable government. It allows rulers 
to pursue their own agendas under cover of pursuing the agenda of 
the country. It provides the means whereby political elites cement 
their power, divert attention away from domestic failings, and unify 
public opinion behind the existing rulers. William Shakespeare dra-
matically expressed the political impact of war in his play “Henry IV, 
Part II,” when the old king summons his son and explains the bene-
fits of foreign expeditions to cementing his power:

And all my friends, which thou must make thy friends, 
Have but their stings and teeth newly ta’en out;
By whose fell working I was first advanc’d,
And by whose power I well might lodge a fear
To be again displac’d; which to avoid, 
I cut them off; and had a purpose now 
To lead out many to the Holy Land,
Lest rest and lying still might make them look 
Too near unto my state. Therefore, my Harry, 
Be it thy course to busy giddy minds
With foreign quarrels, that action, hence borne out 
May waste the memory of the former days.18

To “busy giddy minds with foreign quarrels” is a regular feature 
of statecraft. It is not limited to the West or the East, the North or 
the South, democracies or dictatorships. It is a tool of power. And it 
often works.
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Who Is Accountable?

Organized human violence has enormous costs to life, to freedom, 
to prosperity. A rational burden of justification is rarely met. And 
rarely is there any justice after war, either. The losers may be pun-
ished, but the winners almost never face justice for what they vis-
ited on their victims. That has been the case for a very long time. 
One of the greatest champions of constitutional government, the 
Roman philosopher and senator Cato the Younger, publicly rebuked 
one of the most famous killers of all time, Julius Caesar, for one of 
Caesar’s atrocious war crimes in a memorable scene in the Roman 
Senate, as described by the historian Plutarch.

Caesar was at this time engaged with many warlike nations, and 
was subduing them at great hazards. Among the rest, it was be-
lieved he had set upon the Germans, in a time of truce, and 
had thus slain three hundred thousand of them. Upon which, 
some of his friends moved the senate for a public thanksgiving; 
but Cato declared, they ought to deliver Caesar into the hands 
of those who had been thus unjustly treated, and so expiate 
the offence and not bring a curse upon the city; “Yet we have 
reason,” said he, “to thank the gods, for that they spared the 
commonwealth, and did not take vengeance upon the army, for 
the madness and folly of the general.”19

Needless to say, Caesar was neither arrested nor turned over 
to the few survivors of his massacre. They were afforded no oppor-
tu- nity to punish him for the slaughter of their families. Indeed, he 
went on to boast proudly of his exploits in his book on the Gallic 
Wars.
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He wrote (using the third person to describe himself ) about his 
organization of a surprise attack on a Germanic encampment; after 
detaining the leaders of the German tribe who had come to talk 
peace, Caesar launched a surprise attack on their people, and while 
his troops were massacring the unprepared men,

the rest of the people, [consisting] of boys and women (for they 
had left their country and crossed the Rhine with all their fami-
lies), began to fly in all directions; in pursuit of whom Caesar sent 
the cavalry. The Germans when, upon hearing a noise behind 
them, [they looked and] saw that their families were being slain, 
throwing away their arms and abandoning their standards, fled 
out of the camp, and when they had arrived at the confluence 
of the Meuse and the Rhine, the survivors despairing of farther 
escape, as a great number of their countrymen had been killed, 
threw themselves into the river and there perished, overcome 
by fear, fatigue, and the violence of the stream. Our soldiers, 
after the alarm of so great a war, for the number of the enemy 
amounted to 430,000, returned to their camp, all safe to a man, 
very few being even wounded.20
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How many today remember that Julius Caesar presided over the 
cold-blooded butchering of hundreds of thousands of people in a 
single day? Only the Stoic philosopher and senator Cato rebuked 
him for his crime and for that Cato later paid with his life. There 
were prosecutions for crimes by the losing sides in World War II, but 
unsurprisingly rather little attention was paid to criminal misbehav-
ior by politicians or soldiers of the victorious powers, most notably 
the Soviet Union, but also the Chinese governments (Kuomingtang 
and Communist), the United States, and the United Kingdom, the 
latter of which carried out some courts-martial but rarely prosecut-
ed killings of prisoners.21

War is organized human violence. War is destructive, not con- 
structive; the bringer of death, not life; the friend of unaccountable 
power and the enemy of liberty.

Thousands of years ago, an unknown poet wrote of a contest be-
tween two of the foundational poets of Western Civilization, Homer 
and Hesiod. Homer was the author of the quintessential war poem, 
the Iliad, which begins “Rage—Goddess, sing the rage of Peleus’s 
son Achilles,” and Hesiod the author of the Works and Days, which 
tells how to lead a productive and virtuous life. The poem about the 
poets is a work of genius; each poet is called on to recite his poetry, 
drawing on his famous work, one starting with a line from his poem 
and the other finishing it with a line from his. Hesiod’s are very day-
to-day, whereas Homer’s are glorious. After the glory of Homer’s 
warlike stanzas,

all the Hellenes called for Homer to be crowned. But King Panei-
des bade each of them recite the finest passage from his own 
poems. Hesiod, therefore, began as follows [with a passage 
from his poem on harvesting and ploughing]
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“When the Pleiads, the daughters of Atlas, begin to rise, begin 
the harvest, and begin ploughing ere they set . . .”

Then Homer
[with a passage on the glory of battle, of ranks of men stand- 
ing] “shield with shield, and helm with helm, and each man 
with his fellow, and the peaks of their head-pieces with crests of 
horsehair touched as they bent their heads . . .”

After the comparison of the two passages,

the Hellenes applauded Homer admiringly, so far did the vers-
es exceed the ordinary level; and demanded that he should be 
adjudged the winner. But the king gave the crown to Hesiod, 
declaring that it was right that he who called upon men to fol-
low peace and husbandry should have the prize rather than one 
who dwelt on war and slaughter.22

It is time to celebrate the virtues of peace, of cooperation and 
industry, of trade and commerce, of science and knowledge, of love 
and beauty, of liberty and justice, and to leave behind the vices of 
war, of conflict and destruction, of looting and confiscating, of cen-
soring and stifling, of hatred and horror, of coercion and lawless-
ness. In the modern world, the world of peace and rising prosperity, 
the prize should to go to those who call upon human beings to fol-
low peace, rather than war and slaughter.
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Liberty and Peace

Liberty and peace. That is what libertarians offer. Liberty and peace 
are a matter of choice. They have lifted up, and are lifting up, billions 
of people from poverty and wretchedness. The choice for liberty 
and peace is the right choice for mature men and women. There is 
courage; there is excitement; there is daring; there is great- ness; 
and there is even a kind of glory for those who create and trade in 
peace, and that courage, that excitement, that daring, that great-
ness, and that glory are of far greater worth than the cruelly dis-
torted mirror images of them presented by war. Entrepreneurship, 
prosperity, civil society, friendship, achievement, productivity, art, 
knowledge, beauty, love, family, satisfaction, contentment, happi- 
ness—those can be achieved in peace or destroyed in war.

To those who complain of the “boredom” of peace, to those 
who yearn for antagonism, conflict, and violence, the great classi- 
cal liberal writer Benjamin Constant responded many years ago,

Are we here only to build, with our dying bodies, your road to 
fame? You have a genius for fighting: what good is it to us? You 
are bored by the inactivity of peace. Why should your boredom 
concern us?23

After so much war and slaughter in human history, it is time, fi-
nally, for the prize to go to those who follow peace and husbandry, 
rather than those who dwell on war and slaughter.
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The Decline of War
and Conceptions of Human Nature
By Steven Pinker

It may be hard to believe, but the incidence of war is declining. 
What is the evidence and what are the reasons for that remark-
able fact? Steven Pinker is a Johnstone Family Professor in the 
Department of Psychology at Harvard University. He conducts 
research on language and cognition, writes for publications 
such as the New York Times, Time, and The New Republic, and 
is the author of eight books, including The Language Instinct, 
How the Mind Works, Words and Rules, The Blank Slate, The 
Stuff of Thought, and most recently, The Better Angels of Our 
Nature: Why Violence Has Declined.

War appears to be in decline. In the two-thirds of a century since 
the end of World War II, the great powers, and developed states in 
general, have rarely faced each other on the battlefield, a histori-
cally unprecedented state of affairs (Holsti 1986; Jervis 1988; Luard 
1988; Gaddis 1989; Mueller 1989, 2004, 2009; Ray 1989; Howard 
1991; Keegan 1993; Payne 2004; Gat 2006; Gleditsch 2008; see 
Pinker 2011, chapter 5, for a review).
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Contrary to expert predictions, the United States and the Soviet 
Union did not launch World War III, nor have any of the great powers 
fought each other since the end of the Korean War in 1953. After a 
600-year stretch in which Western European countries started two 
new wars a year, they have not started one since 1945. Nor have 
the 40 or so richest nations anywhere in the world engaged each 
other in armed conflict. In another pleasant surprise, since the end 
of the Cold War in 1989, wars of all kinds have declined through-
out the world (Human Security Centre 2005; Lacina, Gleditsch, and 
Russett 2006; Human Security Report Project 2007; Gleditsch 2008; 
Goldstein 2011; Human Security Report Project 2011; see Pinker 
2011, chapter 6, for a review). Wars between states have become 
extremely rare, and civil wars, after increasing in number from the 
1960s through 1990s, have declined in number. The worldwide rate 
of death from interstate and civil war combined has juddered down-
ward as well, from almost 300 per 100,000 world population during 
World War II, to almost 30 during the Korean War, to the low teens 
during the era of the Vietnam War, to single digits in the 1970s and 
1980s, to less than 1 in the twenty-first century.

How seriously should we take the evidence for a decline in war? 
Is it a statistical fluke, a gambler’s lucky streak which is sure to run 
out? Is it an artifact of the way that wars and their human costs are 
counted? Is it a temporary lull in an inexorable cycle—the calm be-
fore the storm, the San Andreas Fault before the Big One, an over-
grown forest awaiting the first careless toss of a lit cigarette? No 
one can answer those questions with certainty. In this article, I will 
address them via the nature of human nature.
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Many observers are skeptical that war could possibly be in de- cline 
because, they say, human nature has not changed, and so we con-
tinue to harbor the innate inclinations to violence that caused the 
incessant warring in our history. The evidence for innate ag- gres-
sive tendencies is plentiful enough: we see it in the ubiquity of 
aggression among primates and in the universality of violence in 
human societies, including homicide, rape, domestic violence, riot-
ing, raiding, and feuding. Moreover, there is good reason to believe 
that certain genes, hormones, brain circuits, and selective pressures 
militated toward violence as our species evolved (see Pinker 2011, 
chapters 2, 8, and 9, for reviews). In just the two gen- erations that 
have grown to adulthood since 1945, those pressures could not have 
gone into reverse and undone the results of several million years of 
hominid evolution. Since our biological impulses toward war have 
not gone away, according to this argument, any interlude of peace is 
bound to be temporary. Those who believe that the decline of war 
is anything but an artifact or a lucky streak are often accused of be-
ing romantics, idealists, utopians. Indeed, a few Rousseauans have 
pretty much accepted this argument and have denied that human 
nature has impulses toward violence in the first place—we are, they 
say, naked bonobos (the so-called hip- pie chimps), suffused with 
oxytocin and equipped with empathy neurons that naturally incline 
us toward peace.

I do not believe we are hippie chimps, but I do believe that 
the decline in war is real. As someone who is on record as being a 
Hobbesian realist, I am particularly suited to argue that a decline in 
war is compatible with a nonromantic view of human nature.

Peace, Love, & Liberty24|Peace, Love, & Liberty



In The Blank Slate (Pinker 2002), I argued that our brains have been 
shaped by natural selection to include, among other traits, greed, 
fear, revenge, rage, machismo, tribalism, and self-deception, which 
alone and in combination can incite our species to violence. Yet, I 
will argue that this jaded view of human nature is perfectly com-
patible with interpreting the decline of war as a real and pos- sibly 
enduring development in human history.

Four Reasons Why the Decline of War Is Compatible with a Real-
istic Conception of Human Nature

1.Stranger Things Have Happened

A decline in the rate—and in some cases the existence—of a par-
ticular category of violence is by no means unusual in human his-
tory. My book The Better Angels of Our Nature (Pinker 2011), and 
James Payne’s A History of Force (Payne 2004), document dozens 
of them. Here are some examples:

•Anarchic tribal societies had rates of death in warfare that 
were probably five times those in early settled states.
•Human sacrifice was a regular practice in every early civiliza- 
tion and now has vanished.
•Between the Middle Ages and the twentieth century, rates of 
homicide in Europe fell at least 35-fold.
•In a Humanitarian Revolution centered in the second half of 
the eighteenth century, every major Western country abolished 
the use of torture as a form of criminal punishment.
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•European countries used to have hundreds of capital crimes 
on the books, including trivial offenses such as stealing a cab-
bage and criticizing the royal garden. Beginning in the eigh-
teenth century, capital punishment came to be reserved for 
treason and the most severe violent crimes, and in the twen-
tieth cen- tury, it was abolished by every Western democracy 
except the United States. Even in the United States, 17 of the 50 
states have abolished capital punishment, and in the remaining 
ones, the per capita rate of executions is a tiny fraction of what 
it was in colonial times.
•Chattel slavery was once legal everywhere on earth. But the 
eighteenth century launched a wave of abolitions that swept 
over the world, culminating in 1980 when slavery was abol- 
ished in Mauritania.
•Also abolished in the humanitarian revolution were witch 
hunts, religious persecution, dueling, blood sports, and debt-
ors’ prisons.
•Lynchings of African Americans used to take place at a rate of 
150 a year. During the first half of the twentieth century, the 
rate fell to zero.
•Corporal punishment of children, both institutionalized pad- 
dling and whipping in schools, and spanking and smacking in 
households, has been in sharp decline in most Western coun- 
tries and has been made illegal in several Western European 
countries.
•Rates of homicide, rape, domestic violence, child abuse, and 
hate crimes have declined dramatically (in some cases by as 
much as 80 percent) since the 1970s.
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Given these documented declines in violence, it is pointless to argue 
whether human nature allows rates of violence to change. Clearly, it 
does; the only question is how.

2.Human Nature Has Multiple Components

People tend to reduce human nature to a single essence and 
then debate what that essence consists of. Are we nasty or noble, 
Hobbesian or Rousseauan, ape or angel? In this way of thinking, if 
we regularly engage in violence, we must be a violent species; if we 
are capable of peace we must be pacifistic.

But the brain is a mind-bogglingly complex organ with many anatom-
ically and chemically distinguishable circuits. Most psy- chologists believe 
that human nature is not just one thing, but comprises multiple intel-
ligences, modules, faculties, organs, drives, or other subsystems. Some 
of these subsystems may impel us toward violence, but others inhibit us 
from violence.

Human violence springs from at least four kinds of motives, each in-
volving different neurobiological systems:

Exploitation: Violence used as the means to an end; that is, damag-
ing a human who happens to be an obstacle on the path to something the 
actor wants. Examples include plunder, rape, conquest, the displacement 
or genocide of native peoples, and the murder or imprisonment of politi-
cal or economic rivals.

Dominance: The urge among individuals to ascend the pecking order 
and become the alpha male, and the corresponding urge among groups 
for tribal, ethnic, racial, national, or religious supremacy.

Revenge: The conviction that someone who has committed a moral 
infraction deserves to be punished.
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Ideology: Shared belief systems, spread virally or by indoctrina- tion 
or force, which hold out the prospect of a utopia. Examples include 
nationalism, Fascism, Nazism, communism, and militant religions. 
Since a utopia is a world that will be infinitely good forever, one is 
permitted to perpetrate unlimited amounts of force against those 
who stand in its way, as in the saying, “You can’t make an omelet 
without breaking a few eggs.”

Pushing against these nasty impulses are some of our kinder, 
gentler faculties:

Self-control: Circuitry in the frontal lobes of the brain that can 
anticipate the long-term consequence of actions and inhibit them 
accordingly.

Empathy: The ability to feel someone else’s pain.

The moral sense: A system of norms and taboos centered on in- 
tuitions of fairness to individuals, loyalty to a community, deference 
to legitimate authority, and the safeguarding of purity and sanctity. 
The moral sense can motivate the imposition of standards of fair- 
ness and can render certain courses of harmful action unthinkable. 
(Unfortunately, it can also be a cause of violence, because it can 
rationalize militant ideologies based on tribalism, puritanism, and 
authoritarianism.)

Reason: Cognitive processes that allow us to engage in objec- tive, 
detached analysis.

Whether people actually commit acts of violence, then, depends on 
the interplay among these faculties; the mere existence of human nature 
does not doom our species to a constant rate of violence.
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The decision to wage war, in particular, may be triggered by any 
combination of the violence-inducing motives. If the decision is 
not overturned by any of the motives that inhibit violence, the de-
cision-maker must then mobilize an aggressive coalition by whip- 
ping up the aggressive motives in his compatriots, while disabling 
the peaceable motives. The actual outbreak of war thus depends 
on many psychological processes lining up in the right way and es-
caping the restraining influence of other psychological processes, 
which are distributed in social networks connecting many other in-
dividuals. There is no reason to expect that the relative strengths of 
these competing influences should remain constant over the course 
of human history.
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3.	Facultative Components of Human Nature

Many components of human nature are facultative (environmental-
ly sensitive), not hydraulic (homeostatic). The intuition that a respite 
from war could not possibly be real often rests on a mental model 
in which the drive toward violence is conceived of as a hydraulic 
force. At best, it can be diverted or channeled, but it cannot be bot-
tled up indefinitely. The hydraulic model of human motivation is 
deeply embedded in the way we think about violence. It was given 
a scientific imprimatur by psychoanalysis, ethology, and behavior- 
ism (in the guise of drive reduction), and it fits with the cybernetic 
notion of homeostasis, in which a feedback loop maintains a system 
in a steady state by counteracting any imbalance. It also fits with 
our subjective experience: no one can go indefinitely without food, 
water, or sleep, and it is a challenge to do without sex or to hold in 
a mounting urge to yawn, sneeze, scratch an itch, or expel various 
substances from the body. 

But, it is a big mistake to think that all human responses are homeo-
static. Many are opportunistic, reactive, or facultative: they are elicited 
by combinations of environmental triggers and cognitive and emotional 
states. Consider evolutionarily prepared fears such as those of heights, 
snakes, confinement, deep water, or spiders. Even if one were born with 
an innate phobia of snakes, as long as one never encountered a snake one 
could live one’s entire life without experiencing that fear. Other examples 
include the tendency to shiver, fall head over heels in love, or experience 
sexual jealousy.
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The motives that lead to violence, too, need not be homeostatic. 
There is no reason to believe that the urge to hurt someone gradu-
ally builds up and periodically needs to be discharged. Violence car-
ries significant risks of injury or death when the target defends him-
self, when he or his relatives wreak revenge, or when he is tempted 
into attacking preemptively. The theory of natural selection predicts 
that adaptations evolve when their expected costs exceed their ex- 
pected benefits. We should not expect a hydraulic urge to violence 
to evolve, but rather one that is sensitive to circumstances. These 
may include predation and exploitation, when an opportunity to 
exploit a victim at low risk presents itself; dominance, when one’s 
masculinity is suddenly impugned in front of an important audience; 
vengeance, to punish (and thus ultimately deter) insults or injuries; 
rampage, when a longstanding menace is suddenly exposed in a 
window of vulnerability. If the circumstances never materialize—
say, if one lives an orderly, bourgeois life, free from grave threats or 
insults—any tendency to react with violence could lie as dormant as 
a fear of poisonous snakes. The same sensitivity to environmental 
contingencies could, if circumstances line up, prevent political lead-
ers from experiencing any urge to mobilize their countries for war.
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4.Human Cognition Is an Open-ended Generative System

Among the various psychological faculties that can inhibit us from 
violence, one is special: the cognitive apparatus which makes it pos- 
sible for humans to reason. Reason is a combinatorial system that 
can generate an explosive number of distinct thoughts. Just as the 
tens of thousands of words in our vocabularies can be assembled 
by the rules of syntax into trillions of sentences, the even greater 
number of concepts in our mental repertoire can be assembled by 
cognitive processes into an unfathomably vast number of coherent 
thoughts (Pinker 1994, 1997, 1999). Within this space of humanly 
possible ideas lie the beliefs, myths, stories, religions, ideologies, 
superstitions, and intuitive and formal theories that emerge from 
our ruminations and that propagate, via language, through our so-
cial networks, there to be further tweaked, revamped, and com-
bined. Given the right social infrastructure—literacy, open debate, 
the mobility of people and ideas, a shared commitment to logical 
coherence and empirical testability—good science, deep mathemat-
ical truths, and useful inventions can occasionally emerge from the 
chatter.

Just as our species has applied its cognitive powers to ward 
off the scourges of pestilence and famine, so it can apply them to 
manage the scourge of war. After all, although the spoils of war are 
always tempting, sooner or later people are bound to realize that 
victors and losers tend to change places in the long run, and so, 
everyone would be better off if somehow everyone could si- multa-
neously agree to lay down their arms. The challenge is how to get 
the other guy to lay down his arms at the same time that you do, 
because unilateral pacifism leaves a society vulnerable to invasion 
by its still warlike neighbors.
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It requires no stretch of the imagination to suppose that human in-
genuity and experience have gradually been brought to bear on this 
problem, just as they have chipped away at hunger and dis- ease. 
Here are a few of the products of human cognition that have disin-
centivized leaders and populations from plunging into war:

•Government, which reduces the temptation to launch an ex-
ploitative attack, because the legal punishment cancels out the 
anticipated gain. This in turn reduces the temptation of a po-
tential target to launch preemptive strikes against potential ag-
gressors, to maintain a belligerent posture to deter them, or to 
wreak revenge on them after the fact.
•Limits on government, including the apparatus of democracy, 
so that governments do not perpetrate more violence on their 
citizens than they prevent.
•An infrastructure of commerce, which makes it cheaper to buy 
things than to plunder them and which makes other people 
more valuable alive than dead.
•An international community, which can propagate norms of 
nonviolent cooperation that are large-scale analogs of those 
that allow individual people to get along in their communities 
and workplaces.
•Intergovernmental organizations, which can encourage com-
merce, resolve disputes, keep belligerents apart, police infrac-
tions, and penalize aggression.
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•Measured responses to aggression, including economic sanc- 
tions, quarantines, symbolic declarations, tactics of nonviolent 
resistance, and proportional counterstrikes as opposed to all-
out retaliation.
•Reconciliation measures such as ceremonies, monuments, 
truth commissions, and formal apologies, which consolidate 
compromises among former enemies by mitigating their urge 
to settle every score.
•Humanistic counter-ideologies such as human rights, univer-
sal brotherhood, expanding empathy, and the demonization of 
war, which can compete in the intellectual marketplace with na-
tionalism, militarism, revanchism, and utopian ideologies.

These and other cognitive gadgets seem to have whittled down 
the probability that the constant frictions which characterize inter-
actions among people will ignite into an actual war (Russett and 
Oneal 2001; Long and Brecke 2003; Mueller 2004, 2010; Gleditsch 
2008; Goldstein 2011; Human Security Report Project 2011). Many 
of these products of human ingenuity are invoked in the theories 
of the Liberal or Kantian peace, and the allusion to that Enlighten-
ment thinker is appropriate. Like other political theorists from the 
Age of Reason and the Enlightenment such as Locke, Hume, and 
Spinoza, Kant theorized both about the condi- tions favoring nonvi-
olence and the combinatorial mechanisms of human cognition. The 
combination of psychological and political interests is, I suggest, no 
coincidence.
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Conclusion

Only time will tell whether the decline of war is an enduring change 
in the human condition, rather than a transient lull or a statistical 
fluke. But, I hope to have eliminated one source of skepticism that 
the decline could be real: the intuition that the violent side of hu-
man nature makes it impossible. Not only have other declines of 
violence indisputably taken place over the course of human history, 
but such declines are fully compatible with an unsentimental ap-
preciation of the crooked timber of humanity. A modern conception 
of human nature, rooted in cognitive science and evolutionary psy-
chology, suggests that our species, however flawed, has the means 
to curb its own mean streak. Human nature is not a single trait or 
urge but a complex system comprising many parts, including sev-
eral mechanisms that cause violence and several mechanisms that 
inhibit it. The mechanisms that cause violence, moreover, are not ir-
resistible hydraulic forces but facultative re- actions to particular cir-
cumstances, which can change over time. One of the mechanisms 
that inhibit violence is an open-ended combinatorial system capa-
ble of generating an infinite number of ideas. And, among those 
ideas are institutions that can lessen the probability of war.
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The Economics of Peace: How Richer 
Neighbors Are Very Good News

By Emmanuel Martin

If one person gains, does someone else have to lose? Are the 
gains of one nation at the expense of others? Are human groups 
doomed to perpetual conflict? Emmanuel Martin is an econo-
mist and executive director of the Institute for Economic Stud-
ies–Europe. In addition to organizing programs across Europe 
and Africa, he was founding editor of UnMondeLibre.org and 
LibreAfrique. org. His writing has appeared in such publications 
as Le Cercle des Échos and Les Échos in France, Il Foglio in Italy, 
L’Écho in Belgium, Libération in Morocco, and The Wall Street 
Journal–Europe.

“War costs a nation more than its actual expense; it costs be-
sides, all that would have been gained, but for its occur- rence.” 
24  	 —Jean-Baptiste Say

Winners and Losers

Many people believe that if one person profits, another has to lose. 
Such people believe that the sum of the benefits and the losses 
among persons is zero, meaning that for every gain for some, there 
is a corresponding and equal loss for others.
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Accordingly, people who believe that, upon seeing someone pros-
per, look around to see who must have lost. If that were the only 
possible model of prosperity, social conflict would be omnipresent 
and war would be inevitable.

Fortunately, there are other modes of prospering that do not 
involve corresponding loss for others. The contemporary world is 
strong evidence of that, as incomes have gone up virtually every- 
where in the world. More people live longer, healthier, and wealth-
ier lives than in the past. Not only are more people prospering, but 
an ever-larger percentage of the world’s population is doing so, as 
well. In some cases, of course, the gain of one person does come at 
the expense of another. For example, if a thief steals something, the 
thief ’s gain comes at the expense of the victim. But gains can also 
come from activities other than stealing, such as work, innovation, 
discovery, investment, and exchange.

One of the most important economists of all times explained 
clearly and directly how your gain may be my gain, as well. In do-
ing so, he explained not only the economic foundation for material 
prosperity, but for peace. Jean-Baptiste Say (1767–1832) is some-
times considered the “French Adam Smith,” but in fact he was much 
more than merely a popularizer of Smith’s insights. He advanced 
significantly on Smith’s thought.
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Like Smith, he was a critic of war, colonialism, slavery, and mercan-
tilism and an advocate of peace, independence, libera- tion, and 
freedom of trade. He advanced beyond Smith not only in explaining 
that services have value (indeed, that the value of material goods 
is due to the services they render to us), but that the creation of 
goods and services is the source of the demand for other goods 
and services. That’s sometimes called “Say’s Law of Markets.” It’s 
a very important insight, not only for “macroeconom- ics,” but for 
social relations generally, and for international relations in particu-
lar. If people are free to trade, the increasing wealth of one party 
is not harmful to, but is beneficial to the prosperity of their trading 
partners, for the increasing prosperity of one trading partner means 
that there is more effective demand for the goods and services of 
the others.

Enemies of free markets, notably economic nationalists and 
mercantilists, argue that if one country is becoming more prosper- 
ous, it must be at the expense of others. They have what is called 
a “zero-sum” view of the world, meaning that the sum of the gains 
is zero; if one person gains (a “plus”), someone else had to lose 
(a “minus”). Say showed that that is wrong. And that matters for 
peace, because it means that countries can prosper together, be-
cause there are mutual gains from voluntary trade. Trade is a “pos-
itive-sum” game, meaning that the sum of the gains is positive. In 
contrast, conflict and war are worse than zero-sum games, in which 
the gain of one party is equal to the loss of the other. Wars are 
almost invariably “negative-sum” games in which the sum of the 
losses are greater than any gains, and generally, in wars both parties 
lose.
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A World of Producer-Consumers

“Nations will be taught to know that they have really no inter- 
est in fighting one another; that they are sure to suffer all the 
calamities incident to defeat, while the advantages of success are 
altogether illusory. 25	                              —Jean-Baptiste Say

Say explained that in an exchange economy humans should be seen 
as both producers and consumers. To produce is to “give value to 
things by giving them utility.”26 The progress of industry is measured 
by the ability to generate new products and to reduce the prices 
of already existing products. When more goods are produced, it 
means that the prices will be lower than they would be otherwise, 
which means that there is additional purchasing power leftover for 
the consumers to buy other goods.

Say explained that the entrepreneur is crucial in that process of 
“utility” creation. Say was an entrepreneur himself, and he under- 
stood the role of the “enterpriser,” the one who “undertakes” new 
ventures and is looking for how to produce goods and services while 
sacrificing the least. (That’s what it means to “cut costs” of produc-
tion.) Say explained the important role of entrepreneurs in the mar-
ket. Entrepreneurs have very often been portrayed as vision- ary 
geniuses who possess extraordinary abilities and comprehensive 
knowledge of markets, techniques, products, tastes, people, and so 
on. But Say explained that all of us, including the more “common” 
among us, also perform entrepreneurial activities.
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One way to understand entrepreneurship is finding ways to produce 
at the least cost, which “frees up” scarce resources to be devoted to 
fulfilling other wants. The factory worker who sees how to produce 
the same amount with less time; the farmer who arranges the crops 
so as to minimize plowing and weeding time; the restaurateur who 
pays attention to when people leave work, so as to have the food 
ready at the right time; all are seeing how to increase production 
at the least cost. Arranging exchanges, too, is a form of production; 
it makes scarce products available in spaces or times where they 
would not otherwise be available and it increases the val- ues of 
both parties to the transaction, which is why they exchange.27

“Say’s Law” and Mutual Gains

A powerful theoretical construct that helps to understand eco- 
nomic development has become known as “Say’s Law of Markets.” 
In the chapter of his famous 1803 Treatise on Political Economy on 
“Débouchés” (the outlets for goods, which we could translate as 
“markets”), Say described how “it is production which opens a de-
mand for products,”28 because, as the idea was summed up later, 
“products are exchanged for products.” The slogan “supply creates 
its own demand” that is frequently attributed to Say is a caricature 
of his insight. What Say was describing is precisely what we have 
seen as the world has become more and more prosperous, as the 
average wealth of the world has grown many times over since Say’s 
time, as poverty has receded, and as health, literacy, longevity, and 
access to consumer goods have grown for the poor. He was one of 
the first to understand the mechanism of causation behind grow- 
ing global prosperity, the “snowball effect” of rising wealth among 
trading partners.
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In the dry language of contemporary economics, it’s an “inter-sec-
toral theory of economic growth” in which the growth of one pro-
ducer/sector/nation represents a growing market or demand for 
other producers/sectors/nations. And when you think about it, 
that’s really a cool thing to behold.

When traders produce more of their own specialized products, 
they generate more utility for others; those others, by specializing 
in production, also generate more utility that facilitates exchange; 
each has more “purchasing power” as he buys from the other. To 
use the vocabulary of another great French Economist, Jacques 
Rueff, each gains more “rights” by the utility he has created for the 
other. And more rights enable each to acquire more from the other. 
Mutual gains in the context of exchange of products are cu- mula-
tive. I get richer by providing my neighbor with more utility and my 
neighbor gets richer by providing more utility to me. And because 
I am richer I can buy more from my neighbor, who in turn will get 
richer. Obviously the possibilities for division of labor and produc-
tion in a small or closed economy are limited, but in larger markets 
more possibilities open among numerous individuals, oc- cupations, 
and industries. As Adam Smith explained before Say, “The division 
of labor is limited by the extent of the market.”29 Say added that 
“the more numerous are the producers, and the more various their 
productions, the more prompt, numerous, and extensive are the 
markets for those productions.”30
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Say described the positive sum game of exchange of products. In 
voluntary exchanges, the fact that my customers are getting richer 
is very good news for me. If, on the contrary, they become poorer, 
it’s not good news at all, but bad news. In Say’s words, “The success 
of one branch of commerce supplies more ample means of pur-
chase, and consequently opens a market for the products of all the 
other branches; on the other hand, the stagnation of one channel 
of manufacture, or of commerce, is felt in all the rest.”31

Say explained that economic development is a self-sustaining 
mechanism based (to use modern and rather dry language) on truly 
“endogenous growth”: the “size of the market,” which is so crucial 
to the level of specialization and division of labor, is endogeneized 
in the sense that market size depends on production itself. More 
production generates more purchasing power, which translates into 
a larger market size, which in turn provides opportunities for more 
production.

The mechanism of development is obviously incremental and 
evolutionary, which is why in Say’s time French people “bought and 
sold in France five or six times as many commodities, as in the mis-
erable reign of Charles VI.”32 Division of labor and specializa- tion in-
crease the number of industries and create new branches of indus-
try (and even branches of branches). A market economy is a process 
in constant motion.
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Say was an optimist compared to most of his fellow economists at 
the time. Far from being obsessed by the idea of scarcity, he em-
phasized man’s ability to create products and to generate wealth, 
and he explained how such production is a precondition for others 
to do the same; production and exchange are a positive sum game. 
For Say, scarcity was to be overcome by entrepreneurial spirit and 
services, by exchange and innovation. Thus for him, scarcity was not 
an obsession, as it was for Thomas Malthus, with whom Say debat-
ed. Say sought to study and understand the economics of prosperity 
and argued against Malthus’s gloomy picture of humanity’s future. 
Say turned out to be right, and Malthus turned out to be wrong.

 Say’s Law Applied at the International Level

Whether it is across borders or within them, to hurt one’s neighbor 
is to hurt oneself: “Each individual is interested in the general pros-
perity of all, and . . . the success of one branch of industry promotes 
that of all the others.”33 Indeed, within a nation we very rarely find 
people complaining about the prosperity of another city or of an-
other industry; most people understand that if French farmers are 
prospering, it will be good for French urban workers, and vice versa.

That is the true source of the gains made by the towns’ people 
from exchange with the country people, and again by the latter with 
the former; both of them have wherewithal to buy more and better 
products, the more amply they themselves produce:

A city, standing in the centre of a rich surrounding country, feels 
no want of rich and numerous customers; and, on the other 
hand, the vicinity of an opulent city gives additional value to the 
produce of the country.
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The division of nations into agricultural, manufacturing, and 
commercial, is idle enough. For the success of a people in ag-
riculture is a stimu- lus to its manufacturing and commercial 
prosperity; and the flourishing condition of its manufacture and 
commerce reflects a benefit upon its agriculture also.34

Say goes on to show how relations between countries are no dif- 
ferent than relations between regions or cities and countrysides:

The position of a nation, in respect of its neighbours, is analo- 
gous to the relation of one of its provinces to the others, or of 
the country to the town; it has an interest in their prosperity, 
being sure to profit by their opulence.35

Here again, rich neighbors mean an opportunity for us to sell 
more and become richer ourselves.

He makes his point even clearer in his correspondence with 
Malthus, and shows to what extent a merchant has an interest in 
the wealth of other countries or regions:

When I advance that produce opens a vent for produce; that 
the means of industry, whatever they may be, when unshack- 
led, always apply themselves to the objects most necessary to 
nations, and that these necessary objects create at once new 
populations and new enjoyments for those populations, all ap-
pearances are not against me. Let us only look back two hun-
dred years, and suppose that a trader had carried a rich cargo to 
the places where New York and Philadelphia now stand; could 
he have sold it? Let us suppose even, that he had succeeded in 
founding there an agricultural or manufacturing establishment; 
could he have there sold a single article of his produce?
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No, undoubtedly. He must have consumed them himself. Why 
do we now see the contrary? Why is the mer- chandize carried 
to, or made at Philadelphia or New York, sure to be sold at the 
current price? It seems to me evident that it is because the cul-
tivators, the traders, and now even the manufac- turers of New 
York, Philadelphia, and the adjacent provinces, create, or send 
there, some productions, by means of which they purchase 
what is brought to them from other quarters.36

Trade Barriers (“Protectionism”) as Negative-Sum Games

Many argued then, as some do today, that we don’t nSeed to trade 
with foreigners and that we should make everything “at home.” Say 
offered a very insightful criticism of that mentality:

Perhaps it will be said that “what is true with respect to a new 
state, may not be applicable to an old one: that there was in 
America room for new producers and new consumers; but in a 
country which already contains more producers than sufficient, 
additional consumers only are wanting.” Permit me to answer, 
that the only true consumers are those who on their side pro-
duce, because they alone can buy the produce of others; and 
that unproductive consumers can buy nothing, unless by means 
of the value created by those who produce.37

Say describes how “protectionism” is self-destructive: it is as “if at the 
door of every house an import duty were laid upon coats and shoes, for 
the laudable purpose of compelling the inmates to make them for them-
selves.”38 In a very modern fashion, he was quite aware of the important 
role played by international value chains.
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Some complain that some countries run “trade deficits” and others 
“trade surpluses,” and even suggest that anything in “deficit” must 
be a bad thing. Say explained the fallacy of “the balance of trade,” a 
destruc- tive heritage from mercantilist thought that has been the 
cause of too many wars. “Trade wars” or “retaliations” are merely 
waged to protect the interests of a few who are cunning enough to 
make the public confuse their special interests with the interests of 
the entire nation. Say was already wary of what we today call “Free 
Trade Agree- ments.” Unilateral free trade was Say’s favored policy: 
one should treat foreign nations as neighbors and friends. Exclusive 
commercial treaties entail unequal treatment of partners: “conces-
sions” given to exporters from one nation mean “refusal of conces-
sions” to others, and that is a source of conflict. Say could already 
perceive that instead of generating more trade, such treaties may 
merely generate “trade diversion,” shifting trade flows away from 
nations whose governments were not parties to the treaty.

Say warned of the dangers of granting export subsidies. Such 
policies attract what are now called “cronies” or “rent seekers” who 
manipulate laws to their own benefit. Say was a critic of “crony cap-
italism” avant la lettre, or before it was more widely under- stood. 
Cronyism is merely, to use the term of another great French econo-
mist, Frédéric Bastiat: “mutual plunder.”

An opponent of Say on free trade—and peace—was none oth-
er than Napoleon Bonaparte himself. While editor of the journal 
Décade Philosophique, Say had first supported Bonaparte’s coup 
d’état in 1799 that ended the French Revolution and established 
the Consulat constitution. Say was actually even a member of the 
Tribunat, one of the four chambers of the Consulat. 
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But after Say published his Traité in 1803, Bonaparte, who had be-
come “Lifetime” Consul in 1802, insisted that Say should re-write 
sections on free trade and change them to support protectionism 
and government intervention. Say vehemently refused Bonaparte’s 
request. His intellectual integrity caused him to be ousted from the 
Tribunat, to have the second edition of his Traité censored, and to 
be pro- hibited from working as a journalist.

Bonaparte became an opponent of Say on a very practical level, 
as well. After Say’s expulsion from public life, he decided to launch 
a spinning company. Say was quite entrepreneurial, used the latest 
hydraulic engine, expanded the work force to 400 people, and of- 
fered serious competition to rival British producers. That was, until 
Bonaparte’s protectionist policies ruined the company in 1812. Say 
and his company’s workers and their families experienced directly 
the practical consequences of bad ideas.

Peace for Prosperity

Say lost his younger brother, Horace, a very promising intellectu-
al, in 1799 during the French expedition to Egypt led by Bonapar-
te. Perhaps the loss of a younger brother in a colonial expedition 
helped Say to understand the full costs of war. In the later edi- tions 
of the Treatise, Say was very critical of the “ruinous wars . . . such as 
occurred in France under the domination of Napoleon.”39

Peace is the first condition of economic development. People 
do not invest or plan for the future as much when they are being 
massacred or threatened with massacre as they do when there is 
peace.
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Say stressed the importance of limiting plunder (or “spo- liation”) 
by government. Governments violate property not only when they 
can take away industries and lands, but also when they prescribe or 
prohibit certain usages of one’s property. Say believed that govern-
ments should be limited and governed by rules (made “regular”) 
and that “no nation has ever arrived at any degree of opulence that 
has not been subject to a regular government.”40

Peace is obviously the first condition of mutual economic en-
richment among nations. War destroys, cripples, and blights human 
lives, obliterates wealth, creates hunger, and wastes scarce resourc-
es. Wars are negative sum games. One of the tasks of politi- cal 
economy is to demonstrate their cost and the value of peace. Ask a 
Swiss in Zürich or a Swede in Stockholm today about the reasons for 
the marvelous wealth of either city or country; they will probably 
respond: “We did not blow ourselves up in two world wars.” As Say 
put it:

Nations will be taught to know that they have really no inter- est 
in fighting one another; that they are sure to suffer all the calamities 
incident to defeat, while the advantages of success are altogether 
illusory . . . Dominion by land or sea will appear equally destitute 
of attraction, when it comes to be generally understood, that all 
its advantages rest with the rulers, and that the subjects at large 
derive no benefit whatever. To private individuals, the greatest pos-
sible benefit is entire freedom of intercourse, which can hardly be 
enjoyed except in peace. Nature prompts nations to mutual amity; 
and, if their governments take upon themselves to interrupt it, and 
engage them in hostility, they are equally inimical to their own peo-
ple, and to those they war against. 
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If their subjects are weak enough to second the ruin- ous vanity or 
ambition of their rulers in this propensity, I know not how to dis-
tinguish such egregious folly and absurdity, from that of the brutes 
that are trained to fight and tear each other to pieces, for the mere 
amusement of their savage masters.41

Peace and free trade reinforce each other to produce not only 
eco- nomic development, but genuine wealth and human flourish-
ing.
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Interview with a Businessman for
Peace—Chris Rufer
By Tom G. Palmer

What’s the connection between commerce and peace? What 
motivates a businessman to support peace and oppose foreign 
interventionism? What is the relation- ship between liberty, 
voluntary action, and peace? Chris Rufer founded the world’s 
leading tomato ingredient processor and operates agricultural-
ly based processing, distribution, and service enterprises. He is 
the founder of the Self-Management Institute and the Founda-
tion for Harmony and Prosperity.

Palmer: Thanks for your time, Chris. Today, I actually did some business 
with you and your company, although I don’t think you knew it. I bought 
some ketchup for my fries and had some tomatoes in my salad. From 
what I understand, there’s a very good chance the tomatoes were pro-
cessed by your company. So somehow the market connected us peace-
fully today. That leads to my first burning question: Why is a businessman 
so interested in the issue of peace? 

Rufer: I suppose there are several ways to answer that. Peace allows 
us to transact business together, generating the highest shared value. So 
rather than being forced to do something one way or another, we can 
respond to each other’s values, our true values. Peace is a prerequisite to 
voluntary exchange, which is what my business is all about.
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When we interact without force, on a voluntary basis, we learn 
about the values of our customers and our suppliers. And those 
customers, suppliers, and associates are the only ones who know 
their values. As a businessperson I respond to signals in the econo-
my that tell me, in the form of prices, what is valued. That informa-
tion comes to me as numbers, prices, that don’t have nationalities 
or languages or races or religions tacked on. They’re signals about 
the values of human beings. 

That’s one of the things that’s so amazing about the market 
and about being in business. Prices have nothing else behind them; 
there are no prejudices; there’s no nationality, no religion. They’re 
the values of other people aggregated together and presented to 
me in the form of a price, which is expressed by a number that can 
be compared to other numbers. I can use those numbers to make 
decisions about allocating scarce resources. They tell me about the 
costs of resources, in the form of what others would pay to use 
them. Prices help me to become better attuned to the values of 
others.

Palmer: Do you do any international business?

Rufer: We do. In fact, about 30 percent of our product is sold 
internationally.
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Palmer: To foreigners?

Rufer: To foreigners, but to me, they’re just all customers. I don’t 
worry about such things, except when governments get in the way. 
I’d say 10 percent to 20 percent of our sales are to folks in Canada 
and to folks in Mexico, but the other international sales are going all 
over the world. Every month we sell to customers in between forty 
and fifty countries—Japan, Saudi Arabia, the Netherlands, England, 
Argentina, just all over. Virtually all tomato paste and tomato prod-
ucts.

Palmer: And you make money on all of those sales?

Rufer: Well, sure, otherwise we don’t make them. That tells me 
that we’re adding value to the world, that we’re responding to and 
fulfilling the values of our customers. It’s got another effect, too, 
that’s related to that responsiveness to the values of others. You 
can think of the product you sell to another human being, whether 
it’s across borders, (internationally) or within borders (domestical-
ly), as an emissary for peace, for cooperation, for respect. When 
you see other people as customers, it doesn’t really occur to you to 
want to shoot them or hurt them. Trade is such a beautiful alterna-
tive to violence and coercion.

Palmer: Some people say that international trade causes environ- 
mental damage and harm and if . . .

Rufer: The businessperson, when working in a free market, which 
means with respect for the property rights of others, is the ultimate en-
vironmentalist. A real environmentalist sees the costs of goods, the costs 
of material resources, whether they be oil or wood or rubber or glass, or 
anything else.
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And because of the accounting made possible by prices, profit, 
and loss, the information about costs isn’t just knowledge, it’s ef-
fective knowledge; it changes behavior. Prices give us knowledge 
about costs and at the same time incen- tives to minimize them. 
We don’t like to see things go to waste and we have incentives to 
make sure that doesn’t happen. The key is respect for the rights of 
others, which means property; you get environmental degradation, 
pollution, waste, and destruction when property rights are not re-
spected. When property rights are well defined and defended, we 
have to take into account the impact of our choices on others. You 
know, governments usually don’t have to consider the impact of 
their actions on others, because they can resort to coercion, but we 
have to think about the values and rights of other people every min-
ute of every day. Our business is centered on voluntary action. We 
can’t and don’t use force to make people consume our products, or 
produce them, or supply goods to us. It’s all voluntary, right down 
the line.

Palmer: You’ve mentioned voluntary activity a lot. Do you de-
scribe yourself as a voluntaryist or a libertarian or . . . ?

Rufer: To me those terms are pretty similar. The old term was 
“liberal,” but that sometimes causes a lot of confusion in the United 
States, because “liberal” is considered the opposite of “conserva- 
tive” here. You could say I’m a “classical liberal,” but with the right 
understanding of the terms, you might say I would subscribe to all 
of them—liberal, classical liberal, voluntaryist, libertarian. What 
matters to me is that people are not coerced and that we interact 
voluntarily, peacefully.
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Palmer: How long have you had those views, and how did you come 
to them?

Rufer: My parents were apolitical and I was very shy when I was 
a kid. Still am, I suppose. So I didn’t engage in a lot of debate and 
whatnot. I never saw myself as an intellectual person. Then I went 
to UCLA as a freshman and lived in a dorm and was introduced to a 
lot of people my age, including a lot of folks a lot smarter than I am. 
That was really the first time I started talking about politics, and for 
some reason I seemed to argue a certain way, that I didn’t think it 
was right to harm other people. And as time went on I just refined 
my arguments. It just seemed like commonsense to me. There may 
have been influences, but if so I didn’t know where the influence 
came from. I can’t recall a particular book or person or statement 
that caused me to believe the way I do. I tend to just look at things 
and try to understand how things work and how they could work 
better. At UCLA my major was economics and I had Tom Sowell as 
a labor professor and Armen Alchian and William Allen, who were 
also great teachers. The first class I went to was, I believe, Bill Allen’s 
for Econ 1. So I suppose I was introduced to economics first. I’ve 
come to understand that economics is pretty important in under-
standing how people work.

Economics is a social science; it’s not a division of mathemat- ics 
as a lot of people try to make it today. It’s a social science that stud-
ies how people coordinate with each other. I never got the idea that 
anyone was pushing any political agendas at all. I never heard the 
word “libertarian” back then, but I did start to think seriously about 
how people can coordinate their actions to achieve their values.
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And some time later I heard about libertarianism, and I just said, 
“That’s me. That’s basically what I think.” There was no lightning 
flash of inspiration. I just thought that people should be able to live 
their lives peacefully and figure out how to achieve their values co-
operatively. I only later learned that there was a name for my beliefs.

Palmer: So you were in college studying economics, which you 
saw as about voluntary cooperation. How did you go from studying 
it to practicing it in business? How did that happen?

Rufer: I grew up in a solid blue-collar family. But my grandfather 
was a small businessman, an entrepreneur. I remember going out 
to an oil field where he invested a little money in oil drilling. He had 
a patent or two and a workshop in his house. So he was a little bit 
of an inventor and an entrepreneur. I have memories of him from 
when I was very young. He died when I was about 12 years old. But 
I always had this vision that that’s what it’s like when you get older. 
Now, my father typically worked for my grandfather. Very much like 
on a farm. You’re a little kid and you see your dad driving a tractor 
and your grandfather is going to the bank, doing the business trans- 
actions while your father is doing the operational kinds of things. I 
thought that was the path in life because I thought that everybody 
did that. It informed my life to some extent. I got a bachelor’s de-
gree in economics and a master’s degree in agricultural sciences 
and later an MBA. I finished business school at UCLA and I never 
even interviewed for a job. I just moved up to Davis, California, and 
started advancing some of the ideas I had while I was driving a truck. 
So it was just part of my nature, part of my expectations.
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I actually got into business in college. My dad supported me for 
about a year and a quarter. Then I was on my own. He just couldn’t 
afford it anymore. There was no big discussion; I just pretty much 
absorbed that information and went out on my own and began 
working. My dad drove a truck most of the time through his life. So I 
figured I could drive a truck. So with some friends of his I picked up 
some ideas on hauling tomatoes from one place to another. When 
I was a junior in college—maybe a senior—I rented a truck and a 
set of trailers and worked under my father’s license and got a job 
sub-hauling, hauling tomatoes and peaches and whatnot during the 
summer. Well, that went on five years, five summers.

Palmer: That was when you were in school?

Rufer: Yeah, so that got me through school and got me an intro- 
duction into business. In this case it was the tomato business. So 
as a trucker, you go out to the farm fields and grading stations and 
you go to the processing plants and you go look at the fruit. And so 
I just came up with some ideas. You know, “The system would work 
better if they just changed how they harvest the tomatoes and if the 
processors changed how they unloaded the tomatoes at the factory 
and moved the grading station from here to there. They could save 
a lot of wasted time and effort.” I figured, “If this system changed a 
bit I could really make a lot of money as a trucker.” So it all evolved 
out of my asking, “How could you do better?” I was looking into oth-
er people’s businesses and trying to figure out how to improve the 
systems. So I designed a differ- ent system and presented it to some 
people. And I pounded the pavement and studied the processing in-
dustry more and came up with some ideas for designing a different 
tomato processing plant. 
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I pushed that and tried to raise money for five years, pounding the 
pavement some more, and I finally raised enough money. And that 
was the time to build a factory. I had three big partners—I was the 
smallest partner—and we built our first tomato-paste process- ing 
factory. There were a few innovations in that factory and in the busi-
ness that enabled us to do extremely well.

Now, I was the smallest partner, but I took no salary and bar-
gained for a larger percentage of the profits. In seven years I made 
my partners a lot of money and I made a lot of money. So it worked 
out really well. It was the right thing to do at the right time. I offered 
my partners a second plant, but they refused, so we parted ways. 
And I built another plant that I was able to finance all on my own. 
And it just went on from there.

Palmer: You promote a philosophy derived from your business 
experience that you call “self-management.” You set up a Self- Man-
agement Institute to promote voluntary cooperation and self-man-
agement. How do you create win-win relationships, so that, as you 
put it in one of your videos on the institute’s website, people’s per-
sonal missions are compatible with or supportive of their commer-
cial missions and vice versa?

Rufer: Self-management, to me, seems quite simple. In their 
personal lives people manage themselves. Nobody has a life boss.

They run their own lives. And they run their own lives based 
on having a mission. I believe that everybody’s mission in life is to 
be happy. Whether they understand it or not, they’re striving to be 
happy.
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Every organism strives to flourish. People have different ideas of 
what will make them happy. The key thing now in getting people to 
cooperate together voluntarily in business is to establish a mission 
for each person in the enterprise.

Human beings make subjective judgments about what will ad- 
vance their purposes and when they exchange things, they haggle. 
They use their own subjective judgments and also the knowledge 
that they have, which others often don’t have. So they exchange: 
so many of these for so many of those. Those ratios of exchange 
are turned into prices when people start to use money, which is the 
commodity that everyone will accept because they know others will 
accept it. The result is that their subjective judgments are trans-
lated into prices, which are expressed in terms of numbers, in the 
mar- ket economy. They’re all expressed in terms of the same units, 
so they can be compared. How cool is that? You don’t need a cen-
tral planner to get coordination and order. That’s the beautiful thing 
about the free market. And we work through self-management to 
bring the freedom and self-direction and benefits of a free-market 
economy into the company. People know things others don’t but 
would find useful. Markets allow us to communicate while realizing 
our own subjective ends. We work to bring those principles into the 
company and we strive to rely on self-direction rather than hierar-
chies. And it yields superior results.
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Palmer: Well, what about conflicts? Are they inevitable? Are con-
flicts just a constant, or are there ways to resolve them? What’s 
your experience?

Rufer: Conflicts are inevitable. No question. You don’t have 
economics if you don’t have conflicts. There are limited resources 
and economics is the study of how to allocate limited resources. So 
there are going to be conflicts. Definitely. The issue is how best to 
resolve those conflicts. Conflict can be over human action or use of 
resources. There are two ways to resolve conflicts. You can discuss 
them and voluntarily agree on something, or one person can use 
force against the other to resolve the conflict—peacefully or with 
force. If you can work with people who agree to resolve those con-
flicts peacefully, you win, everybody wins. I look for win-win reso-
lutions of problems. Win-win resolutions create gains for all. They 
create peace. They create prosperity and happiness.

Palmer: Let’s move to more political questions. Some people 
say they’re pro-business. I hear other people say that they’re pro-
free market. Is there a difference between those two?

Rufer: The free market is voluntary action. When people talk 
about being pro-business, they may be talking about winning from a 
myopic perspective, you know, winning at the expense of the rights 
of others. Voluntary business is what is transacted under conditions 
of freedom, of free markets, with no special favors for this or that 
firm or group. If a business goes to government and uses it as an 
agent to get what it couldn’t get voluntarily, that’s flat out immoral 
and unproductive. Business should be voluntary, ethi- cally oper-
ated, and not getting favors or subsidies at the expense of others 
through government coercion.
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Unfortunately, and I really struggle against this, there’s a kind of 
“market in favors,” which means a market in coercion. It’s like me 
using your gun to get what I want from someone else at gun point 
and then you and I share the loot. It’s a kind of disease called “cro-
nyism,” which is what you get when government can use its powers 
to favor some groups at the expense of others. The cure is called the 
free market—freedom to compete, respect for everyone’s rights, 
and equality before the law. Crony politics is simply going to the 
agency of government to use force. It’s just like the mafia organizing 
shakedowns. No real difference.

Palmer: Let’s go back to the issue of peace. What’s the relation- 
ship between business and peace? You do business with people in 
Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East. Should businesspeople be 
supportive of peace?

Rufer: Absolutely. People in business should support peace in a 
number of ways. Number one is to incorporate peace into their val- 
ues personally; I’m talking about within their enterprise, supporting 
peaceful solutions to problems and not going to government to ban 
competition or participating in crony politics. Don’t take sub- sidies. 
Don’t utilize government programs. Stay as far away as you can from 
coercive actors, meaning, basically, government agents.

Number two is to make ethical decisions not to trade in coer-
cion, selling to governments the instruments of violence or coer-
cion or oppression. It’s important.
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Number three is to promote peaceful connections among countries 
through voluntary trade. Trade decreases the chances of going to 
war. The more people get to know each other and to benefit each 
other through trade, the less chance there is of their governments 
going to war, because there are more people in both countries who 
will be for peace. The more trade there is, the more dependency A 
has on B and vice versa. I know there are a lot of studies on this, and 
economists and political scientists study peace and business and 
trade. I know it also from my experience of life and business. When 
customers are coming to your door, you don’t want to shoot them. 
You want to welcome them in to benefit themselves and you and 
your family and your colleagues. You can trade or you can fight. I 
much, much prefer trading. It’s civilized and it’s better for everyone, 
except perhaps people who just like to hurt others. I’m not in that 
group.

Palmer: You talk about ethical decisions in business, but if you 
watch most TV shows, businesspeople are just bastards: they are 
not nice; they are not friendly; they are not ethical. They are just 
out to screw people. That’s how most popular culture portrays the 
businessperson. How does ethics enter into business?

Rufer: One of the foundations of cooperation is friendship. If 
you do not have a friendship, how do you coordinate with other 
people in your productive life? You would be all alone. Now friend-
ship can take a lot of forms. There are spouses and best friends and 
bowling friends and so on. There are also business friends, people 
you like being around because they treat you well and are helpful 
to you.
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People generally do not want to be around people that are nasty, 
let alone people who physically harm each other or steal from each 
other. So you can’t have a civil relationship unless you respect those 
values of not harming people and not stealing. And beyond that, of 
course, people want to be around people who are pleasant. So, if 
you want to have a business and you want it to be produc- tive, and 
you want to have a larger business, you have very strong incentives 
to cooperate with others to gain their cooperation. I can think of 
only two ways to get people to do what you’d like: Number one, you 
can whip them or put a gun to their heads; I don’t know of a person 
who likes having that done to him or her, so people tend to run from 
people who whip them and shoot them. Number two, you can re-
spect them and their rights. In a free market, you have your choice 
about whom to do business with. To have a successful business you 
have to be a respectful and honor- able person or other people will 
not want to associate with you. I could say more, but I am always 
puzzled by people who don’t see the importance of ethics in busi-
ness. It’s like they aren’t thinking.

Palmer: What about military intervention abroad by the gov-
ern- ment? How would you characterize that?

Rufer: I think it helps to think like the marketing department. 
What would other people like? Can you imagine having a Chinese, 
Russian, or even a Canadian army march through the cities of the 
United States? Just walking in their uniforms through Los Angeles 
or Denver? Or having military bases and driving military vehicles 
through town? Wow. That’s what the US government is doing across 
the world. It has got to be abusive. It has got to tear down our rep-
utation. Where they’re actually defending the independence of the 
country, there’s going to be good will built up. But when there is 
no clear issue like that, it’s hard to see how our military presence is 
anything but a cause for hatred and resentment.
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Palmer: You’re an active supporter of libertarian values. How do 
you work to create a freer and more peaceful world?

Rufer: Everywhere I go I personally advocate for the values and 
prin- ciples of peace and liberty. In every nation I visit on business, 
there is not a luncheon, there is not a meeting, where I don’t start 
some discussion on how society could be organized without coer-
cion, without violence, and what we can do to help that. I’m out-
spoken.

 Palmer: There is a long tradition of business leaders standing 
up for peace. I think about Richard Cobden and John Bright in En-
gland, who were both great business innovators and great peace 
leaders. The Anti-Imperialist League in the United States had many 
business people in it who opposed the Spanish-American War and 
the American occupation of the Philippines and other Spanish colo-
nies. Do you see yourself as part of that tradition of business people 
for peace?

Rufer: I do. I know that businesspeople—not cronies, but hon-
est businesspeople—are emissaries for peace. Voluntary exchange 
is a win-win deal all around. It’s unfortunate that more people don’t 
get that. There’s an old saying I remember, “When goods cannot 
cross borders, armies will.” I favor exchange of goods, rather than 
bullets and missiles. In the ’60s people said, “Make Love, Not War.” 
That’s not bad, but I’d add, “Make Love and Business, Not War.”
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Palmer: What would you say to a young person who is thinking 
about what to do after school, whether high school or college, to 
make the world a better place? Would you recommend business? 
Or going into government?

Rufer: Going into government is a waste and I could expand on 
that. But I would certainly recommend going into business, as well 
as going into communications, be it journalism or some other kind 
of media.

Palmer: What about becoming a competitor in the tomato busi-
ness?

Rufer: [Laughs] That would be fine. Going into business and get-
ting involved with international trade, if you’re interested in peace, 
would be a great thing. It actually makes the world a better place. 
And if anyone wants to get into business to compete with me, I’d 
welcome it. I wish there were some better competitors to keep me 
even more on my toes.

Palmer: Thanks for taking time from a very busy schedule, Chris.

Rufer: You bet.
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The Free Trade Peace
By Erik Gartzke

How do trade and cross-border investment reduce the incen-
tives for war? How does interdependence af- fect behavior? 
What is the relationship between peace, democratically ac-
countable government, and trade? Erik Gartzke is associate 
professor of political science at the University of California, San 
Diego, and professor of government at the University of Essex. 
His research focuses on the impact of information and institu-
tions on war and peace. He publishes on trade, cyberwar, diplo-
macy, and related topics.

A series of brutal and destructive European wars lasting decades 
was brought to an end in 1648, when the Peace of Westphalia, as it 
came to be known, established a system in which European states 
were sovereign within and autonomous without. That legacy is in-
creasingly challenged in a world where economic linkages cross 
international borders. Economic interdependence is what results 
when two or more nations are linked together by trade. The stan- 
dard economic view is that trade creates value.

As students of politics have long noted, this value of trade is 
then in effect held “hostage” in any conflict among nations. If the 
hostage is sufficiently valuable and endangered by war, then sov- 
ereign states are no longer fully autonomous.
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Where the benefits of trade are likely to be forfeited in the event of 
war, the mutual prospect of loss can serve to deter conflict between 
trade partners. Put more plainly, if people on one side of a border 
have assets or valued customers on the other side, they are less 
likely to support destroying those assets or trade partnerships and 
more likely to raise their voices for peace.

Another important effect of trade in promoting peace and de-
terring war could be that it facilitates a fall in the valuation for the 
very goods likely to be obtained by fighting, while making oc- cu-
pying armies much more expensive. If trade lowers the real cost of 
goods and increases the productivity of labor, then workers, firms, 
and sovereign states should want to move labor toward productive 
enterprise and away from war. I examine these processes in more 
detail below, after reviewing some background information.

The Transformation

It doesn’t take a PhD to see that the world we live in today is dif- 
ferent in critical ways from what existed even a few generations 
ago, to say nothing of looking back to the seventeenth century. In 
particular, markets have begun to do for world affairs what they 
have already done to the politics within nations in so many places. 
Gradually at first, but at an increasing pace in recent decades, world 
leaders have begun to discover that their countries and populations 
are bound together by complex and extensive economic networks. 
Figure 1 provides a simple illustration of this evolution in terms of 
global trade, measured as real 2000 US dollars (in hundreds of bil-
lions).
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The world is also becoming more prosperous, on average. Fig-
ure 2 shows world GDP per capita. To make comparisons across 
time easier, I rescale values so that average income in 1821 is 
equal to one. That also allows for a comparison of rising wealth 
with the march toward more limited government and person-
al freedom. While global democratization appears more un-
even—in large part this is because decolonization dramatically 
increased the number of countries after 1950—this is also on 
an upward trend, a phenomenon well documented as “waves” 
of political reform.42 Polity data measure national democracy 
levels where ten is the highest and zero lowest.43 Here, both 
polity and GDP per capita are represented as annual world av-
erage levels.44
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Figure 1

Figure 2
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Classical liberal political economy anticipated all three of these 
changes and speculated about their consequences. Democracy, 
trade, and economic development all improve the human condition 
in a number of ways. The focus here is on whether, how, and which 
change discourages the use of political violence (within) and war- 
fare (between) the existing system of Westphalian nations. Trade 
is an especially appealing tool for promoting world peace, but its 
effects are also complicated because of how it functions and what 
trade does to alter political competition and conflict. Countries tied 
together through common commercial bonds may in fact be “roped 
in” to peaceful relations. My goal is to try to make sense of the ef-
fects of economic interdependence.

Doubting Thomas

One of the most compelling descriptions of how interdepen- dence 
works comes from Nobel Prize winning economist Thomas Schell-
ing.45 Schelling offers a parable of two climbers roped together to 
ascend a mountain. By binding themselves to each other, the climb-
ers’ fates become entwined and their actions become mutually de-
pendent. Since the two climbers must climb or fall together, each 
becomes more cautious, acts with greater discretion, and produces 
peace as a consequence.

Liberal theorists use the logic of interdependence to highlight 
the pacific potential of trade. As international commerce has grown 
irregularly but persistently since the seventeenth century, a stream 
of scholars from Montesquieu, Smith, Paine, Kant, Cobden, Angell, 
and others to contemporary thinkers such as Rosecrance, Rus-
sett, and Doyle have emphasized the pacifying power of profitable 
cross-border trade.46
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Nations will be less likely to fight if linked by profitable commercial 
relationships, which in the event of war would cause considerable 
economic loss.

It is worth noting, however, that Schelling’s interest in interde- 
pendence did not actually stem from trade, but from something 
quite different. In Schelling’s parable, the rope binding the two 
mountain climbers together is not trade but the risk of nuclear war. 
The Cold War stalemate centered on a phenomenon color- fully la-
beled MAD, or Mutual Assured Destruction. The advent of nucle-
ar weapons and the reciprocal risk of annihilation in a “shoot- ing 
war” ensured that both the United States and the Soviet Union 
were deterred by the other, even as neither nation could protect 
themselves. Just like the two mountain climbers, cooperation and 
restraint evolved from the egoist desire to avoid destruction, not 
from an altruistic objective of promoting peace.

At the same time, Schelling’s objective for the illustration was 
not to explain stability but to decipher ways in which the super- 
powers could continue to compete in a world in which direct and 
overt confrontation appeared unthinkable or at least irrational. As 
the parable makes clear, bonds of mutual dependence—whether 
nuclear or economic—can deter aggression.

Yet, even as nuclear interdependence produced a world in 
which total war would not occur, it also produced an environment 
where brinkmanship, co- ercive diplomacy, propaganda, and proxy 
conflicts and other forms of threshold conflict proliferated. 
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Fear of the consequences of failing to come to an agreement, what-
ever the sources of this fear, can force interdependent actors to 
compromise, but inhibitions produced by interdependence also en-
courage actors to play a game called “chicken.”

Trade has little in common with nuclear weapons; one is some- 
thing we seek to promote while the other is something humanity 
would rather eradicate. However, the roles of those two processes 
in making the actions of states mutually dependent are in impor- 
tant ways essentially the same. Both involve “selfish” behavior that 
may have virtuous social consequences, not unlike the virtuous so-
cial dynamic that Smith discovered hidden within the market mech-
anism.

As liberal theorists have long argued, rising quantities of trade 
create more intensive “hostages” and thus increase the incentives 
for peace; higher levels of interdependence occurring today may 
help to make war too costly for states to contemplate. Yet, the value 
of trade ties is typically far less substantial than the stakes in nuclear 
war. If nations are already willing to risk enormous losses in conduct-
ing conventional or nuclear combat, what more can commerce do 
to stem the tide of war? What then is the role of economic interde-
pendence in promoting peace?
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The Causes of Peace

One of the most remarkable events in world history is taking 
place right now. In fact, it has been ongoing for an extended 
period of time. A long-term “secular” decline in conflict has 
occurred among rich, prosperous countries. Peace has broken 
out, at least in some parts of the globe. This trend is so subtle, 
in fact, that many have missed it, even as others seem to pre-
fer to ignore good news in favor of evidence that nations and 
groups are still fighting somewhere. The downward trend in 
war has been extensively chronicled by Steven Pinker, Joshua 
Goldstein, and others.47

The secular decline in war is most noticeable in Europe, 
where the trend has established itself over centuries. Figure 3, 
titled “Trend in Conflicts in Europe,” is based on data collected 
by Peter Brecke.48 Each small square represents the number of 
conflicts per decade (a conflict equals a minimum of thirty-two 
conflict-related fatalities). Conflicts in Europe have decreased 
over time from an average of thirty per decade in the 1400s 
to roughly ten per decade in the last century. Care should of 
course be taken in interpreting any relationship drawn from data 
where relationships are likely to be complex and multi-causal. 
For example, Claudio Cioffi-Revilla has shown that the inten-
sity of conflicts in terms of casualties trends in the opposite 
direction, rising over time.49 Still, the trend seems clear; over 
a long period of time European sovereigns have been shifting 
away from conflict and toward non-violent methods of resolv-
ing their differences.
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A similar, if slightly more equivocal relationship, also appears at 
the global level. Figure 4 details annual incidents of Militarized 
Interstate Disputes, events as small as a threat to use force and 
as large as an occasional war. These data are again aggregated 
at the global level, meaning that MIDs have been weighted by 
the number of pairs of countries in the system in a given year. 
While no clear pattern arises until after World War II, militarized 
disputes seem to become less common in the aftermath of the 
two world wars. Again, the world is becoming more peaceful.

Figure 3

Source: Peter Brecke “Violent Conflicts 1400 AD to the Present in 
Different Regions of the World.”
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What explains that trend? There are many possibilities. A number 
of scholars point to the rise of democracy as an important cause of 
interstate peace. While there is evidence to support this, there are 
problems with attributing peace to peaceful domestic politics.50 

To begin with, the rise of democracy in Europe is much later 
than the beginning of the downward trend in warfare. Democra-
cy can- not cause peace until there are democracies. Taken a step 
further, democracy itself is the product of peace. A necessary con-
dition for democracy is that groups within a society consider losing 
po- litically to be preferable to escalating their disputes to the level 
of violence. Contestation may well be muted by the choice of po-
litical institutions. However, a simpler and equally plausible claim 
is that the choice of political institutions itself depends on the na-
ture of contestation. If what is being contested is so important that 
one cannot afford to compromise, then democracy may well fail. A 
prior condition for democracy is thus a level of consensus or mod-
eration about what choices will prevail. If losing a political issue is 
not worth resorting to violence domestically, then it will be pos-
sible, even appealing, for elites and citizens to adopt popular rule 
and limited government in their domestic institutions. One way to 
enable this is for politics, or “public choice,” to play less of a role 
in allocating resources or assets. If losing a political contest means 
losing your house, your business, your freedom, or even your life, 
then you are probably more likely to continue a political struggle 
and to use violence, if necessary, in an attempt to prevail. If, on the 
other hand, such things are increasingly handled through markets 
or other, private, mechanisms and when allocation of resources is 
not determined by the outcome of political contests, then you may 
be less willing to use violence in order to win in politics.
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Figure 4

Militarized Interstate Disputes (MIDs)

In pre-modern societies, the means of production were mostly tan-
gible. People owned land and labor that could be appropriated by 
sovereigns for their own ends. Being wealthy—or even being al-
lowed to live—meant being in the good graces of the king. As soci-
eties developed, wealth increasingly became a function of knowl-
edge and the ability to think creatively. The king could still choose 
winners, but the productivity of the society depended increasingly 
on choosing winners that were smart and effective commercially, 
something that markets did best when not dependent on the king. 
It was this new kind of commercial independence from politics that 
made it in the interest of the sovereign to limit his (or occasionally 
her) intrusions into markets in order to allow his or her economy to 
grow and for the society (and the state) to prosper.
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The growth of civil society and independent enterprise meant that 
wealth was no longer a function of loyalty to the king or proximity 
to the state. Security in turn could be had by being so productive 
that the sovereign would not intervene or plunder, rather than by 
ingratiating oneself to monarchs.51 Even kings and queens came to 
understand the valuable lesson of the goose with golden eggs.

Modern representative democracy is arguably a product of the 
process that I have just outlined; the need to limit government in 
order to ensure growth meant that there was less value in captur- 
ing the state for rent-seeking, even as there was a greater than ever 
need for the state to regulate markets—providing clear rules and 
efficient enforcement (transparency)—and to ensure provision of 
public goods. Rather than investing in politics and competing for ac-
cess to the power of the state, individuals could invest in creat- ing 
more goods and services for sale through markets. Moreover, if it 
was not worth fighting to capture the state internally, there was also 
less reason to fight over tangible property internationally. The rise 
of democracy as a global phenomenon may well reflect the declin-
ing importance of distributional politics in Europe and elsewhere, as 
depicted in Figure 1, rather than explaining the pat- tern observed 
in the figure.

Commerce could discourage conflict in several ways. Recog-
nition of the role of trade in helping to make world politics more 
peaceful is fairly widespread and well established among academ-
ics.52 Yet, the precise mechanism and how it can be nurtured and 
propagated remains a subject of controversy. As I have suggested, 
having something to lose is not itself a barrier to fighting, and may 
well promote conflict when someone else is interested in appropri-
at- ing one’s wealth.
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Merely having something to lose often increases conflict if competi-
tion is zero-sum (my welfare depends on your defeat and vise versa) 
as is often the case in politics. Since politics is itself a struggle, we 
must look to how trade, and commerce more generally, tie politics 
to peace.

The “Invisible Hand” of Peace

One of the great insights of social science is Adam Smith’s recog- 
nition that actions can have unintended consequences and that the 
social value of those consequences need not follow from the inten-
tions of the actors. Markets have virtuous effects on com- muni-
ties and nations, even when participants in a market are only acting 
with the intention of improving their own welfare. A similar argu-
ment can be made about the effects of markets on peace. By simply 
attempting to get rich, firms, consumers, entrepreneurs, and even 
states have altered the utility and in some cases the vi- ability of 
military force. The invisible hand in this case is more a set of hands. 
Markets make labor expensive, reducing the appeal of using labor 
to appropriate capital. Markets also facilitate the transfer of goods 
and services through peaceful means. Finally, markets themselves 
do not respond well to conflict, providing an incentive to suppress 
violence.

The most potent effect of commerce on conflict may be in trans-
forming state interests. The growing depth and integration of mar-
kets has increased the value of labor and of “human capital” (e.g., 
skills) enormously over the centuries.53
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Expensive labor and the declining value of tangible inputs to pro-
duction appear to have led many nations to abandon once-com-
mon attempts to “steal” prosperity by plundering the assets of oth-
er nations. One must be careful, of course, as the narrow interests 
of rulers and their key supporters can overpower the public interest 
and encourage predation, either within or between states.

Ancient empires prospered by demanding tribute (shiploads of 
grain and other goods) from subject provinces. Viking raiders load-
ed their ships with plundered loot. Spanish galleons in the sixteenth 
century brought home shiploads of silver bullion mined and refined 
by enslaved native populations. Later European impe- rial states, on 
the other hand, often fleeced their own citizens to subsidize foreign 
adventures that were profitable only to the second scions of the 
aristocracy. As historians Lance E. Davis and Robert

A. Huttenback concluded, “The British as a whole certainly did 
not benefit economically from the Empire. On the other hand, in-
dividual investors did.”54 Even colonialism declined as modernity 
prompted the most prosperous and militarily capable nations to 
prefer to purchase inputs to production, rather than appropriating 
them through an increasingly expensive exercise of arms. Modern 
nations no longer consider it profitable to raid their neighbors, as 
did Vikings, conquistadors, and Elizabethan sailors. Subduing for-
eign populations to extract resources and the fruits of human labor 
makes much less sense when paying the occupiers is expen- sive 
and as it becomes cheaper to buy what one wants, rather than 
plundering one’s neighbor to get it. Ironically, while there is no lon-
ger much benefit to modern nations from plunder—a reality made 
stronger by the increasing liquidity of global markets—commerce 
has increased the benefits of policing the global commons, i.e., re-
ducing the general incidence of violence.
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Modern nations take more, rather than less, interest in the poli-
tics and policies of other nations, precisely because inter- depen-
dence ensures that what others do has more impact on one’s own 
well-being. International troops, rather than conquering and looting 
armies, are increasingly deployed on behalf of the United Nations 
or regional groups as “peacekeeping” forces charged with stopping 
or reducing violent conflict. Peace may be imposed ex- ternally so 
that commerce can continue, at least when the nations involved 
are fragile and when localized political agendas interfere in world 
affairs. Put another way, trade among the richest ensures that pow-
erful nations have an incentive to discourage other nations from 
engaging in conflict, because fighting harms trade ecologically, not 
just among the nations that are fighting, and because powerful ben-
eficiaries of trade have incentives to discourage disruptions of trade 
caused by conflict among third parties.

One of the challenges of an interdependent world is its very 
complexity. Simple relationships have the advantage that they are 
easier to understand and they may perhaps appear easier to ad-
dress through effective policies. At the same time, complexity can 
be a virtue where it increases options, offering a broader set of re-
sponses, with more alternatives to military force. Trade can lead to 
peace if it constrains nations from fighting, but that re- quires really 
big trade relationships that are so valuable that they deter (like nu-
clear weapons). It may also require a set of issues or disputes that 
are relatively modest in scope, such as has occurred for example in 
Western Europe in the aftermath of World War II.
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Where trade is extremely valuable and states do not much dis-
agree, peace should prevail. Trade can also inform disputants, 
allowing nations to resolve differences through diplomatic bar-
gains, rather than requiring the use of military force to demon-
strate resolve in an uncertain and fractious environment. Final-
ly, perhaps the most general effect of trade is that it transforms 
the objective interests of nations, ensuring that the old logic of 
predation is increasingly recognized to be anachronistic. Even 
bank robbers buy their gro- ceries, rather than stealing from 
the local shop. It is simply not worth the effort to steal much of 
what could be plundered today, even as much of what is worth 
stealing cannot be plundered. Rising trade promotes special-
ization which makes predation less effective and increases the 
benefits of peace. Skilled workers must be enticed with good 
working conditions, which makes war and conquest count-
er-productive. Increasingly, modernity means we buy rather 
than steal.

By tying nations together and making the world more inter- de-
pendent, market forces have shaped what it is that nations seek, 
making war a less effective tool for fulfilling national objectives, just 
as leaders and populations find ownership of the state less critical 
for their own survival. At the same time, the role of the state in fa-
cilitating market conditions is ever more important. States work not 
just internally but regionally and internationally to facilitate trade, 
increasing interdependence in a chain of causation that reinforces 
cooperation and further limits conflict. It’s not merely that people 
have tried to do more good, but that trade has changed what it 
means to do well. If we are fortunate and continue along the path 
toward broader and freer trade, then trade will continue to make 
military force increasingly futile or inefficient.
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6

The Political
Economy of Empire and War
By Tom G. Palmer

Do civilizations have to clash? Is imperialism or colonial- ism 
a winning—or a losing—proposition? Who were the greatest 
champions of peace and opponents of colonialism? Must there 
be “wars for oil”? Who decides on issues of war and peace and 
who gains?

“Liberty within, peace without. This is the entire plan.”55

—Frédéric Bastiat (1849)

Some people study war to become better at it. We can also study 
war—from a different perspective—to avoid war, to reduce war, 
to stop war, to eliminate war. We can seek to understand war, not 
as we understand the weather or astronomy or even disease, but 
as we understand other kinds of human behavior. Equipped with 
such understanding, we can enlighten ourselves and our neighbors, 
friends, families, and fellow citizens about the fallacies underlying 
specious justifications for wars. Moreover, we can work to institute 
and strengthen those institutions that make war less likely. If we 
come to understand the issues involved better, we can reduce the 
occasions for wars and reduce the human experience of violence. 
Misinformation and misunderstanding can—quite literally—be 
deadly. Information and understanding can save lives.
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Libertarian thinkers have devoted a great deal of their energies over 
the last few centuries to understanding the causes of wars and to 
fostering the mentalities and the institutions that make peace more 
likely.

Peace is no longer merely a utopian fantasy. In fact, the histori- 
cal record shows that the world has become more peaceful. And 
the sciences of economics, sociology, and psychology explain why. 
Armed (so to speak) with that knowledge, we can make the world 
far more peaceful. We can reduce the human experience of vio-
lence. The world can be simultaneously more peaceful, more just, 
more prosperous, and more free.

The Good News: Violence Is Declining

“Believe it or not—and I know that most people do not—vio- lence 
has declined over long stretches of time, and today we may be living 
in the most peaceable era in our species’ exis- tence.”56 — Steven 
Pinker If someone says that violence is going down, most people 
quickly deny it. After all, the news is full of stories about violence, of-
ten accompanied by gory images. Rapes and murders and assaults 
are staples of the nightly news. “If it bleeds, it leads.” One country 
or another is mired in armed conflict. But we need to take a step 
back to get the bigger picture. Conflict, especially violent and dead-
ly conflict, is far more attention-grabbing than peaceful coopera-
tion. When there is peaceful and voluntary interaction, we’re accus-
tomed to saying that “nothing happened,” but in fact lots of things 
hap- pened: people went to work, farmers planted crops, investors 
financed new companies, and factory workers assembled useful 
products; people shopped; people fell in love; lovers got married; 
babies were born; there were birthday parties; life happened. But 
that’s the background. It’s normal.
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No headline ever read “Billions Went About Their Business 
Peacefully.” What merits a headline is what’s abnormal and 
more often than not, that’s conflict, especially violence. In fact, 
and it may seem paradoxical, the less common violence is, the 
more likely it is to be covered. We deceive ourselves

 into thinking that the world is becoming more violent when 
it’s becoming less so.

Political scientist James Payne and psychologist Steven Pink-
er have documented something remarkable.57 The likelihood 
that a person chosen at random will be subjected to violence 
has gener- ally fallen over thousands of years. Even counting 
the unspeakable horrors of the first and second world wars, 
the slave-labor camps of the Third Reich, the USSR, and the 
People’s Republic of China, the “ethnic cleansings” and other 
horrors of the past one hundred years, the experience of vio-
lence in people’s day-to-day lives has been falling. It doesn’t 
seem possible, but it is the case. So there are abundant rea-
sons to be encouraged, even as our hearts are broken by the 
fates of those still subject to violence. The good news is that 
it’s a less and less common experience and has been becoming 
less common for quite a long time.

Violence, including war, is not an invariant feature of hu-
man nature. Its incidence has declined over time. We are not 
doomed to suffer from a constant quantity of violence in the 
world. Violence waxes and it wanes; for a very long time it has 
been waning. The social and political sciences help us to under-
stand why. 
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Scholars have accumulated and tested a great deal of evidence 
showing that classical liberals of the past were right in maintaining 
that the key to securing peace is liberty, notably the freedom to 
question and criticize governments and the freedom to trade, trav-
el, and invest abroad.

Do Civilizations or Countries Have to “Clash”?

There is a famous thesis according to which the world is facing a 
“clash of civilizations.” According to the political scientist Samuel 
Huntington, “the West” is in decline because, among other things, 
“Western countries” control less of the surface of the planet militar- 
ily. In Huntington’s view, the interests of “civilizations” are at odds, 
and if one rises, others must fall.

Huntington offers many interesting insights in his book, but he 
had a poor understanding of the political economy of human inter-
actions. His grasp of economics was weak and he failed to compre-
hend the importance of voluntary trade, which is a feature common 
to civilizations and the means by which they enrich each other. He 
subscribed, instead, to a zero-sum view of social relations.58

Here, for example, is one of the primary ways he measures the 
“decline” of a civilization.

In 1490 Western societies controlled most of the European pen-
insula outside the Balkans or perhaps 1.5 million square miles 
out of a global land area (apart from Antarctica) of 52.5 million 
square miles. At the peak of its territorial expansion in 1920, the 
West directly ruled about 25.5 million square miles or close to 
half the earth’s earth. By 1993 this territorial control had been 
cut in half to about 12.7 million square miles.
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The West was back to its original European core plus its spacious set-
tler-populated lands in North America, Australia, and New Zealand. 
The territory of independent Islamic societies, in contrast, rose from 
1.9 million square miles in 1920 to over 11 million square miles in 
1993. Similar changes occurred in the control of population. In 1900 
Westerners composed roughly 30 percent of the world’s population 
and Western governments ruled almost 45 percent of the popula-
tion then and 48 percent in 1920. In 1993, except for a few small 
impe- rial remnants like Hong Kong, Western governments ruled no 
one but Westerners.59 

Is that a decline? Let’s look into the case of just one of those 
Western countries and its empire. The Kingdom of the Netherlands 
had ruled over what was to become Indonesia from 1800 to 1942, 
when the region was conquered by the Empire of Japan. The Dutch 
government returned after the war and struggled for almost five 
years to reestablish Dutch colonial control. They failed and Indone-
sia became an independent country in 1950.

Naturally, after that loss, one would expect, following Hunting- 
ton’s thesis, that the fortunes of Dutch people were waning. Were 
they? Using the purchasing power of the US dollar in 1990 as the 
standard of income, in 1950 per capita GDP in the Netherlands 
(the amount of income per person in the Netherlands) stood at 
US$5,996.60 What was it in 2010? The per capita GDP of the Neth- 
erlands in 2010, measured in 1990 US dollars, stood at US$24,303, 
representing an increase of 305 percent.61 The “loss” of the Dutch 
East Indies as a colonial possession of the Dutch government was 
no disaster for the Dutch people. Far from it. They no longer send 
their young men to fight and swarms of bureaucrats to administer.
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Now, when Dutch people want something from Indonesia, they can 
buy it, without having to spill their blood and treasure on the soil 
of another country. It turns out that trade, rather than imperial- 
ism, is a great deal more advantageous for the Dutch and far more 
advantageous for the Indonesians, as well, whose per capita GDP 
(measured, again, in constant 1990 US dollars) went from $817 in 
1950 to $4,722 in 2010, representing an increase of 478 percent.62 
In fact, there is no necessity that one nation’s prosperity must mean 
another’s poverty. When your trading partner becomes more pros-
perous, it’s good for you. As the economist Jean-Baptiste Say

explained in 1803 (but too few were listening), a good harvest is 
favourable, not only to the agriculturist, but likewise to the dealers 
in all commodities generally. The greater the crop, the larger are 
the purchases of the growers. A bad harvest, on the contrary, hurts 
the sale of commodities at large. And so it is also with the products 
of manufacture and commerce. The success of one branch of com-
merce sup- plies more ample means of purchase, and consequently 
opens a market for the products of all the other branches; on the 
other hand, the stagnation of one channel of manufacture, or of 
commerce, is felt in all the rest.63

Economic nationalists in wealthy nations shake their fists when 
they read that Chinese or Indian or Brazilian or Ghanaian people 
are becoming richer. After all, if the poorer are becoming richer, it 
must mean that the richer are becoming poorer! But that’s not only 
ugly and mean-spirited; it’s based on bad reasoning. Canadians (or 
Germans or Danes or Americans or Japanese or anyone else) should 
not become angry if Chinese or Indians become wealthier; if they 
are trading with them, it’s to the benefit of those people that their 
customers can pay more for their products.
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And the same goes for Koreans and Kenyans, Virginians and Ver-
monters, farmers and factory workers.

If all economic interactions were zero-sum interactions, it would 
mean that the interests of nations would be irreconcilably opposed. 
And if that were the case, conflict would be inevitable. Huntington 
would be right. But he was wrong.64

Is Mercantilist Imperialism a Winning Proposition? 

Although a few rare voices were raised against war and empire 
throughout the ages, invading other countries, enslaving the local

population, and confiscating their goods were not, sadly enough, 
widely condemned. It was the rising awareness of the benefits of 
trade based on respect for individual rights and the harm to self oc-
casioned by the injustice of violence that provided the foundation 
for a principled criticism of invasion and conquest. It should be no 
surprise that the moral philosopher who published The Theory

of Moral Sentiments in 1759 would later condemn the “folly 
and injustice” of European colonization in his book of 1776: Folly 
and injustice seem to have been the principles which presided over 
and directed the first project of establishing those colonies; the folly 
of hunting after gold and silver mines, and the injustice of coveting 
the possession of a country whose harmless natives, far from hav-
ing ever injured the people of Europe, had received the first adven-
turers with every mark of kindness and hospitality.65
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Adam Smith realized that imperialism “doesn’t pay,” at least for the 
majority of the people, and that the full costs of empires are far, 
far, far greater than the sum of any benefits they might reap. The 
Scottish moral philosopher and economist noted that, in addition 
to the injustices occasioned, such military adventures and empires 
cost far more to the taxpayers than the sum of all the possible ben-
efits.

A great empire has been established for the sole purpose of 
raising up a nation of customers who should be obliged to buy from 
the shops of our different producers, all the goods with which these 
could supply them. For the sake of that little enhancement of price 
which this monopoly might afford our producers, the home-con-
sumers have been burdened with the whole expense of maintaining 
and defending that empire. For this purpose, and for this purpose 
only, in the two last wars, more than two hundred millions have 
been spent, and a new debt of more than a hundred and seventy 
millions has been contracted over and above all that had been ex-
pended for the same purpose in former wars. The interest of this 
debt alone is not only greater than the whole extraordinary profit, 
which, it ever could be pretended, was made by the monopoly of 
the colony trade, but than the whole value of that trade or than that 
whole value of the goods, which at an average have been annually 
exported to the colonies.66

Colonialism and imperialism and the wars of conquest and sub-
jugation they entailed were not, in fact, to the benefit of the popula-
tions of the colonizing countries, that is, to the people who paid the 
taxes, supplied the armies, and bore the burdens of empire.
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There were beneficiaries, to be sure: the war contractors and sup-
pliers, the bureaucratic administrators and viceroys, the recipients 
of trade monopolies and stolen land, the traffickers in looted goods 
and in forced labor. But their gains were miniscule compared to the 
losses imposed on the suffering taxpayers of the colonizing country 
and the conquered inhabitants of the colonies. As Adam Smith not-
ed, merely the interest on the debt required to finance the military 
forces involved was greater than the value of the trade involved. 
Taken altogether, it was a losing proposition.67 

That was well understood by the classical liberal free traders. In 
1860 Richard Cobden, a member of the British parliament and one 
of the most prominent and outspoken free traders in European his-
tory, noted acidly that if one simply wanted to sub- sidize powerful 
special interests, there were far cheaper and less harmful ways of 
doing so. He was famous for having negotiated a free trade agree-
ment with France, which helped to secure a lasting peace between 
the two traditional adversaries. In a commentary on the folly of the 
British Empire, he playfully suggested a rather different and less de-
structive and costly approach to satisfying the predatory parties in-
volved. It would be far better simply to deliver to the war profiteers, 
at a small fraction of the cost of war, wealth equal to what they 
would have received from war and empire, and to spare the rest of 
society the burden of fighting and dying:

Unfortunately, we have a class—and that the most influen- tial 
one—which makes money out of these distant wars, or these 
home panics about a French invasion. How could your aristoc-
racy endure without this expenditure for wars and armaments?

Peace, Love, & Liberty91|



Could not a less worthy and inhuman method of supporting 
them be hit upon? When I am talking over the reduction of 
duties with M. Rouher, and we come to some small industry 
employing a few hands and a little capital, which has put in its 
claim for high protection, I am in the habit of suggesting to him 
that rather than interfere with the trade of the country for the 
purpose of feeding and clothing these small protected inter-
ests, he had better withdraw the parties from their unprofitable 
occupations, take some handsome apartments for them in the 
Louvre Hotel, and feast them on venison and champagne at the 
country’s expense for the rest of their days. Might not a similar 
compromise be entered into with the younger sons of our aris-
tocracy, instead of sup- porting them by the most costly of all 
processes, that of war or preparation for war?68

John Bright, also a founder of the free-trade movement in Britain and, like 
Cobden, an anti-imperialist member of Parliament, in 1858 compared the 
British Empire and its wars with a system of welfare payments (“out-door 
relief ”) to the rich.

There is no actuary in existence who can calculate how much of the 
wealth, of the strength, of the supremacy of the ter- ritorial families 
of England has been derived from an unholy participation in the fruits 
of the industry of the people, which have been wrested from them by 
every device of taxation, and squandered in every conceivable crime 
of which a Government could possibly be guilty. The more you ex-
amine this matter the more you will come to the conclusion which I 
have ar- rived at, that this foreign policy, this regard for “the liberties 
of Europe,” this care at one time for “the Protestant interests,” this 
excessive love for the “balance of power,” is neither more nor less 
than a gigantic system of out-door relief for the aris- tocracy of Great 
Britain.69
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Some Britons, for example, providers of services to the military and 
even “the younger sons of the aristocracy” who sailed off to be co-
lonial governors or military officers, were gainers at the expense of 
both the colonized and the rest of the population of Great Britain. 
But the British people as a whole certainly did not benefit. Quite 
the contrary. After a serious study of the expenditures, investments, 
taxes, and other finances of the British Empire, Lance E. Davis and 
Robert A. Huttenback in their study Mammon and the Pursuit of 
Empire: The Economics of British Imperialism, concluded that

the British as a whole certainly did not benefit economically 
from the Empire. On the other hand, individual investors did. 
In the Empire itself, the level of benefits depended upon whom 
one asked and how one calculated. For the colonies of white 
settlement the answer is unambiguous: They paid for little and 
received a great deal. In the dependent Empire the white set-
tlers, such as there were, almost certainly gained as well. As 
far as the indigenous population was concerned, while they re-
ceived a market basket of government com- modities at truly 
wholesale prices, there is no evidence to suggest that, had they 
been given a free choice, they would have bought the particular 
commodities offered, even at the bargain-basement rates.70

Imperialism is not to the economic advantage of the popula- 
tion of the colonial power as a whole, although it must be to the 
advantage of some subsection of them, or it would not be pursued. 
Those who benefit are a very small minority of the population and 
their gains are tiny in comparison to the losses suffered by others.

The naïve assumptions of too many, both on the left and on the 
right, are that “if someone gains, someone else must have lost;” 
“if someone lost, someone else had to gain;” and “gains and losses 
always balance.” Those assumptions are false.
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We are surrounded by what social scientists call positive-sum 
games and most people call win-win deals, in which both parties 
to transactions benefit. When a customer buys something from a 
merchant, the customer says “thank you.” A person who believes 
that the world is zero-sum should be surprised to hear both the 
merchant and the customer say “thank you.” One is not suffering a 
loss to do a favor to the other. The gain of one is not balanced by the 
loss of the other. Instead, they both gain. The sum of the benefits is 
not zero, but positive. Such transactions are all around us, but few 
people ever notice the “double thank you” of positive- sum volun-
tary exchanges.

There is yet another kind of interaction, known as a negative-sum 
game. It’s also possible in cases of conflict not merely for one party 
to lose, but for the losses to greatly outweigh the gains, and even 
for both parties to be losers. Indeed, the latter is quite common. (To 
be clear, it should be noted that a negative-sum game can include 
net gainers. A thief who stabs someone to death to take his or her 
money may get $10, but the victim loses not merely $10, but his or 
her life. One gains a little by imposing a complete loss on the loser. 
It may also be the case that both lose, if, for example, they fight and 
are both killed, or both are seriously wounded, all in a conflict over 
the $10 that the thief had hoped to steal.)

Viking raids once netted shiploads of loot for the raiders. The 
Spanish Silver Fleet brought precious metals—dug by slave labor 
from the earth—to Spain from royal colonies; that at least enriched 
the court (although it proved disastrous for the country as a whole). 
Pirates were once a huge threat to people risking the seas. But the 
world changed.
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In the case of the foreign military adventures of the past two centu-
ries, the harms imposed on colonized people did not result in gains 
to the populations—taken as a whole—of the countries whose states 
were involved in imperial adventures. There were certainly net gain-
ers (the special interests who provided the military its supplies, for 
example), but the gains were far less than the losses, not only to the 
colonized or occupied, but to the people of the occupying power, 
as well. And in the case of general wars, such as World Wars I and 
II, the losses to all sides were stag- gering. At the end of World War 
II, Europe and much of Asia were in ruins and populations across 
the two continents were suffering food rationing or even starvation. 
Peace and commerce, not war, provided the ground for the post-
war economic recoveries.71

The most resolute opponents of imperialism and of military ad-
ventures overseas, whether in France, England, or Germany, were 
the most dedicated free traders. The first winner of the Nobel Peace 
Prize, Frédéric Passy, was a leading free-trade economist, founder 
of the French Society for International Arbitration, and a friend 
and collaborator with Richard Cobden and John Bright. The famous 
peace activist explained that

despite too many sad exceptions, the prevailing tendency is the 
rule of harmony and of universal agreement, which is so well 
expressed by the sublime idea of the unity and of the fraternity 
of the human race. The spring of that movement is exchange. 
Without exchange, human beings and whole peoples are lost 
brothers and become enemies. Through exchange, they learn 
to understand and to love one another.
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Their interests reconcile them and that reconciliation enlight-
ens them. Without exchange, each stays in his corner, estranged 
from the whole universe, fallen in some way from the bulk of 
creation The doctrine of prohibition and of restriction not only 
preaches isolation and desolation but it condemns mankind to 
enmity and hatred.72

Passy dedicated his work to promoting freedom of trade and ins-
ti- tutions of international arbitration as instruments for promoting 
peace and avoiding war.

Just as with the critics of war and empire in Europe, the same 
was true of the critics of American imperial ambitions and projects. 
The Anti-Imperialist League in 1898 was formed by business lead-
ers, writers, and academics to oppose US military adventurism. One 
of their members, Yale professor William Graham Sumner, in his 
famous 1898 essay “The Conquest of the United States by Spain,” 
argued that although the United States had beaten the Spanish 
Empire militarily and taken Guam, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines 
from Spain, it was in reality the principles of the Spanish Empire 
that had conquered the United States.

As Sumner concluded his stirring denunciation of imperialism 
and war, “We have beaten Spain in a military conflict, but we are 
submitting to be conquered by her on the field of ideas and policies. 
Expansionism and imperialism are nothing but the old philosophies 
of national prosperity which have brought Spain to where she now 
is. Those philosophies appeal to national vanity and national cupid-
ity. They are seductive, especially upon the first view and the most 
superficial judgment, and therefore it cannot be denied that they 
are very strong for popular effect. They are delusions, and they will 
lead us to ruin unless we are hard-headed enough to resist them.”73
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What About “War for Oil (and Other Resources)”?

Actual colonial occupation is far less common today (although there 
are still examples), but it is not unusual to hear from people in many 
countries that overturning foreign governments, using military force 
and the threat or the initiation of war, and other exercises of gov-
ernment power beyond national borders, are necessary to secure 
resources. It’s a reversion to the classical mercantilist logic refuted 
time and again by economists. Policy makers sometimes argue that 
war must be waged for economic reasons. In the present era, they 
argue that blood and treasure should be spent to secure access to 
oil. In 1990, then US Secretary of State James Baker testified before 
the United States Congress on behalf of undertaking the Persian 
Gulf War against Saddam Hussein’s regime. He pointed to “the ef-
fects on our economy” and stated that

this is not about increases in the price of a gallon of gas at the 
local service station. It is not just a narrow question of the flow 
of oil from Kuwait and Iraq. It is rather about a dictator who, act-
ing alone and unchallenged, could strangle the global econom-
ic order, determining by fiat whether we all enter a recession or 
even the darkness of a depression.74

One of his predecessors, Henry Kissinger, had earlier written in 
the Los Angeles Times to warn that the dictator of Iraq, Saddam 
Hussein, had “the ability to cause a worldwide economic crisis.”75 
The issue of access to oil was raised again in the second US-led in-
vasion of Iraq. Among other failings, those who supported going to 
war for oil failed to understand basic economics.
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William Niskanen, then chairman of the Cato Institute and formerly 
a member of President Reagan’s Council of Economic Advisors and 
a distinguished academic economist, stated in a public debate with 
former CIA director James Woolsey,

Both in 1991 and in 2001, oil is not worth a war. The oil serves 
the interests of whoever controls it only if they sell it to us and 
to other people in the world. And American national interests 
are independent of the question of who owns that oil, with the 
exception of the question of the wealth of that country. Now 
that would be the case whether it was soybeans, rather than 
oil, and it’s independent of whether we import a lot of oil or we 
were oil exporters. The price of oil in Japan is the same as it is 
in Britain, where Japan imports all of its oil and Britain is largely 
self sufficient in oil. We have a world market for oil. . . .
So oil is not worth a war. It wasn’t in 1991 and it is not now.76

Niskanen was right. Oil is a commodity and it has a global price. 
Even psychotic dictators realize that it’s of little or no value if they 
don’t sell it. Indeed, avowed enemies of the United States, such as 
the late Venezuelan dictator Hugo Chavez, understood that and sold 
most of the production of the state-owned oil company to Ameri-
can buyers. 

But let’s say that the flow of oil or some other resource might 
be reduced. What then? Well, economics informs us of two im- por-
tant points.
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1.Military force is also costly. Indeed, it is almost invariably far more 
costly than any reduction in well being due to supply restrictions 
from foreign governments. Advocates of military inter- vention as-
sume that those military forces are costless. They’re not.77

2. People interacting in markets have already discovered mecha- 
nisms to deal with supply reductions, notably the price mechanism; 
prices provide incentives to allocate goods to their most highly val-
ued uses among competing uses (when prices rise, we “economize” 
on the use of scarce resources); rising prices provide incentives not 
only to conserve the resource, but also to increase supply and to 
shift to substitutes (in the case of petroleum, substitutes include 
natural gas, hydropower, solar, and other forms of energy). Relying 
on markets is far, far less costly than resorting to military force.78

Of course, mercantilist thinking and failure to take into ac- count 
the costs of military intervention are not unique to the US govern-
ment. Similar policies bankrupted the Soviet Union (each new satel-
lite state added to their empire and imposed staggering burdens on 
the imperial power) and the People’s Republic of China has been for 
some years paying substantial premiums for access to oil and other 
commodities. The policy has been quite costly to the Chinese tax-
payers, as the state pays more than the market price (not counting 
additional inducements to political decision makers in other coun-
tries) and then subsidizes the use of such resources to loss-making 
state-owned enterprises.79
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The French government has worked for many decades to gain spe-
cial concessions for French business firms in West Africa; those con-
cessions come at the expense of African consumers and of French 
taxpayers. The French government has sought to benefit French-
owned businesses through maintenance of the CFA franc (CFA orig-
inally stood for Colonies françaises d’Afrique from 1945 to 1958, 
then Communauté française d’Afrique, and then after the indepen-
dence of the French colonies Communauté Financière Africaine), 
foreign aid (a burden to French taxpayers, as US foreign aid is to US 
taxpayers and Chinese foreign aid to Chinese taxpay- ers), and the 
stationing of French military forces and periodic military interven-
tion. The net beneficiaries are not “the French,” but favored inter-
ests who benefit at the expense of the rest of the French population. 
As then French president Nicolas Sarkozy slipped into a discussion 
(caught by journalists) with Togo’s elected president Faure Gnass-
ingbé (who had been elected with the support of France), “When 
you’re a friend of France, you have to think of French companies.” 
The message was unmistakable and offered a peek into the world 
of modern cronyism.80

Similarly, the Russian government under president Putin has 
sought to create favors for Russian businesses, both state-owned 
and privately owned, by means of an aggressive foreign policy, in-
cluding invasions of neighboring countries and annexation of terri-
tory, and the creation of a “Eurasian Customs Union.” The result has 
been harmful to Russian consumers and taxpayers, but beneficial to 
owners and managers of firms that are close to the Kremlin, notably 
the “siloviki” who provide the muscle and support to that country’s 
increasingly authoritarian regime.81
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Free exchange is a far better way to obtain access to resourc-
es than the exercise of state power in any form. Mercantilism, 
impe- rialism, and militarism benefit narrow special interests, 
but they are contrary to the public interest. They’re losing 
propositions.

Economic Fallacies and International Relations

Frédéric Bastiat, one of the greatest champions of liberty and 
peace and one of the best exponents of the values of libertar-
ianism, de- clared a key mission of libertarian political econo-
my: to explain that trade is mutually beneficial, whereas war is 
mutually destructive.

Our mission is to fight against this false and dangerous sys-
tem of political economy which considers the prosperity of 
one people as incompatible with the prosperity of anoth-
er, which equates commerce with conquest and productive 
work with exploitative domination. So long as such ideas 
continue to be accepted, the world will never know twen-
ty-four hours of peace. Even more, peace would be an inco-
herent and absurd idea.82

The persistence of such thoroughly debunked theories as 
the “balance of trade”—the idea that “the commerce of a na-
tion is ad- vantageous, in proportion as its exports exceed its 
imports”83—has caused enormous harm to the world. Reject-
ing spurious doctrines is not a matter of political ideology, but 
of sound economics, re- gardless of what other views one has 
about the world. As the trade economist Paul Krugman argued,
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The conflict among nations that so many policy intellectuals 
imagine prevails is an illusion, but it is an illusion that can de-
stroy the reality of mutual gains from trade.84

The simple ignorance of economic nationalists and their mer- cantilist 
proposals, of people who insist that poorer developing countries are a 
threat to developed countries, or vice versa, because one or the other 
will simultaneously attract net foreign investment and run trade surplus-
es,85 is breathtaking. We can hope that such ignorance will retreat be-
fore sound economic analysis and that we will not wait much longer for 
the day predicted by Jean-Baptiste Say:

The day will come, sooner or later, when people will wonder at the 
necessity of taking all this trouble to expose the folly of a system, so 
childish and absurd, and yet so often enforced at the point of the 
bayonet.86

When Goods Cannot Cross Borders, Armies Will

Freedom of trade and investment creates peace among nations. It 
doesn’t make war between states impossible, but it does make it 
less likely, and that’s a worthwhile achievement. Classical liberals 
have long connected peace and commerce. As the German classical 
liberal John Prince-Smith argued in 1860,

The international interconnection of the interests resulting from 
freedom of trade is the most effective means for the prevention 
of wars. Had we advanced so far as to see a good customer in 
every foreigner, there would be much less inclina- tion to shoot 
at him.87
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We now understand better the strong positive connection, not only 
between peace and the freedom of trade, but even between peace 
and the volume of trade. The more trade flows across bor- ders and 
the more cross-border investment there is, the lower the likelihood 
that there will be war.

In 1748 the French philosopher and political thinker Mon-
tesquieu pointed out in his influential book The Spirit of the 
Laws that

the natural effect of commerce is to lead to peace. Two na-
tions that trade with each other have become reciprocally 
dependent; if one has an interest in buying, the other has 
an interest in selling, and all unions are founded on mutual 
needs.88

As Solomon W. Polachek and Carlos Seiglie concluded after 
examining conflicts, “Trading nations cooperate more and fight 
less. A doubling of trade leads to a 20 percent diminution of 
belligerence.”89 Cross-border trade—and especially cross-bor-
der investment—interests people in the maintenance of peace. 
Those who have more ongoing trading relationships or invest-
ments across borders are less likely to support war against their 
customers and business partners. The more the people whose 
livelihoods depend on the maintenance of trade, the great-
er the support for peace, because there will be more voices 
raised against disrupting those valuable relationships. And the 
greater the volume of cross-border investments, the greater 
the support for peace, for the rather un- derstandable reason 
that people don’t like to see their own stuff being bombed and 
blown up.90
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As is widely understood, the foolish and destructive policy of “trade 
protectionism” (i.e., raising barriers to trade to “protect” existing 
domestic producers) of the 1930s contributed substan- tially both 
to the Depression and to the world war that followed.91 Indeed, 
that was predicted by the 1,028 American economists who signed a 
petition against the extreme trade restrictions on over twenty thou-
sand imported goods that was passed by the American Congress 
in 1930. That blow to American consumers (and to American ex-
porters) ignited a wave of protectionism worldwide, deepened and 
lengthened the Depression in Europe and the United States, led to 
a collapse in world trade, and helped to pave the way for war. The 
concluding words of the petition were: “A tariff war does not furnish 
good soil for the growth of world peace.”92 And so it turned out to 
be.

After the horrors of World War II, US President Harry Truman 
observed in 1947,

At this particular time, the whole world is concentrating much 
of its thought and energy on attaining the objectives of peace 
and freedom. These objectives are bound up completely with 
a third objective—reestablishment of world trade. In fact the 
three—peace, freedom, and world trade—are inseparable. The 
grave lessons of the past have proved it.

In that speech, President Truman noted that “as each battle of 
the economic war of the thirties was fought, the inevitable tragic 
result became more and more apparent.”93
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An Ancient Insight
The understanding that peaceful behavior and trade are connected 
goes back a very long time. In Book IX of the Odyssey the Greek 
poet Homer depicts the Cyclopeans, who eat those who land on 
their island, as savages. They lack the institutions of civilization, no-
tably deliberation, laws, and trade.

They have no meeting place for council, no laws either, no, up 
on the mountain peaks they live in arching caverns— each a law 
to himself, ruling his wives and children, not a care in the world 
for any neighbor. . . .

For the Cyclops have no ships with crimson prows, no ship-
wrights there to build them good trim craft that could sail them 
out to foreign ports of call as most men risk the seas to trade 
with other men.94

Debate, discussion, criticism, trade, travel, investment, and oth-
er elements of free societies do not make wars impossible, but they 
do make them far less likely. They limit and reduce savage violence. 
And there is much to be said for that.
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Who Decides?
Libertarians have always understood that it is naïve and superficial 
to assume that the wars waged by ruling elites are somehow to the 
advantage of the populations ruled by the states waging war. The 
historian Parker T. Moon put the matter quite clearly in his book 
Imperialism and World Politics:

Language often obscures truth. More than is ordinarily realized, 
our eyes are blinded to the facts of international relations by 
tricks of the tongue. When one uses the simple monosyllable 
“France” one thinks of France as a unit, an entity. When to avoid 
awkward repetition we use a personal pronoun in re- ferring to 
a country—when for example we say “France sent her troops 
to conquer Tunis”—we impute not only unity but personality 
to the country. The very words conceal the facts and make in-
ternational relations a glamorous drama in which personalized 
nations are the actors, and all too easily we forget the flesh-and-
blood men and women who are the true actors. How different 
it would be if we had no such word as “France,” and had to say 
instead—thirty-eight million men, women, and children of very 
diversified interests and beliefs, inhabiting 218,000 square miles 
of territory! Then we should more accurately describe the Tunis 
expedition in some such way as this: “A few of these thirty-eight 
million persons sent thirty thousand others to conquer Tunis.” 
This way of putting the fact immediately suggests a question, or 
rather a series of questions. Who are the “few”? Why did they 
send the thirty thousand to Tunis? And why did these obey?

Peace, Love, & Liberty106|Peace, Love, & Liberty



Empire-building is done not by “nations” but by men. The problem 
before us is to discover the men, the active, inter- ested minorities 
in each nation, who are directly interested in imperialism, and then 
to analyze the reasons why the majorities pay the expenses and 
fight the wars necessitated by imperialist expansion.95

It is at best an abbreviation of the complex activities behind a 
war to say that “Country X made war on or sent soldiers to invade 
Country Y”; in fact some group of people in Country X made choic-
es with serious consequences for others and the task of a serious 
social scientist is to understand how and why those choices were 
made and why others complied with them. War is a choice, at least 
on the part of an aggressor. The attempt to aggregate all of the peo-
ple, all of the interests, and all of the opinions found in a country 
into one organic choice-making agent is not only an example of mys-
tical nonsense, but worse, it conceals from us all of the important 
questions of political science. Yet that is the approach taken by too 
many commentators, analysts, and ideologues of war and conflict. 
They fail to understand the issues involved because they are collec-
tivists not only in morality, but in social science methods, as well. 
They think that a country, which is made up of huge numbers of 
diverse individuals and their complex relation- ships (families, net-
works, political parties, enterprises, religious affiliations, and on and 
on and on) is an individual just like the individuals who comprise it.96 
That is sloppy thinking with serious consequences.

Choices are made; they don’t just happen. We respond to in- 
centives, but we also are motivated by ideas. Foolish ideas provide 
support to foolish policies that create perverse—even catastrophi- 
cally dangerous—incentives.
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If you want peace, you need to stand up for it. If the case is made for 
war, it should be challenged. There’s no such thing as being “unde-
cided” about war. It’s a binary choice. If you’re not for it, you have 
to be against it; there is no neutrality on the issue of war itself. The 
destruction caused by war, the loss of innocent life, and the waste 
it entails create a very, very high presumption against going to war. 
Moreover, if you want others to want peace, you should not only 
speak out for peace, but combat the fallacies about “clashes of civ-
ilizations,” “economic conflict,” “protectionism,” and the zero-sum 
worldview and actively support the institutions that create incen-
tives for peace, notably freedom of trade, travel, and investment, 
and democratic rights of freedom of speech and criticism of gov-
ernment policy.

The historian Parker T. Moon’s challenge, to “analyze the rea- 
sons why the majorities pay the expenses and fight the wars,” is 
our challenge, too. And when we understand the issues, we should 
stand up for what is right—for the philosophy, the political econo-
my, the institutions, the policies, and the realization of a peaceful 
world of voluntary cooperation.
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The American
Enlightenment’s Wariness of War
By Robert M. S. McDonald

How did people come to see war not as an occasion for glory, 
not as the first resort, but as the last? What are the origins of 
the principle of civilian control of the military? What role did 
the American Enlightenment play in that process and who were 
the key figures? Robert M.S. McDonald is associate professor of 
history at the United States Military Academy and an adjunct 
scholar of the Cato Institute. He has published widely in schol-
arly journals and books on the American found- ing period and 
is an authority on the life and thought of Thomas Jefferson.

War was once taken for granted. It was considered a normal and even a 
positive part of life. In fact, it was celebrated—not only in the distant past, 
but also quite recently. Winston Churchill, a celebrated British statesman 
famous for standing tall against National Socialist tyranny during the Sec-
ond World War, earlier had bragged of taking part in “a lot of jolly little 
wars against barbarous peoples.” As he noted, “We proceeded systemat-
ically, village by village, and we destroyed the houses, filled up the wells, 
blew down the towers, cut down the shady trees, burned the crops and 
broke the reservoirs in punitive devastation.”97
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When World War I broke out, joyous mobs cheered in the streets 
of Europe’s capitals. War was celebrated for the sake of national 
glory. War has also been celebrated for its alleged economic ben- 
efits: the supposed “stimulus” it provides by diverting productive 
resources toward the making of weapons and other instruments of 
destruction. (If anyone believes that it’s a thing of the past to em-
brace the fallacy that broken windows and shattered lives can boost 
an economy, consider that Paul Krugman of the New York Times fat-
uously wished for an alien invasion to “stimulate” the United States 
economy.98)

Today, while most would recognize that engaging enemies in war 
may be necessary to defend one’s country or one’s rights against 
aggression, armed strife is certainly not considered desirable for its 
own sake. War is now widely understood to be the last resort—
not the first—and a threat to life, liberty, and prosperity. This more 
modern attitude toward war is rooted in the Enlightenment, a pe-
riod of profound rethinking of the relations among human beings 
that included a reevaluation of warfare, which came to be seen as 
a negative kind of human interaction that rarely served to ennoble, 
civilize, or benefit either those who did the fighting or the nations 
for which they fought. As Thomas Jefferson wrote in 1797, “I abhor 
war, and view it as the greatest scourge of mankind.”99

As Jefferson’s statement suggests, the Enlightenment’s reeva-
lu- ation of war was especially profound among the thinkers who 
promoted the American Revolution, fought for the independence 
of the British colonies in North America, and founded the American 
Republic. Benjamin Franklin’s dictum that “there has never been or 
ever will be any such Thing as a good War or a bad Peace” held true 
when provocations were light and transient.100
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Even when they were not—and war seemed necessary—the Amer-
ican founders understood that war possessed the potential not only 
to advance liberty but also to place it in peril. Armed conflict might 
be nec- essary to secure freedom and independence, but its effects 
could be pernicious. As James Madison warned, “Of all the enemies 
to public liberty war is, perhaps, the most to be dreaded, because 
it comprises and develops the germ of every other.” War, Madi-
son cautioned, could serve as an instrument of special interests. 
It was “the parent of armies,” the costly institutions that spawned 
“debts and taxes” and joined with them to constitute “the known 
instruments for bringing the many under the domination of the 
few.” In times of conflict, moreover, “the discretionary power of the 
Executive is extended; its influence in dealing out offices, honors, 
and emolu- ments is multiplied; and all the means of seducing the 
minds, are added to those of subduing the force, of the people.”101 
Since war could do so much to increase the power of government, 
it could also do much to decrease the liberty of individuals.

Yet the purpose of government, as stated in the Declaration 
of Independence, was to secure individual liberty. Famous are the 
“self- evident” “truths” that “all men are created equa l . . . with cer-
tain unalienable Rights,” including “Life, Liberty and the pursuit of 
Happiness.” Less often quoted are the important words that follow:

to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, 
deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, 
That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive 
of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish 
it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on 
such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to 
them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.
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In other words, when the people find that their government is de-
structive of the rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happi- ness, 
they may overthrow it and institute a new one to secure their “Safe-
ty and Happiness.”102 (Thomas Jefferson and the Continental Con-
gress made no mention of glory or even economic stimulus.) The 
central dilemma of the War for Independence was how to construct 
a military powerful enough to defeat (or at least out- last) the army 
and navy of Great Britain—at the time the world’s greatest super-
power—but not so powerful as to pose a threat to the liberty for 
which the Revolution was fought. It was a conun- drum that pro-
duced a creative tension resulting in checks on the military and a 
balance between its capacity for decisive action and its accountabil-
ity to civilian control.

Well aware of usurpations by the likes of Julius Caesar and Oliver 
Cromwell—and heeding warnings about humanity’s innate lust for 
power from ancient writers such as Tacitus as well as modern ones 
such as John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon—members of the Con-
tinental Congress turned to George Washington, a delegate from 
Virginia, to lead the Continental Army. While many factors made 
him an attractive candidate for the post, not to be overlooked is the 
fact that, after gaining military experience during the French and In-
dian War, he had spent the bulk of his adult life not in uni- form but 
as a civilian legislator in the House of Burgesses, colonial Virginia’s 
representative assembly. The selection of Washington did much to 
establish in America a tradition of military deference to civilian po-
litical leaders, with whom he engaged in candid corre- spondence 
but whose authority he never questioned.103
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Given the ways in which members of the Continental Con-
gress second-guessed Washington’s prosecution of the war, 
his acquies- cence to civilian control seems especially laud-
able. From nearly the start, Washington seemed to understand 
that time was on the side of the new nation. The longer the 
conflict dragged on, the greater the damage the British would 
inflict on themselves by alienating the American population 
through the heavy-handed and sometimes brutal treatment of 
civilians. A longer war also was more likely to undermine the 
will of the British government. Yet John Adams, anx- ious to 
avoid protracted bloodshed, in 1777 enthused that “my Toast 
is a short and violent War.” Others agreed. The criticism be-
came especially sharp when troops led by Washington failed 
to stop the British occupation of Philadelphia—a loss made 
more embarrassing by the victory at Saratoga of forces led by 
the Continental Army’s second-ranking officer, Major General 
Horatio Gates. But the pas- sage of time fostered appreciation 
for Washington’s prudence and restraint. So did his clear con-
sultation with and deference toward civilian leaders in the Con-
tinental Congress.104
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Not all Continental Army officers followed his example. In a 1782 let-
ter, Colonel Lewis Nicola conveyed to Washington the view of many 
officers when he suggested that government under the Articles of 
Confederation was too weak to effectively support the army. Wash-
ington shared this sentiment, but rejected Nicola’s argument that an 
acceptable remedy might be seating him on a throne as America’s 
king. He replied that the letter triggered “pain- ful feelings . . . that 
such ideas are circulating in the army.” The idea that military power 
should be the foundation of government, rather than popular con-
sent and serving the people by securing their rights, was anathema 
to Washington and other figures in the American Enlightenment.105

Hostility to the new republic’s civilian leadership did reemerge 
the following year, when an anonymous letter circulated among of-
ficers encamped with the Continental Army near Newburgh, New 
York. Lamenting poor prospects for pay, provisions, and pen- sions, 
the letter called for threatening Congress if it didn’t meet officers’ 
demands. Washington, hearing of the situation, convened a meet-
ing at which he made a dramatic entrance, delivered a few remarks, 
and then—as he unfolded a letter he intended to read aloud to the 
gathering—shocked the audience by putting on a pair of glasses, 
which at the time were viewed as a sign of weakness and old age. 
“Gentlemen,” he said, “you will permit me to put on my spectacles, 
for I have grown not only grey but almost blind in the service of 
my country.” The statement impressed upon the officers the degree 
to which Washington—a man who had been with the Continen-
tal Army since the beginning, who refused to accept pay from the 
Continental Congress and had bullet holes in his coat—exemplified 
the ideal of virtue. To whatever extent the “Newburgh Conspiracy” 
posed a threat to civilian control over American government, the 
threat vanished at that moment.106
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Frequently compared to Cincinnatus, the fifth century B.C. war-
rior-statesman who relinquished power after defeating Rome’s 
enemies, Washington resigned his commission at the end of 
the war. He was happy to return to private life. In the months 
after his 1781 victory at Yorktown, he was eager to put the war 
behind him. “My first wish,” he wrote, is “to see this plague to 
Mankind banished from the Earth; and the Sons and daughters 
of this World employed in more pleasing and innocent amuse-
ments than in preparing implements, and exercising them for 
the destruction of the human race.” He hoped that, if war had 
to remain a European tradition, it would not take hold as an 
American one: “Rather than quarrel ab[ou]t territory, let the 
poor, the needy, and oppressed of the Earth; and those who 
want Land, resort to the fertile plains of our Western Country, 
to the second Land of promise, and there dwell in peace, fulfill-
ing the first and great Commandment.”107

Even in private life, former officers of the army continued to have 
a great deal of influence. They were prominent among the group of 
elected officials and other statesmen who, in 1787, supported re-
placing the Articles of Confederation with the Constitution. Among 
those advocates of a more centralized government was Washing-
ton, whose acquiescence to Madison’s request that he preside over 
the Constitutional Convention lent legitimacy to the proceedings 
and reassured skeptical Americans that the new constitution would 
not be inimical to liberty. The Constitution granted to the central 
government significant new powers, especially in external affairs. 
Independent of the states, it could tax, raise, and maintain an army, 
declare war, and ratify treaties.
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Those powers were distributed among branches of the federal gov-
ernment. For example, while the new president (whom everyone 
seemed to know would be Washington) was commander-in-chief, 
the power to de- clare war was specifically delegated to the Con-
gress. Although the president was empowered to negotiate treaties 
with other nations, it was the Senate that had the power to ratify 
or reject them and the House of Representatives that appropriated 
any funds needed to bring them into effect.108

Washington’s presidency occasioned no wars but many foreign 
policy controversies. With Britain and France engaged in seeming-
ly perpetual conflict, the commander-in-chief did his best to steer 
a neutral course. Pulled toward Britain by Federalists and toward 
France by Jeffersonian Republicans, Washington, at the end of his 
presidency, in his farewell address urged Americans to “cultivate 
peace and harmony” throughout the world and “observe good faith 
and justice towards all Nations.” Washington insisted that “a free, 
enlightened, and, at no distant period, a great Nation” such as the 
United States should “give to mankind the magnanimous and too 
novel example of a people always guided by an exalted justice and 
benevolence.” He asserted that “permanent, inveterate antipathies 
against particular Nations, and passionate attachments for others 
should be excluded; and that in place of them just and amicable 
feelings towards all should be cultivated.” Why, he asked, would we 
ever make the foolish choice to “entangle our peace and prosperi-
ty in the toils of European ambition, rivalship, interest, humour or 
caprice?”109
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Subsequent administrations struggled to live up to Washington’s 
ideals. Jefferson, in his 1801 inaugural address, pledged “equal and 
exact justice to all men, of whatever state or persuasion, religious 
or political,” and “peace, commerce, and honest friendship with all 
nations, entangling alliances with none.”110 But the national govern- 
ment did not always appear to embrace neutrality, or even abide by 
the Constitution—especially in times of international strife. One of 
the issues that galvanized Jefferson’s supporters in the election of 
1800 was President John Adams’s 1798 signing of the Sedition Act, 
a measure empowering the government to jail for up to two years 
anyone who “shall write, print, utter, or publish . . . false, scandal-
ous, and malicious” criticism of the president, Congress, or the laws 
of the United States. Passed during the undeclared Quasi-War with 
France, proponents of the measure presented it as a way to strength-
en America against foreign and domestic enemies. Adams may have 
even used it to mollify more hawkish Federalists who wished for 
an all-out war that he had resolved to avoid. Jefferson and other 
opponents of the Sedition Act cast it as a clear violation of the First 
Amendment, ratified only seven years earlier, which promised that 
“Congress shall make no law . . . abridging the freedom of speech, 
or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, 
and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.”111

Once in office, Jefferson also proved himself capable of ex- pan-
ding or exceeding the powers granted to the government in the 
Constitution—although always in ways that rendered war less likely.
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His 1807–1809 embargo of all international trade—a scheme en-
visioned as an alternative to war and an exercise in the “peaceable 
coercion” of Great Britain and France, each of which challenged 
Americans’ neutral trading rights during the Napoleonic Wars—rep-
resented a very broad interpretation of Congress’s Article I, Section 
8 power “to regulate Commerce with foreign Nations.” Jefferson 
even privately confessed that the 1803 Louisiana Purchase violated 
the Constitution, which gave the national government no specific 
power to add new territory to the United States. But the measure, 
which doubled America’s size and preempted the presence on its 
western frontier of a strong European rival, struck him as a nec-
essary means to reduce the possibility of war. He wor- ried that 
possession of the territory (and especially New Orleans) by France 
would render it “our natural and habitual enemy” and compromise 
American neutrality by causing the United States to “marry our-
selves to the British fleet and nation.”112

Despite Jefferson’s efforts to preserve peace, his successor, Pre-
si- dent Madison, found that circumstances made armed conflict 
difficult to resist. The War of 1812 against Great Britain led to nearly 
calamitous consequences for the United States, which en- dured 
not only invasion but also internal dissent escalating to calls for se-
cession in New England. Yet Madison proved himself almost unique 
among wartime presidents in that, even in the face of these threats, 
he took no actions that permanently expanded government pow-
er or even temporarily compromised civil liberty.113 As Madison 
understood, the government’s most basic responsibility was to use 
force, if necessary, to defend Americans against threats to their lib-
erty. Providing government with such power, however, might en-
able it to undermine the freedom it was constituted to protect.
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The acute awareness of this conundrum displayed by Madison and 
other luminaries of the American Enlightenment makes sense of 
the Revolutionary generation’s pronounced preference for peace 
over war, its insistence on divided constitutional pow- ers and oth-
er restraints, as well as its appreciation for leaders who exercised 
self-control. By no means perfect or perfectly consistent in their 
wariness of war (Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr, for example, 
possessed fairly conventional attitudes regarding the use of force), 
as a whole the men who rose to prominence during the movement 
for American independence stand out for seeking to avoid inter-
national strife, taking war off its pedestal, and inverting an age-old 
arrangement by placing the military under the control of civilians. 
They envisioned their new nation as an “empire for liberty” with the 
capacity for territorial expansion through the consent of white set-
tlers petitioning for inclusion in a voluntary union of free and equal 
states.114 (Indigenous inhabitants, whose property rights political 
leaders frequently overlooked, were seldom consulted.) Like Adam 
Smith, David Hume, Montesquieu, and the French thinkers known 
as “physiocrats,”115 they dreamed less of conquest than of free ex-
change, which they believed possessed the potential to advance 
not only prosperity but also human knowledge, civilization, and 
brotherhood. Thomas Paine in Common Sense wrote that “our plan 
is commerce,” which, “well attended to, will secure us the peace 
and friendship of all Europe.”

Subsequent events would temper Paine’s idealism, but for the 
generation that took up arms and endured great hardships to se-
cure independence, only the prospect of lost liberty could temper 
its aversion to war. “The strongest army our governments can ever 
have,” Jefferson wrote in 1786, is “the good sense of the people.”116
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The achievements of the figures of the American Enlighten- ment 
were significant. They subjected military power to civilian authori-
ty. They erected intellectual, moral, legal, and political obstacles to 
war. Their achievements were partial and imperfect, in this area as 
in many others, as every student of American history well knows. 
They did raise a standard, however, of principles that changed the 
world, from the idea that “all men are created equal” to freedoms of 
speech and the press and the practice of placing civilians in charge 
of their military—upending the traditional practice in which the 
military controlled civilians. Although deep legal inequalities among 
persons persist, as do censorship and even military governments, 
the American Enlightenment provided moral and political standards 
that have endured. The safeguards against the folly of war by the 
Revolutionary generation were, as its members feared, eroded in 
the republic they established. 

Much of the later history of the United States demonstrates 
the power of war to concentrate power in the executive branch 
at the expense of the legislative branch, to increase secrecy in de-
cision-making, to restrict civil liberties, and to increase debt and 
taxes. But those safeguards, weakened as they are, still exist and 
still continue to provide hope that liberty, limited government, and 
peace may be renewed, reclaimed, and extended.
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War’s Declining
Significance as a
Policy Tool in the Contemporary Age
By Justin Logan

Do wars succeed in achieving their stated objectives? What is 
the changing face of war in the modern world? What are the 
respective roles of material interests and ideologies in driving 
wars? Justin Logan is director of foreign policy studies at the 
Cato Institute. He writes in journals of foreign affairs such as 
Foreign Policy, the Foreign Service Journal, Orbis, and the Har-
vard International Review and regularly appears on broadcast 
media to discuss and explain international relations.

“[I]f you look back to the Korean War, there are very few instances where we have 
been militarily engaged in a major conflict where we have come out with what 
we saw as a victory, as clear cut as in World War II or in the first Gulf War in 
1991.”    —Robert Gates117

The modern world was shaped by war. Nation-states, the global 
economy, and the structure of the international system all owe part 
of their heritage to war.118 As important a factor as war has been, 
it has also been in precipitous decline for centuries, as highlighted 
by Steven Pinker, James Payne, John Mueller, and other scholars.
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Less well-appreciated is the fact that in wars in the modern era, ini-
tiators of conflict have rarely achieved their stated objectives. This 
essay discusses the types of wars fought during the period ending 
in 1945 and suggests reasons for their decline. Next, it describes the 
wars of the post-World War II period and explains why the initiators 
of those wars have rarely succeeded in achieving their goals. It con-
cludes with lessons for policymakers and citizens.

The Rise and Fall of Major Power Wars
For millennia, tribes, city-states, kingdoms, empires, and nation- states 
fought one another in pursuit of additional territory and the opportuni-
ty to obtain valuable resources and increase their relative power.119 In 
Charles Tilly’s famous aphorism, “War made the state and the state made 
war.”120

From the beginning of the modern era at the turn of the sixteenth 
century the frequency and lethality of war waxed and waned as states 
developed new organizations and technologies for violence, along with 
organizations and technologies for countering violence.121

 Major powers fought wars of conquest with other major powers in 
efforts to seize resources, including mines, grazing lands, slaves, ports, 
gold and silver, and taxable subjects, as well as to convert populations to 
the religions or identities favored by the rulers.

 Such wars have declined precipitously since the middle of the twen-
tieth century. Some scholars have suggested that war has be- come less 
common because mankind as a species grew to think of war as a gro-
tesque and uncivilized activity to a point where no one even thinks about 
the desirability of war anymore. It has become, in the words of John 
Mueller, “subrationally unthinkable.”122
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Norms evolve over time, but they are rarely completely indepen- 
dent of other, material factors. Changes in material developments 
spurred, or at least supported, that change in mindset. The sorts 
of wars great powers fought in the past are no longer so appeal-
ing, even to the most risk-prone leaders. Military technologies such 
as nuclear weaponry have made conquest a suicidal proposition 
in most cases. Non-military developments, such as nationalism 
and other forms of identity politics, have made conquered popu-
lations harder to control and assimilate. Economic developments, 
such as the horizontal integration of supply chains and the increase 
in cross-border trade, have made the prospective economic gains 
from war much lower.123 

Among minor powers, of course, attempts at conquest have not 
ceased entirely. For example, Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990 to gain 
control of the Kuwaiti oil fields and to void the financial debt the 
Iraqi state owed to the Kuwaitis. But the ease with which the US-
led coalition dislodged Saddam Hussein’s forces from Kuwait made 
clear that cross-border aggression is a risky proposition. 

Contemporary Wars

While wars between major powers have declined dramatically, wars 
are still started. Three types of war persist, but they frequently fail 
to achieve their objectives.

Counterproliferation / Preventive War
Major powers, particularly the United States, regularly express 

grave concern about the acquisition of nuclear weapons technology 
and capability by other states. The 2003 Iraq War was justified pri-
marily on the grounds of counterproliferation, despite the fact that 
the administration did not seek out and to some extent disregarded 
evidence that Iraq had no nuclear weapons program at all.
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Though the doctrine of nuclear deterrence is widely accepted 
among major powers, those major powers oppose proliferation for 
a number of reasons. They fear the prospect of unintended nucle-
ar war; they fear “proliferation cascades” or a nuclear “domino ef-
fect”; they fear the prospect of nuclear terrorism; and finally, they 
pre- fer to retain freedom of action against third parties. As Kenneth 
Waltz notes, “a big reason for America’s resistance to the spread 
of nuclear weapons is that if weak countries have some they will 
cramp our style.”124 

Wars to counter the proliferation of nuclear weaponry, howev-
er, face a number of problems, the first of which was amply de-
mon- strated in Iraq. The sort of intelligence needed for a successful 
counterproliferation war is difficult to obtain and frequently unreli-
able. Iraq provides an extreme case; Baghdad did not have a nuclear 
weapons program at all in 2003. Even in cases where nuclear pro-
grams are reliably known to exist, the comprehensive knowledge 
that would be required to hit enough key nodes of a developed nu-
clear infrastructure is terribly difficult to obtain.125 The alternative 
would be regular strikes to set back efforts to rebuild the program, 
bombing the country every few years until it either relented in its 
pursuit of nuclear technology or there was “regime change” satis- 
factory to the attacker. Not only does it become difficult to think of a 
successful counterproliferation war, but threatening war to counter 
proliferation can even convince hostile states of the need for nucle-
ar weapons to deter the potential attacker.
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Counter-Domino / Wars for Influence and Credibility
Another goal of wars undertaken in recent decades has been the 
struggle for “influence” over weaker states by major powers. Ma-
jor powers have frequently initiated or continued wars out of fear 
that a particular state may fall under the influence of another state, 
to the detriment of the intervener’s security. The “domino theory” 
posits that either changes in the domestic politics of a given state 
or that state’s coming into the sphere of influence of another state 
could cause a domino effect, with one domino knocking down the 
next and sending an unspecified number of other states into a rival 
state’s embrace.

At this writing, Russian forces have invaded Ukraine. The Rus-
sian government claims the military units are not Russian, but rath-
er Ukrainian self-defense forces, and that those forces are fighting 
political instability in Ukraine. The claim the forces are not Russian 
is risible and has not been credited by anyone outside Moscow’s 
influence. The claim that they are fighting political instability rather 
than for continued naval access to the Black Sea via Crimea similarly 
does not withstand scrutiny.

While the Russian incursion shows military power is still rel- 
evant in international politics, the purpose of this essay is not to 
argue military power is irrelevant. Russian forces illegally invaded 
Ukraine, but there has been no war, partly because of Kyiv’s cor- 
rect judgment that there was little hope of resistance producing a 
favorable political resolution, and partly because of pro-Moscow 
sympathies among many residents of Crimea. The sorts of massive 
wars leaders undertook in the seventeenth or twentieth centuries 
belong in a different category than Russia’s 2014 Crimean expedi- 
tion. Stronger states bully weaker states when they feel it is easy 
and the stakes are high enough.
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Such wars sometimes have catastrophic consequences for the inter-
vener. Although it was already weakened by decades of eco- nom-
ic mismanagement and overextended militarily, the Soviet Union’s 
intervention in Afghanistan helped to destroy the Soviet state. The 
logic for intervening in Afghanistan—not a country rich in resourc-
es—is elusive, but evidence indicates that Soviet leaders feared that 
Afghanistan would turn away from Moscow and toward the West, 
and that this development would have underspecified but terrible 
consequences for the USSR’s strategic position. As the war turned 
from bad to worse, Soviet leaders also began to fear that “the ‘loss’ 
of Afghanistan would be an unacceptable setback and a blow to 
Soviet prestige.”126 

Such logical chains of inference regarding influence and credi-
bil- ity frequently dominate the thoughts of interveners but rarely 
work in the way they fear. As Daryl Press has documented, credibili-
ty is not transferable in the way leaders believe it is. Statesmen tend 
not to evaluate present crises based on past behavior of adversar- 
ies. Rather, they evaluate their adversaries’ material interests and 
military power in particular cases.127 Similarly, influence itself tends 
to be contingent and ephemeral. States have rarely stayed loyal to 
a patron out of something other than their own perceived interest.

Humanitarian Interventions

Finally, states have intervened purporting to act on behalf of vulner- 
able or threatened third parties. It is sometimes difficult to identify 
such cases of humanitarian intervention clearly, because in order 
to sustain domestic support for interventions that are strategically 
irrelevant, governments frequently have insisted that the interven- 
tions were not, in fact, altruistic, but rather self-interested.
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Notwithstanding the ostensible national-security justifications for 
the war, the 2011 US-led campaign in Libya is one recent ex- ample. 
Although US government officials continue to insist that interven-
tion in the civil war there stopped a slaughter of perhaps 100,000 
Libyan civilians in Benghazi by the Libyan regime, and counterfac-
tuals are nearly impossible to prove, the claim is not plausible. The 
conduct of regime forces in Misrata, where fighting took place im-
mediately before the targeting of Benghazi, did not indicate a pol-
icy of indiscriminate killing. Moreover, Libyan dicta- tor Muammar 
Qaddafi threatened rebels with menacing language, but stated to 
civilians in Benghazi in a public address:

Whoever hands over his weapons, stays at home without any 
weapons, whatever he did previously, he will be pardoned, pro-
tected. We will pardon anyone in the streets . . . Anyone who 
throws away his weapon and stays at home peacefully will be 
pardoned no matter what he did in the past. He is protected.128

His goal was to stay in power, not simply to punish his subjects. The 
fact that Qaddafi was a brutal dictator incited liberal sentiment in the 
West. Thus, anyone pointing out that claims that he had threatened to 
slaughter civilians were untrue risked looking like an apologist for tyranny. 
In addition, Western governments insisted that the future of Arab liber-
alization—the “Arab Spring”—hinged on preventing Qaddafi from win-
ning the civil war.129 Western of- ficials went so far as to deny that their 
motive was regime change, despite a military campaign that made that 
objective obvious.130 In any event, the war ended as have so many hu-
manitarian in- terventions: regime change followed by a faltering econo-
my and unresolved political divisions that endure beyond the limits of the 
attention spans of Western publics and policy makers.131



Conclusion

If wars rarely achieve the goals of the war makers, why do they con-
tinue to be launched? There is no single answer to that ques- tion, 
but a number of factors contribute to war-making.

States built institutions and supported the development of en-
tire industries whose sole purpose was to prepare for war or to 
produce the infrastructure and the implements of war. The most 
famous comment on that phenomenon is President Dwight D.

Eisenhower’s warning in his farewell address about the “mili-
tary- industrial complex.” Eisenhower, who had previously been a 
five-star general, warned that while scientific progress and a large 
defense industry were essential to military power and national de-
fense, there was a risk that “public policy could itself become the 
captive of a scientific-technological elite.” In other words, the mili-
tary-industrial complex could “capture” US defense policy, causing 
at least orientations, if not policies, that would benefit arms manu-
facturers and defense contractors but were not optimal from a na-
tional-interest perspective.132

 In the United States, the luxury of a reserve currency, geo-
graphic isolation from most severe threats, and a massive, resilient 
economy have amplified those dangers. US policymakers can waste 
resources subsidizing the military-industrial complex without obvi-
ous dis- advantages to safety or wealth. States living closer to the 
margin of security and well-being face more demanding tradeoffs, 
and tend to start fewer frivolous wars. Because of America’s security 
and wealth, many of the costs of foolish foreign policies are widely 
dispersed, and lead to fewer negative consequences for the leaders 
who pursue them.133
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Finally, ideology plays an important role in enabling states to mili-
tarize society and wage war.134 The bloody clashes of the twentieth 
century were fueled by the ideologies of nationalism, communism, 
fascism, and national socialism. Most ideologies give privileged 
place to the decisions made by one’s own political leaders. From 
the French “mission civilisatrice,” to the English belief in “the white 
man’s burden,” to the present day’s “American exceptionalism,” citi-
zens believe that the superiority of their country grants it a spe- cial 
license to remake the world to its liking. Political leaders may even 
use religious rhetoric in speaking of the nation and its mission, thus 
infusing the national interest with the authority of God.135

Both material interests and ideologies, then, help to perpetuate 
wars. Wars can be made less frequent if both of those factors— ma-
terial interests of military-industrial complexes and political elites, 
and ideologies of war and conflict—are countered. Those are wor-
thy challenges for the rising generations of peace activists.
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The Militarization of    
Policing
By Radley Balko

What is driving the increasing militarization of civilian policing? 
Why are police SWAT teams increasingly be- ing established 
and equipped with the weapons of war, including tanks? Is it 
just happening in the United States or worldwide? What im-
pact does the militarization of policing have on the relationship 
between the police and the public? Radley Balko is a journalist 
who cur- rently blogs about criminal justice, the drug war, and 
civil liberties for the Washington Post. He is an investigative re-
porter for the Huffington Post and has been an editor at Reason 
and a policy analyst at the Cato Institute. He is the author most 
recently of Rise of the Warrior Cop: The Militarization of Amer-
ica’s Police Forces.

Something is happening to policing. Gone are the “peace officers” 
of yesteryear. More and more police departments are coming to 
resemble—and to act like—armies. It’s a trend that’s noticeable in 
many countries. And it’s a threat to domestic peace, law, and order.

In the United States between the early 1980s and today, po-
lice forces have undergone some pretty dramatic and fundamental 
changes. On the one hand, there are more civilian review boards 
and more internal affairs departments; most criminologists agree 
that there are fewer rogue cops—fewer “bad apples”—today than 
there have been in the past. 
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On the other hand, whether it’s serving warrants, responding to 
protests, or responding to crises, police agencies have become in-
creasingly willing to use more force, more often, for increasingly 
petty offenses. In other words, there are fewer cops who use force 
outside of what’s allowed by official policy. But it’s what’s now al-
lowed by official policy that’s troubling. Most notable among the 
new policies is the ascent of SWAT (Special Weapons and Tactics) 
teams, task forces, and other aggres- sive police units that reflect 
varying degrees of military influence. For example, though they 
were once limited to large cities and reserved for emergency situa-
tions such as hostage takings, active shooters, or escaped fugitives, 
SWAT teams today are used far more often than they were a gen-
eration ago; moreover, they’re primarily used to serve warrants on 
people suspected of nonviolent, consensual drug crimes.

The numbers are staggering. In the early 1980s, there were 
about three thousand SWAT “call-outs” per year across the United 
States. By 2005, there were an estimated fifty thousand. In New 
York City alone, there were 1,447 drug raids in 1994. By 2002, eight 
years later, there were 5,117—a 350 percent increase. In 1984, 
about one-fourth of towns between twenty-five thousand and fifty 
thousand people had SWAT teams. By 2005, that percentage had 
risen to 80 percent.136

In the past, that sort of force was reserved for emergency sce- 
narios where lives were at immediate risk. It was the last option. 
Today, the use of such force is in many jurisdictions the first op- tion 
when serving search warrants. SWAT teams today are used to break 
up poker games and massage parlors, for immigration enforcement, 
and even to perform regulatory inspections, raid bars suspected of 
serving under-age drinkers, and arrest people for unlicensed hair 
cutting.
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Where the aim of SWAT was once to use violence to defuse an al-
ready violent scenario, today SWAT teams are primarily used to 
create violence and volatile confrontation where there was none 
before. The collateral damage has included the deaths of dozens of 
innocent people and nonviolent offenders, as well as police officers 
themselves, and thousands of people terrorized by screaming cops 
armed with battering rams, assault weapons, and flash grenades.

Moreover, local law enforcement agencies are being equipped 
by the US federal government with military equipment in the forms 
of heavily armored vehicles equipped with gun ports, tactical armor, 
grenade launchers, MRAP (Mine Resistant Ambush Protected) vehi-
cles, and much, much more.

Troubling as all of that is, the problem goes beyond SWAT teams. 
Too many police departments today are infused with a more gen-
eral militaristic culture. Cops today are often told that they’re sol-
diers fighting a war, be it a war on crime, on drugs, on terrorism, 
or whatever other gremlin politicians have recently chosen as the 
enemy. Cops today tend to be isolated from the communities they 
serve, both physically (by their patrol cars) and psychologically, by 
an us and them mentality that sees the public not as citizens whom 
police officers are sworn to serve and protect, but as a collection of 
potential threats.

Police agencies today are also notoriously secretive. Internal af-
fairs investigations are usually shielded from the public, and the 
unions that bargain on behalf of cops have fought hard—and in 
most places successfully—to keep personnel records private. Police 
unions have also persuaded many states to pass “police officer bills 
of rights,” which confer special rights and protections on cops ac- 
cused of crimes that aren’t granted to regular citizens.
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The United States is not alone in that trend. Britain and Canada now 
regularly conduct drug raids with SWAT-style police squads. In the 
2000s, US officials used diplomacy and incentives to con- vince the 
Mexican government to enlist the country’s military to fight the 
drug war. The results have included tens of thousands of homicides, 
mass corruption, and gruesome public executions.

The trend toward brute force is apparent in other parts of the 
world as well. In Brazil, paramilitary police forces such as the no- to-
rious BOPE (Batalhão de Operações Policiais Especiais, Special Police 
Operations Battalion) have turned the slums in cities such as Rio de 
Janeiro into urban war zones. Russia’s OMON (Отряд мобильный 
особого назначения, Special Purpose Mobile Unit) squads have 
committed scores of human rights abuses, includ- ing the slaugh-
ter of refugees and brutally violent crackdowns on protesters. In 
Ukraine, a litany of abuses was committed by the country’s now 
disbanded Berkut (Беркут, Golden Eagle) para- military units.

Following the disastrous riots at the 1999 World Trade Orga- 
nization meetings in Seattle (which later investigations showed to 
be caused as much by police actions as by the actions of protesters), 
the default response to mass protest in the developed world has 
been brute force. Police typically meet protesters decked out in full 
riot gear. They go in expecting confrontation—a state of mind that 
tends to be self-fulfilling. In fact, the more important the confer-
ence, the more influential the conferees, and the more consequen-
tial their decisions, the more likely it is that protesters will be kept 
as far away from the event as possible—meaning the less likely it 
is that they’ll be heard. That of course is the very antithesis of the 
value of free expression that free countries purport to embrace.
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Certainly, there are outstanding cops, great police chiefs and sher-
iffs, and plenty of police agencies that have healthy relation- ships 
with the public. There are national governments and local and mu-
nicipal governments that effectively balance the maintenance of 
order with civil liberties and freedom of speech. Nonetheless, the 
ongoing militarization of policing is increasingly introducing the be-
havior and the attitudes of combat into the midst of civil society. 
Through the greater frequency in much of the world of SWAT raids 
and stop-and-frisk searches and the response to po- litical protest 
with military force, the relationship between police and the public 
is growing increasingly antagonistic.

It would be a gross exaggeration to say that the US, Canada, or 
Britain has become a police state. An essay such as this one couldn’t 
be published in a police state. But it would also be a grave mistake 
to wait until one lives in a police state to speak out against it.
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The Philosophy of Peace or the 
Philosophy of Conflict
By Tom G. Palmer

What role do conflict and violence play in political life? Are 
there still people who glorify conflict? Who are the major pro-
ponents of conflict on the “left” and the “right” today and how 
influential are they? What is the central status of conflict in the 
ideologies of the left and of the right, and why and how is it 
different from how libertarians see conflict?

Πόλεμος πάντων μὲν πατήρ ἐστι πάντων δὲ βασιλεύς, καὶ 
τοὺς μὲν θεοὺς ἔδειξε τοὺς δὲ ἀνθρώπους, τοὺς μὲν δούλους 
ἐποίησε τοὺς δὲ ἐλευθέρους.

“War is the father of all and king of all, and some he shows as gods, others as 
men; some he makes slaves, others free.”             —Heraclitus of Ephesus137

War was once the norm. Not merely human societies, but all the 
world was at war, shaped by war, bathed in war. War was inevitable. 
It was considered good. Although it occasioned suffering, that suf- 
fering was the necessary ground of human progress and virtue. The 
French reactionary writer Joseph de Maistre excitedly declared that 
war is “the habitual state of mankind, which is to say that human 
blood must flow without interruption somewhere or other on the 
globe, and that for every nation peace is only a respite.”138 Killing 
was the stuff of life.
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That strikes most people today as strange and abhorrent. Some-
thing, or rather, some things, changed. War has become repulsive 
in the eyes of most people alive today.

There’s a reason for the revulsion most people feel at the praise 
of war. A different idea has become dominant and the institutions 
that realize that idea now characterize most (but not all) human life 
in most (but not all) places in the world. The world is more peaceful 
than it has ever been. That may sound like a controversial claim, 
but it’s supported by abundant evidence, which Harvard professor 
Steven Pinker examines in great detail in his book The

Better Angels of Our Nature: A History of Violence and Humani-
ty.139
It’s not only military conflict between states that has been declin-
ing for a very long time, but violence by husbands against wives, 
parents against children, and street criminals against their victims, 
each of which may tick up or down from month to month or year 
to year, but all of which are generally trending downward and have 
been doing so for a rather long time.140 Among the causes that Pink-
er offers for the long-term downward trend in violence are:

•establishment of governments that can work to monopolize 
(and thus to some extent control) violence;
•the growth of commerce, which makes other people more 
valuable alive than dead;
•the gradual replacement of “honor” cultures by “dignity” cul-
tures (in which avenging honor is less important than maintain-
ing one’s self control and dignity);
•the humanitarian revolution of the Enlightenment, with its 
emphasis on the value of human life, both one’s own and the 
lives of others, and the replacement of superstition by reason 
and evidence (both of which were good news for people ac- 
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•the emergence and growth of international organizations, both 
of civil societies and of governments, to promote diplomacy and 
mediation, rather than war;
•the invention and popularity of the novel, which was fueled by 
the free-market commercial revolution and which helped ever 
greater numbers of people to imagine that they were living the 
lives of others (and thus helped them to empathize with them);
•the increasing role of international exchange, investment, and 
travel in creating interests in the maintenance of peace;
•the greater acceptance of “the agenda of classical liberalism: a 
freedom of individuals from tribal and authoritarian force, and a 
tolerance of personal choices as long as they do not infringe on 
the autonomy and well-being of others”;141

•the increasing importance, again fueled by the growth of com-
merce and technology, of abstract reasoning, which helps peo-
ple to embrace general principles that are supportive of classi-
cal liberal/libertarian ideas of universal rights.

The story is a complicated one, because human history is complex, 
multi-causal, and varied. But it is an increasingly well- documented 
story and it refutes the claims of those who believe “that human 
blood must flow without interruption somewhere or other on the 
globe.” Lasting peace is possible and not merely a “respite.”
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Toleration and coexistence, contract and cooperation, property and 
exchange have to a very great degree (but by no means entirely) 
replaced persecution and extermination, compulsion and struggle, 
theft and slavery, war and conflict as moral ideals. The movement 
that has changed the world and replaced war with peace, intoler-
ance with toleration, looting with exchange has been known by dif-
ferent names at different times, but the most common is “liber-
alism,” which in English-speaking countries is now called “classical 
liberalism” or “libertarianism.”142

Libertarianism is a philosophy that embraces peace. Peace is at 
the very core of libertarian thought, for it is at the core of the idea 
of liberty. “Liberty is to be free from restraint and violence from 
others,” as the influential philosopher John Locke declared.143 War 
is violence—directed, managed, applied, rationalized, glorified, fu-
rious violence.

 Libertarians uphold peaceful and voluntary cooperation as both 
an ideal and a realistic possibility for human society. Other philoso-
phies—those of the “left” and the “right,” socialism, national- ism, 
conservatism, progressivism, fascism, communism, theocracy, and 
all the possible hybrids and permutations among them—posit in-
stead that human life is inevitably a realm of strife, of conflict, of 
struggle, even of war, whether between classes or races or civiliza- 
tions or nations or interests or religions.

The world has become more peaceful as libertarian values, prin- 
ciples, institutions, and practices increasingly permeate our lives. 
And an even more peaceful world will require that those values, 
principles, institutions, and practices be maintained, defended, ad-
vanced, and extended.
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The Philosophy of Cooperation

Although many people and events contributed to the growth of lib-
ertarian ideas, the first systematic formulation of such ideas, com-
bining toleration, freedom of trade, constitutional govern- ment, the 
rule of law, and equal rights, was by the English political movement 
of the seventeenth century known to history as the Levellers.144 As 
Richard Overton announced from his prison cell in 1646, all prop-
erty depends on property in one’s own person, a right equally valid 
for every human being:

Mine and thine cannot be, except this be. No man has power 
over my rights and liberties, and I over no man’s.145

Overton and his colleagues articulated a radical vision of 
equal rights and of social harmony based on toleration of peace-
ful thought and action. To the idea of equal individual rights, based 
on moral philosophy, were joined the ideas of spontaneous order, 
namely, that social order can emerge without being deliberately de-
signed and imposed by rulers, and of the rule of law, namely, that 
simple rules that are general, widely known, and equally applied 
create the framework for both the enjoyment of individual rights 
and the emergence of social order and harmony. That conception 
of a human order without violence, a society that would turn its 
back on war and conquest, horrified many, not merely aristocrats 
and soldiers, but some of Europe’s greatest intellectuals, who raised 
fierce opposition to liberal ideas and practices. To many such think-
ers, commerce was infinitely inferior to combat, liberty was merely 
a name for license, and toleration a rejection of God’s laws.
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Liberty, property, and commerce did have their defenders, who be-
came bolder over time. The French thinker Montesquieu famously 
identified commerce with “gentle mores,” that is, with gentle man-
ners and behavior.

Commerce cures destructive prejudices, and it is an almost 
general rule that everywhere there are gentle mores, there is 
commerce and that everywhere there is commerce, there are 
gentle mores.146

The role of commerce in creating gentle mores was implicitly 
acknowledged in the Greek language, for, as scholars have pointed 
out, the verb katallassein means “to exchange,” but also “to admit 
into the community” and “to change from enemy into friend.”147 
A world of commerce, rather than glory, means a world of mutual 
gain, of positive-sum games, whereas glory entails conquest, and 
conquest entails defeat. Glory of that sort required antagonism.

And it was that perceived loss of glory, and thus of virtue, that 
motivated so many to react against liberal ideas.

Just before his death, the libertarian economist and peace activ-
ist Frédéric Bastiat published an address “To the Youth of France,” 
in which he laid out the key to understanding socialism. Socialists, 
he believed,
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felt that men’s interests are fundamentally antagonistic, for other-
wise they would not have had recourse to coercion.

Therefore, they have found fundamental antagonisms every-
where:

Between the property owner and the worker. 
Between capital and labor.
Between the common people and the bourgeoisie. 
Between agriculture and industry.
Between the farmer and the city-dweller. 
Between the native-born and the foreigner. 
Between the producer and the consumer. 
Between civilization and the social order. And to sum it all up in 
a single phrase:
Between personal liberty and a harmonious social order.

And this explains how it happens that, although they have a kind 
of sentimental love of humanity in their hearts, hate flows from 
their lips. Each of them reserves all his love for the society that 
he has dreamed up; but the natural society in which it is our lot 
to live cannot be destroyed soon enough to suit them, so that 
from its ruins may rise the New Jerusalem.148

Bastiat anticipated the efforts of the collectivists of the twenti-
eth century who, upon seizing control of states and thereby massive 
populations, set about trying to mold out of their fellow human be-
ings the “New Man” who would embody their visions. Creating the 
New Man was the obsession of anti-liberal ideologues of both left 
and right, who merely differed on the details of what the New Man 
would be like. 
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In contrast, “the economists,” wrote Bastiat, “observe man, the 
laws of his nature and the social relations that derive from those 
laws. The socialists conjure up a society out of their imagi- nation 
and then conceive of a human heart to fit this society.”149

Human beings obviously do come into conflict. The classical lib-
eral movement, in all its manifestations, was about seeking ways 
to deal with the problem of conflict. Religious toleration, limited 
government (which removes contentious issues from the scope of 
“public choice”), mediation and compensation in place of punish- 
ment, freedom of speech, and freedom of exchange were among 
the means classical liberals advanced to do so. The point was to 
reduce conflict and replace it with cooperation, rather than to cel-
ebrate it.
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The Philosophy of Conflict

“I learned from this very four years’ schooling in force and in all the fantastic 
extravagance of material warfare that life has no depth of meaning except when 
it is pledged for an ideal, and that there are ideals in comparison with which the 
life of an individual and even of a people has no weight. And though the aim 
for which I fought as an individual, as an atom in the whole body of the army, 
was not to be achieved, though material force cast us, apparently, to the earth, 
yet we learned once and for all to stand for a cause and if necessary to fall as 
befitted men.   

It is not every generation that is so favoured.”                  — Ernst Jünger150

Whereas classical liberals taught that human interests may be rec-
onciled peacefully through commerce, reason, democratic de- lib-
eration, and tolerance of peaceful differences, and that the right 
institutions could lessen conflict and violence, their adversaries and 
critics who were nostalgic for the old order began to formulate the-
ories based on the idea that conflict is an ineradicable feature of 
human life, indeed, the one that gives it meaning. One of the most 
influential enemies of the new philosophy of liberty was the French 
reactionary Joseph de Maistre. He lashed out against the idea of 
peace and praised war as the source of the best of humanity: “The 
real fruits of human nature—the arts, sciences, great enterprises, 
lofty conceptions, manly virtues—are due especially to the state of 
war In a word, we can say that blood is the manure of the plant we 
call genius.”151 Echoing Heraclitus, he insisted that “there is nothing 
but violence in the universe.”152 That was the fundamental view of 
the Counter-Enlightenment and of the thinkers who rose up to at-
tack the new ideas of classical liberalism.
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The thinkers of the Counter-Enlightenment rejected the univer- sal 
and embraced the particular; they rejected objective truths and 
exalted creativity—not the creativity of the free individual, but of 
the collective, into which the individual was submerged.153 Mar-
kets, merchants, and Jews, who were disproportionately repre-
sented among European merchants, were reviled. Nations, classes, 
and races could only seek their unique unity by clashing with other 
nations, classes, or races. Steven Pinker observes that, in addition 
to rejecting universality, objectivity, and rationality, “The Counter- 
Enlightenment also rejected the assumption that violence was a 
problem to be solved. Struggle and bloodshed are inherent in the 
natural order, and cannot be eliminated without draining life of its 
vitality and subverting the destiny of mankind.”154

 That vision of relentless conflict pulsating at the core of human 
life, as well as the nostalgia for an imagined old order of settled re-
lations, was taken up by socialist thinkers, notably Friedrich Engels 
and Karl Marx, who dismissed the liberal ideas of peace and trade, 
toleration and freedom as simple ruses that merely covered up and 
obscured from view another, deeper and more insidious, kind of 
conflict, violence, and exploitation. They acknowledged that liberal 
values acted to replace war with peace, theft with exchange, burn-
ing at the stake with toleration, national enmity with cosmopolitan 
toleration, but all that was waved away as occluding our view of 
deeper forms of violence. As Engels thundered in a pamphlet pub-
lished in 1844,

You have brought about the fraternization of the peoples—but 
the fraternity is the fraternity of thieves. You have reduced the 
number of wars—to earn all the bigger profits in peace, to in-
tensify to the utmost the enmity between individuals, the igno-
minious war of competition!
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When have you done anything “out of pure humanity,” from 
consciousness of the futility of the opposition between the 
general and the individual interest? When have you been mor-
al without be- ing interested, without harboring at the back of 
your mind immoral, egoistical motives?

By dissolving nationalities, the liberal economic system had 
done its best to universalize enmity, to transform mankind into 
a horde of ravenous beasts (for what else are competi- tors?) 
who devour one another just because each has identical inter-
ests with all the others.155

Liberalism and free trade may have “reduced the number of wars,” 
but only “to earn all the bigger profits in peace.” The point deserves 
emphasis: Engels found bigger profits, which he abhorred (unless 
they were his), of far greater concern than reducing the number of 
wars.

The influential Victorian art critic and anti-Enlightenment Tory 
socialist John Ruskin waxed rhapsodic about the virtues of war and 
insisted that “no great art ever yet arose on earth, but among a 
nation of soldiers. There is no art among a shepherd people, if it 
remains at peace. There is no art among an agricultural people, if it 
remains at peace. Commerce is barely consistent with fine art; but 
cannot produce it. Manufacture not only is unable to produce it, 
but invariably destroys whatever seeds of it exist. There is no great 
art possible to a nation but that which is based on battle.”156
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For Enlightenment thinkers, in contrast—Voltaire, to take one prom-
inent example—peace and social harmony were values in their own 
right, and not merely ruses to cover greater depths of social an-
tagonism, as they were for Engels and Marx. Voltaire represented 
the values and perspectives of the Enlightenment when he praised 
exchange and toleration precisely because they produce peace.157 
The thinkers of the Counter-Enlightenment, such as Marx, de Mais-
tre, and Ruskin condemned both exchange and toleration as degra-
dations of human values.

Karl Marx and his co-author, collaborator, and financier, Frie-
drich Engels, identified liberalism with the newly emerged “class” 
they called the “bourgeoisie” (a term used rather promiscuously 
and inconsistently in their writings), which they accused of upend-
ing the whole order of the world and substituting cold calculation 
for warm social embrace. As market relations spread and intensi-
fied, barter (eggs for butter, for example) was increasingly being re-
placed by exchange mediated by money (eggs for money and then 
money for butter). That meant an increase in rationality generally, 
as people were able to compare alternate uses of scarce resources 
in terms of a common unit: money.

That in turn facilitated rational accounting, including the precise 
calculation of profits and losses, which meant that more economic 
coordination was possible, more wealth could be created, the bene-
fits of prosperity could be extended to ever- wider circles of people, 
and the interests and desires of ever more distant people could be 
taken into consideration.
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Marx and Engels dismissed such market-mediated rationality as 
“pitiless” and “the icy water of egotistical calculation.” In The Com-
munist Manifesto they asserted that liberal values, institutions, and 
practices merely appeared to be more humane, while in fact they 
replaced one form of violence with another, even worse, form.

The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, has put 
an end to all feudal, patriarchal, idyllic relations. It has piti- lessly 
torn asunder the motley feudal ties that bound man to his “natural 
superiors,” and has left remaining no other nexus between man and 
man than naked self-interest, than callous “cash payment.” It has 
drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervour, of chiv-
alrous enthusiasm, of Philistine sentimentalism, in the icy water of 
egotistical calculation. It has resolved personal worth into exchange 
value, and in place of numberless indefeasible chartered freedoms, 
it has set up that single, unconscionable freedom—Free trade. In 
one word, for exploitation, veiled by religious and political illusions, 
it has substituted naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation.158
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The ideological leaders of the Counter-Enlightenment mounted a furious assault 
on liberalism and sought to realize various fantasies of collectivism in the new 
insular fraternities of nation, state, class, and race. In all cases, the message was 
that such groups of humans faced each other with essentially and irreducibly 
opposed interests. Solidarity, they believed, could be created only as the com-
plement of enmity and hatred. As the insightful classical liberal novelist Robert 
Musil noted, “There is no getting away from the fact that man’s deepest so-
cial instinct is his most anti-social instinct.”159 That vision has persisted among 
intellectuals who reject the values of reasoned deliberation, rational calcula-
tion through market exchange, toleration, and peace. Some of them may think 
of themselves as advocates of peace (openly extolling the benefits of military 
conflict is widely considered in poor taste in most contemporary intellec- tual 
circles), but they all embrace the core principle of essentially and irreducibly 
opposed interests, of struggle, of antagonism, of irreconcilable conflict. In their 
famous booklet of 1848, the two then-obscure intellectuals articulated a vision 
that inspired a move- ment that was to drench much of the world in blood.

The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class 
struggles Society as a whole is more and more splitting up into 
two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly facing 
each other: bourgeoisie and proletariat.160

Marxists pursue class warfare and believe in the irreconcilable 
conflict between economically defined classes of people, one of 
which, the bourgeoisie, have to be “made impossible.”161 Fascists 
exult in war and violence as the purifying force that builds the na-
tion.162 National Socialists (“Nazis”) seek the subjugation of “im-
pure” or “inferior” races by the “Aryans” and laid down a chal- lenge: 
“Those who want to live, let them fight, and those who do not want 
to fight in this world of eternal struggle do not deserve to live.”163
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Critical theorists (influenced by Marx, with big help- ings of Ni-
etzsche, Freud, and whoever else was at hand to bash liberal tol-
eration) believe that “bourgeois liberalism and tolerance are more 
often than not myths masking a ‘will to rule.’ ”164 Such anti-Enlight-
enment figures attack freedom of speech as merely a form of “re-
pressive tolerance.”165 An army of illiberal academics have posited 
an array of “social forces” of domination—including class, gender, 
race, and other categories—that are more active and real than the 
mere flesh-and-blood “individuals” that surround us (although it 
takes the hard work of tenured professors to see those social forces 
properly and without distortion).166

Militarists extol war for alleged economic and moral benefits.167 
Neo-conservatives uphold the martial virtues as a noble ideal and 
an opportunity to “restore a sense of the heroic” to national life.168 
(The neo-conservatives hold “national greatness” to be a goal far 
greater, nobler, and more worthy than something so tawdry, de- 
based, and un-American as “the pursuit of happiness.”) “Realists” 
posit eternal enmity, or at best coldness, among states or even 
more broadly, “civilizations.”169

Theocrats seek to subjugate all to God (or gods) through vio-
lence, with all professing one faith, one religion, one form of life, or, 
if that is not possible, at least a religious state that will subordinate 
and humiliate those of other religions, while generally expelling or 
killing those who profess no religion.

Many contemporary critics of classical liberalism, including the 
“Analytical Marxists,” posit that there is no more violence in so-
cialism than in any system, for all systems of decision making over 
scarce resources justify the use of force, if only to repel the use of 
force.170
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That is an old criticism of liberalism, dating back to at least the sev-
enteenth century, when Sir Robert Filmer penned his defense of the 
divine right of absolute monarchy and argued

A great deal of talk there is in the world of the freedom and 
liberty that they say is to be found in popular commonweals. 
It is worth the inquiry how far and in what sense this speech 
of liberty is true: “true liberty is for every man to do what he 
list, or to live as he please, and not to be tied to any laws.” But 
such liberty is not to be found in any commonweal, for there are 
more laws in popular estates than anywhere else, and so conse- 
quently less liberty; and government, many say, was invented to 
take away liberty, and not to give it to every man. Such liberty 
cannot be; if it should, there would be no government at all.171

Thus, according to that mode of thinking, a regime of forbidding 
rape is no less coercive than a regime requiring rape, for repelling 
a rapist is no less forceful than is raping. There is, according to that 
view, a quantum of violence in the world, which neither increases 
nor decreases.172 Libertarians firmly deny that and refuse to equate 
raping with repelling rape.
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The Friend-Enemy Distinction

Of all the contributors to the Counter-Enlightenment’s rejection of 
classical liberal views about peace and the resolution of conflict, the 
most influential of the past century was Carl Schmitt, a legal theorist 
whose book The Concept of the Political came to have an enormous 
influence on both the anti-liberal “right” and the anti-liberal “left.” 
He was “the century’s most brilliant enemy of liberalism.”173 Schmitt 
posited that “the specific political distinc- tion . . . can be reduced to 
that between friend and enemy.”174

Schmitt insisted that liberals were wrong about social harmony, 
wrong that exchange was a moral alternative to conquest, wrong 
that debate could replace combat, wrong that toleration could re-
place animosity, and wrong that a world without enemies was even 
possible. For Schmitt, conflict was definitive of the political as such, 
and the political was essential to the human being. His influence 
on the political thought of the last century has been subtle and, 
because of his disgraceful and reprehensible life, often unacknowl-
edged, but his core idea came to permeate the thinking of both the 
left and the right and inspired both “left-wing” and “right- wing” 
attacks on toleration, on the market economy, on limited govern-
ment, on free trade, and on peace. Schmitt’s ideas are also driving 
a resurgence of Fascist thought in Europe, as, for example, in the 
work of Moscow State University lecturer Aleksandr Dugin, whose 
work is a thinly veiled restatement of National Socialist ideology, 
with an expansionist “Russia” in place of “Germany” and “Eurasia” 
in place of the “Third Reich.”175
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For Schmitt, “The enemy is not merely any competitor or just any 
partner of a conflict in general. He is also not the private adversary 
whom one hates. An enemy exists only when, at least potentially, 
one fighting collectivity of people confronts a similar collectivity.”176 
Indeed, “only in real combat is revealed the most extreme conse-
quence of the political grouping of friend and enemy. From this 
most extreme possibility human life derives its specifi- cally political 
tension.”177

The Marxist philosopher Slavoj Žižek recognized that both left 
and right flavors of anti-liberal political thought embrace Schmitt’s 
friend–enemy distinction and, as a “leftist,” Žižek distinguishes the 
right’s focus on external enemies from the left’s “unconditional pri- 
macy of the inherent antagonism as constitutive of the political”:

It is deeply symptomatic that, instead of class struggle, the radi-
cal Right speaks of class (or sexual) warfare. The clearest indica-
tion of this Schmittian disavowal of the political is the primacy 
of external politics (relations between sovereign states) over 
internal politics (inner social antagonisms) on which he insists: 
is not the relationship to an external Other as the enemy a way 
of disavowing the internal struggle which traverses the social 
body? In contrast to Schmitt, a leftist position should insist on 
the unconditional primacy of the inherent antagonism as con-
stitutive of the political.178
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For such thinkers, whether of the left or the right, conflict— “in-
herent antagonism”—is constitutive of human life together. (Even 
such a contemporary center-left progressive thinker as John Rawls 
incorporates into his theory of social justice an inherent conflict be-
tween citizens, in the form of the distinction between the justice of 
the acts of the citizens and the justice of the over- all social order, 
for even when “everyone with reason believes that they are acting 
fairly and scrupulously honoring the norms governing agreements . 
. . the tendency is rather for background justice to be eroded even 
when individuals act fairly; the overall result of separate and in-
dependent transactions is away from and not toward background 
justice.”179 That is, conflict between the interests of social groups 
is embedded in the very structure of jus- tice, for although by stip-
ulation everyone acts in accordance with their rights and with the 
rules of justice, the outcome is inherently unjust and conflicted, and 
the state must intervene to impose a new just ordering on society, 
entirely independent of the rules of just conduct among persons.)

In the years following World War II a “Carl Schmitt industry” of 
publications has emerged on the far left; the influential Marxist Te-
los journal embraced Schmitt’s theoretical foundation of politics for 
their anti-liberal program180 and his ideas play a central role in the 
influential, bitter, and violent attack on liberalism and peace, pro-
moted as “the new Communist Manifesto,” by Italian leftist writer 
Antonio Negri (who served prison time for his involve- ment in vio-
lence, including murder in Italy) and the American literary theorist 
Michael Hardt.181
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Their book, Empire, a virtually unreadable screed published by Har-
vard University Press just before the 9/11 attacks on the Twin Tow-
ers in New York, prefig- ured those attacks with its call for attacks on 
“global capital,” its definition of “the enemy” as “a specific regime of 
global relations that we call Empire,”182 its chilling remarks about 
radical Islamist fundamentalism as just another form of postmod-
ernism, and its calls for “the potential of the multitude to sabotage 
and destroy with its own productive force the parasitical order of 
postmod- ern command.”183 (Hardly a sentence in the book is clear 
and understandable, undoubtedly because of the extreme violence 
and hatred of the authors’ philosophy; as George Orwell explained, 
“When there is a gap between one’s real and one’s declared aims, 
one turns as it were instinctively to long words and exhausted idi-
oms, like a cuttlefish squirting out ink.”184)

Negri and Hardt draw inspiration from Schmitt’s notorious de-
fense of the Third Reich’s “Großraum” approach to geo-political re-
lationships. Schmitt sought to advance “the task of German jurispru-
dence to escape from the false alternative of, on the one hand, the 
merely conservative maintenance of the interstate way of thinking 
that has prevailed until now and, on the other hand, a non-stately, 
non-national overreach into a universalistic global law as carried out 
by the Western democracies. It must find between these two the 
concept of a concrete great spatial order, one that corresponds to 
both the spatial dimensions of the earth as well as our new con-
cepts of state and nation.”185 It is the “non-stately, non-national 
overreach into a universalistic global law as carried out by the West-
ern democracies” that Negri and Hardt termed “Empire” and whose 
destruction through violence they promoted.
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Schmitt’s ideas and conceptions of politics are also entwined with 
far-right and neo-conservative thought, the latter largely through 
the influence of the philosopher Leo Strauss, who him- self had a 
major influence on Schmitt,186 and Strauss’s influential American 
followers, such as former White House adviser William Kristol, edi-
tor of The Weekly Standard and an architect of the Iraq War,187 and 
New York Times columnist David Brooks, who calls for “national 
greatness conservatism.”188 In its less militant form such conserva-
tism amounts to a call for building huge state monuments to nation-
al greatness. In its more militant form, it calls openly for war; the 
neo-conservatives were a primary driving force behind the invasion 
of Iraq and continue to press for military confrontation at almost ev-
ery turn. Waging war, according to William Kristol and Robert Kagan, 
would restore “a true conservatism of the heart,” which “ought to 
emphasize both personal and national responsibil- ity, relish the op-
portunity for national engagement, embrace the possibility of na-
tional greatness, and restore a sense of the heroic, which has been 
sorely lacking from American foreign policy—and from American 
conservatism—in recent years.”189

Schmitt was deeply influenced by Leo Strauss’s comments on 
his work and at Strauss’s suggestion reformulated his ideas to make 
them even more thoroughly anti-liberal. Strauss had commented 
on the 1932 edition of The Concept of the Political and conclud-
ed that Schmitt had not rejected liberalism sufficiently and was still 
trapped within categories established by liberalism.
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Strauss con- cluded: “We said Schmitt undertakes the critique of 
liberalism in a liberal world; and we meant thereby that his critique 
of liberal- ism occurs in the horizon of liberalism; his unliberal ten-
dency is restrained by the still unvanquished ‘systematics of liberal 
thought.’ The critique introduced by Schmitt against liberalism can 
therefore be completed only if one succeeds in gaining a horizon be-
yond liberalism.”190 And that Schmitt proceeded to do; in the 1933 
edition, which was published after Hitler’s victory but suppressed 
after the war (subsequent editions of the book were reprints of the 
1932 edition), Schmitt endorsed National Socialism, made his anti- 
Semitism more explicit, and phrased the conflict between friend 
and enemy in clearly racial terms.191 (There is a very disturbing iro-
ny in a Jewish intellectual’s penetrating criticisms convincing and 
encouraging a German intellectual to become an avid Nazi and the 
“foremost Nazi jurist”192 of the Third Reich.)

For Schmitt, as for Marx and Engels, free trade was not a peace-
ful alternative to war, but merely a cover for a more brutal form of 
exploitation. “The concept of humanity is an especially useful ideo-
logical instrument of imperialist expansion, and in its ethical-hu-
manitarian form it is a specific vehicle of economic imperialism.”193 
Liberal conceptions of universal human rights were rejected as in-
compatible with his distinction between friend and enemy:

Humanity is not a political concept, and no political entity or 
society and no status corresponds to it. The eighteenth- centu-
ry humanitarian concept of humanity was a polemical denial of 
the then existing aristocratic-feudal system and the privileges 
accompanying it. Humanity according to natural law and liber-
al-individualistic doctrines is a universal, i.e.,
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all-embracing, social ideal, a system of relations between indi-
viduals. This materializes only when the real possibility of war 
is precluded and every friend and enemy grouping becomes 
impossible. In this universal society there would no longer be 
nations in the form of political entities, no class struggles, and 
no enemy groupings.194

Not for him any appeals to liberal ideas such as universal human 
rights, or toleration, or freedom of speech, trade, and travel.

All liberal pathos turns against repression and lack of freedom. Ev-
ery encroachment, every threat to individual freedom and private 
property and free competition is called repression and is eo ipso evil. 
What this liberalism still admits of state, government, and politics is 
confined to securing the condi- tions for liberty and eliminating in-
fringements on freedom.

We thus arrive at an entire system of demilitarized and depoliti-
cized concepts.195

A “demilitarized and depoliticized” world meant also, for Schmitt 
(and for Strauss, Jünger, and others of that tradition), a world of 
unseriousness, of mere “entertainment.” A truly human world is a 
politicized world, and “the political is the most intense and extreme 
antagonism, and every concrete antagonism becomes that much 
more political the closer it approaches the most extreme point, that 
of the friend-enemy grouping.”196 Whether the enemy is external 
or internal, it is the focal point of life for both right and left. Titan-
ic and heroic forces must be pitted against each other in a strug-
gle worthier, higher, more noble than the life of “enter- tainment,” 
of business, of trade, of family, of love, all of which are unserious 
compared to “the political.” To live the serious political life, peaceful 
cooperation, toleration, and the plurality of lives lived “from the in-
side”—all the values of liberalism—must be suppressed and social 
forces must be focused on defeating the enemy.
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The Ideas of 1914

“We stand in the memory of the dead who are holy to us, and we believe ourselves entrusted with 

the true and spiritual welfare of our people. We stand for what will be and for what has been. 

Though force without and barbarity within conglomerate in somber clouds, yet so long as the 

blade of a sword will strike a spark in the night may it be said: Germany lives and Germany 

shall never go under!”                                                               	—Ernst Jünger197

The intellectual movement of which Schmitt was such an important fig-
ure included many others who were deeply influenced by “The Ideas of 
1914,” a celebration of the year that Europe plunged into mass hysteria 
and millions were killed.198 The experience of the war had an enormous 
influence worldwide, not only in political matters (centralizing govern-
ment power in the United States, for example), but in creating a cult of 
conflict, regimentation, and war. Ernst Jünger’s brilliant work The Storm 
of Steel was an espe- cially significant work in that tradition. ( Jünger was 
also a close correspondent of Schmitt; they carried on an intense ex-
change of letters for over fifty years.199)

Jünger, like his friend and correspondent Schmitt, was an intel- 
lectually powerful figure who influenced both right and left against 
libertarian values and ideas.200 His account of his experiences as a 
storm trooper in World War I was a popular statement of “The Ideas 
of 1914,” notably its militaristic collectivism. In The Storm

of Steel, Jünger glorified struggle and conflict through war. The 
implicit contrast was the boredom, the sheer pointlessness, the lack 
of seriousness of life at peace, of making things and selling and buy-
ing them, of going to concerts and plays, laboratories and art galler-
ies, of pursuing scientific knowledge, of enjoying a good beer with 
good friends. The bourgeois life was dull, whereas the life of strug-
gle, of violent death, of war was the only condition under which one 
could truly live.
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And if it be objected that we belong to a time of crude force our 
answer is: We stood with our feet in mud and blood, yet our fac-
es were turned to things of exalted worth. And not one of that 
countless number who fell in our attacks fell for nothing. Each 
one fulfilled his own resolve...

When once it is no longer possible to understand how a man 
gives his life for his country—and the time will come—then all is 
over with that faith also, and the idea of the Fatherland is dead; 
and then, perhaps, we shall be envied, as we envy the saints 
their inward and irresistible strength.201

That was how Jünger and many others saw the war, but that was 
probably not how it was seen by millions of other soldiers who 
drowned in the sucking mud, whose lungs were burned by mus-
tard gas and who died coughing out gobbets of blood, who never 
saw again their wives, their children, their sweethearts, and friends. 
Erich Maria Remarque, who wrote All Quiet on the Western Front, 
described the war quite differently. Jünger was celerated, but Re-
marque’s works were burned by the National Socialists and his sis-
ter was beheaded under orders of a National Socialist “judge” of the 
“Volksgerichtshof ” (“People’s Court”) who was reported to have 
declared, “Your brother has escaped us, but you will not.”202
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Jünger was no mere artist, but through his aesthetic apprecia- tion 
of violence, conflict, and regimentation an active promoter of total-
itarian dictatorship. As he wrote on behalf of dictatorship,

The genuine revolution has certainly not yet happened. It marches inexo-

rably onward. It is no reaction, but rather an actual revolution with all its 

characteristics and manifesta- tions. Its idea is that of the Folk, honed to as 

yet unknown sharpness; its banner is the swastika; its outward expression 

the concentration of the will in a single point—dictatorship! The dictator-

ship will replace word with deed, ink with blood, the phrase with sacrifice, 

the pen with the sword.203

“Total Mobilization” as a concept was introduced by Jünger in 
his 1930 essay and excited Germany’s anti-liberal collectivists (Mar-
tin Heidegger among them) as a vision of technologically enabled 
collectivism. He praised “the increasing curtailment of ‘individual 
liberty,’ a privilege that, to be sure, has always been questionable,” 
marveled at how in the Soviet Union “for the first time, the Russian 
‘five-year plan’ presented the world with an at- tempt to channel 
the collective energies of a great empire into a single current,” and 
referred to “Total Mobilization” as “merely an intimation of that 
higher mobilization that the age is discharging upon us.”204

The choice of dictatorship, of anything but liberalism, shows the 
deep affinity of the rival forms of collectivism. Jünger reminisced 
late in life about his early pro-Soviet attitudes (before working 
for the Third Reich); of the Soviet Union, he said,

I was very interested in the plan, the idea of the plan. I told 
myself: granted, they have no constitution, but they do have a 
plan. This may be an excellent thing.205
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It is worth contrasting the appreciation of collectivism by Jünger 
and his circles to the very different response of the Russian writer 
Vasily Grossman, who grew up under the regimentation of Soviet 
collectivism and came to reject it; he saw clearly the underlying 
sameness of fascism, national socialism, and communism. Gross-
man was a writer for Red Star, the Red Army newspaper, and the 
first person to write an account of the liberation of one of the Third 
Reich’s death camps, Treblinka. Grossman, who had never lived in a 
free society, came to understand and to yearn for liberty. His novel 
Life and Fate was not published in his lifetime; it (along with the 
typewriter ribbon with which it was typed) was seized by the KGB 
upon completion. In Life and Fate, in the midst of the war between 
the Third Reich and the Soviet Union, Red Army Colonel Pyotr Pav-
lovich Novikov inspects the soldiers assembled under his command 
and realizes,

Human groupings have one main purpose: to assert everyone’s 
right to be different, to be special, to think, feel, and live in his 
or her own way. People join together in order to win or defend 
this right. But this is where a terrible, fateful error is born: the 
belief that these groupings in the name of a race, a God, a party, 
or a State are the very purpose of life and not simply a means to 
an end. No! The only true and lasting meaning of the struggle 
for life lies in the individual, in his modest peculiarities and in his 
right to those peculiarities.206

Such “modest peculiarities” provide no inspiration to the collec- 
tivist ideologues of left and right, who are intent on enlisting and 
regimenting the rest of us in their greater causes and struggles.
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Jünger’s influence continues. One can hear his voice quite dis- tinct-
ly in the writings of New York Times neo-conservative writer David 
Brooks. In a column of August 23, 2010, titled “A Case of Mental 
Courage,” Brooks quotes the novelist Fanny Burney’s description of 
the gruesome experience of a mastectomy with- out anesthesia (“I 
then felt the Knife rackling against the breast bone—scraping it! This 
performed while I yet remained in utterly speechless torture.”) and 
praises the very experience of it and her “heroism” in recounting 
it in every detail (“an arduous but neces- sary ordeal if she hoped 
to be a person of character and courage”). Brooks echoes Jünger’s 
influential 1934 essay “On Pain,” which dismissed the advances of 
the Enlightenment and stated “with some certainty that the world 
of the self-gratifying and self-critical individual is over and that its 
system of values, if no doubt still widespread, has been overthrown 
in all decisive points or refuted by its own consequences.”207

According to Brooks, “Heroism exists not only on the battle- field 
or in public but also inside the head, in the ability to face unpleasant 
thoughts.” Moreover, echoing Schmitt, Jünger, and Strauss, Brooks 
bemoans liberal capitalism: “There’s less talk of sin and frailty these 
days. Capitalism has also undermined this ethos. In the media com-
petition for eyeballs, everyone is rewarded for producing enjoyable 
and affirming content.” Life has been reduced to merely “enjoyable 
and affirming” content and lacks the “heroic,” themes that echo the 
complaints of Strauss and Schmitt that free societies lack serious-
ness. Brooks, also an eager champion of going to war in Iraq, in 
his writings offers an aesthetic expression of the call of his fellow 
neo-conservatives Robert Kagan and William Kristol to “restore a 
sense of the heroic” to the United States by using its military power 
to “contain or destroy many of the world’s monsters.”208
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That a nation may be great without war, without violence, with- 
out antagonism, through the protection of the rights of individuals 
to the peaceful enjoyment of their modest peculiarities is simply 
unthinkable for the inheritors of the tradition of collectivism. For 
them, life without heroic struggles is life without seriousness, life 
without meaning. That aesthetic valorization of war provided the 
fuel that consumed the lives of millions.

Wars Are Not Inevitable

“Soon there will be no poor so foolish as to go to war; not because it has become 
unprofitable, for it has never been profitable; but because social consciousness has 
been developed by the teachings of the great libertarians, who have always stood 
for peace. Liberty leads to peace, while authority leads to war. Lovers of liberty 
are willing to compare the lives of those who stood for liberty with those who 
have stood for authority, of those who have tried to save with those who have tried 
to destroy.”                                                    —Charles T. Sprading 209

In 1913, shortly before a fantastically deadly and destructive war 
broke out in Europe, an American libertarian pre-empted the com- 
ing rhetoric of Woodrow Wilson, the US president who took the 
United States into what he called a “war to end all wars.” Charles T. 
Sprading asked,

How is war to be stopped? By going to war? Is bloodshed to be 
stopped by the shedding of blood? No; the way to stop war is to 
stop going to war.210
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The voices of the libertarians of the day were not heeded and mil-
lions paid with their lives. The tide had turned against liberty, as 
the libertarian journalist E. L. Godkin had warned at the turn of the 
century:

Only a remnant, old men for the most part, still uphold the Lib-
eral doctrine, and when they are gone, it will have no champi-
ons The old fallacy of divine right has once more asserted its 
ruinous power, and before it is again repudiated there must be 
international struggles on a terrific scale.211

Godkin was right about the short term and Sprading was wrong. 
But both of them saw a longer term that promised peace. The tide 
has turned again toward the ideas of liberty. Libertarians on every 
continent are working for a world of peace and freedom of thought, 
speech, worship, love, association, travel, work, and trade. The 
growth of a global economy has diminished the incentives for war 
and increased the chances for peace.

It is up to us to repudiate, once and for all, the modern theories 
of the “divine right” of rulers, statesmen, and warlords to dispose of 
the lives of others. It is time, in the words of Colonel Pyotr Pavlov-
ich Novikov, “to assert everyone’s right to be different, to be spe-
cial, to think, feel, and live in his or her own way,” and to realize a 
world in which all enjoy liberty and peace.
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The Art of  War
By Sarah Skwire

How does literature and poetry allow us to see what is otherwise 
hidden from view in war? What advantage does the poet have 
compared to the statistician, the historian, and the journalist 
in helping us to understand war? Sarah Skwire is the author of 
the college writing textbook Writing with a Thesis, currently in 
its eleventh edition, and has won prizes for her poetry, which 
has appeared in The New Criterion, The Oxford Magazine, and 
the Vocabula Review, among other places. She is a fellow at the 
Liberty Fund.

Nearly lost amid the grand historical events and the epic characters 
of Shakespeare’s Henry V is the unnamed child known simply, in the 
list of characters, as “Boy.” He hangs out with Hal’s former compan-
ions as they prepare to serve in a war against France begun by their 
old friend who is now the king. We scarcely notice the boy’s small 
part in the play until, towards the end of Act 4, he helps the comic 
character Pistol by translating some French, and then turns to tell 
the audience, “I must stay with the lackeys, with the luggage of our 
camp: the French might have a good prey of us, if he knew of it; for 
there is none to guard it but boys.”
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And that is the last that we hear from the boy, for the French do 
know of it. The boys guarding the luggage are slaughtered, and this 
“arrant piece of knavery” is one more bloody moment in a play that 
is preoccupied with weighing the balance between the glories and 
horrors of war.

But why would Shakespeare take the time to do this? Why pause 
in the middle of the Battle of Agincourt, for heaven’s sake, to give an 
extra speech to a nameless child who is about to die?

The answer, I think, is that we need the story of the boy, and 
our horrified response to it, as a vaccine against Falstaff ’s callous 
attitude towards his soldiers in I Henry IV. “Tut, tut, good enough 
to toss; food for powder, food for powder. They’ll fill a pit as well as 
better. Tush, man, mortal men, mortal men.” The answer, I think, is 
that Shakespeare understood that one of the most pow- erful things 
literature can do—amid the totalizing, anonymizing experience of 
war—is to help us hear the voice of the individual. And it is that ca-
pability that makes literature so valuable for clas- sical liberals who 
want to study and understand war in order to eliminate it.

That war anonymizes us is not a new assertion. Orwell knew 
it well, and in his novel 1984, which portrays a world that has “al-
ways been at war,” we see a whole new social order created to aid 
in that anonymizing. Men and women are discouraged from form-
ing intimate relationships. All activities are group activities. There is 
constant surveillance, and a disallowing of any private space, or any 
personalized possessions, all intended to create interchangeable 
units out of individual humans.
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When Vaclav Havel writes of a post-totalitarian state that has moved 
from violence into a grim and settled acceptance of its op- pressive 
government he could just as easily be describing a state at war: “Be-
tween the aims of the post-totalitarian system and the aims of life 
there is a yawning abyss: while life, in its essence, moves toward 
plurality, diversity, independent self-constitution, and self- orga-
nization, in short, toward the fulfillment of its own freedom, the 
post-totalitarian system demands conformity, uniformity, and dis-
cipline. This system serves people only to the extent necessary to 
ensure that people will serve it. Anything beyond this, that is to say, 
anything which leads people to overstep their predetermined roles 
is regarded by the system as an attack upon itself.”

Against this anonymizing and destructive force of war and of the 
state at war, we have the voice of the writer.

Mark Twain uses this power in The War Prayer when his heav-
enly prophet reminds the assembled congregation that their prayer 
for victory is also a prayer for others’ destruction:

O Lord our God, help us tear their soldiers to bloody shreds with 
our shells; help us to cover their smiling fields with the pale 
forms of their patriot dead; help us to drown the thunder of the 
guns with the shrieks of their wounded, writhing in pain; help us 
to lay waste their humble homes with a hurricane of fire; help 
us to wring the hearts of their unoffending widows with unavail-
ing grief; help us to turn them out roofless with their little chil-
dren to wander unfriended . . . imploring thee for the refuge of 
the grave and denied it.
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When the enemy is no longer an anonymous mass, it is much hard-
er to shoot at them.

And when one is no longer part of an anonymous mass, it is 
harder to do the shooting. That is why regimentation is so im- por-
tant. Henry Reed’s poem “Easing the Spring,” written during WWII, 
presents us with a class on handling weaponry, where new recruits 
are being molded into soldiers. The droning voice of the drill ser-
geant and the regimentation he is teaching are contrasted with the 
beautiful spring day and the wildness of nature just out- side the 
classroom.

To-day we have naming of parts. Yesterday,
We had daily cleaning. And to-morrow morning, 
We shall have what to do after firing. But to-day, To-day 
we have naming of parts. Japonica
Glistens like coral in all of the neighboring gardens, 
And to-day we have naming of parts.

But of course, the anonymizing of war is sinister not merely be-
cause it takes individuals and turns them into interchangeable, in-
distin- guishable parts. It is what happens to those parts when they 
go to war that is so horrifying.

And it is here where the writer’s voice is most essential, and 
here where the voice of the writer who has been to war is most 
precious.
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One of the greatest of those voices is that of Wilfred Owen, whose 
poems, written on the front during WWI, highlight the anonymity of 
war in order to fight against it. His “Anthem for Doomed Youth” be-
gins with the stark question, “What passing bells for those who die 
as cattle?” and his concern throughout his verse is with the tragedy 
of these individual men, sent to die en masse. The move- ment of 
his most famous poem, “Dulce et Decorum Est” is from a wide angle 
view of a troupe of soldiers marching “Bent double, like old beggars 
under sacks, / Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through 
sludge” to an individualized close-up of one soldier caught without 
a mask during a gas attack.

But someone still was yelling out and stumbling And flound’ring 
like a man in fire or lime.—
Dim through the misty panes and thick green light, As under a 
green sea, I saw him drowning.
In all my dreams before my helpless sight,
He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.

From here, Owen turns to the reader to say, “If you could see 
what I have seen, and hear what I have heard, you would not think 
so much of the glories of war.” And thus, through his art, the anon-
ymous soldier is made individual, and then his death is made pain-
fully personal.
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Yeats does something similar in his poem “Easter 1916” which clos-
es with a catalogue of those lost in the Easter uprising.

I write it out in a verse— 
MacDonagh and MacBride 
And Connolly and Pearse 
Now and in time to be, 
Wherever green is worn,
Are changed, changed utterly:
A terrible beauty is born.

The simple listing of the names of the dead acknowledges that 
lives lost are lives that were lost, not mere body counts. And litera-
ture insists that we attend to those lives and to those voices. What, 
we wonder, was the name of the Boy in Henry V?

While Yeats finds beauty, though a terrible one, in the loss of 
those individuals, Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai finds nothing but de-
spair.

The diameter of the bomb was thirty centimeters
and the diameter of its effective range about seven meters, 
with four dead and eleven wounded.
And around these, in a larger circle
of pain and time, two hospitals are scattered and one graveyard. 
But the young woman who was buried in the city she came from,
at a distance of more than a hundred kilometers, 
enlarges the circle considerably,
and the solitary man mourning her death
at the distant shores of a country far across the sea 
includes the entire world in the circle.
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And I won’t even mention the crying of orphans 
that reaches up to the throne of God and
beyond, making a circle with no end and no God.

Just as Owen’s “Dulce et Decorum Est” focuses in on increas- ingly 
intimate views of a gas attack and then demands that the reader 
consider what it means to him or her, Amichai insists that his read-
ers consider what a small bomb means when we begin to under-
stand the concentric circles of its influence. The bomb may have 
killed only four, but its effects reach “up to the throne of God and 
beyond.”

There is value in studying the large numbers of war. We need to 
know how much we spend, how many soldiers we lose, how many 
civilians are killed. But we also need to remember that the large 
numbers, no matter how much they can tell us, do not tell us every-
thing. To look only at what Amy Lowell referred to as “the pattern 
called a war” obscures the details that make up that pattern and 
allows us to forget about the lives of the individuals who provide 
those details.

Many writers have commented on the feeling of futility that 
arises from being a writer in wartime, when people want news and 
not art. Pablo Neruda offers a famously bitter explanation for why 
he is not writing much, or well, during war time:

You will ask: why doesn’t his poetry 
Speak to us of dreams, of leaves
of the great volcanoes of his native land?
Come and see the blood in the streets, come and see
the blood in the streets, come and see the blood in the streets!
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In time of war, he suggests, what is there to say but “come and see 
the blood in the streets”? And when that is all there is to say, what 
use is poetry?

But Auden reminds us that the writer’s voice can and must be 
used to personalize the blood in the streets and to make it matter. 
It’s not merely blood; it’s someone’s blood. The voice of the indi- vi-
dual must be used to defend the value of the individual against the 
folded lies of war.

All I have is a voice
To undo the folded lie,
The romantic lie in the brain

Of the sensual man-in-the-street 

And the lie of Authority

Whose buildings grope the sky: 

There is no such thing as the State 

And no one exists alone;

Hunger allows no choice 

To the citizen or the police;

We must love one another or die.
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The War Prayer
By Mark Twain

Samuel Langhorne Clemens, better known by his pen name of 
Mark Twain, was one of the greatest writers in American histo-
ry. His books include The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and Adven-
tures of Huckleberry Finn.

It was a time of great and exalting excitement. The country was 
up in arms, the war was on, in every breast burned the holy fire 
of patriotism; the drums were beating, the bands playing, the 
toy pistols popping, the bunched firecrackers hissing and splut-
tering; on every hand and far down the receding and fading 
spread of roofs and balconies a fluttering wilderness of flags 
flashed in the sun; daily the young volunteers marched down 
the wide avenue gay and fine in their new uniforms, the proud 
fathers and moth- ers and sisters and sweethearts cheering 
them with voices choked with happy emotion as they swung 
by; nightly the packed mass meetings listened, panting, to pa-
triot oratory which stirred the deepest deeps of their hearts, 
and which they interrupted at briefest intervals with cyclones 
of applause, the tears running down their cheeks the while; in 
the churches the pastors preached devotion to flag and coun-
try, and invoked the God of Battles beseeching His aid in our 
good cause in outpourings of fervid eloquence which moved 
every listener.
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It was indeed a glad and gracious time, and the half dozen rash spir-
its that ventured to disapprove of the war and cast a doubt upon its 
righteousness straightway got such a stern and angry warning that 
for their personal safety’s sake they quickly shrank out of sight and 
offended no more in that way.

Sunday morning came—next day the battalions would leave for 
the front; the church was filled; the volunteers were there, their 
young faces alight with martial dreams—visions of the stern ad-
vance, the gathering momentum, the rushing charge, the flashing 
sabers, the flight of the foe, the tumult, the enveloping smoke, the 
fierce pursuit, the surrender!

Then home from the war, bronzed heroes, welcomed, adored, 
submerged in golden seas of glory! With the volunteers sat their 
dear ones, proud, happy, and envied by the neighbors and friends 
who had no sons and brothers to send forth to the field of honor, 
there to win for the flag, or, failing, die the noblest of noble deaths. 
The service proceeded; a war chapter from the Old Testament was 
read; the first prayer was said; it was followed by an organ burst 
that shook the building, and with one impulse the house rose, with 
glowing eyes and beating hearts, and poured out that tremendous 
invocation:

God the all-terrible! Thou who ordainest, Thunder thy clarion 
and lightning thy sword!
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Then came the “long” prayer. None could remember the like of it 
for passionate pleading and moving and beautiful language. The 
burden of its supplication was, that an ever-merciful and benignant 
Father of us all would watch over our noble young soldiers, and aid, 
comfort, and encourage them in their patriotic work; bless them, 
shield them in the day of battle and the hour of peril, bear them in 
His mighty hand, make them strong and confident, invincible in the 
bloody onset; help them crush the foe, grant to them and to their 
flag and country imperishable honor and glory—

An aged stranger entered and moved with slow and noiseless 
step up the main aisle, his eyes fixed upon the minister, his long 
body clothed in a robe that reached to his feet, his head bare, his 
white hair descending in a frothy cataract to his shoulders, his seamy 
face unnaturally pale, pale even to ghastliness. With all eyes follow- 
ing him and wondering, he made his silent way; without pausing, 
he ascended to the preacher’s side and stood there waiting. With 
shut lids the preacher, unconscious of his presence, continued his 
moving prayer, and at last finished it with the words, uttered in fer-
vent appeal, “Bless our arms, grant us the victory, O Lord and God, 
Father and Protector of our land and flag!”

The stranger touched his arm, motioned him to step aside— 
which the startled minister did—and took his place. During some 
moments he surveyed the spellbound audience with solemn eyes, 
in which burned an uncanny light; then in a deep voice he said:
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“I come from the Throne—bearing a message from Almighty God!” 
The words smote the house with a shock; if the stranger perceived 
it he gave no attention. “He has heard the prayer of His servant your 
shepherd, and will grant it if such be your desire after I, His messen-
ger, shall have explained to you its import—that is to say, its full im-
port. For it is like unto many of the prayers of men, in that it asks for 
more than he who utters it is aware of—except he pause and think.

“God’s servant and yours has prayed his prayer. Has he paused 
and taken thought? Is it one prayer? No, it is two—one uttered, and 
the other not. Both have reached the ear of Him who heareth all 
supplications, the spoken and the unspoken. Ponder this—keep it in 
mind. If you would beseech a blessing upon yourself, beware! lest 
without intent you invoke a curse upon your neighbor at the same 
time. If you pray for the blessing of rain on your crop which needs it, 
by that act you are possibly praying for a curse on some neighbor’s 
crop which may not need rain and can be injured by it.

“You have heard your servant’s prayer—the uttered part of it. I 
am commissioned by God to put into words the other part of it—
that part which the pastor—and also you in your hearts— fervently 
prayed silently. And ignorantly and unthinkingly? God grant that it 
was so! You heard the words ‘Grant us the victory, O Lord our God!’ 
That is sufficient. The whole of the uttered prayer is compact into 
those pregnant words. Elaborations were not necessary. When you 
have prayed for victory you have prayed for many unmentioned re-
sults which follow victory—must follow it, cannot help but follow it. 
Upon the listening spirit of God fell also the unspoken part of the 
prayer. He commandeth me to put it into words. Listen!
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“Lord our Father, our young patriots, idols of our hearts, go forth 
into battle—be Thou near them! With them—in spirit—we also go 
forth from the sweet peace of our beloved firesides to smite the 
foe. O Lord our God, help us tear their soldiers to bloody shreds 
with our shells; help us to cover their smiling fields with the pale 
forms of their patriot dead; help us to drown the thunder of the 
guns with the shrieks of their wounded, writhing in pain; help us to 
lay waste their humble homes with a hurricane of fire; help us to 
wring the hearts of their unoffending widows with unavailing grief; 
help us to turn them out roofless with their little children to wander 
unfriended in the wastes of their desolated land in rags and hunger 
and thirst, sports of the sun flames of summer and the icy winds 
of winter, broken in spirit, worn with travail, imploring thee for the 
refuge of the grave and denied it—

“For our sakes who adore Thee, Lord, blast their hopes, blight 
their lives, protract their bitter pilgrimmage, make heavy their 
steps, water their way with their tears, stain the white snow with 
the blood of their wounded feet!

“We ask it, in the spirit of love, of Him Who is the Source of Love, 
and Who is the ever-faithful refuge and friend of all that are sore be-
set and seek His aid with humble and contrite hearts. Amen.” (After 
a pause.) “Ye have prayed it; if ye still desire it, speak!

The messenger of the Most High waits.”

It was believed afterward that the man was a lunatic, because 
there was no sense in what he said.
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13

Dulce et Decorum Est
By Wilfred Owen

Wilfred Owen was an English poet and soldier. He was killed 
in action on November 4, 1918, one week before the Armistice 
that ended the First World War was signed.

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge, Till 
on the haunting flares we turned our backs
And towards our distant rest began to trudge. Men marched 
asleep. Many had lost their boots
But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind; Drunk with 
fatigue; deaf even to the hoots
Of tired, outstripped Five-Nines that dropped behind. Gas! Gas! 
Quick, boys!—An ecstasy of fumbling, Fitting the clumsy hel-
mets just in time;
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling, And flound’ring 
like a man in fire or lime . . .
Dim, through the misty panes and thick green light, As under a 
green sea, I saw him drowning.
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In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,
He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning. If in some 
smothering dreams you too could pace Behind the wagon that 
we flung him in, 
And watch the white eyes writhing in his face, His hanging face, 
like a devil’s sick of sin; 
If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood Come gargling from 
the froth-corrupted lungs, Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud
Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,
My friend, you would not tell with such high zest To children 
ardent for some desperate glory,
The old Lie; Dulce et Decorum est Pro patria mori.
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14

Parable of the Old Man and the 
Young
By Wilfred Owen

Wilfred Owen was an English poet and soldier. He was killed 
in action on November 4, 1918, one week before the Armistice 
that ended the First World War was signed.

So Abram rose, and clave the wood, 
And went, And took the fire with him, and a knife.
And as they sojourned both of them together, 
Isaac the first-born spake and said, My Father, 
Behold the preparations, fire and iron,
But where the lamb for this burnt-offering?
Then Abram bound the youth with belts and straps, 
and builded parapets and trenches there,
And stretchèd forth the knife to slay his son. 
When lo! an angel called him out of heaven, 
Saying, Lay not thy hand upon the lad, 
Neither do anything to him. Behold,
A ram, caught in a thicket by its horns; 
Offer the Ram of Pride instead of him.

But the old man would not so, but slew his son, 
And half the seed of Europe, one by one.
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Peace Begins with You
By Cathy Reisenwitz
What can you, the reader of this book, do to make the world 
more peaceful? How can you make a difference? What are the 
steps you can take and what resources are available to you? 
Cathy Reisenwitz is an editor at Young Voices and works with 
Students For Liberty. Her writing on politics and culture has 
appeared in such publications as Forbes, the Chicago Tribune, 
Reason, VICE Motherboard, and the Washington Examiner.

War surrounds us, yet hides itself. Whereas at one time wars had 
discrete beginnings and ends, we now live in a state of perpetu-
al conflict. Because ongoing wars are being waged, not on foreign 
states, but on such abstractions as “drugs” and “terror,” it is not 
possible to know whether victory has ever been won. Terror is a 
tactic and drugs are commodities; they cannot be “defeated” like 
traditional enemies. Thus, the wars against them are perpetual.

Wars destroy lives but also undermine the rule of law and our 
civil liberties, the very institutions that make civil society possible. 
Secret drone programs are used to execute designated targets, 
without any form of trial. Massive spying programs are initiated and 
justified as necessary to prosecute wars on enemies real and imag-
ined. Armed forces deploy to “failed states,” frequently merely de-
stabilizing the local equilibria even more.
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Armed force is used to destabilize political systems and create cha-
os, in order to justify armed intervention and annexation. Local 
“peace officers” are increasingly transformed into military assault 
units who increasingly treat local citizens more like enemies on the 
battlefield.

Add to those instances of state violence the invasions of Iraq 
and Afghanistan, Chechnya, Georgia, and Crimea, the armed con-
flicts in Libya and Syria, Somalia and Darfur, and numerous other 
conflict countries and one realizes that most Millennials have never 
known a time of peace. We have grown up with a world at war, 
whether declared or undeclared, unilateral or multilateral. How can 
we possibly advocate for that unknown ideal: peace?

Yet the general trend over centuries has been away from war. 
The daily lives of ever more people have been more peaceful than 
those of earlier generations. Global commerce and communication, 
the instruments of peace, have brought forth the most globally con-
scious generation yet—true citizens of the world.

The likelihood of dying from violence has declined for most peo-
ple in most places, but campaigns of state-organized violence have 
also become virtually perpetual for the citizens of many coun- tries. 
The victims of such perpetual wars are often hidden from public 
view: innocent bystanders killed in drone strikes; victims of the gang 
and police violence that accompanies prohibition (the “drug war”) 
and lawless “black markets”; combatants and noncom- batants alike 
killed in direct military conflicts; and hardest of all victims for most 
people to see, liberty, limited government, and the rule of law.

So what can our generation do to protect peace? Three steps:
Learn. Amplify. Organize.
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Learn

Those who clamor for war count on an uninformed, complacent, 
trusting populace. Economic fallacies, such as the ruse that wars 
“stimulate the economy,” when combined with misinformation, 
outright deception, and appeals to a false patriotism that demon- 
izes those who dare to ask questions can stampede people into war 
or lull them into complacency about what their governments are 
doing. Mere statements of intention are offered as substitutes for 
reasonable accounts of the likely consequences of the use of armed 
force. The very idea that there might be unintended consequences 

or additional risks is dismissed out of hand. Being informed, un-
der- standing incentives, risks and tradeoffs, digging for the facts, 
and even being suspicious of the intentions of politicians and willing 
to challenge them are all important to the maintenance of peace. 
This book is a good start, but there is much more to be done for 
those who wish to work for peace.

We must educate ourselves on foreign affairs and learn the his-
tory of military interventionism, especially as seen from the per-
spective of its victims. War is a serious matter and demands of us 
our attention to the facts, to the possibility of unintended conse-
quences, to the full costs, and to the likely effects on life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness.

A good place to start, after finishing the essays in this book, is 
with the “Suggestions for Further Reading” at the end of this vol-
ume. For more detailed “policy-oriented” information and analysis, 
an excellent source is www.cato.org/foreign-policy-national-securi-
ty. In countries with open access to the Internet, search engines 
(when coupled with a healthy skepticism about sources) are also 
invalu- able sources of information.
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Amplify

Sometimes, all it takes to induce people to speak up for peace is for 
them to hear someone else do it first. You can be that first person. 
When you hear someone express support for violence, make the 
case for peace and voluntarism. That may be in personal conversa- 
tion (where it’s best to produce reasons, rather than anger, to help 
those around you to think past the slogans and to see the horror, 
the waste, and the suffering caused by violence), or on Facebook or 
other social media, or at public meetings, or via letters to the editor, 
radio call-ins, debates, or articles in your student newspaper. You’ll 
generally find that you’re not alone and that your voice will be am-
plified by the voices of others who would otherwise have remained 
silent.

A key insight of the great peace advocate Frédéric Bastiat was 
that policies of government have not only “seen” effects, but “un-
seen” effects, as well. What did not happen because the politicians 
ordered something done? Jeeps and tanks are built for war, mean-
ing that cars and tractors are not. Jobs are created in armaments 
industries, meaning that they are destroyed in peaceful enterprises. 
Every choice has a cost, something given up, something that doesn’t 
happen, something that’s not seen. War is no different. It’s also a 
choice and all choices entail costs. Helping people to appreciate the 
costs, to see the “unseen,” is a great step toward undercutting fool-
ish and reckless moves toward war.
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You can express your views to elected representatives if you live in a 
country with at least some degree of responsive government. Each 
well-stated personalized communication tells the politician that a 
lot more people think as you do. They generally pay atten- tion to 
such communications, far more than most people think. (Angry de-
nunciations tend to be ignored.)

If you see online articles or studies that you think make good 
arguments for peace, you should share them via Twitter, Facebook, 
VK, your blog, or other media. When others comment on them, 
you should respond rationally and help to engage both their minds 
and their hearts for peace. In every interaction, it’s best to be per-
suasive, rather than angry. It’s best to convince, rather than to de-
nounce. The point is not to vent our anger, but to convince others 
to join us on the road to peace.

In short, you can share your enthusiasm for peace, love, and lib-
erty. (In fact, you can get more copies of this book and share them 
with family members, friends, or classmates—even, if you’re feeling 
a bit bold, with professors.)
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Organize

If you’re in college, find a Students For Liberty chapter and become 
active. It’s easy; it’s rewarding; and you’ll meet friends who share 
your commitment to peace, love, and liberty. You can find out how 
to join a chapter or start a chapter at studentsforliberty.org. Or 
check out the Atlas Network Global Directory (http://AtlasNetwork.
org/) to find organizations that stand up for the reforms that create 
peaceful societies.

Then, start organizing for peace. Others are doing it and so can 
you. Here are just a few recent examples, drawn from the United 
States (where I live) and elsewhere:

In October 2012, the Michigan State University College Liber-
tarians created a Civil Liberties graveyard. They created fake tomb-
stones, each representing a freedom (“privacy,” “free speech,” “ha-
beas corpus,” and “religious freedom”) that has fallen or is likely to 
fall victim to war. They placed the tombstones at a main campus 
intersection, where they were sure to attract atten- tion. There they 
handed out educational material and recruited new members to 
their group.

In March 2012, the Slippery Rock University Young Americans 
for Liberty helped students to understand the magnitude of US 
fatalities in the Iraq and Afghanistan wars during their “Decade of 
War” event on campus. They filled the quad with US flags, each 
one representing two American fatalities in the last decade of war. 
They also constructed a “Free Speech Wall” located among the flags 
for students to share their thoughts on war. Thousands upon thou-
sands of students walked by the display every day for a week.
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The event enabled the group to talk to fellow students about the 
implications of the wars as well as introduce them to their club by 
tabling in front of the display and handing out literature on liberty.

In April 2013, the University of Florida College Libertarians or-
ganized an “Anti-Drone Week of Action.” It brought together groups 
from across the political spectrum to protest the govern- ment’s use 
of drones, as well as decisions made by the university that promot-
ed the militarized use of drones. They also created a free speech 
wall featuring a painting of a missile-bearing drone and set out ta-
bles on high traffic areas of campus featuring a “Pin the Drone on 
the Warzone” display that allowed students to see where drones 
are being deployed.

In March 2014, attendees at the European Students For Liber-
ty conference in Berlin marched to the Russian Embassy to protest 
the Kremlin’s invasion of Ukraine and the ongoing annexation of 
Crimea. The group included students from both Russia and Ukraine 
who were united in opposing the armed invasion of one country by 
another.

In countries where speech is more thoroughly controlled or 
sup- pressed by governments, such work may be harder to carry 
out, but students for peace still manage to make their voices heard. 
In Russia, Students For Liberty activists marched in Moscow, St. Pe-
tersburg, and other cities against intervening militarily in Ukraine 
(and were arrested for their bravery).
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In India and Pakistan, Students For Liberty have promoted freedom 
of trade to substitute peace and friendship for the wars, skirmish-
es, and hostility that have characterized too much of their history. 
Members of Students For Liberty in Africa have worked to promote 
civil peace in a number of countries that have suffered from violent 
conflict. The same is true in Latin America, where Students For Lib-
erty activists in Venezuela, Guatemala, El Salvador, and elsewhere 
are working for peace.

The fact is that you—the person reading this essay—can make a 
difference. You can join others and actively promote peace. If there 
is not currently a group or a movement to join, you can start one. 
Each group and each movement was started by someone. Let that 
someone be you.

Make the Difference: Choose Peace

You’ve educated yourself by reading this book. There’s more you can 
learn, of course, but you’ve already taken a huge step toward peace. 
You have an educated voice that you can deploy for peace. Let your 
voice be heard and you’ll find that you’re not alone, that others will 
join their voices to yours and amplify the message of peace. Orga-
nize with others to demonstrate your support for peace. When you 
are old and gray, will you be able to say, “I took my stand for peace”?
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Suggestions for
Further Reading

Because war has played such a central role in human history, there 
is a vast literature on the topic, celebrating, describing, and con-
demning it. The footnotes in this volume offer guides to ad- ditional 
reading and study. What follow are a few of the more important ti-
tles that consider the issues of war and peace from the perspective 
of those who prize liberty, voluntary cooperative activity, and mu-
tual prosperity over submission, command, and glorious violence.

“The Law,” “The State,” and Other Political Writings, 1843–
1850, by Frédéric Bastiat (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2012), in-
cludes powerful writings on the nature of war, plunder, and statism 
by one of the greatest economic writers of the nineteenth century. 
Bastiat explains how government can become predatory and de-
structive, rather than protective. (Other works by Bastiat, including 
other works in the Liberty Fund series, also are worth reading.)

The Libertarian Reader: Classic and Contemporary Writings 
from Lao Tzu to Milton Friedman, ed. by David Boaz (New York: 
The Free Press, 1997; updated edition forthcoming 2015), offers 
not only an overview of libertarian thought from ancient to modern 
times, but a well organized section on “Peace and International Har-
mony” that includes classic essays on peace.
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Depression, War, and Cold War: Studies in Political Economy, by 
Robert Higgs (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), offers a thor-
ough and evidence-based debunking of the myth that the Second 
World War “got the economy out of depression” and provides care-
ful studies of the political and economic impact of war and of the 
role of defense contractors in formulation of public policy, among 
other topics.

On War and Morality, by Robert Holmes (Princeton; Princeton 
University Press, 1989), offers a useful look at the moral issues in-
volved in war and challenges us to think through the full con- se-
quences of waging war.

Terror, Security, and Money: Balancing the Risks, Benefits, and 
Costs of Homeland Security, by John Mueller and Mark G. Stewart 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), offers a different (and more 
rational) approach to considering risks and responses. This book is 
especially useful as a guide to cost-benefit analysis and rational risk 
management.

A History of Force: Exploring the worldwide movement against 
habits of coercion, bloodshed, and mayhem by James L. Payne 
(Sandpoint, Idaho: Lytton Publishing Co., 2004), offers a pioneering 
look at the ways in which violence and brutality have been replaced 
over time by cooperation and civil society.
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The Better Angels of Our Nature: A History of Violence and Hu-
manity by Steven Pinker (London: Penguin Books, 2011), provides 
data and analysis on “The Long Peace” and compares possible ex-
planations of the decline in violence. Pinker combines statistics on 
violence, social history, political theory, and psychology into a schol-
arly tour de force of great importance.

“The Conquest of the United States by Spain” by William Gra-
ham Sumner (1898) (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2013), offers the 
clas- sic statement of the contrast between a republic and an em-
pire.

There is a vast and growing online library of classic works in the 
classical liberal/libertarian tradition in the Online Library of Liberty, 
at http://oll.libertyfund.org.
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