


























































































































































































































































































































































1 64 THE SHORTEST HISTORY OF WAR 

It wasn't until January, 1992, in a meeting chaired by Fidel 

Castro in Havana, Cuba, that I learned that 162 nuclear war­

heads including 90 tactical warheads were on the island at 

this critical moment of the crisis. I couldn't believe what I 

was hearing, and ... I said, ' . . .  Mr President [Castro) , I have 

three questions to you. Number one, did you know the 

nuclear warheads were there ? Number two, if you did, 

would you have recommended to Khrushchev in the face 

of a US attack that he use them? Number three, if he used 

them, what would have happened to Cuba?' 

He said, 'Number one, I knew they were there. Number 

two ... I did recommend to Khrushchev that they be used. 

Number three, what would have happened to Cuba? It 

would have been totally destroyed.' 

That's how close we were ... and he went on to say, 'Mr 

McNamara, if you and President Kennedy had been in a 

similar situation, that's what you would have done.' I said, 

'Mr President, I hope to God we would not have done it. 

Pull the temple down on our own heads ? My God! '  

Robert McNamara, from The Fog ofU/ar'3 

Threatening to pull the temple down on your own head and every­
body else's is the very essence of nuclear deterrence, but there is a 
measure of reassurance to be had from these events. The Cuban 
crisis demonstrated that the penalties for miscalculation in a 
nuclear confrontation are so huge that political leaders become 
extremely cautious and conservative in their actions; people do 
recognize the difference between simulation and reality. 

On the other hand, it also demonstrated that intelligence 
will always be imperfect and that seemingly rational decisions 
may actually be fatal. If the United States had invaded Cuba 
to deal with the missiles before they were operational (as it 
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thought) , its Marines would have been obliterated on the 
beaches by tactical nuclear missiles launched by local Soviet 
commanders who had been pre-authorised to act without ref­
erence back to Moscow, and World War III would have begun. 
President Kennedy later estimated that the chance of the Cuban 
crisis ending in a nuclear war was one in three. '4 

The Cuban Missile Crisis ought to have ended for good the 
notion of a limited nuclear war in American strategic circles : 
nobody seriously considered 'signalling their resolve' with a 
few selective nuclear strikes when they were immersed in a 

real crisis. Nevertheless, the next twenty years of American 
nuclear war policy were largely dominated by the continu­
ing split between the believers who wanted to make nuclear 
weapons usable in limited wars and those who had finally lost 
the faith. 

CAMP ONE 
No lessons to be 
learned from the 
Cuba Missile Crisis. 
Limited Nuclear 
War is possible: a 
tactical first strike 
guarantees the 
surrender of an 
enemy unwil l ing 
to endanger its 
population in the 
escalation. 

Engineers or Soldiers? 

CAMP TWO 
Limited Nuclear 

War is a mirage: 
there are too 

many unknowns. 
The Cuba crisis 

proved intel l igence 
is imperfect and 

that the enemy is 
not predictable. 
Minimum Deter­

rence is therefore 
the only sane 

option. 

By the early 1980s US doctrine for fighting a nuclear war 
had become a structure of such baroque and self-referential 
complexity that it had only a distant relationship with the real 
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world. It was almost as separated from reality as the missile 

crews who sat the long watches underground in their reinforced 
concrete command bunkers. 

Q How would you feel if you ever had to do it for real ? 

A. Well, we' re trained so highly in our recurrent training that 

we take every month ... that if we actually had to launch the 

missiles, it would be an almost automatic thing. 

Q You wouldn't be thinking about it at the time ? 

A. There wouldn't be time for any reflection until after we 

turned the keys ... 

Q Would there be reflection then, do you think? 

A. I should think so, yes. 

Conversation with Minuteman ICBM crew commander, 

Whiteman Air Force Base, 1982 

As late as 1945 the bomber 
crews could see the cities 
burning beneath them 
(though not the people), but 

a Minuteman launch crew 
never sees its targets, which 
are 6,ooo miles away. The 
young man quoted above 
wore a label on his pocket 

Minuteman crew member during that said 'combat crew; and 
'personnel reliability' testing he would probably have been 

killed if there had been an 'exchange' of nuclear-tipped ballistic 
missiles, but he was not a warrior. His job, in practice, closely 
resembled that of the duty engineer at a nuclear power plant, 
and he passed the long hours of his watch working on a corre­
spondence course for an MBA. Not a lot like your average 
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infantryman - but then nuclear war is not really a military 
enterprise in any recognizable sense. 

Star T#trs 
By the early 1980s, the five 
nuclear powers had accumu­

lated a total of over 2,500 

land-based ballistic missiles, 
well over a thousand subma­
rine-launched ballistic mis­
siles, and thousands of aircraft 
capable of carrying nuclear 
bombs, plus land-, sea- and air­
launched cruise missiles and a wide range of 'battlefield' nuclear 

weapons. There were more than 50,000 nuclear warheads in 
the world - and then President Ronald Reagan introduced the 
concept of the Strategic Defense Initiative ('Star Wars'). 

The promoters of Star Wars never believed that it could 
completely shield the United States from a nuclear attack, for 
Bernard Brodie's 1946 observation remained true: all air (and 
space) defence operates on the principle of attrition, which 
means that some portion of the attacking weapons will always 

get through. If they are nuclear weapons, even a very small frac­
tion is too many. But space-based US defences might eventu­
ally be able to cope with a ragged retaliatory strike if the Soviet 
Union had already been devastated by a largely successful 
American first strike. 

President Reagan himself never realised what the people 
who sold him on the Star Wars concept were really after. It 
wasn't blanket national protection against nuclear attack, 
but a partial defence for the missile fields and other strategic 
installations from which the United States might one day try 
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to wage and win a limited nuclear war. It was the same old 
game they had been playing for twenty years, but they appealed 
to his genuine aversion to nuclear weapons, and he fell for it 
because of his longing for a magical release from the threat 
of nuclear war. The Russian leadership understood very well 

what Reagan's secretary of defence, Caspar Weinberger, and 
the Cold Warriors around him were up to, and they were not 
happy about it. 

On the face of it, laymen may find it even attractive as [Pres­

ident Reagan] speaks about what seem to be defensive meas­

ures ... In fact the strategic offensive forces of the United 

States will continue to be developed and upgraded at full tilt 

[with the aim] of acquiring a first nuclear strike capability . . .  

[It is] a bid to disarm the Soviet Union. 

Soviet leader Yuri Andropov, 19831' 

End of Evil Empire 
The Cold War never quite turned hot. Promising changes 
began in the Soviet Union after the death of long-ruling 

dictator Leonid Brezhnev in 1982., and by 1985  a radical 
reformer called Mikhail Gorbachev came to power. Ronald 
Reagan's desire to end the threat of nuclear war was equally 
genuine, and at the Reykjavik summit in 1986 he horrified his 
advisors by proposing that both countries get rid of all their 
ballistic missiles. Basing nuclear deterrence only on relatively 
slow-moving bombers and cruise missiles would make the 
world a safer place, he argued. 

That particular initiative was shot down by both men's 
advisers, but on Gorbachev's first visit to the US in 1987, the 
two men signed the Intermediate Nuclear Forces treaty, ending 
the panic over the introduction of a new generation of nuclear 
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missiles in Europe. By the time Reagan visited Moscow in June, 
1988, he declared that 'of course' the Cold War was over, and 
that his 'evil empire' talk was from 'another time.' Even before 
the fall of the Berlin Wall in the following year, the United 
States and the Soviet Union had ceased to be strategic 
adversaries. 

Reagan and Gorbachev meet for the first time in Geneva, November 1985  

So the first longmilitaryconfrontation between two nuclear­
armed powers ended peacefully, but it offered no guaral}tees for 
the future. It could have been just forty years of dumb luck, for 
it came close to the actual use of nuclear weapons several times, 
and new technologies continually unleashed new instabilities 
into the system. 

Moreover, only at the very end did everyone find out what 
would have happened if all those weapons had ever been used. 
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Nuclear Winter 

We have, by slow and imperceptible steps, been construct­

ing a Doomsday Machine. Until recently and then, only by 
accident - no one even noticed. And we have distributed its 

triggers all over the Northern Hemisphere. 

Carl Sagan'6 

In 1971  a small group of scientists who had gathered to analyse 

Mariner 9's observations of Mars found that the entire planet 
was covered by an immense dust storm that lasted three months. 
With nothing better to do, they passed the time by calculating 
how such a long-lasting dust cloud would alter conditions on 
the Martian surface. Answer: it would lower the ground tem­
perature drastically. 

The dust storm was still raging, so they then examined 
meteorological records to see if exploding volcanoes here on 
Earth (which boost relatively small amounts of dust into the 
upper atmosphere) produced similar effects. Every time a major 
volcano has gone off, they found, there has been a small drop in 
the average global temperature lasting a year or more. 

This was interesting - and the surface of Mars was still 
obscured - so they went on to examine the consequences of 
stray asteroids colliding with the earth and blasting vast quanti­
ties of dust into the atmosphere. That had happened numerous 
times in the long past and there was evidence that at least one of 
these collisions resulted in temporary but huge climate changes 
that caused mass extinctions ofliving things. 

Then the dust storm on Mars ended, they analysed Mariner 
9 's data, and they went their separate ways. But they stayed in 
touch (they called themselves the TTAPS, after the first letters 
of their last names) and kept working on the new problem they 
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had stumbled on. Twelve years later, in 1983, they published 
their results. 

A major nuclear exchange, the TTAPS group concluded, 
would cover at least the northern hemisphere, and perhaps the 
entire planet, with a pall of smoke and dust that would plm1ge 
the surface into virtual darkness for up to six months. In the 
continental interiors, the surface temperature would drop by 
up to 40 degrees C (below the freezing point in any season) 
for a similar period. And when enough of the dust and soot 
particles drifted down from the stratosphere to let the sun's 
light back in, the destruction of the ozone layer by thermonu­
clear fireballs would let two or three times as much ultraviolet 
light reach the surface, causing blindness or lethal sunburn in 
exposed humans. '7 

Everybody already knew that a major nuclear war would 
instantly kill several hundred million people in the NATO and 
Warsaw Pact countries and destroy most of the world's industry 
and its artistic, scientific, and architectural heritage. Fallout and 
the disruption of northern hemisphere agriculture would cause 
hundreds of millions more deaths from fan1ine and disease in the 
aftermath. But the prospect of a 'nuclear winter' was much worse. 

Now we knew that the cold and the dark would persist 
worldwide for half a year after a major nuclear war, killing off 
entire species of animals and plants already weakened by high 
doses of radioactivity - and that when the gloom finally cleared, 
ultraviolet radiation, starvation, and disease would account for 
many others. In April 1983, a symposium of forty distinguished 
biologists concluded: 

Species extinction could be expected for most tropical plants 

and animals, and for most terrestrial vertebrates of north 

temperate regions, a large number of plants, and numerous 
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freshwater and some marine organisms ... It is clear that the 
ecosystem effects alone resulting from a large-scale thermo­
nuclear war could be enough ro destroy the current civiliza­
tion in at least the Northern Hemisphere. Coupled with the 
direct casualties of perhaps two billion people, the combined 
intermediate and long-term effects of nuclear war suggest 
that eventually there might be no human survivors in the 
Northern Hemisphere ... 

In almost any realistic case involving nuclear exchanges 
between the superpowers, global environmental changes suf­
ficient ro cause an extinction event equal ro or more severe 
than that at the close of the Cretaceous when the dinosaurs 
and many other species died our are likely. In that event, the 
possibility of the extinction of Homo Sapiens cannot be 
excluded. 

Paul R. Ehrlich et al. , 'The Long-Term Biological Conse­
quences of Nuclear War: Science, vol. 2:1.2 

How many nuclear weapons would be needed to produce these 
effects ? It depends what kind of war you are fighting. If it's the 
sort of 'limited' nuclear war, beloved of the theorists, where 
each side only attacks the other side's airfields, missile silos, etc., 
and avoids cities, quite a lot. It would take up to two or three 
thousand high-yield ground-bursts to produce a nuclear winter. 
But the total nuclear weapons stockpile of the United States 
and the Soviet Union in the mid-r98os was about thirteen 
thousand megatons, which was ample to fight that kind of war. 

The threshold is much lower for a war in which cities are 
hit, because the millions of tons of soot given off by burning 
cities would be a very powerful screening agent. As few as one 
hundred one-megaton airbursts over one hundred cities could 
be too much'9• Even India and Pakistan are approaching that 
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threshold, and it is unrealistic to imagine that cities would 
really be spared in a nuclear war: too many of the vital leader­
ship, command and control, and industrial targets are embed­
ded in them. Cities would be struck, and they would burn. 

There was a great deal of research done oh 'nuclear winter' 
in the later 1980s, and the hypothesis held up despite major 
official efforts to discredit it. In 1990 the TTAPS group sum­
marised the research in Science10, and reported that 'the basic 
physics of nuclear winter has been reaffirmed through several 
authoritative international technical assessments and numer­
ous individual scientific investigations.' Little further research 
has been done on nuclear winter since 1990, due to the sudden 
loss of interest in the subject of nuclear war after the collapse 
of the Soviet Union. It's as though the nuclear weapons them­
selves had been abolished. But they have not. 

Our Uiiy of Thinking 
It is now three-quarters of a century since any great power 
has directly fought any other, the longest interlude between 
such events since the emergence of the modern state system in 
the mid-16oos. But no great power has renounced war as an 
instrument of policy, and war between great powers, in our 
technological era, probably means nuclear war. There will be 
new confrontations between the great powers in the decades 
and centuries to come, and they will doubtless involve the same 
sorts of doctrinal mismatch, cultural misunderstanding, and 
technological hubris that marked the first one. 

We have arrived at the dilemma that has lain in wait for us 
from the start: war is deeply ingrained in our culture, but it is 
lethally incompatible with an advanced technological civili­
sation. Albert Einstein saw it clearly in 1945: 'Everything has 
changed, except our way of thinking.' 



1 74 THE SHORTEST H ISTORY OF WAR 

'Everything has changed except our way of thinking' Albert Einstein 



9. TRIFU RCATION: N UCLEAR, 

CONVENTIO NAL AN D TERRORIST 

New Categories 

If we employ [nuclear weapons] on the enemy, we invite 

retaliation, shock, horror, and a cycle of retaliation with 

an end that is most difficult to foresee ... We are flung into a 

straitjacket of rationality, which prevents us from lashing out 

at the enemy ... Warfare must be returned to its traditional 

place as politics pursued by other means. 

William Kaufmann, RAND analyst, 1955 ' 

There used to be only one kind of war. It was conducted by 
states, it involved armies, and it had strategies which served 
political ends. 1here were other kinds of violence as well, from 
popular revolts to mere banditry, but the distinction was clear. 
And then suddenly, after 1945, there were three kinds of war: 
the nuclear wars that all great powers had to prepare for but 
never fight, the guerrilla wars and terrorism that have captured 
and held the public's attention for the past 75 years - and, of 
course, the 'conventional' wars continuing to flourish beneath 
and beyond the nuclear stalemate. 

The category of 'conventional war' did not exist before 
1945, because all wars were conventional. For the great powers, 
it should have virtually vanished after 1 945, because nuclear 

1 75 
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weapons made war between them even by traditional means 
- armies fighting other armies, taking and holding territory -
unthinkably dangerous. Yet the great powers still dwelt in an 

international system that took the possibility of war as a given, 
and each government was served by large and powerful institu­
tions whose purpose was to prepare for and, if necessary, fight 
wars. It was an insoluble dilemma, so they never solved it. 

The two victorious countries that emerged from the Second 
World War as 'superpowers', the United States and the Soviet 
Union, divided Europe, the centre of world power for the pre­
vious three centuries, into spheres of influence whose borders 

ran roughly along the line where their armies had halted in 
1945· They then identified each other as enemies and entered 
into a long and dangerous military confrontation. That was 
perfectly normal, as was the fact that they emphasised their 
ideological differences to explain, justify and reinforce a hos­
tility that would have happened anyway. It's unlikely that either 
superpower ever intended to attack the other, but on average 
they would then have been about half a century away from the 
next world war. Depending on how you define a world war. 

Shuffling the Pack 
We normally count only the two great wars of the 2.oth century 
as 'world wars', but they were really just the same old thing with 
better weapons technologies. Politically, a 'world war' is one in 
which all the great powers of the time are involved. Between 
1600 and 1950 all the great powers - that is to say those able 
to project serious force at a significant distance from their 
own borders - were European, and they happened to have 
globe-spanning empires so their wars in this period were fought 
all over the planet. But geography is not the decisive criterion. 
What makes it a world war is that all the great powers join 
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together in two great rival alliances, and that the war ends up 
being about practically everything. At the end of it, the out­
standing disputes between the great powers go into the pot and 
get sorted by the peace settlement. 

By this criterion, there have been six world wars in modern 
history: the Thirty Years'Warof 161 8-48, the Warofthe Spanish 
Succession in 1702-14, the Seven Years' War of 1756-63, the 
Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars of 1791-1815 and the two 
that actually bear the name of World War, in 19 14-18 and 
1939-45. At the time people saw these wars as having 'settled' 
things conclusively, and having defined the relative status of 
the great powers in the ensuing period of relative peace. What 
they didn't often notice (because most of them were only alive 
for one of these events) was that the 'world wars' were coming 
along roughly every half-century. 

Apart from the long 19th-century gap, the great powers have 

gone to war with each other about every fifty years through­
out modern history - and even the 'long peace' of the 19th 
century is deceptive. Between 1854 and 1870, right on schedule, 
every great power fought one or several others : Britain, France, 
and Turkey against Russia; France and Italy against Austria; 
Germany against Austria; and then Germany against France. 
Because all of these wars except the first ended in a decisive 
victory in no more than six months, they didn't expand in the 
usual way to include all the great powers. (The longer a war 
between any two great powers lasts, the likelier it is to drag in 
the others.) 

Nevertheless, this series of smaller wars brought about 
changes in the international distribution of power just as sig­
nificant as those normally wrought by world wars. A united 
Italy and a powerful German empire emerged in the heart of 
Europe, while the relative decline of Austria was confirmed and 



1 78 THE SHORTEST HISTORY OF WAR 

France lost its position as the greatest continental power. The 

great power system then settled into a long period of peace: 
the Treaty of Frankfurt in 1871, like the Congress of Vienna in 
1815 ,  was followed by four decades in which no European great 
powers fought each other. 

What made this pattern so cyclical? Why did the great 
powers all go to war roughly every fifty years ? 

Each world war reshuffies the pack, and then the peace 
treaty freezes all the border changes and defines the rank of the 
great powers in the new international pecking order. Peace set­
tlements reflect the real power relationships in the world at the 
time when they are signed. They are easily enforceable, because 
the winners have just beaten the losers in war. But as the decades 
pass, the wealth and population of some powers grow fast while 

others decline. Afi:er half a century, the real power relationships 
in the world are very different from those prescribed by the last 
peace settlement. This is when some rising power, frustrated by 
its allotted place in the existing international system, or some 
frightened country that fears it is losing too much ground, kicks 
off the next reshuffie of the pack. 

There is no magic in the figure of fifty years. It's simply how 
long it takes for the realities of power to part company with the 
relationships reflected by the last peace. Our ability to see the 
normal historical rhythm is hampered because World War II 
came only twenty years after World War I, but that is probably 
due to the fact that the latter was the first total war. It there­
fore ended in a particularly draconian peace treaty, since even 
the winners had suffered so greatly that they were unnecessarily 
vengeful. 'Tremendous victories make bad peaces; as Guglielmo 
Ferrero remarked, and indeed the Treaty of Versailles in 19 19, 
with its extreme terms, was an unsustainable distortion of the 
real power relationships in the world. Germany lost the war, 
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but it was not going to remain inferior in power to France for 
the next fifty years. 

WORLD 
WAR 

some powers 
grow stronger 

while others 
decline 

t peace 
settlement 

redistributes 
power to fit new 

-
pecking order 

-

al l  major powers 
involved 

World War II ended in an equally tremendous victory, but 
the subsequent peace between the great powers has already 
lasted almost four times as long. The post-1945 settlement did 
break down more or less on schedule, at the end of the 1980s -
but it was replaced peacefully, and there is still no new world 
war in sight. So why didn't the Cold War end in World War III 

after fifty years or so ? 

Foolish or desperate? 

War is nothing more than the continuation of policy by 

other means. 

Karl von Clausewitz' 
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Great states have no permanent friends, only permanent 
interests. 

Lord Palmerston3 

Over the millennia, a large body of beliefs has accumulated about 
the merciless environment in which states operate. Those who 
rise to positions of political power know that quarrels settled by 
law when occurring witl1in a state are frequently settled by war 
when they occur between states, there being little international 
law and no international law enforcement. And those who served 
in the armed forces, even in the late 20th century, were obliged 

to believe simultaneously that nuclear weapons had rendered war 
unthinkable, and that it was still possible. 

For more than four decades, an entire working lifetime for 
a generation of soldiers, there was a sustained attempt to turn 
Central Europe into a game park where the great powers could 
preserve an endang�red species, conventional war, because the 
alternative was a return to total war. And it would be a nuclear 
total war, next time. But the line they drew between conven­
tional and nuclear war was an artificial distinction, and a pretty 
flimsy one. 

It has always frightened me to death, ever since I was to 

conunand a division in Germany in the late Fifties and the 
nuclear weapon appeared for the first time as a cotton-wool 
cloud on the sand table. The asswnption that you can 
control a nuclear war is pure fantasy ... [The] one thing you 
can count on is that there will be a very high probability of 
early and steep escalation into the strategic all-out exchange 
that nobody wants. So you mustn't use the things. 

Gen. Sir John Hackett 



FOOLISH OR DESPERATE ?  

REALISM vs WISHFUL THINKING 

IN M I LITARY CI RCLES 

can't be used without 
unacceptable risk of 
mutual annihi lation 

make conventional 
warfare obsolete 

we should focus on 
preventing not fighting 

wars 
we invent concept of 
conventional nuclear 

warfare 

1 8 1  

The Soviet acquisition of a nuclear capability roughly compa­
rable to that of the United States should have ended the period 
when Washington saw nuclear strikes as a usable military tool, 
since both countries would effectively be destroyed in such a 
war. Yet both sides continued to modernise their convention­
ally armed troops along the 'Central Front' (the East-West 
German border), and even elaborated theories for how 'tacti­
cal' nuclear weapons might be used in circumstances short of 
all-out nuclear war. 

There is no such thing as a pre-planned escalation which 
necessarily must follow in steps, so that it would be first a 
conventional war and then a nuclear war. This would be very 
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much against our philosophy of flexible response. Flexible 

response means that the enemy faces a completely incalcula­

ble risk. Ir might even be that we use nuclear weapons from 

the outset. If the political decision is made for that, the mili­

tary is prepared to do it. 

Gen. Ferdinand von Senger und Etterlin, command­

er-in-chief, Allied Forces Central Europe, 1982 

Despite the general's fighting words, the doctrine of flexible 
response was really an attempt by NATO to keep a war in Europe 
at a 'conventional' World War II level for at least a little while, 
before both sides went nuclear - and in practice the Soviets had 
adopted the same policy by 1970. Both sides hoped that, even 
afi:er the first relatively low-yield nuclear weapons had been used 
in Europe - probably to stop a breakthrough somewhere - they 
could still limit escalation beyond 'battlefield' nuclear weapons 
for at least a few more days before the 'strategic' nukes started 
destroying cities in the Russian and American homelands. 

Were the soldiers who devoted their lives to this enterprise 
foolish or just desperate ? Some had not yet grasped the truth 
that Bernard Brodie articulated in 1945 - that their function 

now was to avert war, not wage it - but the better informed 
knew that nuclear weapons had 'changed everything: However, 
they were soldiers with orders to guard a border, so they did 
the best they could. If the ability to hold two opposing ideas in 
mind at the same time and still retain the ability to function is 
the mark of a first-rate intelligence (as F. Scott Fitzgerald pro­
posed), then they passed the test. 

A 'limited' nuclear war on the Central Front would not 
only have destroyed most of the armies that were engaged;  it 
would also have killed millions or tens of millions of civilians 
in central Europe in a matter of days. Perhaps it would have 
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provided a last brief opportunity for reflection and second 
thoughts before the opponents moved on to 'strategic' nuclear 
weapons and the devastation of the entire Northern Hemi­
sphere. And perhaps not. 

In Wintex '83, one of the last annual NATO command and 
staff exercises before the Cold War began to shut down, the 
script had the Warsaw Pact forces crossing the border into West 
Germany on 3 March. On 8 March, NATO's commanders 
requested authority to use their nuclear weapons to stop the 
Soviet breakthrough, and the first nuclear strike against the 
Warsaw Pact was ordered on 9 March. The conventional war, in 
this exercise, lasted six days. 

Rehearsing for Armageddon: British troops on NATO's exercise Lionheart 

in Germany, 1984 

Not So Conventional 
The obsession with nuclear weapons during the Cold War 
obscured another new reality that had been creeping up on 
the soldiers, and continues to do so today: even a purely 
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conventional war fought with state-of-the-art weapons has 
become problematic. The latest generation of weapons - battle­
field surveillance systems, weapons with a 'one-shot kill capa­
bility', swarms of drones and the like - are transforming con­
ventional war, and some theorists even talk about a 'Revolution 
in Military Affairs'. There is such a thing, no doubt, but not in 
quite the sense they intend. The real RMA has been the huge 
increase in the rate of loss of combat systems in battle, partly 
because the new weapons have become so complex and expen­
sive to build that there are far fewer of them, and partly because 
they are so lethally good at destroying each other. 

Israeli tank crossing the Suez Canal during Arab-Israeli war, October 1973 

The last time evenly matched modern armies fought a 
serious conventional war was almost half a century ago, in 
the 1973 Middle East war between Israel and two of its Arab 
neighbours, Egypt and Syria. In that war, the Israelis lost close 
to half their total stock of tanks to wire-guided anti-tank 
missiles in less than a week. Similarly, the Israeli Air Force lost 
over one hundred aircraft out of a total stock of 390 warplanes 
in the first four days of the war, to Russian-built surface-to-air 
missiles. Happily for Israel, the United States began a massive 
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airborne resupply operation in the eighth day of the war, flying 
in many hundreds of tanks, combat aircraft, artillery pieces 
and TOW anti-tank weapons. Few other countries, however, 
have instant access to a similar resupply service in the event 
of war. 

Since the Second World War there has also been a drastic 
shrinkage in the average size of national armed forces world­
wide, except where there is an particularly high level of perceived 
threat, and the main reason is money. There is no point maintain­
ing armies with more manpower than you can afford to equip 
with state-of-the-art weapons, and most nations cannot justify 
producing very large numbers of those weapons in peacetime. 
Virtually unlimited money would become instantly available if 
the great powers found themselves at war with each other, but it 
would take time to expand weapons production significantly. A 
war between NATO and the Warsaw Pact on the 'Central Front' 
in Europe in the 1980s would have been (as soldiers said at the 
time) a 'come as you are' war: both sides would immediately have 
started losing their major weapons systems like tanks and aircraft 
at a rate they could not hope to replace. 

To grasp the scale of the escalation in cost of military hard­
ware, consider the Spitfire, probably the best fighter in the world 
when it entered service with the Royal Air Force in 1939. It then 
cost £5,000 to build: equivalent to the average annual income 
of about 30 British adults. When its early 1980s replacement, 
the air defence version of the Tornado, entered service with 
the Royal Air Force, each one cost £17 million (total annual 
income of 3,750 Britons). The RAF's most recent acquisition, 
the American-built F-35B, which carried out its first opera­
tional missions in 2019, costs £190 million a copy including 
engines and electronics ( 6,785 Brits' annual income) To put it 
another way, after allowing for inflation an F-35B is 225 times 
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as expensive as a Spitfire. No country is 225 times richer than it 
was at the beginning of World War II, so far fewer weapons can 
be built. At the height of the Battle of Britain in 1940, Britain 
was building just over 100 fighters each week. Today the total 
fighter strength of the RAF is about 120. 

The current generation of fighters is much better than those 

of World War II, of course. They can fly four times as fast and 
carry five or six times the weight of munitions; they can detect 
and attack an opponent at a hundred times the range a Spitfire 
could manage, and their weapons are far more accurate and 
lethal. But that just makes the problem worse: not only can air 
forces afford fewer aircraft, but they are going to lose them at a 
faster rate. 

British Spitfire (lefi:) and American F-35B (right) 

More recent conventional conflicts have either been between 
armies using mostly previous-generation weapons, as in the 
Iran-Iraq war of 1980-88, or showcasing the abilities of a 
particular weapon, as with the sea-skimming anti-ship missiles 
used during the Falklands war between Britain and Argentina 
in 1982, or hopelessly one-sided fights, as with the two wars 
between the United States and Iraq (1990-1 and 2003). None 
of them tells us in any detail what would happen if two large 
military forces, both equipped and trained to the level of the 
current US armed forces, were to fight each other. 

If war had come to Europe in the 1980s, for example, the 
NATO commander in Europe would have had around three 
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million military personnel (of whom 400,000 were Ameri­
can) under his command, plus another 1.7 million reserves at 
high readiness. His Soviet counterpart would have had roughly 
comparable forces, although with rather more tanks. These 

were the largest mechanised armies anywhere in the world, but 
they did not remotely compare with the armies deployed by the 
great powers in the 20th-century's two world wars. Each day's 
fighting might easily have seen the destruction of a thousand 
tanks and several hundred aircraft, and neither side would have 
been able to replace them quickly. The problem of attrition was 
already paramount. 

[There might have been] an extraordinarily short burst 

of mutual wiping out of first-line equipment, leaving the 

armies dependent on quite simple weapons - a return to 

an earlier phase of warfare. We had that in 1914: all the 

sides had gone to war with stocks quite inadequate for 

the scale of the fighting that took place, and there was 

then the famous 'winter pause' which was partly to lick 

their wounds .... and very much to gear up the shell facto­

ries. Because the inventory of weapons is so much larger 

[ it  would now be] a pause for the replacement of almost 

everything : tanks, aircraft, missiles, missile launchers, 

armoured vehicles of all sorts . . . .  

Hi-tech new 
conventional • 

weapons: 
more lethal 

and far more 
expensive 

Sir Jo�n Keegan, military historian 

each side 
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destroys 
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hardware . . .  

• 
which combatants 

can't be • revert to 
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as fast as weapons 
it is lost while 

so ... rebuilding 
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All this is assuming, of course, that the 'conventional' war lasts 
considerably longer than the six days of 'Wintex '83'. 

In the mid-198os, NATO and the Warsaw Pact together, 
with a combined population of almost a billion people, had 
enough first-line conventional weapons to equip fewer than ten 
million troops: under 1 percent of their population. The end 
of the Cold War in 1988-89 saw a further rapid decline in the 
size of the armies, driven mainly by a steep fall in mutual threat 
perception during the 1990s as Russia became democratic, in 
a ramshackle sort of way. The return to de facto autocracy in 
Moscow under Vladimir Putin after 1999 did not lead to a 
renewed arms race despite the best efforts of the military-in­
dustrial complex on both sides, because Russia, shorn of its 'sat­
ellite' countries and much farther away from the western Euro­
pean heartlands, could no longer be plausibly portrayed as an 
imminent military threat. 

In tl1e mid-198os the total population of NATO members 
was about 675 million and the Warsaw Pact's was around 390 
million, but since almost half of NATO's population was far 
away across the Atlantic each side did pose a genuine threat to 
the other, in terms of the strength they had on the ground in 
Europe. By 202.0 the Warsaw Pact was long gone and all the 
former east European satellites had joined NATO. Even the 
Soviet Union's fifteen republics had broken apart, leaving 145 
million relatively impoverished Russians alone to face a NATO 
alliance now drawing on the resources of 870 million people. 
The NATO-Warsaw Pact population ratio used to be about 
three-to-two; now the NATO-Russia ratio is more like five-to­
one. In terms of wealth it's around fifteen-to-one. 

Russian and NATO generals do what they can to stir up 
interest in the 'threats' they claim to see, but only at the strategic 
nuclear level, where there is still a rough equivalence between 
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the forces of the two sides, are they really taken seriously. Local 
and limited clashes here or there are still conceivable, but it 
is not possible to write a convincing scenario for a full-scale 
continent-spanning conventional war in Europe today. 

There are only two places on the planet where very large and 
up-to-date military forces still face each other in overtly hostile 
postures: India's borders with Pakistan and China, and the 
Korean peninsula. In both these cases, too, nuclear weapons are 
to hand. The Taiwan Strait between the People's Republic of 
China and Taiwan is a third potential candidate, but it's not 
there yet. 

One must never forget the Middle East, but a military 'solu­
tion' to the Arab-Israeli conflict is hard to imagine. In military 
terms Israel is the 'dwarf superpower' of the region, and it has 
never lost a war against the Arabs. Moreover, as the Sunni Arab 
states, and in particular Saudi Arabia, grow ever more obsessed 
about the 'threat' from Shia Iran, they are coming to view Israel 
as a potential ally rather than the perpetual enemy. Yet despite 
the region's well-earned reputation for frequent, futile and often 
unwinnable wars, it's hard to believe in a major conventional war 
involving all the Shia-ruled countries (Iran, Iraq and Syria, plus 
possibly Lebanon) versus all the Sunni Arab countries (Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia, the UAE and the smaller Gulf states) plus Israel 
and maybe Turkey. It would be like herding cats. 

Why does Israel win all its wars? 
Israel has access ro the latest generation of American 

weapons. It receives a huge annual subsidy ro its defence 

budget from the United States. 

Its population is more educated, more technologi­

cally proficient, and more accustomed tO large, impersonal· 

bureaucracies and hierarchies. 
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Thanks to its classic European mobilisation system, Israel 

has put more troops on the battlefield than its much more 

populous Arab neighbours in four out of its five 'conven­

tional' wars. 

It enjoys 'interior lines' of communication: it can move 

troops from the Egyptian border to the Syrian, Jordanian or 

Lebanese borders literally overnight. 

Unlike most of the neighbouring countries, Israel is a 

democratic and relatively equal society, at least for its Jewish 

citizens. This fosters a sense of unity, high morale, and resil­

ience in adversity. 

It has enjoyed a monopoly of nuclear weapons in the 

region for the past sixty years. 

Most of today's small conventional wars have reassuringly little 
to offer military analysts in the way of new tactical and strategic 
lessons, but they do come along from time to time. In the 
Armenia-Azerbaijan war of 2020 Turkish-made missile-firing 
Bayraktar TB2 drones and Israeli-made 'kamikaze' drones 
destroyed the majority of Armenian tanks, artillery, as well 
as multiple rocket-launch and surface-to-air missile systems, 
in just six weeks, by which time the Armenians had lost the 
war. A single new technology can sometimes have a decisive 
effect when it first appears in combat - but once both sides 
in a conflict have that new technology in adequate amounts 
and have absorbed the early tactical lessons on how it is best 
deployed and employed, the loss rates tend to equalise (if not 
necessarily decrease). 

The world in the early 2.ISt century presents an unfamiliar 
aspect. Cross-border wars between conventionally equipped 
armies, the staple of international politics down the ages, have 
virtually disappeared from the Americas, Europe, Oceania and 
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most of Asia. Measured against an admittedly terrible past, 
traditional 'conventional' war actually seems to be declining -
whereas it has been a golden age for guerrilla war and 'terrorism'. 
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Everywhere and Nowhere 
Guerrillas are not soldiers, and in modern times they generally 
do not serve a recognised state, but they certainly apply force 
for political ends: what they do is war, therefore, not random 
violence. 

Wherever we arrived, they disappeared; whenever we lefi:, 

they arrived. They were everywhere and nowhere, they had 

no tangible centre which could be attacked. 

French officer fighting Spanish guerrillas, 18101 

Guerrilla warfare as a form of resistance to foreign occupation 
gained prominence in the Napoleonic wars, when both the 
Spanish who gave the technique its name (guerrilla = 'little 
war') and the Germans waged large guerrilla campaigns against 
French occupying forces. But it was not seen as a potentially 
decisive military technique even in World War II, when it was 
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widely employed against German and Japanese occupation 
forces, mainly because it lacked a strategy for final victory. 

So long as the guerrillas remained dispersed in the hills, 
forests, or swamps and indulged in only hit-and-run raiding, 
they could take a constant but limited toll on the army of the 
occupying power. They might also carry out what would today 
be called 'terrorist' attacks in the cities - but they couldn't 
clear their enemies out of the urban centres of power without 
coming into the open. And if they ever did engage the occupy­
ing forces in open combat, the enemy's heavy weapons would 
smash them. 

What changed after World War II was that the rural guer­
rilla technique spread into the European colonial empires. As in 
the occupied countries of Europe in 1939-45, guerrillas in the 
French, British, Dutch and Portuguese colonies had no difficulty 
in mobilising their fellow countrymen against the foreign occu­

piers. But as in the occupied countries of Europe, they had no 
way to win a decisive military victory against the well-equipped 
regular forces of the imperial power in question. It turned out, 
however, that the guerrillas didn't need a military victory. If they 
could make it very expensive for the colonial power to stay, and 
continue to do so indefinitely, then the colonial power would 
eventually decide to cut its losses and go home. 

The pattern was repeated many times in the two decades after 
1945, in Indonesia, Kenya, Algeria, Malaya, Cyprus, Vietnam, 
South Yemen, and many other places. In most cases, it was the 
guerrilla leaders themselves who inherited power: Sukarno in 
Indonesia, Jomo Kenyatta in Kenya, the FLN in Algeria, and 
so on. Once the European imperial powers finally grasped their 
own fatal vulnerability to this technique, the decolonisation 
process in many of their remaining colonies was completed 
without need for a guerrilla war. 
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WHEN G U ERRILLA WAR WORKS 

•= G uerrilla action 

At the time, the seemingly irresistible spread of rural guerrilla 
wars caused great alarm and despondency in the major Western 
powers, because most post-1945 guerrilla movements followed 
some version of the Marxist ideology preached by the West's 
international rival-in-chief, the Soviet Union. This led to a 
belief in the West that it was Soviet and/or Chinese expan­
sionism, rather than resentment of foreign rule, that lay behind 
these guerrilla wars. 

In fact, the Asian, African and Arab revolutionary leaders of 
the 1950s and 1960s learned their Marxism in London and 

Paris, not in Moscow. The full-scale US military commitment 
to Vietnam in 1965 was not only made for the wrong reason -
to thwart perceived Soviet expansionism acting through the 
Chinese - but at the wrong time. By 1965 the wave of guerrilla 
wars in the '111ird World' was coming to its natural end: apart 
from Indochina, only southern Africa and South Yemen were 
still the scenes of active guerrilla campaigns against imperial 
rule. In order to win its Asian guerrilla war, the United States, 
driven by ideology, was willing to spend far more money and 
sacrifice many more lives (55,000) than the Europeans had 
been, but the equation worked for the Vietnamese as it had for 
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everybody else: they just had to hang on long enough and not 

lose, and the American public would rebel against the cost and 

the casualties and give them a win. That happened in 1968, 

although the final American withdrawal was not until 1973 ·  

Vier-Cong guerrillas crossing a river in 1966 

The former Soviet Union was an autocracy with tight media 

controls, but by the 19 8 os it was equally vulnerable on the issue 

of casualties. Only 15,000 Soviet soldiers were killed during the 
country's ten-year military intervention in Afghanistan, but 
that produced Vietnam-like effects on Russian public opinion 

and forced Moscow to pull its troops out of Afghanistan in 

1989. Indeed, Moscow's conduct of its post-2015 intervention 

in the Syrian civil war shows a reluctance to incur major mili­

tary casualties just as intense as that in Washington. 
The disappearance of the colonial/anti-imperial context in 

which the rural guerrilla technique originally flourished has 
drastically diminished its utility, because it hardly ever works 
against a locally based government supported by the most 
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powerful local ethnic group. There i s  no foreign occupation to 

attract recruits to one's cause, and the end-game that delivered 

victory in anti-colonial struggles no longer applies. A locally 

based government cannot cut its losses and 'go home' if the 

cost of fighting a counter-insurgency campaign gets too high. 

Where would it go ? The exceptional cases of Eritrea and South 

Sudan prove the rule: in most of the newly independent coun­

tries, separatist groups fighting for independence cannot wear 

down the will of a locally based government and army. 

WHEN GUERRILLA WAR DOESN'T WORK 

Local ly based 
government 

can't 'go home' 

g uerri l las not 
able to win decisive 

mil itary victory 

conflict unresolved 

* = Guerrilla action 

The one great exception to all these rules was the 1 5-year rural 

guerrilla war, eventually growing into a full-scale conventional 

war, in which the Chinese Communist Party finally seized 
power from the equally Chinese Kuomintang Party in 1949· 

China: the Great Exception 

In every battle, concentrate an absolutely superior force, 

encircle the enemy forces completely, strive to wipe them out 

thoroughly and do not let any escape from the net. 

Mao Tse-Tung, 19476 



1 96 THE SHORTEST HISTORY OF WAR 

Mao would never have given that order in the 1930s or the early 

1940s, when he was waging a classic guerrilla campaign against 

the Japanese invaders of China and the Chinese Communist 

Party's domestic enemy, the ruling Kuomintang (KMT). 

Instead, he followed the standard rules of guerrilla warfare : 

ambush small groups of the enemy, but never stand and fight 

against their main forces. By 1947, however, the Japanese had 

surrendered and the KMT were reeling. In just two years the 

People's Liberation Army grew fourfold to two million men 

and came out into the open to beat the corrupt, divided and 

incompetent KMT government in a series of stand-up battles. 

Mao achieved the Holy Grail 

of guerrilla war. With no support 

from outside and no anti-foreign 

resentment to help him, he turned 

his guerrilla soldiers into a real 

army and beat the existing Chinese 

government in open battle. It was 

a brilliant accomplishment, and 

many other revolutionary groups 
Mao Zedong during the 1 930s tried to follow his example. Only 

two succeeded: Fidel Castro's little band of brothers who came 
down from the Sierra Maestre in 1959, and the Sandinistas in 

Nicaragua in 1979· In both cases, the circumstances were very 

different to China under the Kuomintang. The enemies faced 
by Castro's 26th July Movement and the Sandinistas were gov­
ernments so extraordinarily wicked and incompetent that they 

made even the KMT look good, and both movements could 

hold the patriotic high ground by exploiting the anti-American 

sentiment that ran strongly in those countries after so much US 

intervention. 
And that's it. There are still rural guerrilla movements 
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hanging on in the more rugged parts of some Third World 

countries, but they have little hope of success against local gov­

ernments that can credibly invoke nationalism on their own 

side. If they ever try to move up from assassinations, car-bombs 

and hit-and-run raids to more ambitious operations involving 

large units that will stand and fight, they simply give the gov­

ernment's army the targets it had been hoping for. By the 1970s 

it had become clear that rural guerrilla warfare was no longer a 

promising revolutionary technique. 

'Urban Guerrilla �rfare' 
This realisation drove numbers of disappointed Latin American 

revolutionaries into random terrorism (or rather, 'urban guer­

rilla warfare: as it came to be known). The initial goal of the 

Latin American originators of this doctrine, notably the Mon­

toneros of Argentina, the Tupamaros of Uruguay, and Brazilian 

revolutionaries like Carlos Marighella, was to drive the target 

regimes into extreme repression. It was what French Marxists 

called 'la politique du pire' (the strategy of making things worse). 

By assassinations, bank robberies, kidnappings, hijacking, 

and the like, calculated to inflict maximum embarrassment 

on the government, the urban guerrillas aimed to provoke 

the overthrow of democratic governments by tough military 

regimes, or to drive existing military regimes into even stricter 
and more unpopular security measures. If the regime resorted 
to counter-terror, torture, 'disappearances' and death squads, 

so much the better, for the goal was to alienate the population 

from the government. 

It is necessary to turn political crisis into armed conflict by 

performing violent actions that will force those in power 

to transform the political situation of the country into a 
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military situation. That will alienate the masses, who, from 

then on, will revolt against the army and the police and 

blame them for this state of things. 

Carlos Marighella, Mini-Manual of the Urban Guerrilla7 

Alas, urban guerrilla war had the same fatal flaw as rural guerrilla 

warfare outside the late-colonial environment: it lacked a 

good end-game. The theory said that when the guerrillas had 

succeeded in summoning up a brutally repressive regime, the 

populace would then rise up and destroy its oppressors. But 

just how was it to accomplish this feat ? Armed urban uprisings 

have rarely succeeded since the 19th century. 

In various Latin American countries, the urban guerrillas 

accomplished step one of their strategy: the creation of thor­

oughly nasty military regimes dedicated to destroying them. 

But these goverrunents then proceeded to do precisely that. In 

every Latin American country where la politique du pire was 

attempted, most urban guerrillas ended up dead or in exile. 

THEORY LA POLITIQUE DU PIRE PRACTICE 

Urban Guerri l la Warfare 
provokes regime into 
repressive measures 

al ienating the 
people, who rise up 
and overthrow the 
unpopular regime 

• 

then install a new 
regime favoured by the 

guerrillas 

Urban G uerril la Warfare 
provokes regime into 
repressive measures 

• 
regime destroys the 
urban guerril las and 
brutally crushes any 

popular uprising 
• 

then remains in power, 
even more repressive 

than before 
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'The Baader Meinhof Complex' film posrer 

The faint and even 

more foolish echoes of 

these Latin American 

terrorist strategies were 

the profoundly unserious 

terrorist movements that 

flourished in western 

Europe and North 

America during the 1970s 

and 1980s. Their main 

ideological guru was 

the American academic 

Herbert Marcuse, who 

wrote of the need to 

'unmask the repressive 

tolerance of the liberal 

bourgeoisie' through acts of creative violence that would force 

them to drop their liberal disguises and reveal their true repressive 

nature. This was designer terrorism, as much about 'attitude' 

as about real politics, and although it killed several hundred 

people and generated several hundred thousand headlines, it 

never threatened any government anywhere. Leonard Cohen 

captured the naivete and narcissism of the developed world's 

urban guerrillas in his sardonic song 'First We Take Manhattan: 

I'm guided by a signal in the heavens. 

I'm guided by this birth-mark on my skin. 

I'm guided by the beauty of our weapons. 

First we take Manhattan. Ihen we take Berlin. 

If the Baader-Meinhof Gang in Germany, the Red Brigades in 

Italy, the Symbionese Liberation Army and the Weathermen 
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in the US, the Japanese Red Army and all the rest had any 

influence whatever on events, it was chiefly as bogeymen useful 

to right-wing governments seeking to vilify their legitimate 

left-wing opponents. Nationalist urban guerrillas operating 

from a religious or ethnic minority base like the Provisional 

Irish Republican Army (IRA) in Northern Ireland and Euskadi 

ta Askatasuna (ETA) in Spain's Basque provinces showed 

greater staying power, but both have now made peace with the 

governments they fought. 

Two terrorist groups did find a way to make an impact on 

events, however. Both made their mark with international 

operations; both had political aims that did not require the 

overthrow of the target governments; and both were Arab. 

Palestine 
The Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) was founded by 

Yasser Arafat in 1964 to coordinate a strategy for the armed 

groups forming in the refugee camps where large numbers of 

Palestinians lived. Arafat's key insight was to realise that while 

these groups stood no chance of defeating Israel and regaining 

their homes by direct attacks, their energies might produce 

results if applied to a different goal. 
Arafat and his colleagues understood the importance of 

re-branding the 'refugees' as 'Palestinians'. So long as they were 

seen by non-Arabs (and even by some Arabs) as merely generic 
'Arab refugees: they could theoretically be resettled anywhere 

in the Arab world. Their only hope of ever going home was to 
convince the world that there was such an identity as 

-
,Palestin­

ian: for to call people by that name is implicitly to accept that 

they have a legitimate claim to the land of Palestine. 

What kind of campaign might convince the world that there 

really are Palestinians ? Not an ordinary advertising campaign, 



PALESTINE 201 

certainly, but if you carry out shocking acts of violence, then the 

media have to report them - and in order to explain them, they 

will have to talk about Palestinians. In September 1970 PLO 

'guerrillas' simultaneously hijacked four airliners, flew them to a 

desert airfield in Jordan, and destroyed them before the world's 

television cameras after the passengers had been removed. Sub­

sequent PLO attacks cost many lives, but this was international 

terrorism with a rational and achievable objective : not to bring 

Israel to its knees, but to force the world to accept the existence 

of a Palestinian people who must be active participants in the 

discussion of their own fate. 

LOGIC OF P.L.O. ATTACKS 

Refugees displaced by 
Israel seen by rest of the 
world as generic 'Arabs' 

new Palestinian 
Liberation Organisation 
commits acts of terror 

to force awareness of . . .  

meaning they can be 
resettled anywhere in 

the Arab world 

the specific identity 
of the Palestinians as 
rightful inhabitants of 

the territory of 
Palestine 

Once that objective was achieved in the late 19 80s, the PLO 
called off the terrorists (though some maverick splinter groups 

who didn't un�erstand the strategy continued to make point­

less terror attacks on their own). For the next decade the PLO 

pursued the goal of a negotiated peace with Israel, with the 

high point being the signing of the Oslo Accords in Washing­
ton in 1993 ·  However, Arafat and his key negotiating partner, 
the Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, both found their 
freedom of action increasingly limited by 'rejectionist' forces 
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in their own camps who refused to accept the kinds of conces­

sions on territory and on the right of return for refugees that 

were necessary for a peace settlement. 

After Rabin was assassinated by a right-wingJewish extrem­

ist in 1995, Palestinian terrorist attacks resumed, this time in 

Israel itself in the midst of an election campaign. The authors 

of these attacks were not the PLO, but the rising Islamist move­

ments who rejected any deal that would see a Palestinian state 

created in just a small part of the former British mandate of 

Palestine. Here was another terrorist operation with a rational 

and achievable goal - the goal this time being to thwart Arafat's 

'two-state' strategy. 

The bombing campaign of Hamas and Islamic Jihad, which 

particularly targeted buses to produce high Jewish casualties, 

was intended to drive Israeli voters away from Rabin's successor 

Shimon Peres, expected to ·win easily on a sympathy vote 

after Rabin's assassination, and into the arms of Binyamin 

Netanyahu, a closet rejectionist who could be counted on to 

stall indefinitely on peace negotiations. It worked, and there 

was virtually no progress on a peace settlement for the next 

three years. Nor indeed since: the rejectionists on both sides 

are 'objective allies', as the Marxists would describe them, whose 
shared purpose is to stymie the two-state solution, and they 
have been successful. 

9/u and lslamist Terrorism 
Although terrorism remains powerless to overthrow govern­
ments directly, its ability to achieve less ambitious political 
objectives has grown. An appalling but very effective example 

of this are the terrorist attacks carried out against the United 

States by al-Qaeda on September I I, 2.00I. 
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Hijacked plane strikes the World Trade Centre, September nth 2001 

The Islamist project animating al-Qaeda, Islamic State and 

their various clones and affiliates starts from the proposition 

that the current sorry plight of the Muslim countries is due to 

the fact that they are half-Westernised and lax in their obser­

vance of Islam. This situation will only change when Muslims 

are living their faith as God truly intends it to be lived - or 

rather, according to the Islamists' somewhat extreme interpre­

tation of what God's intentions might be. 

Vpon this foundation a two-stage project for changing the 

world is built. In stage one, all existing governments of Muslim 

countries must be overthrown so that the Islamists can take their 

places and use the power of the state to bring Muslims back to 
the right ways of believing and behaving. Then God will help 

them to unite the whole of the Muslim world in a single, border­

less super-state that will take on and overthrow the domination 

of the West. In the more extreme formulations, this will culmi­

nate with the conversion of the entire world to Islam. 

Relatively few Muslims accept this Islamist analysis, let 

alone support the project, but their numbers are greater in 



204 THE SHORTEST H ISTORY OF WAR 

the Arab world than elsewhere because it is in these countries 

that rage and despair at the current situation are strongest. As 

a result, Islamist revolutionary groups have been active in most 

of the larger Arab states for at least three decades. To achieve 

their first goal of overthrowing existing governments and 

taking power themselves, they frequently resorted to terrorism. 

Not surprisingly, they failed to win power anywhere. Terrorism 

didn't work for the Tupamaros, it didn't work for the Baad­

er-Meinhof Gang, and there is no reason that it should work 

for the Islamists either. 

What can overthrow a government (apart from a military 

coup, which is an unlikely way for Islamists to come to power) 

is a million people in the street - but first you have to get the 

million people out, and for Islamists they just haven't come. The 

mass of people simply don't like or trust the Islamists enough 

to risk their own lives to bring them to power. The result in 

some countries has been a bloody stalemate between Islamists 

and governments, with most people sitting out the struggle and 

wishing a curse on both their houses. This deadlock was already 

well established when Osama bin Laden founded al-Qaeda in 

Afghanistan at the beginning of the 1990s. 

The nations of infidels have all united against Muslims ... This 

is a new battle, a great battle, similar to the great battles of 

Islam like the conquest ofJerusalem ... [The Americans] come 

out to fight Islam in the name of fighting terrorism. 

Osama bin Laden, October i.ooi. 

Al-Qaeda's strategy was not to attack Arab governments, but 

to go directly after the West. Yet we must assume that the real 

goal of al-Qaeda and its various Islamist rivals and successors is 
still to bring about revolutions that will raise Islamists to power 
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in Arab and other Muslim countries, and so begin the reforma­

tion of the people in the true path of Islamic observance. How 

would attacking the West directly help to bring those revolu­

tions any nearer? 

Terrorists never advertise their real strategies, but almost 

certainly Al-Qaeda's was the politique du pire all over again, this 

time in an international context. Only a fool would believe that 

a terrorist attack on the United States, causing three thousand 

deaths, would make the US government abandon its client 

governments in the Muslim world. Any sensible person would 

know that Washington's reaction would be one or more large, 

armed incursions into the Muslim world in an attempt to stamp 

out the roots of the terrorism. 

Bin Laden and his associates were neither ignorant or stupid. 

Their real strategy was to sucker the United States into march­

ing into the Muslim world in big army boots, trusting that 

America's actions would drive a great many Muslims into the 

arms of their local Islamist organisations. Then the longed-for 

revolts against pro-Western governments might finally come to 

pass and bring the Islamists to power. 

If that was the strategic purpose of al-Qaeda's 9/u attacks 

on New York and Washington, it has to be admitted that 

bin Laden had a reasonable return on his investment: within 
twenty months, the

_ 
United States had invaded and occupied 

two Muslim countries containing fifty million people. The 

images accompanying the invasions caused great distress and 

humiliation to Muslims, especially in the Arab world, and the 

inevitable brutalities and mistakes of the subsequent military 
occupations of Afghanistan and Iraq produced a steady flow of 
further images in the same vein. 

The anger these caused did push millions of Muslims, espe­

cially in the Arab world, into the arms oflslamist revolutionary 
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organisations, but the long-term consequences in the Middle 

East have not been revolutionary. In Afghanistan, indeed, the 

immediate result of the US invasion in 2.001 was the overthrow 

of the sole existing Islamist government in the Muslim world, 

the Taliban. 

It took twenty years for the Taliban to drive the Americans 

and their allies out again, but now that the status quo ante has 

been restored, the Taliban are likely to take no more interest in 

global jihad than they did before the American invasion. Their 

focus has always been exclusively domestic. 

The US attack on Saddam Hussein's regime in Iraq must 

have come as a surprise to bin Laden, since the Iraqi dictator 

did not cooperate with Islamist revolutionaries; he killed them. 

The American invasion did, however, generate an Islamist resis­

tance movement among Sunni Iraqis of the sort that bin Laden 

was hoping to stimulate, led by al-Qaeda, that killed about 

4,500 American soldiers in ten years. In 2.014 it morphed into 

the ephemeral 'Islamic State of Iraq and Syria' (ISIS), which 

ruled over between eight and twelve million people in parts 

of those two countries. By 2019, however, 'Islamic State' was 

defeated and largely expunged, although al-Qaeda continues to 

operate as a guerrilla and terrorist organisation in various parts 
of the Middle East and Africa. 

Could the United States have done it differently? Not invad­

ing Iraq would certainly have helped, but popular anger in the 

United States after 9/n made it very hard for the Bush admin­

istration to avoid invading Afghanistan - just as the al-Qaeda 
leader intended. 

An additional factor in enabling the invasion was the US 

military's obsession with 'bases'. Such facilities are indispens­

able for regular armies but are actually irrelevant for revolution­

aries using a terrorist strategy. The al-Qaeda camp in Afghan-
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istan was a handy place to indoctrinate volunteers, but it was 

a dispensable luxury : the planning for 9/n was mainly done 

in Germany, and the pilots were trained in the United States. 

Organisations like al-Qaeda are decentralised civilian networks 

with minimal logistic requirements, and the right tools to deal 

with them are normally police forces, intelligence-gathering, 

and security measures, not an army. 

Even now, after twenty years of missed learning opportu­

nities, the military obsession with a revived 'terrorist base' in 

Afghanistan persists, but the real terrorists will remain dis­

persed and almost invisible. Their ability to do harm will wax 

and wane, but they are unlikely to go out of business entirely. 

So how big might the 'international terrorist threat' get ? 

Thus far, al-Qaeda and its various Islamist rivals are still 

operating in the same technological universe that the PLO 

exploited fifty years ago (although with radically different 

political objectives) .  It discovered a new use for hijacked 

airliners by training suicide bombers to become pilots, but 

there do not appear to be many undiscovered techniques of 

similar power lying around waiting to be tried. Down to the 

time of writing, all of al-Qaeda's subsequent attacks have 

been thoroughly conventional low-tech bombings and mass 

shootings causing at the most a couple of hundred deaths 

and more often only a few. The increasingly common 'lone 
wolf' attacks, carried out by individuals whose only contact 
with al-Qaeda and its ilk is through visiting their websites, 

make detection more difficult but also tend to produce 

lower casualties. 

What strategic purpose do these attacks serve, now that it 

has been demonstrated that even major Western invasions of 

Muslim countries do not drive sufficient numbers of Muslims 

into the arms of the Islamist revolutionaries ? None comes to 
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mind: these activities, although they once had a coherent stra­

tegic rationale, are now futile and pointless. Why do Islamist 

activists go on doing it ? Because of devotion to the ideology 

or hatred of the infidel; because it gives meaning to their lives; 

because they can't think what else to do. Islamist terrorism will 

no doubt continue long past its sell-by date, but generational 

turnover may dispose of it in the end. 

Even terrorism with so-called 'weapons of mass destruction' 

does not rise to the level of an existential threat. The Japanese 

sect Aum Shinrikyo managed to release a sarin-type nerve gas 

on the Tokyo subway in 1995 ;  only twelve people were killed. 

The practical problem with both chemical and biological 

agents is dispersal; the terrorists would get better results for less 

effort with nail bombs. 

A nuclear weapon in terrorist hands would be a far bigger 

problem, but a single nuclear explosion would be a local disaster 

comparable in scale to the Krakatoa volcanic explosion of 1883 

or the Tokyo earthquake of 1923 .  We should obviously strive to 

prevent it, but even a nuclear detonation in some unfortunate 

city some time in the future would in all likelihood not stam­

pede the world into doing what the terrorists want - and what 

they almost always want is an over-reaction. Terrorism is a kind 

of political jiu-jitsu in which small, weak groups use the modest 
amounts of force at their disposal to trick their far more powerful 
opponents - usually states - into responding in ways that harm 

the opponent's cause and serve the terrorists' own purposes. 
The world lived for forty years with the daily threat of a 

global nuclear holocaust that could destroy hundreds of cities 

and hundreds of millions of lives at a stroke. It can live with 

the distant possibility that a terrorist group might one day get 
possession of a single nuclear weapon and bring horror to a 
single city. The point is not to panic, and not to lose patience. 
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I'm afraid that terrorism didn't begin on 9/u and it will-be 

around for a long time. I was very surprised by the announce­

ment of a war on terrorism because terrorism has been 

around for thirty-five years ... [and it] will be around while 

there are people with grievances. There are things we can do 

to improve the situation, but there will always be terrorism. 

One can be misled by talking about a war, as though in some 

way you can defeat it. 

Stella Rimington, former Director General of MI 5, 

September 2002 8 
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The '/Miy Back 

The good news for humans is that it looks like peaceful 

conditions, once established, can be maintained. And if 

baboons can do it, why not us ? 

Frans de Waal, Yerkes Primate Center, Emory University 

About thirty years ago, a disaster struck the Forest Troop of 

baboons in Kenya. The roughest males in the troop would reg­

ularly forage in the garbage dump at a nearby tourist resort. 

One day, they all ate meat that was infected with bovine tuber­

culosis and promptly died, leaving behind only the less aggres­

sive males - who avoided the dump because there were regular 

fights there with another baboon band. And the Forest Troop's 

whole culture changed. 

The baboon & the neurosci­
emisr, Roberr Sapolsky 

When neuroscientist Robert 

Sapolsky first studied the Forest 
Troop in 1979-82, it was a typical, 

utterly vicious baboon society. Male 

baboons are normally so obsessed 
with status that they are permanently 

on a hair-trigger for aggression -

and this isn't just directed at male 

rivals of equal status. Lower-ranking 
males are routinely bullied and 

2 1 1  
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terrorised, and even females (who weigh half as much as males) 

are frequently attacked. But after the mass die-off of the bullies, 

the surviving members relaxed and began treating one another 

more decently. 

The males still fight with other males of equal rank, but they 

don't beat up social inferiors, and they don't attack the females 

at all. Everybody spends much more time in grooming, hud­

dling close together, and other friendly social behaviour, and 

stress levels even for the lowest-ranking individuals (as meas­

ured by hormone samples) are far lower than in other baboon 

troops. Most important of all, these new behaviours have 

become entrenched in the troop's culture. 

Male baboons rarely live more than eighteen years, so the 

low-status survivors of the original disaster are all gone now. 

And since male baboons must leave their birth troop and 

join a different one, the range of male personalities in Forest 

Troop must have returned to the normal distribution, from 

dominance-oriented alphas to timid and submissive losers 

who would never normally stand a chance. Yet the behaviour 

of the troop has not returned to baboon-normal : levels of 

aggressiveness remain comparatively low and random attacks 

on social inferiors and females are rare.' 
We primates are very malleable and adaptive in our cultures; 

even baboons are not shackled by their genes to the viciously 

aggressive norms of baboon society. Human beings today live 

quite comfortably in pseudo-bands called nations that can be 
over ten million times bigger than the bands our ancestors lived 

in until the rise of civilization. We went from monkey-king 
tyranny to equality in our hunter-gatherer days, then back to 

steep, militarised hierarchies as civilisation evolved, and have 
now returned to a heavily modified form of egalitarianism. 
Given the tight incentives, weaning ourselves away from war 
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ought not t o  b e  impossible. And we have certainly been given 

the right incentives. 

Holiday ft om History 

You can say more truly of the First World War than of the 

Second or of the Third that if the people had known what 

was going to happen, they wouldn't have done it. The Second 

World War - they knew more, and they accepted it. And the 

Third World War - alas, in a sense they know everything 

about it, they know what will happen, and they do nothing. 

I don't know the answer. 

A.]. P. Taylor, author of The Origi,ns of the Second World T#tr 

When Alan Taylor talked like that in 1982, it resonated strongly 

with a generation that had spent its life waiting for World War 

III to happen. Now, nobody talks like that: the collapse of the 

Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War convinced most 

people that World War III isn't ever going to happen, as if there 

were no systemic causes and the only reason for it ever to have 

happened was the wicked Soviets. During the 1990s people 

fretted about ethnic cleansing, and latterly they worry about 

terrorism, but the apocalyptic edge has gone. The little wars that 

still occur don't really threaten the developed countries and can 

be dealt with or not as the moral mood of the moment dic­

tates. Only people who work within or study the international 

system - diplomats and professional soldiers, some statesmen, 
and a few historians - understand that it was the structure of 

the system itself that produced the cycle of great-power con­

flicts we now call world wars. 
We haven't entirely wasted the relatively peaceful time 

we were given after the end of the Cold War. The US-led 



2 1 4  THE SHORTEST H ISTORY OF  WAR 

United Nations campaign to expel the Iraqi invaders from 

occupied Kuwait in 1991  was the first time UN rules against 

aggression had been enforced by military action since the 

Korean War forty years before. The UN rules protecting the 

sovereignty of independent states were bent several times in 

the 1990s so that international military interventions could 

prevent genocides (although the worst case, in Rwanda/ 

eastern Congo, was ignored) . But little was done to increase 

the authority of the Security Council or to entrench the habit 

of multilateralism, for the unilateralist current was already 

running strongly in the United States, by this time the sole 

global superpower. 

A certain amount of hubris was to be expected after the 

United States' apparent triumph in the Cold War; even before 

it, the glorification of national military power was part of the 

political culture in Washington. In 2001 hubris and militarism 

fused in a project for American hegemony commonly called 

pax americana, whose neo-conservative proponents ended up 

controlling US military and foreign policy under President 

George W. Bush. The Bush administration launched a sustained 

assault on multilateral institutions: it abandoned the Anti­

Ballistic Missile Treaty, tried to sabotage the International 

Criminal Court, rejected amendments to make the conventions 

against chemical and biological weapons more enforceable, and 

used the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 as the pretext for 
an invasion of Iraq in 2003, which also constituted a deliberate 

attack on the authority of the Security Council. 
By the end of Bush's second term in 2008 any progress during 

the 1990s, particularly with regard to trust among the great 

powers, had been lost. The advent of the Trump presidency 

in 2017 brought a fresh American assault on multilateral 

institutions, and while President Biden is clearly an improvement, 
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the 'Washington consensus' on foreign policy that Biden once 

incarnated is not well suited to the future that likely awaits us. 

The holiday from history may be almost over. 

Three Great Changes 
Three great changes ire underway that could tip the international 

system back into the old disorder: global heating, the rise of new 

great powers, and nuclear proliferation. The ramshackle system 

we have designed to keep the peace will be under acute stress. 

Rising global temperature will have disastrous effects on 

food production in the tropics and sub-tropics at least a gener­

ation before similar impacts are felt in the rich countries of the 

temperate latitudes. The consequence will be famines in those 

countries nearer to the equator and millions-strong waves of 

desperate refugees trying to get into the developed countries. 

The borders will slam shut, of course, but the only way to keep 

them shut against such numbers may be some 'exemplary' 

killing of those who try to breach them. The net result is likely 

to be a widespread breakdown in international cooperation 

(including cooperation in dealing with climate change), as it 

is difficult for countries to make agreements and compromises 

when one country is killing another's citizens. 

At the same time, the international system will be trying to 

adjust to the rise of new great powers and the relative decline 
of most of the existing powers. The ticket to superpower status 

in the world of 2.040 will be brutally simple: only countries 

of subcontinental scale with populations near to or over half 

a billion people. Only three candidates will qualify: the US, 

China and India. 

India, which has no credible prospect of overtaking either 
of the other two candidates in the next generation, has done 

the obvious thing and concluded an alliance of sorts with the 
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United States. India has already had one border war with China 

( in 1 962), and 'the enemy of my enemy is my friend'. 

China was the undisputed superpower in the parts of the 

world known to the Chinese for most of its history, and many 

Chinese feel a certain resentment that it has lost that status in 

the past three centuries. They therefore believe that in a just 

world it should recover that position - and if justice does not 

spontaneously deliver that result, perhaps it needs a little help. 

CLIMATE CHANGING NUCLEAR 
CHANGE SUPERPOWERS PROLIFERATION 

Famine New trio of N ine countries 
subcontinental (and counting) 

powers likely have nuclear 
Refugees and to rise to the warheads 

migrants top: China, 
USA, India 

Rising no. of 
Violent stress points 

crackdown on While such as India-
migration declining Pakistan 

20th-c. powers G lobal safety 

Breakdown of 
jostle for mechanisms 

international 
position may not work 

relations 

THREAT OF WAR 
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However, China i s  not a classic expansionist power like 

1 6th-century Spain or early 20th-century Japan. None ofits ter­

ritorial claims extend beyond areas that it once dominated, nor 

are they so important to China's interests that it would fight to 

the death for them. Nevertheless, its growing military power 

and its ofi:en belligerent rhetoric do make the neighbours 

nervous, and we know where this sort of thing usually ended 

up in the past. 

On the other hand, China may never overtake the United 

States, because its economic growth has slowed drastically in 

the past decade and its population is about to go into a steep 

decline. The current Chinese regime will never relinquish its 

claim to Taiwan (nor would any successor, in all likelihood), 

but the current balance of forces does not encourage adventur­

ism in Beijing. 

Like the last great-power confrontation, the Cold War, 

this one may turn out to be manageable, and eventually end 

peacefully. In the past, war was t�e normal way the interna­

tional system adjusted to accommodate the demands of rising 

powers at the expense of those declining, but nobody wants to 

go through that again with :z.1st-century weapons. 

Lastly, nuclear weapons are spreading. Between 1945 and 

1964, the 'Permanent Five' great powers on the UN Security 

Council - the United States, the Soviet Union, Britain, France, 

and China - all tested their first nuclear weapons, and one 

other country, Israel, secretly developed them without openly 
testing them. There was then a lengthy delay before other 
nuclear powers emerged. 

At various points in the late 1970s or 1980s, Argentina, 
Brazil, South Africa, Iraq, Iran, and North Korea embarked on 
nuclear weapons projects, but only one, North Korea's, resulted 

in an actual nuclear deterrent force. Since the North Koreans 
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clearly understand the concept of deterrence, and in particular 

that the ability to deliver one or two nuclear weapons on US 

cities is enough to protect them from American attack, their 

force will probably stay small and may eventually be accepted 
by Washington as non-threatening. India and Pakistan, unfor­

'tunately, are in a different situation. 

North Korean submarine-launched ballistic missile showcased in Pyongyang, 

April 15th 2017 

India tested its first 'peaceful nuclear explosive' in 1974, 

ostensibly for civil engineering projects, but really to create a 

deterrent against Chinese nuclear weapons (the two countries 

had fought a brief border war in 1962). Meanwhile Pakistan, 

having fought and lost three wars with India in the previous 

quarter-century, felt obliged to keep up and embarked on its 
own secret nuclear program. That rivalry culminated in 1998 

with first India, then Pakistan, publicly testing half a dozen 

nuclear weapons. The two countries are now in the use 'em or 
lose 'em phase of a nuclear arms race (also known as 'launch on 

warning'), where the relatively unprotected weapons of both 

sides (around ls  o nuclear warheads each) are vulnerable to a sur­

prise first strike that would destroy the great majority of them. 
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Moreover, their warning time of an incoming strike might be 

as little as four minutes, not the fifteen minutes-plus that the 

Americans and the Soviets had at the height of the Cold War. If 

the two countries were already in a shooting war (as they have 

been three times in the past half-century), and the screens lit 

up with incoming missile trajectories, that's not much time to 

decide whether the tracks are real. An all-out nuclear exchange 

would be bad enough for India and Pakistan but if a large pro­

portion of those weapons were used on cities, creating perhaps 

a hundred simultaneous firestorms, we might all find ourselves 

on the threshold of a global nuclear winter. 

There will be consequences to [India's decision in Aug. i.019 

to strip Kashmir of its special stams] . . .  If a conventional war 

starts, anything could happen. We will fight, and when a nucle­

ar-armed country fights to the end it will have consequences 

far beyond the borders. It will have consequences for the world. 

Pakistan's Prime Minister, Imran Khan to the UN General 

Assembly, i.7 September 2.019' 

The world's record on nuclear proliferation over the past forty 

years is not that bad: only three more countries, making a 

total of nine. The 'firebreak' that we began building against 
actual nuclear weapon use after Hiroshima in 1 945 has held for 
three-quarters of a century. Bur getting through the rest of this 

century without the first-magnitude catastrophe of a global 

nuclear war will require good management and good luck. 

Cooperate or Else 
There is no point dreaming that we can leap straight into some 
never-land of world government and w1iversal brotherhood;. 
We will have to solve the problem of war within the context of 
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the existing state system. In practice, that means preserving and 

extending the multilateral system we have been building (with 

many interruptions and failures) since the end of World War IL 
The rising powers must be absorbed into a system that empha­

sises cooperation and which makes room for them, rather than 

one that deals in confrontation and raw military power. 

This is exactly what we have been trying to do for several 

generations, of course, with very limited success. But in all that 

time nobody has come up with a more plausible idea, which 

suggests there is no easier path. 

The state of international anarchy that compelled every 

nation to arm itself for war had such an obvious remedy that 

it arose almost spontaneously afi:er the first total war in 19 18. 

What was required was clearly a pooling of sovereignty, at least 

in matters concerning war and peace, by all the states of the 

world; and the victors of World War I promptly created the 

League of Nations. But the devil is in the details: the idea that 

the nations of the world will band together to deter or punish 

aggression by some maverick country is fine in principle, but 

who defines the aggressor, and who pays the money and tl1e 

lives needed to make him stop ? 

Every ·member of the League of Nations also knew that if 
the organisation ever gained real authority, it could end up 

being used against them, so no major government was willing 

to let it have any real power. They got World War II, a war so 

costly in both lives and money that the victors made a second 

attempt in 1945 to create an international organisation truly 

capable of preventing war. The winners of World War II were 

frightened people. When they sat down to negotiate the 
Charter of the United Nations in San Francisco in 1945, they 

actually made war illegal. The new UN Charter forbade the use 

of force against another country except in strict self-defence 
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or in obedience to the Security Council's orders - and those 

orders would be issued only in order to stop some country from 

attacking another UN member. So there it was : from the bad 

old days to a new world of law where war was banned in a single 

breath-taking leap. 

Not really. Everybody understood that the creation of the 

United Nations was the launch of a hundred-year project. The 

survivors of the worst war in history weren't the least bit naive 

about what they were trying to do. Proof of that is the brutal 

realism they brought to the rules for enforcement. 

Normal international treaties pretend that all sovereign 
states are equal. Not the UN Charter: it gave the five victorious 

great powers of 1945 - the United States, the United Kingdom, 

France, the Soviet Union and China - permanent seats on the 

Security Council, while other countries must rotate through 

on two-year terms. To order military action against a country 

accused of aggression, the great powers must convince enough 

temporary members to win a majority vote in the fifteen-mem­

ber Security Council, but any one of the great powers can veto 

action, even if the majority in favour is fourteen-to-one. The 

people who wrote the rules frankly acknowledged that the great 

powers were more equal than the others. And that's because 

they were serious about getting the new system to work. 

Persuading the great powers to sign up to these rules was 

tricky. They were being asked to give up a tool - military power 

- that often let them get their way in the world. They knew 
that one day they too could be destroyed in a great-power war, 
so changing the international rules was in their own long-term 

self-interest, but they were being asked to give up a bird in the 
hand for one in the bush. The veto was what got them over this 

hurdle: it meant the UN could never take action against any 

of the great powers, and in effect it exempted them from the 
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new international law. Other countries, though, had to obey it. 

If the Security Council agreed that their actions represented a 
danger to peace, they could face an international army operat­
ing under the UN flag. It happened to North Korea in 1950, 

and to Iraq in 1990. 

The great powers were also expected to obey the law, and 
might face heavy pressure of various sorts if they didn't, but 
they could not be brought to book militarily. They could simply 

veto any Security Council resolution that condemned them. 
(As of August 2020, Russia/USSR had used its veto n6 times, 
United States 82 times, UK 29 times, France 16 times and China 
16 times.) 

Russian Ambasador to the UN votes against US resolution to investigate 
alleged use of chemical weapons in Syria, April roth 2018 

In spite of all that pragmatism, it still didn't work. Within a few 
years the five permanent members of the Security Council had 
divided into two hostile military blocs, as victorious nations 
often do after a great war. It would have been a big historical 
surprise if they hadn't. 
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YVtir Crimes 
Another major innovation after World War II was 'war crimes' 
trials. It was 'victors' justice', to be sure: some of the laws under 
which senior German and Japanese officials and officers were 
charged had not existed when the alleged crimes were commit­
ted, but it was a bold and partly successful attempt to define 
and enforce proper behaviour even amidst the cruelty and 
chaos of war. Miraculously, it turned out that no war cri�es 
were committed by commanders on the winning side. 

At a certain place, I'm in battle. I have a unit that is advanc­

ing. I have a tank knocked out by the Germans. The four men 

inside get out, not wounded but stunned. Instead of coming 

back toward my lines, they head off toward the German line. 

The Germans, there - b-r-r - they killed them, right there. 

Some of my men see that and say: 'They killed them without 

giving them a chance. That's wrong.' 

Major Jacques Dexrrase, Fusiliers Mom-Royal 

Jacques Dextrase was a 24-year-old major commanding a 
French-Canadian infantry company in Normandy in August, 
1944 when this incident occurred. 

OK. The battle continues and we take some prisoners. I pick 

someone to take the prisoners to the rear. When the man 

in charge of tl1e prisoners comes to a bridge - he had made 

them run almost three miles - he says: 'No, you lot blew 

up the bridges, you are going to swim.' Well, you can well 

imagine that a man who has run three miles and then tries to 

swim ... most of them drowned. 

And me, passing near there in my jeep, when I see thirty, 

forty, fifty bodies of drowned men... I wonder what hap-
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pened, but I don't ask too many questions . . . I took internal 

action within the unit, but I didn't put out any press release 

about what I did. 

So I said to myself when I saw the Nuremberg trials: 

'Listen, you're lucky that we won.' Because I would be there : 

it's me who is responsible for what my subordinates do. 

Dextrase was a good soldier who ended up as a full general and 
chief of defence staff of the Canadian Armed Forces. Canadians 
fought in every 2.oth-century war of the West except Vietnam, 
and in that period lost almost twice as many military dead per 
capita as the United States. Yet although some war crimes had 
been codified in the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907, as 
late as 1944 Dextrase had nowhere to turn, in practice, when he 
discovered a war crime in his regiment. Administrative punish­
ment and cover-up was the best he could do. 

The Nuremberg principles of 1947 and the Geneva Con­
ventions of 1949 changed that, and since then there has been 
a dramatic increase in the number of prosecutions for war 
crimes. Most Western armed forces remind their members at 
least annually of their legal obligations in wartime. So when the 
Australian army discovered war crimes had been committed by 
its troops in Afghanistan, its response was radically different. 

Guys just had this blood lust. Psychos. Absolute psychos. 

And we bred them . .  

Australian soldier on SAS murders in Afghanistan 

Australian troops have been in Afghanistan continuously since 
2.002. as part of the US-led coalition supporting the US-in­
stalled government there against the Taliban and other Islamist 
insurgent forces. When rumours about the conduct of Aus-
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tralia's elite Special Air Services troops reached Special Oper­
ations Commander Jeff Sengelman, he commissioned military 
sociologist Dr Samantha Crompfoets, a civilian, to look into 
the culture of the special forces. On the evidence of the inter­
views she carried out (one of which is quoted above) in 2.016 
the Inspector-General of the Australian Defence Force created 
an independent inquiry headed by Major-General Justice Paul 
Brereton, a reserve officer and a judge on the New South Wales 
Court of Appeal, to carry out a formal investigation. 

Brereton's heavily redacted report, delivered in November 
2.02.0, found credible evidence for the murder of 39 Afghans 
- prisoners of war, farmers and other civilians - by 25 named 
Australian SAS soldiers in 2007-2013. None of the killings 
took place in the heat of battle, the report said, and all occurred 
in circumstances that would, if accepted by a jury, constitute 
the war crime of murder. Most were the consequences of a 
'warrior culture' in which junior soldiers would be 'blooded' 
(i.e. get their first kill) by shooting a prisoner on the orders 
of their patrol commander, typically a senior NCO. 'Throw­
downs' (captured weapons and radios) would then be placed 
by the victims' bodies and photographed to create a 'cover 
story' for the purposes of operational reporting. And in the 
'Fat Lady's Arms', an unofficial bar that was set up inside the 
SAS base in Uruzgan province, soldiers would drink out of a 
hollow prosthetic leg that had been taken from the body of a 
dead Taliban fighter. 

In a nationally televised response to the Brereton report, 
General Angus Campbell, the Chief of the Defence Force, 
accepted all 143 of Brereton's recommendations, referred the 
report to the Australian federal police for criminal investiga­
tion, apologised to the people of Afghanistan, condemned the 
'shameful' and 'toxic' culture that had been allowed to flourish 
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within the SAS, and supported calls to make helmet or body 
cameras compulsory for special forces on future deployments. 
It wasn't a perfect performance - he was a bit vague about how 
high up the chain of command the blame would be laid - but 
it was pretty good. 

Inevitably there was a nationalist backlash. Campbell sought 
to strip the entire Special Operations Task Group of its 'meri­

torious unit citation'. which allowed those who wanted to shift 
p
_
ublic attention away from the war criminals to focus instead on 

the hurt allegedly felt by the 3,000 other Australians who had 
served in the same unit in 2.007-13. Campbell must have known 
this was coming; he just did it anyway. 

The gulf between Dextrase's response and Campbell's is not 
a matter of personality or nationality; it is a question of dates. 
There has been a gradual transformation in the willingness of 

armies to hold their own members accountable for criminal 
behaviour despite the moral complexity of the combat environ­
ment, and it does stem from the post-Second World War clar­
ification and amplification of the laws of war. Little by little . . .  

A Very Long nme 

It's going to be a very long time before governments are pre­

pared in fact to submit to limitations on their national poli­

cies by an international body - not least because you've got a 

tremendous domestic opposition to it, very often. 

Brian Urquhart, former under secretary-general, 

United Nations 

That 'tremendous domestic opposition' is currently embod­
ied in the populist/ nationalist governments that were elected 
in various democratic countries (US, UK, Brazil, Poland, 
Hungary, India, the Philippines) ,  but the arch-populist Donald 
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Trump has already lost office and this is no more the 'end of 
history' than the non-violent, anti-Communist revolutions of 
1989 were. There is now a single global culture, with hundreds 
oflocal variants but still coherent enough to be swept by waves 
of political fashion, and the current fashion for populism is 

unlikely to be the last word. We might even look back and find 
ourselves grateful, at some future juncture, that this fashion 
had run its course before the going got really rough. 

It isn't that the United Nations should have succeeded from 
the start but has instead failed. On the contrary: it was bound to 
be a ·relative failure, and that is no reason to despair. Progress will 
necessarily be measured in small steps even over decades. There 

is no point yearning for some universal Gandhi who can change 
the human heart and free us from our obsessions with national 
interest and power. 

The reasons we behave as we do are not (just) stupid or 
paltry. We can never get all we want. This is why neighbour­
ing states have lived in a perpetual state of potential war, just 
as neighbouring hunter-gatherer bands did twenty thousand 
years ago. 

If the time has come when we must devise a different method 
of settling our disputes, it can be done only with the cooperation 
of the world's governments, for it is the absolute independence 
of national governments that makes war possible. Unfortunately, 
mistrust reigns everywhere, and nations seldom allow even the 
least of their interests to be decided by a collection of foreigners. 

The nationalists are right to worry about what a powerful 
United Nations might mean. The United Nations was created 
to end war - 'not to bring mankind to Heaven but to save it 
from Hell', in Dag Hammarskjold's words. The UN's founders 
knew that to guarantee each country's safety from attack by its 
neighbours, to make decisions on international disputes, and 
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to enforce them, it would need powerful armed forces under its 
own command - and indeed the UN Charter makes provisions 
for just such a force. 

A Little Bit of Principle, a Lot of Power 

Justice without force is useless. 

Blaise Pascali 

This is the real reason why the United Nations has never worked 
as designed: a truly effective UN would have the power to 
coerce national governments, so naturally governments every­
where refuse to allow it to come into being. They know what 
they must do to end international war - have known it since 
r945 at the latest - but they are not yet willing to do it. The pos­
sibility of their own interests being damaged somewhere down 
the line by the decisions of a United Nations grown too mighty 
to resist is so worrisome that they prefer to go on living with 
the risk of war. 

The present United Nations is certainly no place for ideal­
ists, but they would feel even more uncomfortable in a United 
Nations that actually worked. It would remain what it has 
always been - an association of poachers turned gamekeepers, 
not an assembly of saints - and it would not make its deci­
sions according to some impartial standard of justice. There is 
no impartial concept of justice to which all of mankind would 
subscribe. In any case, 'mankind' does not make decisions at 
the United Nations: governments do, with their own national 
interests to protect. As now, they would reach their decisions 
by an intensely political process, kept within the bounda­
ries of reason only by the shared recognition that they must 
never damage the interests of any powerful member or group 
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of members so badly as to destroy the fundamental consensus 
keeping war at bay. 

We should not be shocked by this. National politics every­
where operates with the same combination : a little bit of princi­
ple, a lot of power, and a final constraint on the ruthless exercise 
of that power based on the need to avoid civil war and preserve 
the consensus on which the nation is founded. At the national 
level we consent to the impositions and inconveniences of a 

distant and unwieldy government because, in the final analysis, 
the benefits outweigh the costs: it gives us civil peace, protec­
tion from the rival ambitions of other national communities, 
and a framework for large-scale cooperation in pursuing what­
ever goals we set ourselves as a society. 

The same arguments ought to have equal weight in favour 
of an international authority, but in no major country in the 
world is there widespread popular support for surrendering 
sovereignty to the United Nations. Most people are reluctant 
to accept that war and national sovereignty are indissolubly 
linked, and that to be rid of one they must give up much of 
the other. The vast majority of individuals believe strongly that 
their own nation should have complete independence. 

Interestingly, this belief runs less strong within governments 
than among the people they govern. The United Nations was 
not founded by popular demand; it was created by govern­
ments who were alarmed by the path they were on and unable 
to ignore the grim realities of the situation. If they didn't have 
to worry how their own people would respond, the foreign 
policy professionals in almost every country would make the 
minimum concessions necessary to create a functioning world 
authority. The more reflective military professionals would 
concur, for the same reasons. 

The obstacle is 'the people': the enormous domestic resist-
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ance to any surrender of independence. It is also the politicians, 
for even if they understand the realities of the situation them­
selves (and many do not, as their backgrounds are usually in 
domestic issues), politicians cannot afford to get too far ahead 
of the people they lead. Nevertheless, progress has been made. 

We must get the modern national state before it gets us. 

Dwight MacDonald, 19454 

If the abolition of great-power war and the establishment of 
international law is a hundred-year project, then we are running 
somewhat behind schedule. Buf we have made substantial 
progress. World War III has not happened, and that is thanks, 
at least in part, to the United Nations giving the great powers a 
means to back away from their most dangerous confrontations 
without losing face. The UN Charter's ban on changing borders 
by force has not stopped all border wars, but not a single 
forcible redrawing of any country's boundaries has gained broad 
international recognition. Wars between middle-sized powers 
- Arab-Israeli wars and Inda-Pakistani wars, mostly - seldom 
last more than a month because UN offers of ceasefires and 
peacekeeping troops provide a quick way out for the losing side. 

There have also been spectacular failures, like the eight-year 
war between Iraq and Iran in the 1980s, which was deliberately 
prolonged by American and Russian aid to Saddan1 Hussein 
in the hope that he would destroy the revolutionary Islamic 
regime in Iran. Great-power moves like the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan in 1979 and the US invasion of Iraq in 2003 were 
illegal, but could not be dealt with by the UN because of the 
veto system. Most of the conflict deaths over the past thirty 
years have been the victims of civil wars (mainly in Africa) in 
which the UN has had no mandate to interfere. 
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USSR Premier Alexei Kosygin greets Saddam Hussein on 14th April r975 

Viewed from a low orbit, the glass is at least half-full. The survival 
of the UN as a permanent, all-inclusive forum whose member 
states are committed to avoiding or preventing war - and some­
times succeed - has already created a context new to history. 

A Fina/Act of Redefinition 
In a rapidly heating world, though, horrendous choices may 
be necessary. Geo-engineering techniques to slow the rise in 
temperatures, vital to those great powers closest to the equator, 
might seem less of a priority to those in the temperate zone who 
can afford to wait - and such a difference of opinion could spark 
the kind of great-power war that seems unthinkable at present. 

The growth of relatively cheap but effective weapons systems 
(drones, robots, etc) that can operate in swarms is levelling the 
playing field in ways that make big, rich powers vulnerable to 
crippling, anonymous attacks by small, poor ones (one recent 
example being the drone attack on Saudi Arabia's oil production 
in 2019 ) . The list of potential technological and strategic sur­
prises is long: the 'unknown unknowns' will always be with us. 
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• • • 

Swarm of surveillance drones flying in formation, 2017 

We are in the midst of a transformation, enabled by mass 
communications technology, in which human beings are 
reclaiming their ancient egalitarian heritage. It is not clear why 
becoming more democratic should make people more peaceful 
- egalitarian hunter-gatherers were not exactly peaceful, as 
we have seen - but it seems to have that effect nevertheless. 
Democratic countries fight wars, but they almost never fight 
each other. We will have to go on tweaking the institutions, or 
else our more egalitarian, more connected world could still be 
toppled back into war, but there is hope. A slow yet perceptible 
revolution in human consciousness is underway. 

We have always run our affairs on the assumption that there 
is a special category of people whom we regard as full human 
beings, with rights and duties about equal to our own, and 
whom we must not kill even when we quarrel. Over the past 
ten thousand years we have widened this category from the 
original hunting-and-gathering band to embrace larger and 
larger groups. First it was the tribe of a few thousand people 
bound together by kinship and ritual ties; then the state, whose 
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members recognize shared interests with millions of other 
people they don't know and will never meet; and now, finally, 
the entire human race. 

There was nothing idealistic about those previous revisions. 
They happened because they advanced people's material inter­
ests and ensured their survival. The

-
same is true for this final act 

of redefinition: we have reached a point where our moral imag­
ination must expand again to include the whole of mankind, or 
we will perish. The shift in cultural perspective and the creation 
of political institutions reflecting the new perspective will take 
a very long time. It is hard to believe we are even halfway to our 
goal yet. 

As for the argument that there will never be universal broth­
erhood among the nations: it isn't necessary. It can hardly be 
said to exist within any nation, so why would it flourish between 
them? What does exist, and must now be extended beyond all 
borders, is a mutual recognition that we are all better off when 
we respect one another's rights and accept arbitration by a 
higher authority, instead of killing one another when our rights 
or interests come into conflict. In any given year, there is only a 
tiny danger that another world war might begin and put an end 
to human civilisation. Cumulatively, though, given how long 
the process of change will take, the danger is extreme. But it's 
no reason to stop trying. 

However deficient in many ways the United Nations may be, 

I think it's an absolutely essential organization. There is no 

way in which this effort cannot be made - it has to be made 

- knowing perfectly well that you're pushing an enormous 

boulder up a very steep hill. There will be slips and it will 

come back on you from time to time, but you have to go on 
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pushing. Because if you don't do that, you simply give in to 

the notion that you're going to go into a global war again at 

some point, this time with nuclear weapons. 

Brian Urquhart 

Our task over the next few generations is to transform the 
present world of independent states into some sort of genuine 
international community. If we succeed in creating that 
community, however quarrelsome, discontented, and full of 
injustice it will be, then we shall effectively have abolished the 
ancient institution of warfare. Good riddance. 
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