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Abstract:  
How do decision makers think about the utility of war? Decision makers tend to believe that war 
works — that it is effective — and moreover, that war can achieve objectives at comparatively low 
cost.  Several jus ad bellum considerations in the just war tradition — including last resort, 
necessity, probability of success, and proportionality — are explicitly concerned with utility — 
whether and when war works.  Utility is also an explicit concern of the jus in bello criteria of 
proportionality, the idea of double effect, and the discourse in military and international law about 
military necessity. Apart from what decision makers think, what is the evidence?  Does war 
work?  What is it good for? Is war more effective than the alternatives?  Why does it tend to 
extremes of violence? What are its costs?  
 

States use violence in their relations with other states for offensive purposes 
when and because their elite decisionmakers believe that the use of force is legitimate 
on some criteria of legitimacy, and when elites believe that the use of military force is 
effective and efficient. Elites come to this determination through dialogue or political 
deliberation in executive and legislative bodies. Public opinion must also be mobilized in 
the public sphere.  

The dominant understanding of uses of force that are considered legitimate can 
and does change over time, and may differ across cultures.  When leaders believe that 
war is effective and efficient, they believe they can gain some objective via war, or the 
threat of the use of force, for a relatively low cost in blood and treasure, and/or they 
believe that the costs of war can be offset by gains, delayed or shifted (known "burden 
sharing" among in NATO members).  Of course legitimacy, and an understanding of 
whether something is worth the cost, are not unrelated. It may be that a person or a 
state is prepared to pay more for something that is perceived as legitimate and vital, 
and less for an objective where legitimacy is in doubt. 
 Of the two factors, legitimacy and effectiveness, there have been significant 
changes in beliefs about the legitimacy of using violence to achieve political purposes 
among states.  For instance, where it was once considered legitimate among European 
powers to use force to establish a religion or collect debts, these uses of military force 
are no longer considered legitimate.2  War is no longer a legitimate way to expand state 
territory.  Indeed, almost every politically offensive use of force is considered 
illegitimate.  The decline in the legitimacy of using violence for political purposes parallels 
                                            

1 The title of the paper is a reference to a song released in 1970 by Edwin Starr, "War." 
2 See Evan Luard, War in International Society: A Study in International Sociology (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1987); Martha Finnemore, The Purpose of Intervention: 
Changing Beliefs about the Use of Force (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003). 
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the rise in democratic norms and deliberative institutions. Randall Forsberg argued, 
"democratic institutions have prompted, or paralleled, a growing rejection of violence as 
a means of achieving political or economic ends within and between nations."3  For 
Forsberg, it is not an exaggeration to say that democracy and a commitment to non-
violence are synonymous — "commitment to non-violence lies at the core of democratic 
institutions. . . ."4  Forsberg observed, 
 

Though little recognized, the renunciation of violence as a means to any ends except 
defense is as much a cornerstone of democratic institutions as its widely recognized 
counterpart, freedom of expression and other civil liberties.  Commitment to non-
violence protects and preserves freedom of expression and other civil liberties by 
precluding intimidation or coercion by violence or the threat of violence.  Within 
democracies, wherever nonviolence is not the rule . . . other democratic rights and 
freedoms are lost or severely compromised.5 
 

In other words, if democracy is at core a renunciation of the use of violence for 
offensive purposes, the use of violence for offensive purposes is a renunciation of 
democracy and undermines democratic institutions.  Justice is not, in general, advanced 
by the use of offensive force.  However, because the use of military force — even for 
offensive purposes — requires the mobilization of human, material and monetary 
resources, deliberation and persuasion are always part of the process of going to war 
and remaining there. 

With the rise of democratic institutions, offensive uses of force are increasingly 
understood as illegitimate, and only defensive uses of force — the defense of self or 
others against aggression — are considered unquestionably legitimate, a right of states 
and an obligation toward others, and clearly allowed under international law.  The 
question for establishing the legitimacy of the use of force in war in the public sphere 
then becomes defining or framing a situation as one of self-defense, or defense of 
another, and more recently distinguishing preemption from preventive war.  Indeed, 
although it was certainly offensive, the major use of force of the United States after 
9/11 — the war in Iraq begun in 2003 — was framed as defensive, preemption against 
the threat of suspected Iraqi weapons of mass destruction.   
 While the range of issues considered legitimate to fight for has been gradually 
rethought and limited, there has been comparatively little reconsideration of the 
question of whether violence and war are effective or efficient.  Rather, key assumptions 
— that military force can succeed to compel political change or to acquire economic 
gains — are ubiquitous.  Putting aside, for the moment, questions about the legitimate 
reasons for war, I ask, quite simply, about the utility of war.  Does war work?  What is it 
good for? What can it accomplish?  What are its costs? Why does war tend to extremes 
of violence, despite all attempts to limit its destructiveness? How do decision makers 
think about the utility of war? 
 

                                            

3 Randall Caroline Watson Forsberg, “Toward a Theory of Peace: The Role of Moral 
Beliefs.” PhD diss. Political Science, MIT, 1997, p.34. 
4 Forsberg, “Toward a Theory of Peace,” p. 35. 
5 Forsberg, “Toward a Theory of Peace,” p. 35. 



 3 

Elite Assumptions about the Util ity of War 
Ironically, decisions about war — a war which will vitiate the political and human 

rights of others — and the massive mobilization for the use of force requires deliberation 
and persuasion.  But if the main lines of argument in favor of war are taken for granted 
— not challenged because they are seen as self-evident — then there is reduced scope 
for thoughtful deliberation.  This has been the case with assumptions about the utility of 
war. 

I begin with the question of how decisionmakers think about the utility of war and 
certain strategies in war. Quite simply, political and military leaders tend to think that 
war — the use of violence for political purposes — works.  Indeed, the more violence, 
the better war works.  So it was that Germany's Kaiser Wilhelm wrote on the first day of 
what became World War I, nearly 100 years ago: "Everything must be drowned in fire 
and blood.  It is essential to kill men and women, children and old men, not to leave 
standing a single house or a single tree.  By these terrorist methods, the only methods 
capable of frightening such a degenerate people as the French, will the war be ended in 
less than two months; while if I take considerations of humanity into account, the war 
will last several years."6 

There is historical evidence that governments often underestimate the likely 
duration of the fighting, neglect to tally all the costs of war and its aftermath, and 
overestimate the political objectives that can be accomplished by the use of brute force. 
In other words, leaders tend to think that war works and the more violence, the more 
quickly does war do its job. Robert Pape argues that, “Leaders are often drawn to 
military coercion because it is perceived as a quick and cheap solution to otherwise 
difficult and expensive international problems.” 7   Further, “statesmen very often 
overestimate the prospects for successful coercion and underestimate the costs.”8   

I argue that the tendency of military and political leaders to be optimistic about 
the utility of military force is rooted in three assumptions and one fact.  The first 
assumption is that war is a contest between military forces. This seems obvious, indeed 
definitional: what ought to and does determine the outcome in war is force on force 
battles on a battlefield between highly trained and massed military forces using 
increasingly sophisticated military technologies.  The focus on combat seems self-
evident and is clearly articulated in Clausewitz, On War. In chapter one, Clausewitz 
reminds us that war is violence.  In chapter two, Clausewitz says: 

 
Every activity in War, therefore, necessarily relates to the combat either directly or 
indirectly. The soldier is levied, clothed, armed, exercised, he sleeps, eats, drinks, and 
marches, all MERELY TO FIGHT AT THE RIGHT TIME AND PLACE. 
 
 . . . . Now, in the combat all the action is directed to the DESTRUCTION of the 
enemy, or rather of HIS FIGHTING POWERS, for this lies in the conception of combat. 

                                            

6 Quoted in Nina H. Jørgensen, The Responsibility of States for International Crimes 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000) p. 4. 
7 Robert Pape, Bombing to Win: Air Power and Coercion in War (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1996) p. 2. 
8 Pape, Bombing to Win, p. 2. 
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The destruction of the enemy's fighting power is, therefore, always the means to 
attain the object of the combat.9 
 

 Yet, when one looks at how wars are actually fought, much attention is given to 
influencing the opponent’s civilian population.  So, militaries threaten, attack and destroy 
the civilian population of the other side quite frequently in war.  European wars from the 
Middle Ages through the 20th century demonstrate this pattern — civilians are 
threatened and targeted for coercion.  Their homes, fields and food stores are burned, 
their women raped, their children enslaved.  The strategy of targeting civilians reaches 
its peak in the twentieth century with terror bombing.  

Interestingly, however, time and again, military and political leaders rediscover 
that war is about winning hearts and minds too.  Ending wars is about persuasion.  We 
can see this in the NATO doctrine in Afghanistan.   
 On 2 July 2009, the new American commander in Afghanistan, Stanley 
McChrystal issued a new "tactical directive" to the NATO ISAF and U.S. forces: the US 
would restrict the use of airstrikes to cases where coalition troops were in danger of 
being overrun. "When we shoot into a compound, that should only be for the protection 
of our forces."  General McChrystal emphasized that, "Air power contains the seeds of 
our own destruction if we do not use it responsibly.  We can lose this fight."10  

In a declassified portion of the tactical directive, McChrystal stated that, "I 
expect leaders at all levels to scrutinize and limit the use of force like close air support 
(CAS) against residential compounds and other locations likely to produce civilian 
casualties in accordance with the guidance.  Commanders must weigh the gain of using 
CAS against the cost of civilian casualties, which in the long run make mission success 
more difficult and turn the Afghan people against us. In August 2010, NATO issued a set 
of non-binding policy guidelines for responding to civilian casualties in its operations in 
Afghanistan.  These guidelines are an implicit acknowledgment of organizational 
responsibility for reducing and minimizing the harm to civilians and the explicit 
assumption of responsibility to make repair, called "assistance," after the fact of civilian 
casualties. Notably, the rationale given for NATO doing "everything in its power to avoid 
harming civilians" and for making repair when civilian suffering occurs is military 
necessity — the "centre of gravity of NATO’s mission remains the Afghan people."11 The 
guidelines in part say: 

 
In an effort to find a common approach to deal with the tragedy of civilian casualties, 
NATO nations have agreed on a set of guidelines which have now been promulgated 
to the Chain of Command. These guidelines reflect the efforts NATO/ISAF is making 
to reduce the impact of the conflict on the people of Afghanistan. The centre of 
gravity of NATO’s mission remains the Afghan people, and ISAF does everything 
within its power to avoid harming civilians. When combat-related civilian casualties or 
damage to civilian property occur, NATO/ISAF considers that easing civilian suffering 

                                            

9 Carl von Clausewitz, On War, chapter 2. 
10 Quoted in Filkins, "U.S. Toughens Airstrike Policy in Afghanistan." 
11 NATO Nations Approve Civilian Casualty Guidelines, 6 August 2010 
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/SID-9D9D8832-
42250361/natolive/official_texts_65114.htm. 
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is of tremendous importance. In Afghanistan, the pain of losing a family member can 
also have financial implications, which could be eased through payments. Afghans 
have made it clear that payments to the families of civilian casualties is a culturally-
appropriate response to combat-related civilian death or damage to private property. 
 

The second optimistic assumption is the corollary to the fact that war is not 
simply about destroying the other sides' military forces, but also about affecting the 
other side’s civilians.  The second optimistic assumption about the utility of violence is a 
view of human psychology — specifically that threats and harsh treatment make the 
fearful and brutalized civilian or political leader capitulate.  Conquerors often say that the 
only thing their enemy understands is brute force.  On this view, when coercion fails, it is 
because insufficient force was used, not because force could never do the job.   If the 
desired results are not achieved, on this view, the response is to add more force.  In 
other words, under the thumbscrew theory of military force, one need only ratchet up 
the pain to the level necessary to achieve submission.   

Further, the logic goes, it is better to be extremely brutal at the outset in order 
to bring war to conclusion sooner, rather than later. We can see this assumption in 
Article 29 of the 1863 General Orders 100 of the American Civil war which states: "The 
more vigorously wars are pursued the better it is for humanity. Sharp wars are brief."12  
In this same document, the argument is made that, "War is not carried on by arms alone. 
It is lawful to starve the hostile belligerent, armed or unarmed, so that it leads to the 
speedier subjection of the enemy."13  

In the nineteenth and early twentieth century some German strategists believed 
that kriegsraison, reason of war, trumped the law of war. When particular means were 
understood as necessary to achieve victory, they were justified.14  A 1915 German text 
described the logic this way: "By steeping himself in military history an officer will be 
able to guard himself against excessive humanitarian notions, it will teach him that 
certain severities are indispensible to war, nay more that the only true humanity very 
often lies in a ruthless application of them. . . ."15   

This is an optimistic assumption because more often than not civilians do not 
submit to threats or extremes of force.  Robert Pape found his study of the use of air 
power, Bombing to Win, that state’s leaders often overestimate the utility of bombing to 
compel concessions. Rather, he said, the “citizenry of the target state is not likely to 
turn against its government because of civilian punishment.” Pape found instead that, 
“the supposed causal chain — civilian hardship produces public anger which forms 
political opposition against the government — does not stand up. One reason it does not 
is that a key assumption behind this argument — that economic deprivation causes 

                                            

12 United States General Orders 100, 1863, article 29. 
13 Laws of War: General Orders 100, Article 17. 
14 See Mika Nishmura Hayashi, "The Martens Clause and Military Necessity," in Howard M. 
Hensel, ed., The Legitimate Use of Military Force: The Just War Tradition and the 
Customary Law of Armed Conflict (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 2008); Michael 
Walzer, Just and Unjust Wars: A Moral Argument With Historical Illustrations (New York: 
Basic Books, 1977), p. 144. 
15 Quoted in Gary D. Solis, The Law of Armed Conflict: International Humanitarian Law in 
War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010) p. 266. 



 6 

popular unrest — is false.”16  In sum, people usually do not turn on their governments 
when under attack, but rather rally around the flag.  Nevertheless, as Pape 
demonstrates, time and again leaders attempt to ratchet up civilian pain to achieve 
political gain. 

Why is it that the thumbscrew theory seems to hold such sway when the 
evidence is that threats and brutality are not likely to produce compliance, but rather 
that, threats often yield the opposite, more determined resistance? The short answer is 
that these questionable assumptions about the utility of fear and threats of violence are 
institutionalized. Specifically, fear is the essential ingredient in both punishment 
strategies and the deployment of deterrent threats.  Arms are acquired, military forces 
trained, and deployed, on the assumption that sufficiently robust threats work to 
produce compliance — an institutionalization of the belief that fear can be productively 
used to manipulate others.  According to rational deterrence theory, states should back 
down when sufficiently and credibly threatened. Thomas Schelling suggests that, "it is 
the threat of damage, or of more damage to come, that can make someone yield or 
comply. It is latent violence that can influence someone's choice. . . .  It is the 
expectation of more violence that gets the wanted behavior, if the power to hurt can 
get it at all."17  Sometimes. And this is the trick.  

Threats may, more often that not, cause a group to dig in their heals and become 
more aggressive. Even threats of devastation often fail to provoke the desired 
submission.  A spiral of threat, counter-threat, escalation of tensions, and continuing 
threats may ensue: when others react to the institutionalization of fear, we begin the 
familiar security dilemma spiral and may move to escalation and ultimately war.  

Deterrence theorists often explain the failure of threats on either communication 
failures or a lack of credibility.  Or failures may be attributed to irrationality (over 
optimism or madness) on the part of the target.  

There are other reasons the production of fear may be ineffective or 
counterproductive. Threats intended to produce compliance by evoking fear may only 
increase an adversary's intransigence precisely because the target is actually frightened 
and angry. The fearful often react with stubbornness or defensive aggression.  Threats 
that evoke anger (if the are associated with perceive insults) may also be 
counterproductive because anger, tends to decrease the perception of a threat and to 
simultaneously heighten risk taking behaviors on the part of those who feel angry.18  

Further, fear, and the desire to decrease it, can be institutionalized within 
organizations when they respond to threats by devoting more resources to intelligence 
gathering and threat assessment and when the military becomes a taken-for-granted 
priority in budgeting and policy options. Institutionalized fear may become a perceptual 
filter and analogical trigger.  As each side looks at the threats the other side is 
deliberately (or inadvertently) making, it ignores the ways its own reactions contribute 
to the fearful environment, even as it continues to increase its own defensive 

                                            

16 Pape, Bombing to Win, p. 24. 
17 Thomas C. Schelling, Arms and Influence (New Haven: Yale, 1966) p. 3. 
18 Leonie Huddy, Stanley Feldman, and Erin Cassese, "On the Distinct Political Effects of 
Anxiety and Anger," in Russell W. Neuman, George E. Marcus, Ann N. Crigler and Michael 
MacKuen, The Affect Effect: Dynamics of Emotion in Political Thinking and Behavior 
(Chicago: University of Chicago, 2007) pp. 202-230. 
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preparations including the practice of looking for more threats.  Defensive aggression 
may thus trigger a cascade of both individual and institutional responses, as Thomas 
Hobbes and Immanuel Kant long ago observed.  Patterns of action and reaction between 
groups, including states may be characterized by escalating fear and threats — a 
security dilemma spiral. In this way, standing armies, as Kant argued in Perpetual Peace, 
are both the institutional trace of fear, and the spark for other's fears: "For they 
incessantly menace other states by their readiness to appear at all times prepared for 
war; they incite them to compete with each other in the number of armed men, and 
there is no limit to this."   After it is institutionalized, fear may become a self-sustaining 
climate, almost independent of its initial trigger, and difficult to dislodge even in the face 
of evidence that the threat has diminished.  Thus, the deliberate attempt to use fear as 
a precise tool of foreign policy is likely to be counterproductive and dangerous in the 
short and long term.  I return to this briefly below. 

Which brings us to the third assumption that becomes a source of optimism 
about the utility of force, namely the belief that it is possible to use military force 
discriminately, with exactness, to achieve political ends with few side effects. As I 
suggest above, attempts to manipulate others with threats or precisely ratcheted 
increases in pain often do not work — in fact they are often counterproductive.   

An exemplar of the belief in the potential for precision and control were the plans 
for limited nuclear war and nuclear escalation dominance that were devised by U.S. 
nuclear war planners during the Cold War.  The idea was to conduct a limited nuclear 
exchange, pause for negotiation, and if necessary strike again. Thankfully the optimism 
of nuclear planners about the ability to control nuclear war was never put to the test, 
but experience with conventional wars suggests that it is difficult to use even the most 
accurate weapons with the surgical precision that proponents promise. And even when 
weapons are precise, the other troubling reality of war intervene: the other side resists 
and it is difficult to control escalation in war. 

Those who question what these optimistic assumptions about war — that it can 
be and is confined to battlefields, that humans will yield to superior force, and that wars 
can be precise and limited, are generally dismissed because these propositions seem so 
self-evidently true. 

Now here is the troubling fact that lends credence to optimistic assumptions 
about war. The fact is that war sometimes does work to resolve conflicts or to gain 
some material end.  For instance, Peter Liberman found in Does Conquest Pay?19 that 
conquest of industrial economies can reap handsome material rewards for occupiers. 
Nazi German exploitation of the industries it conquered in Eastern Europe during World 
War II seemed to work, as did the German exploitation of slave labor.  And there is ample 
evidence that colonial conquest brought handsome material rewards for colonizers — the 
vast quantities of plunder in the form of gold, silver and diamonds, and the stolen labor 
of slaves built the enormous wealth of the European empires.  

  
What is War Good For? 

Which brings us to the question what is war, understood as the use of force for 
political purposes, good for? I suggest that war is good for four things. First, as I 

                                            

19 Peter Liberman Does Conquest Pay? The Exploitation of Occupied Industrial Societies 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998). 
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mentioned above, throughout history, war is often good for taking things — simple 
plunder — when one is stealing from those who are comparatively weak.  Second, war is 
very effective at killing civilians, when the object is annihilation, or when the policy 
inadvertently becomes extermination.  Indeed, this is why war so often goes to 
extremes.   The other will often resist, and the thumbscrew logic often drives those 
prosecuting a war to ratchet up the pain until few remain who can effectively resist.  
When annihilation is no longer a legitimate object or by-product of war, war becomes a 
less effective tool, if we want to think in those terms. 

Third, war is sometimes good for stopping plunder and massacres.  Stopping 
people from interfering with another’s self-determination as John Stuart Mill argued may 
not only be a moral obligation. It sometimes works. “Intervention to enforce non-
intervention is always rightful, always moral, if not always prudent.”20  Fourth, war is sort 
of good at growing state institutions.  As Charles Tilly suggested, "wars make states and 
states make war."  But, I have more to say on this below, in the section on the costs of 
war. 

 
Ethical Consequences of Overestimating the Util ity of Violence 
The just war tradition and the laws of war are concerned with protecting all 

humanity in war by limiting the violence of war and the effects of war on non-
combatants.  The assumptions about war that I have described — the assumption that 
war primarily occurs on and is determined by action on battlefields, while the focus of 
fighting is often on manipulating civilians; the belief that brutality which induces 
tremendous fear works to compel civilians and political leaders to submit; and 
overconfidence in the ability to control violent means — can and do affect deliberations 
of the justice of war. These beliefs have helped structure the laws of war so that they 
are themselves biased, yielding a less restrictive ethical and legal climate in war than 
might otherwise be the case.     

Several jus ad bellum considerations in the just war tradition — including last 
resort, necessity, probability of success, and proportionality — are explicitly concerned 
with utility — what works.  Briefly, when authorities determine that war is a last resort 
and therefore necessary to accomplish a particular ends, this supposes that nothing else 
could work, while war can accomplish the ends with some probability of success and 
proportionality.  Utility is also an explicit concern of the jus in bello criteria of 
proportionality, the idea of double effect, and the discourse in military and international 
law about military necessity.  The notions of proportionality and double effect are 
intended, in the just war tradition, to limit the resort to war. But the assumptions about 
what works in war tends to undermine the limits that are intended by the law and the 
just war tradition. 

How does this happen?  Conceptions of utility, which I have argued rest on shaky 
ground, appear in the law of war tradition as the idea of “military necessity.”  Indeed, the 
law of war privileges military necessity.  When military necessity is understood to require 
noncombatant death, such killing is permissible and legal if it is proportionate to the 

                                            

20 John Stuart Mill, “A Few Words on Non-intervention,” Fraser’s Magazine, December 
1859., LX (Dec., 1859), 766-76. 
http://oll.libertyfund.org/index.php?option=com_staticxt&staticfile=show.php&title=25
5&search=%22few+words+on+non-intervention%22&chapter=21666&layout=html 
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expected military advantage of an operation.   An elastic conception of military necessity 
and proportionality that depends on the eye of the beholder may, legally, trump civilian 
protection, and collateral damage that is the result of proportionality/double effect 
calculations is attributable to the valuing of military necessity above civilian protection.  
In other words, just war theory and international humanitarian law allow for and legitimize 
the unintentional killing of potentially large numbers of people if the harm is both 
unintended and proportional to some military objective under the doctrine of double 
effect. The abstract rights of noncombatants to protection are put at grave risk by the 
logic of military necessity and a failure to attend to the foreseeable consequences of 
operations.  In this way, the idea of military necessity, understood as utility undermines 
what is meant to be an absolute, the protection of civilians against harm. In other words, 
the idea of military necessity inadvertently excuses harm to non-combatants under an 
expansive understanding of the utility of military force.  

How did this come to be the case? It occurs at the same time that the law of 
war, or international humanitarian law, emerges in the nineteenth century. One of the 
seminal documents of international humanitarian law, and also a foundational document 
for U.S. laws of war, is the United States General Orders 100 (or the "Lieber Code" after 
its primary author, Frances Lieber), written for the North in 1863 to govern its conduct 
in the United States Civil War. "Military necessity, as understood by modern civilized 
nations, consists in the necessity of those measures which are indispensable for securing 
the ends of the war, and which are lawful according to the modern law and usages of 
war."21 The General Orders continue, "Military necessity admits of all direct destruction 
of life or limb of armed enemies, and of other persons whose destruction is incidentally 
unavoidable in the armed contests of the war."22  The use of the word unavoidable is 
important here: by prioritizing military utility, and equating it with military necessity, 
achieving the military objective becomes unquestionable, and civilian casualties become 
unavoidable. 
 General Orders 100 specifies the kinds of acts allowed as military necessity: "it 
allows of the capturing of every armed enemy, and every enemy of importance to the 
hostile government, or of peculiar danger to the captor; it allows of all destruction of 
property, and obstruction of the ways and channels of traffic, travel, or communication, 
and of all withholding of sustenance or means of life from the enemy; of the 
appropriation of whatever an enemy's country affords necessary for the subsistence and 
safety of the army, and of such deception as does not involve the breaking of good faith 
either positively pledged, regarding agreements entered into during the war, or supposed 
by the modern law of war to exist."23 In this way, "whatever" is necessary/useful is 
allowed.  These acts are not unavoidable, but, rather, the result of tactical and strategic 
decisions about what may be useful.   

 Not surprisingly, given the use of the word "unavoidable," General Orders 100 
implies the inevitability of killing civilians in war.  But human agency disappears — the 
cause is the "misfortune", "exigency" and/or "hardship" of "war."  Article 156 says: 
"Common justice and plain expediency require that the military commander protect the 
manifestly loyal citizens, in revolted territories, against the hardships of the war as much 

                                            

21 United States, Laws of War: General Orders 100, Article 14. 
22 United States, Laws of War: General Orders 100, Article 15.  
23 United States, Laws of War: General Orders 100, Article 15. 
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as the common misfortune of all war admits."24   
While care can and should be taken to limit harm to non-combatants, there is a 

sense of fatalism about the inevitability of harm to civilians.  "The principle has been 
more and more acknowledged that the unarmed citizen is to be spared in person, 
property, and honor as much as the exigencies of war will admit."25 General Orders 100 
also says: "The citizen or native of a hostile country is thus an enemy, as one of the 
constituents of the hostile state or nation, and as such is subjected to the hardships of 
the war."26 The misfortune and exigency of war becomes a license in the General Orders 
to harm civilians when such harm is deemed necessary.  This is also seen in the articles 
of the General Orders that mention when it is lawful to starve or forcibly move or 
bombard noncombatants. 

 
Art. 17. 
War is not carried on by arms alone. It is lawful to starve the hostile belligerent, 
armed or unarmed, so that it leads to the speedier subjection of the enemy. 
Art. 18. 
When a commander of a besieged place expels the noncombatants, in order to lessen 
the number of those who consume his stock of provisions, it is lawful, though an 
extreme measure, to drive them back, so as to hasten on the surrender. 
Art. 19. 
Commanders, whenever admissible, inform the enemy of their intention to bombard a 
place, so that the noncombatants, and especially the women and children, may be 
removed before the bombardment commences. But it is no infraction of the common 
law of war to omit thus to inform the enemy. Surprise may be a necessity.27 

	  
International law scholar Gary Solis argues that, "Lieber's embrace of the then-nebulous 
concept raised military necessity to a general legal principle and a commander's 
requirement."28   

Indeed, the privileging of military necessity, understood to mean utility, 
continued through the nineteenth and early twentieth century attempts to regulate 
conduct toward both combatants and non-combatants.  The 1949 Geneva Conventions 
use language that is consistent with the Lieber Code: non-combatants are always to be 
treated "humanely" except when it is "necessary" not to do so. Article 27 of the 1949 
Geneva Convention IV states: "Protected persons  . . . shall at all times be humanely 
treated, and shall be protected especially against all acts of violence or threats thereof 
and against insults and public curiosity. . . .  However, the Parties to the conflict may 
take such measures of control and security in regard to protected persons as may be 
necessary as a result of the war."29	  	  	  

                                            

24 United States, Laws of War: General Orders 100, Article 156. 
25 United States, Laws of War: General Orders 100, Article 22. 
26 United States, Laws of War: General Orders 100, Article 21. 
27 United States, Laws of War: General Orders 100, Articles 16-18. 
28 Solis, The Law of Armed Conflict, p. 260. 
29 Geneva Convention, IV, Article 27. 
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Article 85 of Geneva Convention's Additional Protocol I (AP I) labels the launching 
of large scale, indiscriminate attacks against civilians with the knowledge that it will 
cause "excessive loss of life, injury to civilians and damage to civilian objects" a crime. 

 
. . . the following acts shall be regarded as grave breaches of this Protocol, when 
committed willfully, in violation of the relevant provisions of this Protocol, and 
causing death or serious injury to body or health:  
(a) Making the civilian population or individual civilians the object of attack;  
(b) Launching an indiscriminate attack affecting the civilian population or civilian 
objects in the knowledge that such attack will cause excessive loss of life, injury to 
civilians or damage to civilian objects, as defined in Article 57, paragraph 2 (a) (iii);  
(c) Launching an attack against works or installations containing dangerous forces in 
the knowledge that such attack will cause excessive loss of life, injury to civilians or 
damage to civilian objects, as defined in Article 57, paragraph 2 (a) (iii);  
(d) Making non-defended localities and demilitarized zones the object of attack;  
(e) Making a person the object of attack in the knowledge that he is hors de 
combat.30 

 
But the bright line is not so bright, and the allowance of proportionality/double 

effect collateral damage is also in the Additional Protocol I, which permits actions that 
could be anticipated to harm civilians if it is not "excessive in relation to the concrete 
and direct military advantage anticipated."31  As international law expert Judith Gardam 
notes, key to the determination of military advantage is the perceived "importance of 
the target for achieving a particular military objective. The more integral the proposed 
target is to the military strategy, the higher the level of likely civilian casualties and 
damage to civilian objects that will be acceptable."32  

In this way, civilian protection is abandoned as an absolute value: it becomes a 
matter of a calculation about proportionality and military necessity. The precise meaning 
of excessive casualties is ambiguous in the Additional Protocol I; it depends on balancing 
between military necessity and likely casualties. Protocol I doesn’t specific how to 
calculate the balance.  Thus, while the AP I language says that "indiscriminate attacks 
are prohibited", it simultaneously gives permission to override the prohibition.  An 
indiscriminate attack is defined in AP I, as one that "may be expected to cause incidental 
loss of civilian life, injury to civilians, damage to civilian objects, or a combination 
thereof, which would be excessive in relation to the concrete and direct military 
advantage anticipated."33  Proportionality and calculations of double effect can thus 
override the prohibition on indiscriminate attacks. 

But, if I am correct, this granting of a moral allowance for civilian casualties rests 
on faulty assumptions.  Military utility is an elastic notion that could cover a multitude of 
questionable actions. Uses of force become all the more questionable if civilians are just 

                                            

30 Geneva Convention Additional Protocol I, Article 85, paragraph 3. 
31 Geneva Convention Additional Protocol, I, Article 51, paragraph 5b.  In general see 
articles 48 to 51. 
32 Judith Gardam, Necessity, Proportionality and the Use of Force by States (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004) p. 100. 
33 Geneva Convention Additional Protocol I, Article 51.  
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as often the object of desired influence and control, not an afterthought or collateral 
damage. Moreover, attempts to persuade civilians and leaders are not so likely to work 
as much as to backfire, and the idea that force can be easily controlled and used with 
precision is belied by the record.  

 
Underestimating the Costs of War 

 I have so far argued that foreign policy decisionmakers tend to overestimate the 
utility of war and that this overestimation tends to lead to both increased resort to war, 
and wars that are bloodier and longer than even the advocates of war expect.   I also 
argue that whether or not wars work, they still cost more than we generally think they 
do.   
 There are many ways to account for the costs of war and many ways to remain 
unaware of the full costs of war. The dominant methods of accounting for the costs of 
war share several features which tend to make estimates of the costs of war low.   I 
discuss five features of war accounting, but the common threat that runs through them 
is the tendency to focus on direct costs and consequences, and to ignore or minimize 
the indirect costs of war.  By direct, I mean those costs and consequences that are 
related directly to the production of violent effects or the direct consequences of the 
use of violence.  Indirect costs are those that are incurred prior to and during the war, in 
the mobilization of violent means, and indirect consequences are those that result from 
the destruction of human bodies and infrastructure. 

First, there is the tendency to look only at military spending by a department or 
ministry of defense. I use here the example of the costs of the U.S. wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan/Pakistan.  That is the first line in Table, 1.  But in war, while the majority of 
the spending may come in the short term under the military budget, other costs are 
spread in other areas of the budget.  For instance, in the U.S. wars of the last decade, 
Homeland Security spending, and spending for Veterans medical and disability care 
increased. Moreover, the State Department budget for the war zones also grew and was 
increasingly militarized.  See the appendix below. 
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Table 1. US Costs to Date and Future Costs of Wars for Iraq and 
Afghanistan34 

 
FY2001-‐FY2013	  Costs	   $billions	  
Total	  DOD	  (Afghanistan,	  Iraq,	  Operation	  Noble	  Eagle	  (ONE))	   1406.91	  

Estimated	  additions	  to	  the	  Pentagon	  base	  budget	   743.1	  

State	  and	  US	  AID	  (Afghanistan,	  Iraq,	  and	  Pakistan)	   	  103.50	  	  

total	  	  medical	  and	  disability	  for	  veterans	   134.7	  
Additions	  to	  Homeland	  Security	   455.2	  
Interest	  on	  Pentagon	  War	  Appropriations	   259.4	  
Subtotal	  FY2001-‐FY2013	  Costs	   	  3,102.85	  	  
	  
Estimates	  of	  Future	  Spending	  

	  Pentagon	  and	  State/USAID	  (Afghanistan,	  Iraq,	  Pakistan,	  and	  ONE)	  FY2014	   65	  

Increase	  to	  the	  Pentagon	  Base,	  FY2014	   65	  
Future	  Veterans'	  costs	  for	  medical	  and	  disability,	  FY2014-‐2053	   754.4	  
Subtotal	  Future	  War-‐related	  Spending	   884.4	  
	  
Total	  Costs	  to	  Date	  and	  Estimated	  Future	  Federal	  Budget	  Costs	   3,987.25	  
	  
Cumulative	  Interest	  through	  2053	  

	  
>7,000	  

 
Second, there is a tendency to only count federal costs for the duration of the 

war.  But the costs of war continue and grow after wars end. Specifically, militaries often 
replace the war materiel damaged, degraded, or destroyed in war, a process known in 
the U.S. as “reset”.  So under reset budgets, new ships, aircraft, missiles and ammunition 
are procured. Often these items are not simply replaced, but new, more expensive 
versions of the weapons are deployed. As Table 1 illustrates, there are other costs, 
outside the military budget, which can exceed the costs of fighting, specifically, the 
costs for veterans medical and disability care continues to grow, often peaks decades 
after a war has concluded. After some wars, there is a reduction in the size of the 
standing armed forces.  On the other hand, while there may be some demobilization, 
many of the features added during war have become institutionalized, and hard to 
demobilize, decommission, or in the case of bases, close. 

Third, there is a general tendency to discount macro-economic effects and to 
ignore or deliberately externalize the costs of war borne by allies in the war zones, or the 
social costs of wars at home.  Wars that are paid for in part, or exclusively by borrowing 
tend to be inflationary and of course entail what can be enormous costs in interests on 
debt. Further, military spending and borrowing tends to crowd out other spending. So 
spending on improving infrastructure may be delayed or cancelled.  Investments in other 
public goods, such as education and medical care — except for veterans — may also be 
postponed or cancelled. One study found that each year of civil war reduce a state’s 

                                            

34 Using current dollar budget figures. 



 14 

growth rate by about 2.2 percent.35  Moreover, war has significant effects in areas near 
the war zone that are not themselves at war.  These effects are often due to the 
increased burden of refugees, who may take many years to return, even after a war 
ends.  Further, war often leads to increasingly criminalized economies, characterized by 
extortion, kickbacks, bribes, and protection rackets.   

Reconstruction costs are rarely fully paid for by outsiders. Those costs are 
generally borne by those in the war zone. Indeed, reconstruction may cost substantially 
more because of criminality in the informal sector. 

And, some costs are completely off the books of the power that initiates the 
war.  Like reconstruction costs, the costs of war can sometimes be externalized, while 
the tab in blood and treasure is picked up by wealthy allies.  Burden sharing. For 
instance, by one estimate, the budgetary costs of German military involvement in 
Afghanistan is more than $15 billion (12 billion Euros), at the low end, and not including 
medical costs, or the costs of financing the German participation in the war.36  Germans 
have born, through the present, 54 military casualties of as part of the NATO ISAF 
mission in Afghanistan.  And of the more than 3,300 coalition military fatalities in 
Afghanistan, 1,088 (about than a third) have been suffered by U.S. allies.  Similarly, the 
UK spent about $14 billion in Iraq from 2003-2011 and was projected to spend about 
$30 billion in Afghanistan by the time of their complete withdrawal in 2014.37  And to 
date, the British have lost more than 440 soldiers in Afghanistan, more than 400 of the 
coalition total fatalities. 

Fourth, there is tendency to overestimate the positive effects of military 
spending and a military economy. We often hear the argument that military spending 
produces jobs.  But when compared almost every other sector — construction, health 
care, education — military spending produces fewer jobs.  We also hear that military 
spending and research and development can and does yield “spin-offs” in the form of 
technology.  But in general, military research and development spending is inefficient; 
benefits to a civilian economy might be a result of military R&D, but direct investment 
might have produced those results at less cost.  I could also add here a discussion of the 
costs of reconstruction — and who bears them.  But let us assume for the moment that 
those costs are both shared and characterized by both inefficiency and corruption. 

Fifth, there is a tendency to focus on dollars, and military casualties.  When 
civilian casualties are discussed, we tend again to focus on those who die due to direct 
war violence.  But wars are extremely destructive of infrastructure and the loss of 
infrastructure or its degradation also harms civilians. The greatest source of indirect 
harm is likely to be war induced adverse health effects. Beth Osborne Daponte found 

                                            

35 Jurgen Brauer and John P. Dunn, “On the Cost of Violence and Benefit of Peace,” 
Peace Economics, Peace Science, and Public Policy, vol. 16, no. 2 (2010), p. 2. 
36 Tilman Brück, Olaf J. de Groot, and Friedrich Schneider, "The Economic Costs of the 
German Participation in the Afghanistan War," Journal of Peace Research, (November 
2011) vo. 48, no. 6, pp. 793-805. 
37 BBC, "Iraq War in Figures," 14 December 2011, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-
middle-east-11107739. James Kirkup, "Afghan War Will Costs British Taxpayers £20 
billion by Time Mission is Complete, The Telegraph 19 May 2012, 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/afghanistan/9275712/Afghan-war-
will-cost-British-taxpayers-20-billion-by-time-mission-is-complete.html. 
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that "in modern warfare, postwar deaths from adverse health effects account for a large 
fraction of total deaths from war."38  

Societies with stressed or rudimentary public health systems or where the civilian 
population was weakened by previous wars or economic sanctions will likely have a 
higher incidence of war related indirect death.  Yet the indirect health impact of war can 
be ameliorated or exacerbated by the robustness of the existing public health 
infrastructure.  It may also be that a war coincides with a natural disaster, such as 
prolonged droughts (Afghanistan) or flooding (Pakistan).   "Loss of livelihood, poor diets, 
lack of food, displacement, poor sanitation, and countless other factors are often 
treated as the underlying determinants of [indirect] mortality within a conflict."39 
 It is extremely difficult to quantify the likely number of indirect war related 
deaths.  Although it is difficult to estimate the number of those killed indirectly by war 
with confidence, it is safe to say that indirect deaths outnumber direct deaths.  Research 
on recent wars, from the 1990s to the present, have yielded an extremely crude rule of 
thumb: "between three and 15 times as many people die indirectly for every person who 
dies violently."40 The question is how to tell which conflicts are associated with which 
scale of indirect death.  The Geneva Declaration Secretariat, which closely examined data 
from armed conflicts occurring in the period of 2004-2007, suggests that, "a reasonable 
average estimate would be a ratio of four indirect deaths to one direct death in 
contemporary conflicts."41  Beth Osborne Daponte estimated in 1993 that of the total 
deaths from the 1991 Gulf War in Iraq, civilian wartime deaths comprised less than 2 
percent of all deaths due to the war. "In the Gulf war, far more persons died from 
postwar health effects than from direct war effects."42 

Moreover, just as we tend to ignore or discount the costs of caring for those 
soldiers who are wounded in war, the excess morbidity of the civilian population is also 
often discounted. So, just as each soldier will need follow-up care for amputations, so do 
civilians need new prostheses and orthoses.  Just as soldiers need care for post-
traumatic stress, so do civilians.  And just as the burden of care for soldiers is often out-
sourced to their families, and thus externalized from the federal balance sheet, so is the 
burden of care borne by the families of the civilian wounded discounted or not counted 
at all.  An ethic of care would factor in these costs as costs of war, and include them in 
our assessment of whether war is so efficient or effective, for either victor or 
vanquished.  A true accounting of the costs of war would also show how the distribution 
of war’s harms and the burden of care after, disproportionately affects women. 

 
Conclusions 

I have made three general claims. First, and perhaps ironically, although the 
violence that is war is profoundly anti-democratic, deliberation and persuasion are 
nevertheless important and essential features of the process of mobilizing societies for 
war.  The deliberative process is truncated because too many of the assumptions about 
war are taken for granted.  The advocates of war can often simply assert that war works 

                                            

38 Daponte, "A Case Study in Estimating Casualties from War and Its Aftermath." 
39 Geneva Declaration Secretariat, "Global Burden of Armed Conflict," p. 35. 
40 Geneva Declaration Secretariat, "Global Burden of Armed Conflict," pp. 4 and 32. 
41 Geneva Declaration Secretariat, "Global Burden of Armed Conflict," p. 32. 
42 Daponte, "A Case Study in Estimating Casualties from War and Its Aftermath." 
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and that it can be done with little cost, while those who question the utility and 
economy of war are dismissed as insufficiently tough or utopian.   

Second, I argued that the elite assumptions about war are beliefs that do not 
hold up to scrutiny.  War is not confined to battlefields; war is all about civilians, but 
civilians are not so easily cowed into submission; and violence is not easy to wield with 
precision or limits.  Nor is war cheap.  Any understanding of war as cheap involves taking 
things off the balance sheet.  

My third argument was that the assumptions that war is effective, cheap, and 
controllable affect deliberations about the justice of war. In other words, these beliefs 
have helped structure the laws of war so that they are themselves biased, yielding a less 
restrictive ethical and legal climate in war than might otherwise be the case. Specifically, 
the criteria for jus ad bellum deliberation are tied to notions of utility (last resort, 
necessity, likelihood of success, and proportionality) and jus in bello proportionality 
criteria have an elastic conception of military necessity. The idea that war "works", 
lowers the barrier to entering war, tends to cause the escalation of wars, and in 
particular can lead to excusing great harm to civilians. 
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Appendix to Table 2. Major US Appropriations for DOD and State/USAID by War Zone FY2001-FY2013, in Current 
$Bil l ions 

Spending	  by	  War	  
Zone/Operation	  
(Overseas	  
Contingency	  
Operation)	  

2001-‐
2002	   2003	   2004	   2005	   2006	   2007	   2008	   2009	   2010	   2011	   2012	  

Reques
ted	  	  

2013	  

Cumulativ
e	  2001-‐

2012	  

Cumulativ
e	  Total	  
through	  
FY2013	  

Iraq	  	  
	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  DOD	   0	   50	   56.4	   83.4	   98.1	   127.2	   138.8	   92	   66.5	   45	   9.6	   2.9	   767	   769.9	  

State/	  USAID	   0	   3	   19.5	   2	   3.2	   3.2	   2.7	   2.2	   3.3	   2.3	   6.2	   4.78	   47.6	   52.38	  

Iraq	  total	   0	   53	   75.9	   85.4	   101.3	   130.4	   141.5	   94.2	   69.8	   47.3	   15.8	   7.68	   814.6	   822.28	  

	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
Afghanistan	  

	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  DOD	   20	   14	   12.4	   17.2	   17.9	   37.2	   40.6	   56.1	   87.7	   114	   105.5	   85.6	   522.6	   608.2	  
State/	  USAID	   0.8	   0.7	   2.2	   2.8	   1.1	   1.9	   2.7	   3.1	   5.7	   4.1	   4.3	   2.5	   29.4	   31.9	  

Afghanistan	  total	   20.8	   14.7	   14.6	   20	   19	   39.1	   43.3	   59.2	   93.4	   118.1	   109.8	   88.1	   552	   640.1	  

	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  Pakistan	  Security	   1.42	   1.51	   0.82	   1.31	   1.26	   1.13	   1.14	   1.67	   2.74	   2.40	   1.24	   1.3	   	  17.90	  	   	  19.22	  	  

	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  Operation	  Noble	  
Eagle	  (ONE)	   13	   8	   3.7	   2.1	   0.8	   0.5	   0.1	   0.1	   0.1	   0.13	   0.14	   0.14	   28.67	   28.81	  
Budget	  for	  Major	  
War	  Operations	   35.22	   77.21	   95.02	   108.81	   122.36	   171.13	   186.04	   155.17	   166.04	   167.93	   126.98	   97.22	   1413.19	   1510.41	  
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