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The causes of war are numerous and complex and often interact with each other. Some have more potency than others and many reinforce each other. When a country is at war or develops a reason to go the war, these causes are not critically analyzed. Rather, the war is oversimplified and made to appear black and white or concrete as in “you’re either with us or against us”; “we are good; they are evil”;  “they are jealous of our freedom”; and other nonsensical arguments that appeal to the naive. These rationalizations at best represent the reasoning level of a young child and are similar to those that despotic leaders used historically to wreak death and destruction on the world. Not understanding the causes of war presents a very dangerous situation in the nuclear age.

The Movement for the Abolition of War has identified several causes of war. The first is a Culture of violence wherein violence pervades our society. When homicide, rape, and assault are statistically high, there is cause for concern. The second is Globalization which has marginalized broad sections of the world’s population, and further widened the gap between rich and poor. Third is Use of Environmental Resources which is neither sustainable nor un-equitable. The world’s dominant consumers are overwhelmingly concentrated among the well off, but the environmental damage from it falls most severely on the poor. Fourth are Colonialism and Neo-colonialism through which indigenous and unrepresented peoples suffer from the suppression of their right to self-determination, experience ethnic and cultural genocide, and endure the violation of their cultural, language and religious freedoms, and the militarization and nuclearization of their lives, lands and waters. Fifth is Racial, Ethnic, Religious, Gender Intolerance, including Nationalism, which are among the principal sources of modern armed conflict. Sixth is Gender Injustice wherein the costs of the machismo that still pervades most societies are high for men whose choices are limited by this standard, and for women who experience continual violence both in war and in peace. Seventh is Lack of Protection and Respect for Children & Youth whereas children and youth continue to be exploited and victimized, particularly in violent conflict situations where harming children has become not only a consequence, but also is frequently

a strategy of war. Eighth is Lack of Democracy and Just Global Governance. The promotion of democracy at all levels of society is a prerequisite for replacing the rule of force perpetrated by self-appointed global policemen with the rule of law. Ninth is the Belief that Violence and Warfare are Inherent in Human Nature. It is commonly assumed that violence and warfare are instinctual but the existence of nonviolent tribes in the world like the Tassaday, Buid and Arapesh render that theory questionable. Countries can learn to be nonviolent as in the examples of Costa Rica and the Baltic states. Tenth is Local Community Violence which paves the way for conflicts at national and international levels. It primes the pump so to speak. Eleventh is Religion which is either a passive bystander of war or an active encourager of it.

Robert Hinde and Joseph Rotblat, in their book,  War No More, also discuss other causes of war such as old hatreds and injustices (Bosnia and Northern Ireland), oil shortages (Iraq), territorial expansion (Germany’s lebensraum), ambitions of a leader (Napoleon), an event (assassination of the Archduke 

Ferdinand in Serbia), religion (Crusades and Taliban), propaganda (Rwanda) , existence of the sovereign state, capitalism, oppression (Israeli/Palestinian conflict), autocratic governments (Iran/Iraq), rivalry between groups (Northern Ireland) and what he sees is the most important reason - the possession of weapons. Basically, they believe we go to war because we can. In the Iran/Iraq war over 50 weapons suppliers were involved and at least 20 of them sold arms to both sides. Hinde and Rotblat claim that “weapons, once possessed, have a way of being used”. Going along with Hinde and Rotblat is Sir John Keegan, who wrote Eliminating the Causes of War. He noted that “fifty years of reflection on the institution of war has led me to conclude that there is much else about it that is habitual” and that “habits persist because the means to practice them lie to hand. With the means to achieve a military resolution of the currently pressing dispute available in amplitude, why bother with the tedious process of diplomacy?” 

Many of the above causes of war appear to relate to United States. For example, the current war in Iraq seems to involve a quest for empire (see White House plan for the mideast prior to 9-11), old grudges (Saddam’s attempt to kill G. W.’s father), religious differences (Christian vs Muslim; Sunni vs Shiite), natural resources (oil), racism (common use of the terms “towel heads” and “sand niggers”), power (the egos and lack of superegos of Karl Rove, Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld), the U.S. glorification of war, the need to maintain the U.S. level of consumption without any steps toward conservation (“Our way of life” is never questioned), nationalism (the U.S. is flag happy), local community violence

(the U.S. is statistically the most violent nation on earth), a bloated military-industrial complex (the U.S. “defense” budget is about 26 times higher than the combined budgets of all its defined enemies and, through its weapons sales, the U.S. is the major purveyor of violence in the world), lack of democracy (the U.S. is rightly described as a “corporatocracy” or oligarchy where ordinary people are not financially able to run for national offices), lack of global governance (the U.S. undermines the U.N. by stalling on its dues and demeaning the institution every chance it gets), machismo (being a man in the U.S. is synonymous with being a tough guy - the “John Wayne” or “Rambo” phenomenon), an event (9-11 has been used to justify the attack on Iraq), a devaluation of diplomacy (the preventive war approach) and propaganda (U.S. media’s early love affair with the war in Iraq and the government’s refusal to show the coffins of dead soldiers). The U.S. is always creating new weapons and therefore has a need to use them, preferably on real people, as Marine General David Shoup said that the U.S. did in Vietnam. 

Understanding these causes can lead to solutions. Only ignorance can perpetuate them.

