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“[T]he average citizen of the world is immensely safer than ever before.”

The Waning of Warfare
bruce ruSSett

Since the middle of the twentieth century, the 
number and especially the severity of violent 
conflicts between and within states have de-

clined markedly. This fact, seemingly counterin-
tuitive, is becoming more widely recognized. in 
2011, political scientist Joshua Goldstein’s book 
Winning the War on War: The Decline of Armed Con-
flict Worldwide confirmed the trend starting after 
World War ii. That same year, Harvard psycholo-
gist Steven Pinker’s magisterial book The Better 
Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined 
extended the overall trend—with various ups and 
downs along the way—as far back as human pre-
history. The causes of the decline in armed con-
flict, meanwhile, are also becoming somewhat bet-
ter understood.

Figure 1 on page 31 shows the annual num-
bers of civilian and military deaths in state-based 
conflicts, proportionate to world population. All 
else being equal, it is reasonable to expect such 
deaths to rise as the global population rises, and 
also with the number of states in the system. 
Only the former is corrected for here; correct-
ing for both would make the picture even more 
dramatic. As is evident, no remotely comparable 
year of mass slaughter has occurred since the two 
devastating world wars in the first half of the past 
century.

The end of the cold War, fought by and in 
proxy states rather than directly between the su-
perpowers, brought an end to many conflicts, as 
Russia dropped most of its proxies. Subsequent 
years through 2008 show battle deaths as barely 
visible on the scale. (Adequate data subsequent 
to 2008 are not yet available.) To be sure, Syria’s 
brutal civil war and other conflicts have added 

to the toll of combatants and civilians in recent 
years. yet, even if comprehensive data for more re-
cent years were available, the upward blip would 
be tiny on the grand world scale. On that scale, 
the average citizen of the world is immensely safer 
than ever before.

liBeral trends
Much of the decline of armed conflict since 

World War ii, especially of international wars, 
can be attributed to the growing force of “liberal” 
trends in world history—and, in particular, three 
trends that the German philosopher immanuel 
Kant emphasized in his 1795 essay, Perpetual Peace: 
A Philosophical Sketch—republican constitutions, 
universal hospitality, and a federation of free states.

in contemporary application, these trends cor-
respond to the growth of representative democra-
cies, global trade and finance, and international 
organizations. contemporary scholars have devel-
oped models, along with relevant empirical mea-
sures, to analyze the effects of these phenomena 
on organized violence. This research remains con-
troversial, but has become increasingly accepted 
as scholars have modified both the empirical anal-
ysis and the theory in response to hundreds of cri-
tiques. 

The strongest relationship between liberal 
trends and more peaceable international relations 
lies with democracy, and especially the rise in the 
proportion of democracies in the international 
system. Democracies very rarely fight one an-
other, but are not so peaceful with dictatorships. 
Dictators are, in general, the most likely to fight 
each other. Democracies, thanks to a culture and 
institutions conducive to peaceful settlement of 
disputes, also are less prone to civil wars.

The expansion of domestic free markets and 
international trade, and with it the deepening 
of global interdependence, has also had a strong 
pacifying effect. Of the three Kantian elements, 
the weakest seems to be the growth of intergov-
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ernmental organizations and international law, 
which have not been so intensely analyzed in this 
context.

Note that these factors are commonly treated as 
causal, but they also 
work the other way 
in feedback systems. 
That is, democra-
cies thrive better 
under peaceful con-
ditions, as do open 
economies. And 
many international 
organizations con-
tribute to the suc-
cess of democratic 
transitions in pre-
viously autocratic 
states, and to open 
trade and financial 
markets. in short, 
this is a very com-
plex set of feedback 
loops that is best considered as a self-reinforcing 
system, rather than as the simple effect of separate 
variables.

As a system, these liberal and pacifying trends 
have worked for large parts of the world. The de-
cline in battle deaths is most evident in strictly in-
ternational conflicts, 
though less so in 
civil wars and those 
civil wars that be-
come international-
ized by the overt in-
tervention of one or 
more external pow-
ers. As part of such 
a feedback system, 
the positive effects 
could be reduced 
by a truly massive 
terrorist attack or 
something like the 
Great Depression 
of the 1930s. in the 
absence of such ca-
lamities, however, 
the self-reinforcing 
aspects of political and economic liberalization 
and international cooperation boost the odds that 
warfare will continue to decline in the decades 
ahead.

Figure 2 shows the liberal influences over time 
relative to their 1965 levels, as well as a fourth 
trend: growth in per capita GDP. The democ-
racy trend is derived from the Polity iV project, 

which rates coun-
tries on a scale from 
most dictatorial to 
most democratic. 
As more countries 
have become dem-
ocratic, and more 
dictators have been 
toppled, the de-
mocracy score has 
improved. The eco-
nomic openness 
trend is based on 
the average nation’s 
trade-to-GDP ratio.

Because no up-
date has been per-
formed lately on 
the international 

organizations trend, i have included per capita 
inflation-adjusted GDP in Figure 2, due to the 
established association of high incomes with de-
mocracy and civil peace. (in poor countries, the 
opportunities for economic gain from fighting, es-
pecially between different ethnicities, can exceed 

those from potential 
civilian pursuits.) 

Although data are 
lacking for the most 
recent years, the 
good news is that all 
four of these trends 
have continued to 
rise, save for some 
faltering early in the 
recent global reces-
sion. 

Geographically, 
the decline in bat-
tle deaths is most 
striking in Europe, 
dropping markedly 
after World War 
ii and virtually to 
zero over the past 

decade. contemporary Europe is, by design and 
leadership, the best example of a Kantian sub-
system, constructed in response to the carnage 
of the two world wars. 
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Fig . 1—Battle Deaths per 100,000 People,
1900–2008

Bethany Lacina and Nils Peter Gleditsch PRIO/Upsalla and Human Security Report database.
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Figure 2: the Growth of Liberal influences since 1965
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The Middle East is another matter, rising since 
the mid-twentieth century to be the world’s most 
conflict-ridden region. Notably, the Middle East 
is also the least Kantian region, with few democ-
racies, relatively weak intra-regional trade, and 
few and weak regional intergovernmental organi-
zations. The nearly complete failure of the Arab 
Spring has not helped. 

Some caveats are needed. Democracies are not 
necessarily peaceful in general. Since 1950, the 
United States has engaged in more militarized in-
ternational disputes than any other country. china 
and the USSR/Russia are in a near tie for second 
place, followed by israel in fourth. What stands 
out here is that the most powerful states, globally 
or regionally, are the most conflict-prone. They 
have widespread economic and political interests, 
and military instruments that are effective over 
relatively long distances. No realist would be sur-
prised by this correspondence of power and con-
flict. 

keeping the peace
The United States—sometimes referred to as a 

hegemonic or would-be hegemonic state—has in-
creased both its military spending and its interven-
tions into other countries since the events of Sep-
tember 2001, in what increasingly looks like a per-
manent “war on terrorism.” it reminds me of the 
political scientist Harold lasswell’s 1941 American 
Journal of Sociology article warning about a “gar-
rison state,” and President Dwight Eisenhower’s 
1961 warning about America’s “military-industrial 
complex.” lasswell’s was written early in World 
War ii, and Eisenhower’s in the midst of the cold 
War. The end of the cold War offered a brief re-
spite, but then came 9/11, sustaining a militarized 
culture.

The Barack Obama administration has tried to 
put some brakes on this trend, but with mixed 
success. US troops are virtually out of iraq, and 
their presence is being reduced in Afghanistan. 

But American military expenditures keep rising, 
as public spending meant to help the poor falters 
in the nation with the highest inequality of income 
among all advanced economies. Meanwhile, gun 
control has faltered, as gun-rights advocates pro-
claim that mass murders in schools show why ev-
eryone should be armed to protect him or herself. 
And massive government and private accumula-
tion of information on the preferences and con-
tacts among US citizens is potentially Orwellian. 

can real democracy long survive in such a coun-
try? And if it cannot, what would be the impact on 
democracy worldwide, and on democracy’s pacify-
ing influence? Social science can tell us much, but 
it leaves many questions open. in effect, we all are 
part of an unprecedented natural experiment to 
find out the answers. As a wise mentor once told 
me, “Every good thing must be re-won every day.” 
This includes peace among nations. ■.

From the archives 
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G“No civilized nation can 
wage such a war with-
out suffering incalcula-
ble moral damage. This 
damage is particularly grave since the nation 
can realize no plausible military or political 
benefit which could justify this killing for 
killing’s sake. And it is particularly painful 
for a nation like the United States—founded 
as a novel experiment in government, moral-
ly superior to those that preceded it—which 
has throughout its history thought of itself 
as performing a uniquely beneficial mission 
not only for itself but for all mankind.” 

Hans J. Morgenthau
“US Misadventure in Vietnam”
January 1968


