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War in the foreign policies of nations: 
an analysis of war-proneness*

by Henk W. Houweling and Jan G. Siccama

1. The image of war
In the past, the occurrence of war was usually attributed to such socially un­
controllable phenomena as the visitations of an unpropitious deity, the com­
mands of ’great men of history’, the promptings of the instinct of pugnacity, 
the rational decisions of statesmen acting on behalf of the national interest, or 
to the conscienceless exploitation by such devil-like groups as communists, 
capitalist plutocrats, jews or the munitions men?

Today, wars are increasingly regarded as a social and as a man-made pro­
blem. A problem that could be solved after acquiring adequate knowledge of 
the laws governing human behaviour and developing a program of behaviour­
al control on the basis of these laws.

Several factors have come together in this reorientation in thought about 
war. The following three seem to be among the more important of these 
factors.

(1) The progressive development of the means of destruction up to the point 
that the outcome of a future war could mean the obhteration of human 
existence as such. Compared with the apparatus of destruction available now, 
warfare was still a children’s game about a century ago, when Friedrich Engels 
predicted that the means of destruction could not be expected to be perfected 
any further in the future.^

(2) The insight that peaceful production and exchange of commodities is 
much cheaper, much more rewarding and less riskier than taking these goods 
violently from your neighbours. Until the time-span between 4500 and 2000 
B.C. (a period of only 250 or 160 generations of 25 years each from now!) 
people in Europe lived in an economy without production. They had to make 
a living from what they were able to gather.® Consequently, territory contain-

* This analysis was presented as a paper at the Joint Session of Workshops of the 
European Consortium for Political Science (Workshop ’Forecasting Foreign Poli­
cy’), Florence (Italy), 1980.

67



Henk W. Houweling and Jan G. Siccama War in the foreign policies of nations

ed the whole stock of desired goods. In that pre-agricultural society violence 
and war could be regarded as instrumental. Though territory today is stiU the 
bearer of all things of value, agricultural and industrial production since have 
made clear that the conquest of land is not the most profitable instrument to 
acquire wealth.

(3) The gradual, but progressive erosion of collective values in the minds of 
men and their substitution by individual values. At least in growing econo­
mies, year after year the capacity of the factory to pay proved to be much 
greater then the gains from adherence to organizations which are based on 
community-oriented value systems such as the national army.

From this viewpoint it is not amazing that Hobbes, the prophet and herald 
of the capitalist era, was a utilitarian pacifist'* and that Hegel, the steadfast 
fighter against the disruption of society by market forces, was a philosophical 
glorifier of war.® What really is amazing, however, is that the lesson that wars 
are unproductive was brought to men by the way of learning by doing. This is 
in conformity with Kant’s view that rational insights alone do not suffice to 
keep mankind at the track of progress. According to Kant, disasters of his own 
making force man to apply scientific techniques to the study of his own be­
haviour. In doing so, man will change his attitude toward the phenomena he 
studies. As a result, wars will become regarded as manifestations of inade­
quate human adjustment to a social environment, man has created himself.®

Especially the disaster of the First World War greatly contributed to the 
emancipation of thought about war from fallacious doctrines. The Great 
War’ drove home the point that man and society are too dangerous entities to 
use war as instruments of their pohcies. The lesson was taught so forcefully 
that at least some people were not able to forget it again. The progress is mani­
fested by the investigations into war as a man-made phenomenon which were 
conducted b> Richardson^ Sorokin® and Wright» during the interbeUum. 
These researchers endeavoured to describe fluctuations in warfare in time and 
space and tried to unravel the multitude of causes determining these fluctua­
tions.

But the victory of causal analysis was not complete at that time; nor would 
it be without reverses. At the same time that Richardson, Sorokin and Wright 
conducted their now classic investigations, nationalist historians established 
the doctrine of the criminal state.^® These historians reinforced the image of 
war prevailing in political practice. This image had provided the rationale for 
the victorious nations to legislate the doctrine of the criminal state in the text 
of the Peace Treaty of Versailles. This doctrine of the criminal state fails to 
appreciate that the stimuli and consequences of violent international behavi­
our are, - like all behaviour -, under environmental control. Stimuli eliciting 
violent behaviour are not innately valenced, while the consequences of that 
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behaviour are partially dependent upon what other people do, or fail to do. 
Contrary to this insight, the doctrine of the criminal state regressed thinking 
on war to an image of man in which criminal acts are prompted by the pre­
social criminal nature of the wrongdoer. In this view, repetition of crime in 
the future might be prevented by making the criminal incapable to act or by 
removing him completely from the society of nations. It needs no clarification 
that this image of war was very reassuring to the victorious states in the First 
World War and enabled them to persist in their previous policies.

As we know now all too well, the policies based on this misconception of 
behavior in the doctrine of the criminal state, turned out to be counterpro­
ductive. In the dissatisfied nations to begin with, the Clausewitzian image of 
war revived as the desire for revanche became irresistable and the capabilities 
to behave accordingly grew. Douhet became their prophet.^^

Furthermore, the outbreak of the Second World War seemed to confirm 
the doctrine of the German war guilt, which had been established on the shaky 
evidence of the First World War. In the case of the Second World War, even 
the acts of one leader, - Hitler -, seemed sufficient to explain its outbreak until 
the appearance of Taylor’s ’The Origins of the Second World War’; historians 
consequently were generally satisfied with the indictment of Germany’s re­
sponsibility for the war.^2

After the second great war, the advance of nuclear weapons firmly en­
trenched the Clausewitzian image of war in the defence establishments of the 
superpowers. In the hands of the neo-Clausewitzians, strategy became a new 
science, the science of interdependent decisions made by rational actors.^® 
Only towards the end of the fifties, the causal analysis of war was rediscovered 
by investigators like Singer’-* (The Correlates of War Project) and North et 
al.’® (The Stanford Studies on Conflict and Integration).

In this paper we hope to contribute to this causal analysis of national war 
participations. In section 2.1 data on the rates of national war participation for 
specified time-periods are presented. These rates turn out to be unequal. This 
inequality seems to indicate that some nations are the culprits indeed. In sec­
tion 2.2 the concept of a ’war-prone nation’, which is regarded crucial for the 
explanation of differences in war participation, is analyzed logically. Next (in 
sections 2.3 and 2.4), two rival hypotheses which imply unequal rates of war 
participation, are introduced. The first of these hypotheses is discussed in sec­
tion 2.3. In this hypothesis, national war participations are conceived as in­
dependent events occurring with identical probabilities. This conception 
underlies the Bernoulli trials and the Binomial distribution. In the study of 
national war participations Bernoulli-events provide a baseline for judgments 
on the adequacy of assumptions on the propensity of individual nations tö 
fight. If warranted empirically, the assumption of identical probabilities of 
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national participation should result in a Poisson-distribution of the aggregate 
of national war behaviours over a specified time-span. In section 2.4 the rival 
hypothesis of ’war-proneness’ is introduced. If national characteristics cause 
differences in the rate of war participations the observed distribution of the 
aggregate of national fighting behaviours should fit the Negative Binomial 
distribution. In section 3 these rival models are applied to the facts of national 
war participations. Finally, in section 4 the implications of the findings for 
research are discussed.

We have used Singer and Small, The Wages of War, as our data source.^” 
With the exception of the participations of Italy/Sardinia, Bulgaria and Ru­
mania in the Second World War, which are counted in our analysis for only 
one participation (and not for two, like in The Wages of War) all operational 
criteria that govern the application of the concepts of ’states’ and ’war’ in this 
paper are detailed in this book.

2. War mongers and peace lovers

2.1. Unequal rates of national war participation

Quantitative descriptions of the recent history of warfare have resulted in the 
well-established truth that nations have gone to war at rather unequal rates. 
Table 1 captures the measure of national war activitties to which this analysis 
is restricted, viz. the number of international wars fought in during the period 
1816-1965. (See Table 1).

At one extreme, we notice that the United Kingdom and France have parti­
cipated in 19 wars, while at the other extreme a majority of 77 of the total of 
144 nations did not fight in any war at all. The object of this paper is to set up 
two rival hypotheses that might explain the unequal rates of change from 
peace to war in the foreign policies of states, as they are shown in Table 1.

With one problem in the analysis we must deal at the onset. This problem 
concerns differences in the number of years during which the nations listed in 
Table 1 were members of the international system. To mention two extremes, 
the USA is an independent state for the full period of 150 years, while Gambia 
only got its independence in 1965, the last year of the time-span under investi­
gation.

Beyond the problem of the appearance of new actors in the international 
system, a number of states has disappeared altogether from the scene of world 
politics. Examples falling in this category are the German states and the 
Italian states.

In order that a comparison of rates of national war participation will make 
sense, the actors concerned must be able to wage war during an equal interval 

of time. However, restriction of the analysis to the 13 nations that existed for 
the complete period of 150 years (and even than neglecting short periods of 
occupation of some countries), would mean that such a frequent fighter as 
Austria-Hungary would be dropped. Also all states in Latin America, Africa, 
the Middle East (except Turkey) and Asia would be omitted.

We solved the problem of changing membership of the international system 
by dividing the interval of 150 years in three subperiods of approximately 50 
years each, and restricting the analysis to those states that participated in the 
international system for the full length of such a subperiod. The frequencies of 
national war participations during these subperiods are represented in Table 2.

The choice to divide the 150 year-period in subperiods of fifty years each is 
motivated by three reasons. First, this break-up mitigates the negative effects 
of changes in the composition of the international system to an acceptable 
degree. Second, periods of half a century seem long enough to afford coni 
sistent fighters - if any - to fight several wars and provide adequate time for 
consistent lovers of peace - if any - to manifest their disposition not to fight. 
Third, a 'period of fifty years approximately coincides with the memory 
period of two generations. It may be useful to compare the war records for 
such fifty years memory periods by correlating the numbers of war participa­
tions of those nations that existed for two consecutive subperiods.

Table5 3a, 3b and 3c then summarize for each subperiod the numbers of 
countries that participated in a varying number of wars.

Table 3a: 1816-1866 (20 nations, 59 participations)

Number of wars fought in
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 >10

Number of
nations fighting 
those wars 3 8 1 2 0 0 3 1 1 0 1 0

Table 3b: 1867-1918 (30 nations, 53 participations)

Number of wars fought in
0 12 3 4 5 6 7 >7

Number of countries 
fighting those wars 11 6 4 3 2 3 0 1 0

Table 3c: 1920-1965 (58 nations, 63 participations)

Number of wars fought in
_ 0 12 3 4 5 6 7 8 >8
Number of countries 
fighting those wars 28 15 8 2 3 0 1 0 1 0
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In each subperiod, we again observe a marked inequality in the rates at which 
nations have gone to war. In section 2.2. we try to capture the meaning of 

these inequalities.

2.2. The war-proneness of nations

Tables 3a, 3b and 3c clearly illustrate that a small number of nations does in 
each subperiod most of the fighting. Two-third of the war participations are 
accomplished respectively by 8 of the 20 nations (1816-1866), 8 of the 30 
nations (1867-1918) and 11 of the 58 nations (1920-1965). Clearly a small 
number of nations in each subperiod contributes a disproportionally high 
share to the aggregate amount of national war participations. Are these na­
tions then the war-prone? Do they possess a set of attributes or stimuli pre­
disposing them to fight? And if so, what is the nature of these national insti­

gators of war?
On the other hand, a majority of nations contributed a disproportionally 

low share to the total amount of fighting. Are these nations the lovers of 
peace? Do these nations possess a set of attributes steering them away from 
fighting, even if they are attacked? And if so, what is the nature of these 

national pacifiers?
In answering the question of war-proneness, one fallacy should be dealt 

with first. It is not uncommon to prove war-proneness of named nations by 
their war records over an (un)specified time-interval and next to explain the 
war records of these nations by calling them war-prone. At least to some his­
torians the circular character of this way of reasoning has remained unnoticed.

Next we must make explicit that identifying the war-prone nations by 
comparing relative rates of war involvement over an equal time-span is to pro­
mise more than can be substantiated. Such a procedure is followed by David 
Singer. He identifies the war-prone on the basis of the war records of nations 
without suggesting that the concept of war-proneness explains the rate of war 
participation. To the contrary. Singer seems very well aware of the problem 
that unequal rates of fighting do not necessarily imply the search for causes at 
the national level of analysis. In the introduction of Chapter 11 (’The War- 
Proneness of Nations’) of the Wages of War, Singer writes:

’(...) we hope to make this volume equally valuable to scholars who concen­
trate not at the larger systemic setting, but on a particular geographic region, a 
given pair of nations, or even a single such entity. In this chapter, therefore, we 
shift our level of analysis and offer a wide range of war data showing the war 
experienced by each individual nation during its membership in the system 
(...), the general question - why some nations are more war-prone than others 
- merits investigation’.^'^
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This quotation suggests, at least, that the unequal rates of war involvement 
might be caused by war instigators at the national level, propelling some na­
tions to fight more frequently than others. This approach of national fighting 
behaviour implies that if the war-prone nations can be spotted and removed 
from the system, the average rate of fighting would decrease.

However, at the end of the same chapter Singer remarks:

’(...) war-proneness need not be thought of primarily as a function of nation’s 
attributes or behavior, but should also be examined in the light of the geogra­
phical, temporal, and political setting in which it found itself’

If this last statement is true, it implies that removing or changing the war- 
prone states (as identified by their records of war-fighting) will not be follow­
ed by a drop in the average rate of fighting. Under these circumstances the 
concept of war-proneness is misleading and ought to be avoided altogether. 
This is the reason why we qualified the chapter on ’war-proneness’ in the 
Wages of War as promising more than is substantiated by the contents. In our 
view, it is unsatisfactory to detail war records of named nations and call some 
of them ’war-prone’, while suggesting at the same time that these national war 
records don’t need to be caused by characteristics at the national level of 
analysis at all.

In the ideologies of the most influential and rivalizing powers (such as 
’make the world safe for democracy’, or: ’socialism means peace’) the causes 
of war are indeed located in some set of attributes at the national level. Re­
search into the causes of war seems heavily influenced by such ideologies, as 
well as by the different war-records of nations, in presupposing that such 
national attributes could be found and explaining consequently what is going 
on in the state- and defence departments of the various countries. Unfortun­
ately however, we have not been able to locate any publication in modern 
research on the causes of war in which the assumptions justifying the search 
for causes of national fighting behaviours at either the national level or at a 
larger environmental setting, are spelled out. In these circumstances, one 
should not be surprised that the concept of ’war-proneness’ is at the centre of 
ideology formation in world politics as well as a hazy one in modern research 
on the causes of war.

The issue at stake here is a very important one from a practical point of 
view. Firstly, remedial action directed at the national level - by changing the 
institutions of the war-prone or removing them completely from the society 
of nations - will be easier to accomplish than changing the structure of the in­
ternational system. After a victorious war the warmongers may be controlled 
effectively by more powerful states. On the other hand, system variables are 
beyond the control of whatever actor in the international system. International
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This histogram displays the figures of Table 2b in graphic form.

systems are not made or changed intentionally. Secondly, remedial action at 
the wrong level will be unproductive at best. After a wrong diagnosis, applica­
tion of a treatment will not result in a drop in the average rate of fighting.

In view of the confusion with respect to the causes of national war partici­
pations, the art of modeUing may be a helpful instrument to explore the un­
known territory. Models force one to consider the logic of the situation con­
sistently since they necessitate to specify the conditions which should be satis­
fied for obtaining a set of outcomes. To give one a notion of the direction we 
intend to go, observe Figure 1.

Figure 1: Frequency of nations fighting varying numbers of wars 1867-1918

0 2 3 4 5 76

It shows the rather general pattern that the frequency of nations decreases 
when the number of wars in which they have participated increases. The 
greatest number of countries has not fought at all, the second greatest number 
has participated in one war, the third greatest number has participated in two 
wars, and so on. Next we may ask whether there is any law (or whether there 
are any laws) of distribution which lay the foundation for the observed 
pattern. To that end, in section 2.3. we investigate the hypothesis of ’pure 
chance’ and in section 2.4. the hypothesis of ’war-proneness’.

2.3. The hypothesis of ’pure chance’

The ’pure chance’ model is based on two assumptions:
( i) Environmental circumstances are equal for all nations.
(11) Individual nations are all homogeneous with regard to qualities 

which render them liable to fight in wars.
According to assumption (i) nations are operating in an international environ­
ment where the incitements to fight are equal for all of them. Whether this 
assumption is true is another matter. We may just adopt it for the sake of 
argument and see where it leads to in combination with assumption (ii).

Henk W. Houweling and Jan G. Siccama War in the foreign poiicies of nations

Where X is the expectancy of the distribution. To see this, suppose that the
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Assumption (i) is not so far removed from the study of international rela­
tions as may be thought at first sight.

The classical philosophy of international relations contends that:

’International relations owe their distinct character to the fact that power has 
been fragmented into competing or independent groups throughout world’s 
history.
(...) It is the very lack of a supreme and generally accepted authority which 
explains why the rules of the game in world politics differ so sharply from the 
rules of domestic politics. (...) As one writer has put it, (world politics) begins 
with the context and is than led to consider the content: its interest is in the 
environment’.^®

Assumption (ii) amounts to the assertion that all nations are equally war- 
prone.

If true, these assumptions do not imply that each nation fights the same 
number of wars.

Firstly, an obvious limitation is the fact that the number of national war 
participations may be smaller than the number of nations. For example, we 
may have a set of 100 nations and a time interval during which 10 war partici­
pations were recorded. In this situation, at most 10% of the nations has ac­
complished all the fighting. Obviously, a small percentage of nations doing all 
the fighting is not in accordance with the assertion that each nation fights the 
same number of wars.

Secondly, assumptions (i) and (ii) do not imply that 10 nations must have 
done all the fighting (each of them being involved in one war only). This sup­
position would imply that a nation which has fought once becomes immunized 
against further war involvements. If this were true, it would contradict as­
sumption (ii) of the ’pure chance’ model.

Therefore, we conclude that the ’pure chance’ model doet not imply an 
equal rate of war participation.

As wars continue to break out during a specified time-period the number 
of countries having not fought at all decreases, and the number of countries 
having fought only once increases. Furthermore, some countries having 
fought only once until then change into the category of nations having two 
war experiences, and so on. If war involvements occur independently from 
each other and at random in the international system, we expect to find that 
the number of war participations per country is a Poisson-variate.^® Then, the 
probability that a nation has fought r times, equals: 
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probability of getting involved in war is p. The probability of having r war in­
volvements is then given by the binomial probability

(r) -P)"“''

Now suppose that the number of occasions to become involved in war is very 
large, while the probability that a specific nation will fight on such an occasion 
is very small. Then, as n becomes large.^’^

/n\ (np)'^
Pr = I I p’’(l—p)" f----------- (1—p)"

\y r!

X'’(l-X/n)" X^e"-^

Consequently, the hypothesis of ’pure chance’ results in different nations 
having fought different numbers of wars without any one of them being war- 
prone.

2.4 The hypothesis of war-proneness^^

In section 2.3 we concluded that the war-prone cannot be identified on the 
basis of unequal war participation rates alone.

What we need to do now is primarily the postulation of rival assumptions 
concerning the propensity of nations to fight in wars. Next, we will ascertain 
the distributional consequences of these rival assumptions. Again, the final 
step is to compare these consequences with the observed results (which will be 
done is section 3).

We maintain that the exploration of rival hypotheses, with different distri­
butional consequences, is a suitable way to explore the unknown territory of 
causation of national war participations. A comparison of the predicted out­
comes with the observed ones may steer research in fruitful directions.

If the Poisson-distribution does not fit well, the hypothesis of war-pro­
neness is the obvious alternative to the ’pure chance’ model. The war-pro- 
neness model is based on two assumptions;

( i) Nations are operating in an environment in which the war instigating 
factors are equal to all of them.

(11) Some nations, as opposed to others, possess features that push them 
to war, or have such features in higher doses than other nations. 
Such features do not change with the passage of time and with the 
occurrence of war.

If nations are non-homogeneous with respect to the factors making them in­
clined ito fight, they are unequal among themselves in these respects. The 
hypothesis of war-proneness then, implies a world where nations can be 

divided into several subsets. Each of these subsets is homogeneous within itself 
(though a subset may consist of one country), but differs from all other sub­
sets with regard to the degree to which war-instigating features are possessed. 
Consequently, within each subset the distribution of war participations will be 
of the Poissontype, although each of the Poissons has a mean unique to its 
own:
subset 1: the war participations of nations 1, 2, ... follow the Poisson Law, 

with mean
subset 2: the war participations of nations a, b, c ... follow the Poisson Law, 

with mean X2;
subset 3: the war participations of nations A, B, C ... follow the Poisson Law, 

with mean Xs-
etc.

Each subset is in this way characterized by a different rate of war involve­
ment reflecting the degree of war-proneness of nations with in the subset.

This implication of the war-proneness model cannot be tested directly. 
After aU, the only figures we have available are the war records of nations. 
And, as we stated in the previous section, their national war records are an 
unsound basis to identify the war-prone or distinct degrees of war-proneness. 
Consequently, we are unable to construct subsets of equally prone nations on 
the basis of the available war data. We stress the impossibility to test this im­
plication of the war-proneness model inductively, because many authors in 
the field of world politics make distinctions of this nature between nations 
with such a remarkable ease as if no further comments were required.

How does the frequency distribution for such a heterogeneous mixture of 
nations look like? It can be shown that it must take the form of the Negative 
Binomial distribution. This kind of distribution is the mathematical result of 
bringing together a series of Poissons, when each Poisson distribution applies 
to a distinct (hypothetical) subgroup of nations. Supposing that the nations are 
dissimilar means that X is itself a random variable. Let us assume it has a 
Pearson type III distribution. Therefore we assume that the probability den­
sity function of X is

f(A)= — ƒ I) xk-ie-Mi/P) (x>o) 
r(k) \ p /

Then
1 I 1 \ I' °°p =---------(- r r+K-ig-Äd+i/P)^^

r!r(k) \pf J

p-'^ r(r-pk) I'(r+k) p"-

r!r(k) Q*'*' ’
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where Q = 1 + P,
which is the Negative Binomial distribution.

In section 3 we investigate whether the Poisson distribution or the Negative 
Binomial distribution fits best to the observed distributions.

3. Empirical results

3.1. The ’pure chance’ model

In Tables 4a, 4b and 4c we compare for each of the three half-century periods 
the observed distribution of participations with the distribution to be expected 
on the basis of the Poisson Law.

The result is:

Table 4a: 1816-1866
Number of wars fought in
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Number of nations observed 
in fighting these wars 3 8 1 2 0 0 3 1 1 0 1
Number of nations expected 
to fight 2 3 5 4 3 2 1 0 0 0 0

X = 2,95 ;
2 [fj — ei(p)P/ei(p) = 2,73

A comparison of the mean and the variance alone suffices to conclude that 
the fit between the two distributions is very bad. A good fit with the Poisson 
Law would require that the variance and the mean of the observed distribu­
tion are equal. Consequently, the hypothesis of ’pure chance’ as a principle 
underlaying the observed distribution is rejected in the 1816-1866 period.
For the second subperiod the result is:

Table 4b: 1867-1918
Number of wars fought in
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Number of nations observed 
in fighting these wars 11 6 4 3 2 3 0 1
Number of countries expected 
to fight 5 9 8 5 2 1 0 0

X = 1,77 ; <j2 = 3,71
2 [fi — ei(p)p/ei(p) = 9,94

In order to avoid small frequencies, four groups were formed for the purpose 
of applying Pearson’s chi-square test to the significance of the deviations 

between the observed and the expected frequencies. Testing at the 5 %-level 
with 2 degrees of freedom, we obtain ■/^o>9.5 = 5,99. Consequently, the hypo­
thesis of ’pure chance’ has to be rejected.

The results for the 1920-1965 interval are represented in Table 4c.

Table 4c: 1920-1965

Number of wars fought in
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Number of countries observed 
in fighting these wars 28 15 8 2 3 0 1 0 1
Number of countries expected 
to fight 20 21 12 4 1 0 0 0 0

X = 1,09 ; _ 2,49
2 [fi — ei(p)P / ei(p) = 6,90

In order to avoid small frequencies, countries fighting 4 or more wars were 
grouped together. Then, with 2 degrees of freedom '/^0'95 = 5,99. Conse­
quently, for the third period the principle of ’pure chance’ is rejected.

Apparently, for each of the three subperiods the Poisson Law comes to 
nothing in explaining the historical facts. In the world of nations, there is no 
reason to suppose that the risk of war involvement is spread uniformly 
amongst aU members.

3.2. The war-proneness model

In tables 5a, 5b and 5c the observed distribution is compared with the distribu­
tion to which the Negative Binomial applies.

Table 5a: 1816-1866

Number of wars fought in
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Number of nations observed 
fighting in these wars 
Number of nations expected

3 8 1 2 0 0 3 1 1 0 1

to fight 4 4 3 2 2 1 1 1 0 0 0

X = 2,95 ; (js = 8,84
2 [fi — ei(NBD)]2 / ei(NBD) = 2,26

Application of Pearson’s ^^-significance test requires at least 5 observations 
in each group. Three such groups can be formed, leaving 3 — 2 — 1 = 0 
degrees of freedom. Consequently, the test criterion fails to apply to this case 
and we cannot come to a conclusion for the first subperiod.
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Table 5b: 1867-1918

Number of wars fought in 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Henk W. Houweling and Jan G. Siccama War in the foreign poiicies of nations

Number of nations observed 
fighting in these wars 
Number of nations expected 
to fight

11

9,1

X = 1,77 ; _ 3 JI
2 [fi — ei(NBD)]2 / ei(NBD) = 1,17

(> 4 3 2 3 0 1

2,2 5,2 3 2 1 0 0

= 3,84. Consequently, the hypothesis that 
the observed distribution is indeed a compound of Poissons resulting 
Negative Binomial distribution cannot be rejected.

With one degree of freedom,
in a

Table 5c: 1920-1965

Number of wars fought in 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Number of nations observed 
fighting in these wars 
Number of nations expected 
to fight

28 15 8 2 3 0 1 0 1

28,9 13,7 7,1 3,8 2,1 1,1 0,6 0,3 0,2

be developed in the future. We may conclude that, although a good fit with 
the Poisson is a necessary condition for the assumptions of the ’pure chance’ 
model to apply in fact, it is not a sufficient condition. If the assumptions of 
the ’pure chance’ model apply in fact, the Poisson Law must fit the observed 
distribution. But when a good fit with the Poisson is found, the assumptions 
of the ’pure chance’ model might apply or not.^

That these considerations are real is well illustrated by the case of the 
Negative Binomial distribution. The Negative Binomial will necessarily arise 
if the nations form subgroups which are internally homogeneous in their pro­
pensity to fight, but differ amongst themselves in the degree of war-proneness. 
It is well-known, however, that the converse is no longer true in fact.

Other assumptions have been developed which also result in a Negative 
Binomial distribution. Even if these other assumptions look somewhat im­
plausible, the fact that they have been found underlines the hazards of rushing 
from facts to theory.

In this matter we have made one readily available check. If the conditions 
of the war-proneness model apply, we not only expect a good fit with the 
Negative Binomial distribution, but also a non-negligible correlation between 
the war records of individual nations in consecutive periods. Table 6 illustrates 
that these correlations in fact are non-negligible indeed.

X = 1,09 ; <5^ =■ 2,49
2 [fi — ei(NBD)P / e,(NBD) = 0,49

Again, testing at the 5% significance level with one degree of freedom, we 
obtain x’^o-gs = 3,84. Consequently the hypothesis that the principle of war- 
proneness is basic to the observed distribution of national war participations 
in the third period cannot be refuted.

3.3. Two caveats

The limits of inductive reasoning
The Poisson Law of distribution is the mathematical consequence of the 

’pure chance’ model. It must apply if the environmental circumstances are 
equal to all nations and if all nations are equally prone to fight. The reverse 
however, is not true. From a close fit between the Poisson Law and the ob­
served distribution we cannot deduce that the assumptions of the ’pure chan­
ce’ model do apply. In the future, some other law of distribution than ’pure 
chance’ may be found that fits the observed facts also well or perhaps even 
better. To our knowledge, such other hypotheses have not been developed yet. 
But it is just incorrect to exclude the possibility that such other hypotheses may

80

1867-1918 1920-1965

+ .57

81

1816-1866
1867-1918
1920-1965

-I- .78
-1- .56

The impossibility to separate the effects of national and systemic attributes on 
fighting behaviour

No model of distribution, however successful it may fit the observations, is

Table 6: Product-moment correlation coefficients r between the number of indivi­
dual war participations in consecutive periods

1816-1866

Since it is impossible to establish the principle of war-proneness on the basis 
of a comparison of the shares that nations contributed to the total amount of 
fighting, these correlations do not prove the principle of war-proneness either. 
We only can conclude that these correlations are consistent with the principle 
of war-proneness. Other hypotheses which may give rise to the hypothesis of 
war-proneness (e.g. unequal rates of learning or differences in the preferences 
of nations to win wars) are also consistent with these positive correlations. 
Lack of space and time, not to speak of intellectual resources, prevent us to 
pursue this matter of changing probalities as a result of previous fighting here 
any further.
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able to separate in any absolute sense the effects of national attributes on 
fighting from the environmental effects on fighting behaviour.

In the ’pure chance’ model, the average rate of fighting is a measure of 
average proneness only relative to the specific environment for which the rate 
was obtained. An absolute measure of proneness, independent of any environ­
ment, does not exist. Changes in the structure of the international system 
might result in increasing or decreasing rates of fighting for all nations, if 
these changes affect them all to an equal degree. Some international systems 
may just prove to be more dangerous than other ones, resulting in higher rates 
of fighting. Such changes do not contradict the assumptions of the ’pure 
chance’ model. In the same sense, the optimist’s belief that m the long run 
nations are learning to cope in a non-violent way with the challenges they are 
confronted with, wiU, if warranted, result in a lower rate of fighting. But when 
these effects of learning are affecting all states equally, they do not contradict 
the assumptions of the ’pure chance’ model either. On the other hand, nations 
may forget the non-violent opportunities to solve conflicts as time goes on. 
This may be the case with new generations. But again, if such losses of be­
havioural control affect all nations simultaneously and in the same degree, the 
consequent effect of an increase in the average rate of fighting is compatible 
with the Poisson Law. The Poisson Law therefore does not presuppose an 

unchanging, frozen world.
Likewise, national attributes causing some nations to fight or to fight more 

than others, are causes relative to the specific environment in which these 
causes are discovered. Just as the intake of alcohol becomes a cause of traffic 
accidents as soon as horse riders become car drivers, socialist nations may 
start fighting amongst themselves as soon as the international system is not 
longer dominated by the superior power of one capitalist state. Capitalist 
nations may stop their violent struggles for scarce resources when they are 
challenged ideologically by a powerful socialist nation. If these statements, 
which just illustrate the working of ideology as a possible attribute of fighting 
behaviour, are true in fact, socialism is no longer a cause of peace and capital­

ism is no longer a cause of war.

3.4. Some possible misunderstandings

Laws of distribution are not laws of nature. Even if the ’pure chance’ model 
would apply to reality without exception, this still would not imply that there 
are no general statements possible about the causes of national war involve­
ments. The calculus of probality is a branch of mathematics with the sole task 
to discover which implications can be deduced from a set of assumptions. 
Laws of distribution do not govern the distribution of fighting among nations.
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They only apply to the facts in times and places when and where the assump­
tions from which the laws are derived, are applicable. Its truths are of an 
a priori nature and do not predicate how the factual world will be. It is rather 
absurd to suppose that what is not contradicted by past observations cannot be 
upset by observations in the future.

Laws of distribution do not allow statements on the mechanics of war causa­
tion. Laws of distribution are useful in research on the causes of war just 
because they allow one to ignore, for the time being, the processes determining 
whether specific nations go to war or not. Distributional laws allow the re­
searcher to study empirical variations in a disciplined fashion. Such studies 
may reveal where fruitful paths in the study of war causation may be found 
and where dead ends may begin. If warranted empirically, the Poisson Law - 
which is a form of distribution consequent upon the assumption of equal 
proneness - learns that it is useless to look for the mechanics of national war 
causation in differences among nations. Similarly, if we have come to believe 
that the Negative Binomial applies, investigation of national differences is the 
way to go.

Laws of distribution do not tell which nations will fight in the future. Laws of 
distribution contain information on groups and not on named nations. If well 
established, distributional laws are specifically useful when the assumptions 
on the factors determining these distributions remain stable in time. In the 
study of war causation, distributional laws introduce an indeterminacy as soon 
as one moves from the group of nations to which the probability function 
applies, to the behaviour of named nations.

4. Conclusion

In this paper we selected two rival images of world politics and the causes of 
war for further considerations.

Some people are inclined to look at the field of world politics as a system in 
which the fragmentation of power creates a security dilemma for nations, 
bearing risks of war equal to all. The ’pure chance’ model is the logical out­
growth of such an image. Other people think of world politics in terms of the 
foreign policies of named nations. In their view, some dice are loaded in 
favour of war. Other dice are biased towards peace. The war-proneness model 
is the logical outgrowth of this image. This model is at the center of ideology 
formation in world politics. It is also a research strategy in the causes of war: 
any effort to correlate national attributes with indices of national war involve­
ment presupposes that some nations, as opposed to other ones, are liable or
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more liable to fight.
In this paper, we tried to model these images, and tested their implications. 

In this way, we hoped to get some clear indication where to go in the research 
on the causes of war.

The results we obtained are promising in at least one respect: we can reject 
the hypothesis of the ’pure chance’ model. We can not reject the hypothesis of 
war-proneness. But it would be premature to conclude that the principle of 
war-proneness is proved or even that it is well substantiated for the cases at 
hand. Firstly, it is never possible to prove any hypothesis whatsoever with a 
finite set data.

Secondly, the hypothesis of war-proneness is not even well substantiated 
because other, rival, assumptions are known that equally give rise to a Nega­
tive Binomial distribution. Therefore, we only can conclude that the observed 
distributions in the second and third subperiods are compatible with the prin­
ciple of war-proneness.

But nothing in fact or theory forces one to restrict thinking to only this pair 
of opposed hypotheses, although there may be powerful social forces and in­
terests to accomplish this. The results from our analysis just point to the need 
for alternative models.

Furthermore, we hke to remind at this point that the principle of war- 
proneness is based on two assumptions: (i) the environmental risks for war are 
equal to all states; (ii) some nations are more liable to fight than others, as a 
consequence of national characteristics. But these assumptions are not tested 
separately in our analysis.

In the world of nations there seems to be an uneasy balance between forces 
promoting randomness and forces opposing it. Neither complete randomness 
nor complete proneness seems to prevail. International life is probably so 
complex that both ideal types are Hable to be disturbed by perturbations from 
a great many comers.
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Table 2: National war experiences during three subperiods

Code no. Name of nation 1816-
1866

1867-
1918

1920-
1965

2 United States 1 3 2
200 England 10 5 4
210 Holland 1 1 3
220 France 6 5 8
225 Switzerland 0 0 0
230 Spain 3 5 1
235 Portugal 0 1 0
245 Bavaria 1 — —
255 Germany/Prusia 3 2 1
267 Baden 1 — —
269 Saxony 1 — —
271 Württemberg 1 — —
213 Hesse Electoral 1 —
275 Hesse Grand Ducal 1 — —
300 Austria-Hungary 6 2 —
325 Italy-Sardinia 6 3 2
365 Russia 7 4 4
380 Sweden 0 0 0
390 Denmark 2 0 0
640 Turkey 8 7 1

41 Haïti — 0 0
70 Mexico — 0 0
90 Guatamala — 2 0

100 Colombia — 0 1
101 Venezuela — 0 0
130 Ecuador 0 0
135 Peru 1 0
140 Brazil — 0 1
145 Bolivia — 1 1
155 Chile — 1 0
160 Argentina — 0 0
211 Belgium — 1 2
350 Greece — 4 2
630 Iran — 0 0
710 China — 2 6
740 Japan — 3 4

20 Canada — — 2
40 Cuba - - 0
42 Dominican Republic — — 0
91 Honduras — — 0
92 Salvador — — 0
93 Nicaragua — — 0
94 Costa Rica — — 0

Code no. Name of nation 1816-
1866

1867-
1918

1920-
1965

95 Panama — — 0
150 Paraguay — — 1
165 Uruguay — 0
212 Luxemburg — — 0
290 Poland — — 1
305 Austria — 0
310 Hungary — — 2
315 Czechoslovakia — 0
339 Albania — — 0
345 Yugoslavia/Serbia — — 1
355 Bulgaria — — 1
360 Rumania — — 1
375 Finland — 2
385 Norway - — I
450 Liberia — 0
530 Ethiopia — — 3
560 South-Africa — — 1
700 Afghanistan — — 0
790 Nepal — — 0
800 Thailand — — 1
900 Australia — — 2
920 New Zealand - - 1
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