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monarch to spur them on. They seldom died in these bat-
tles, and the daily life of the society went on as usual. 
Likewise, battles between First Nations in North America 
often resulted in four or five deaths. In contrast, since the 
invention of modern weaponry and chemical and nuclear 
weapons, no one has been safe from death and destruction 
in war. Weapons can destroy whole civilizations. A mal-
functioning computer, a miscalculation, a deranged per-
son, a misunderstanding between hostile factions, or a 
terrorist attack could kill millions of people.

War is armed conflict occurring within, between, or 
among societies or groups. It is sometimes called orga-
nized mass violence (Danielsson and Jacob 2017; C. Nolan 
2002). War is a frequent but not inevitable condition of 
human existence. Many countries are now engaged in wars 
detrimental to their economies and morale. Some of these 
wars (between India and Pakistan, between the Palestinian 
Territories and Israel, and between rival factions in the 
Congo) have lasted many years. Others have been short 
and decisive, such as Operation Desert Storm, the war 
against Iraq under the first president Bush. Table 12.3 lists 
ongoing world conflicts as of 2015.

Why Do Nations Go to War?  Leaders use moral, reli-
gious, or political ideology to legitimize war, although the 
cause may be conflicts over economic resources or ethnic 
tensions. Wars have been waged to support religions 
through crusades and jihads; to liberate a country from 
domination by a foreign power; to protect borders, 
resources, and cultural customs; and to capture resources, 
including slaves, land, and oil. War can also distract citizens 
from other problems in their country and may therefore be 
used by politicians intent on staying in power. The United 
States has been involved in numerous wars spanning from 
the colonial wars (1620–1774) to the war on terrorism 
(2001–present). The United States has been at war 193 out of 
the 241 years since the colonies declared independence. 
Indeed, during the entire 20th century, there were only 6 
years when the United States was not engaged in some sort 
of military action around the world (Brandon 2005; Noguera 
and Cohen 2006). On the other hand, in some cultures, war 
is virtually unknown. These groups, often isolated, live in 
peace and cooperation, with little competition for land and 
resources. War is not inevitable but a product of societies 
and their leaders, created by societies and learned in  

FIGURE 12.3  Countries of the G7 and of the G77
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Source: www.g77.org. Map by Anna Versluis.


