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Method and Substance in the Military Field *

Abstract

This article tries to assess the cognitive merits of various research programmes in

the treatment of military issues. It contends that, on such topics more than on

others, method influences conceptualization and theory construction. Having noted

the infrequent showings of some programmes in the military field, it goes on to

demonstrate, based on the literature produced over a century, that the blames laid

at positivism’s door are especially justified in it. The Weberian/Simmelian tradition

has shown more promise. A brief synthetic formulation of its achievements sug-

gests that it alone accords with Clausewitzian thought, and shows sufficient

flexibility to account for recent changes which baffle other programmes, or to

open avenues of collaboration with promising new approaches (notably, nonlinear

dynamics).

I n t h e b e s t of all worlds, social science methods are tailored to

suit the nature of the phenomena under study. In the real world,

established research traditions are more likely to apply their pre-

ferred methods to various objects of study – often without much

regard to their specific substantive characteristics. They do so as an

act of faith in their heuristic value, because their existing toolboxes

do not seem to allow for anything else, or because they deliberately

presume that an unusual feature can be downplayed or subsumed

under a more general category. Given that social science approaches

are apt to vary widely in their meta-theoretical assumptions (ontol-

ogy, epistemology, axiomatic view of human nature), the fruits they

bear when applied to the same object are equally apt to be at

variance. While their respective scientific value is difficult to assess

in the abstract, and absolute truth is beyond reach, it remains

possible to discriminate between them on the basis of the more or

less rationally convincing character of the theories they produce as

* Thanks are due, with the usual caveats, to Profs. David Segal (University of Maryland) and
Morten Ender (U.S. Military Academy, West Point), for very helpful advice.
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regards particular objects1 – thus between the methods2 on which

they habitually rely.

This is what this article purports to do by examining the social

science literature centring on armed conflict, military institutions and

civil-military relations. In light of the ambition outlined above, the

choice of military topics, both per se and as a test-case, recommends

itself in several ways. First, the seeming ubiquity of armed conflict, its

litany of casualty tolls, its overriding and long-lasting impact on all

compartments of life, the weight of martial organizations on society,

culture, politics and the economy, hardly make it a subject of pe-

ripheral interest. Second, despite its obvious significance, it has been

relatively understudied outside of a narrow community of specialized

scholars, and the international literature on it, though substantial over

the long term, tends to be ignored by mainstream social scientists.

Third and more to the point, the subject-matter, in some of its central

aspects – not least war itself –, does not always yield easy definitions or

translations of information into facts. Accordingly, its mode of

conceptualization tends to be more sensitive to the choice of approach

than in most substantive areas. Fourth, though not all aspects of it are

by any means unique, it does offer hallmark features – which analysts

and theoreticians overlook at their own peril – that are unparalleled in

any other department of social activity in kind or degree. This is

where some methods, as we shall see, prove unequal to the task, while

others seem to exhibit greater measures of penetrating insight.

Finally, it is doubtful whether any other substantive field has been

affected by change and renewed in its central aspects over the last

twenty years to the degree that the military field has – a characteristic

that makes scrutiny of it especially worthwhile for the purpose at

hand.

The roadmap to the developments to follow is thus clear. Having

briefly identified the major research programmes in social science, this

1 Such an ambition is inspired by Jean-
Michel Berthelot’s epistemological advice in
light of the proliferation of approaches to
social science’s subject-matter – avoid the
pitfalls of trying to reduce it through either
(selective) synthesis (‘‘grand theory’’ of the
brave type attempted by Parsons, Habermas,
Giddens, Bourdieu and others) or domination
of one major school of thought over others –,
and by his ‘‘modest proposal’’: confront rival
research traditions instead, not as a whole

and in the abstract, but piecemeal on specific
research areas, so as to determine their re-
spective degree of success or failure in tack-
ling issues raised in those substantive fields,
all in the hope that enough such efforts will
one day make the matter more manageable.
See Berthelot 2000, pp. 505-517.

2 ‘‘Method’’ should not be construed too
narrowly. It is seen in broad fashion here as a
condensation of more general (ontological, epi-
stemological) options or implicit assumptions.
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article will start by assessing the part they have played so far in the

military field. It will then compare those which have dominated it,

and venture an evaluation of their respective degree of success in ap-

proaching the intimate nature of things military. Based on such cog-

nitive assessment, it will eventually suggest ways to define, delineate

and analyse the field’s ample subject-matter, hoping all along to bring

coherence to it.

Major research programmes and the military field

Research traditions, combining meta-theoretical assumptions in

every possible non-contradictory way, are innumerable among and

within disciplines. Yet, if one follows J.-M. Berthelot,3 such variety

ultimately boils down to three main families of what Imre Lakatos

has called research programmes: naturalism, intentionalism and

symbolicism.

The first has long been equated with classical positivist orientations

(segmentation of reality into simple homogeneous components, ob-

servation, preference for stable order, causal/functional/structural

analysis, nomological theories, etc.). Yet, the last three decades have

seen the rise of new breeds of antipositivist naturalism (which

Berthelot does not mention), to be found in various strands of com-

plexity theory (critical realism, nonlinear dynamics, second order

complexity) derived in large part from recent developments in natural

science4 and cybernetics. Beside a reaffirmation of realism in the face

of mounting relativism or extreme forms of idealism, they share the

view that aspects of reality that are unobservable (generative mecha-

nisms, intentions/meanings) and/or unpredictable (through context

and interaction, positive feedback and endogenous change, etc.) are

not outside their purview. Thus is the naturalist ambition to preserve

the unity of science satisfied on terms that are less inimical than the

positivist tradition to the characteristics of the social world.

The ‘‘intentionalist’’ family is subdivided into a phenomenological/

constructionist wing, characterized by more or less radical forms of

contextualism, subjectivist interpretation and indifference to general

3 Berthelot 2000.
4 Notably in studies of atmospheric tur-

bulence, fluid dynamics, quantum fields and
neuroscience models.
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substantive propositions,5 and a social action wing which holds both

subjective and objective ends together by connecting context, rational

or irrational motives and causal analysis of aggregate, anticipated as

well as emergent, factual outcomes.

Finally, orbiting around the ‘‘symbolicist’’ pole are research pro-

grammes whose defining characteristic is the idea of autonomous

meaning structures (either mythical, historical, ideological or societal)

waiting to be unveiled so as to supply interpretations of social phenom-

ena. Such a stance may in radical versions – post-modernism foremost

among them – result in the rejection of even the mildest forms of realism.

While its chief merits are clarity and exhaustiveness, such a classi-

fication is not without its ambiguities.6 Yet the task ahead will be

greatly simplified by virtue of the quasi-absence of some of the above-

mentioned programmes from studies of things military.

Echoes of the post-modern movement in the military field have

remained limited. Beginning in the 1980s, authors outside the

specialized milieu have followed the lead of Jean Baudrillard or Paul

Virilio in denouncing the dehumanising influence of ‘‘technoscience’’

and ‘‘hyperreality’’ (a self-referential web of meaning peculiar to

unchecked Western modernity – now gone global and in the process of

implosion), and in applying their vision to war,7 portrayed as bloody

5 The ideographic tradition in methodology
has little to export in the way of generalities
from one given context to another – unless
research seeks to uncover, beyond culture,
the ‘‘grammar’’ or ‘‘semantics’’ making inter-
subjective comprehension and coordination
of action possible. Extreme forms of con-
structionism go so far as to deny that there
is a ‘‘world out there’’, thereby abandoning
‘‘truth as correspondence’’ as the criterion
governing scientific ambition. Such orienta-
tions come up against the damning aporetic
paradox of ‘‘absolute relativism’’.

6 Fuzzy boundaries, cross-borrowings of
axioms or labels, and possible (sometimes
confused) double readings of the same pro-
grammes are not unknown. For instance: (a)
in some social action theories (microeconom-
ics, rational choice, etc.) restricting rationality
to its instrumental variety and meaning to
utility maximization, behaviour and aggregate
outcomes of action become predictable in
simple (additive, transitive) contexts, which
results in implicit acceptance of positivist
tenets (determinism, nomological ambition);
(b) while constructionism has its roots in

phenomenology (intentionalism) and post-
modernism in the hermeneutic tradition
(symbolicism), it is sometimes difficult to
differentiate between their more radical vari-
eties; (c) Critical Realism and the Weberian
tradition, both concerned with generative
mechanisms, seem to differ decisively only
when it comes to concept formation – realist
in the former, nominalist in the latter (cf.
Ekstrom 1992); (d) an objectivist view of
culture makes it possible to classify L�evi-
Straussian structural anthropology in the
naturalist group (which indeed seems borne
out by its insistence on universal laws, expla-
nation and proof) whereas if symbols are sui
generis it rightly belongs to the symbolicist
family (which is where Berthelot places it);
(e) finally, complexity theory’s arguments
against positivism have been hijacked by post-
modernists and relativists, sometimes with the
acquiescence of complexity theorists (see, for
example, Cilliers 1998) apparently unaware
that such a strategic alliance in their antiposi-
tivist polemic is fraught with contradictions.

7 Baudrillard 1991; Virilio 1991, 1999;
Virilio and Lotringer 2008; Gray 1997.
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non-events devoid of political significance. Another echo came in the

early 1990s from within the specialized community when a few key

contributors embraced the label ‘‘post-modern’’ to conceptualize the

dramatic shift from Cold War to post-Cold War.8 They did so against

the advice of some of their colleagues9 who considered the implica-

tions of post-modernist discourse (not least objectivity as illusion) at

variance with what was basically a continuation of a classical brand of

Weberian/pragmatic military sociology in the Chicago tradition of

Harold Lasswell and Morris Janowitz. In the present decade, the

post-modern label seems to have gradually gone out of fashion in that

community of scholars.

Likewise, the phenomenological/constructionist programme has

not so far attracted a strong following in the field. In substantive

terms, it has mostly been restricted to a critical view of identity

formation – notably with regard to gender, sexual orientation and

ethnicity – in relation to the military and its impact on society.10 In

methodological terms, it has drawn attention to the need for ‘‘writing

researchers into their research’’ on the military, especially to their own

construction of social reality11 (on the basis of class, gender, ethnicity

or past military experience) in interviews or participant observation.

Mainstream military sociology was briefly indebted to a soft version of

social constructionism in the 1990’s, in a context of sweeping all-

round change where military raison d’être, missions and situations had

to be defined anew in the midst of uncertainty.12 However, as in the

case of post-modernism, such a departure was short-lived and slight.

The same applies to the antipositivist naturalism of the last three

decades. Critical realism has yet to focus on military matters, and has

barely begun to make its mark on international relations theory;13

nonlinear dynamics, surfing on the intellectual disarray which fol-

lowed from the failure of conventional IR theory to predict the Cold

8 Moskos and Burk 1994, pp. 141-162;
Battistelli 1997; Ender 1998; Moskos

et al. 2000.
9 Booth et al. 2001; Bo€ene 2003.
10 See, for example, Goldstein 2001;

Higate 2003. Criticism in this vein often draws
on the work of Cynthia Enloe (among other
titles, Ethnic Soldiers: State Security in Divided
Societies, London, Penguin Books, 1980; Does
Khaki Become You? The Militarization of
Women’s Lives, San Francisco, Harper\Collins,
1988; Maneuvers: The International Politics of
Militarizing Women’s Lives, London, Univer-

sity of California Press).
11 For instance, Higate and Cameron,

2006. This insistence on reflexivity and the
‘‘auto-ethnographic approach’’ is acceptable
to mainstream ‘‘military’’ social scientists as
long as it is not pushed to the point of denying
the possibility of objective assessments.

12 Segal 1996, pp. 7-21.
13 Patom€aki 2002. See also the work of

Mehmet Tezcan, Colin Wight and Jonathan
Joseph. This is still a young tradition, stron-
ger so far on meta-theory than on substantive
analysis of international relations.
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War’s demise, made a promising debut in international relations and

the military field.14 It inspired one of the most illuminating articles on

Clausewitz ever written.15 Yet, it has so far not produced the mass of

scholarship that seemed in the cards, and the promise still has to be

fulfilled.16

We are thus left with only two major contenders, which between

them encompass most of the literature: ‘‘positivist naturalism’’ and

the ‘‘social action/interaction’’ framework. The former sees the social

world as objective, and social behaviour as determined; it probes it in

terms of linkages phrased in the language of variables, quantified or

not, and seeks to reveal ‘‘covering laws’’, Newtonian style. The latter,

pioneered by Weber a hundred years ago, is a hybrid of naturalism and

intentionalism, weaving nominalism and realism together, in which

theory runs in terms of generalized uniformities of social process

based on ‘‘rules of experience,’’ in hypothetical situations governed by

clear features and one-sided motives – though the irreducible com-

plexity of real contexts leaves the door open for contingency, objective

possibility and deviation from type. Closely allied to the action frame-

work, and open to cross-formulation, is the interactionist tradition

descended from Georg Simmel and the early Chicago school of

pragmatist social science.17

The positivist tradition and its handicaps in the military field

Objectivism by far dominates the literature when it comes to what

has been termed the ‘‘causes of war’’ issue. While present (if less in

evidence) in the subfield of civil-military relations, it fails to figure

prominently in studies of military action and structures. This reflects

14 Wolfson et al. 1992; Mann 1992;
Saperstein 1995; Alberts and Czerwinski

1997; Czerwinski 1998; Geeraerts 1998;
Beckerman 1999; Wilson 1999.

15 Beyerchen 1992.
16 One suspects that the equations and

computer modeling involved in serious re-
search as part of that programme act as
a powerful deterrent against fully embracing
it in the various scholarly communities in-
volved. The nonlinear dynamics literature in
the international relations and military fields
oscillates between hard math and the rehears-

ing of fundamentals designed to make the
nonlinear approach accessible to a wider pu-
blic and show how useful it can be. This is due
in large part to the fact that, complex systems
having been shown to be highly dependent on
initial conditions, the theory yields precious
few general substantive propositions.

17 Recent formulations in that broad tra-
dition are network analysis (Burt 1980;
White 1992) or ‘‘structural individualism’’
(Degenne and Fors�e 1994), and ‘‘relational
sociology’’ (Emirbayer 1997; Abbott 2007).
See also Elster 1989.
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the balance of relative influence among rival research programmes in

the disciplines (psychology, political science and sociology) that have

contributed most to the treatment of such topics.

Premised on the separation of object and subject, the positivist

tradition looks at phenomena from the outside and, in Hempel’s

famous phrase, ‘‘carves nature at its joints.’’ While this has long

seemed unproblematic in the natural sciences, it raises serious issues

in the social realm where pre-given, fixed entities are harder to come

by. Positivists are thus led to delineate their objects of study by relying

on common-sense definitions or formal (legal or administrative)

distinctions, and reify them. This is the source of serious problems

in a field where substances are elusive and fluid. A few simple ex-

amples will suffice to illustrate.

Unsurprisingly perhaps for a phenomenon Clausewitz famously

likened to a chameleon, definitions of war are numberless. The issue is

further confused by metaphoric usage and the admixture of normative

considerations. Historical change has compounded the conundrum:

where wars were long considered to be violent inter-state conflicts,

20
th century trends have added conflicts between a state and one or

more non-state armed groups, and more recently conflicts between

collective non-state actors.18 Revolutions and wars were often studied

separately, with little cross-fertilization despite the central role played

by the military dimension in the former. Civil wars, once excluded on

the strength of Ancient Greek philosophy’s distinction between stasis

and polemos, are by far today the majority case, and can no longer be

ignored. Another difficulty in discriminating between what is to be

counted or not counted as a war is the appreciation of conflict mag-

nitude. All of this raises for researchers engaged in putting together

historical data sets19 arduous problems which they can only solve

by adopting conventional definitions and setting arbitrary battle

death thresholds.20 The same applies to other substantive areas in

the field.

18 See the Human Security Reports series
at http://www.hsrgroup.org/.

19 Monumental historical data sets on
armed conflict have been a lively industry
since Sorokin 1937, Wright 1942 and
Richardson 1960. This Anglophone tradi-
tion has been kept alive was by J. D. Singer’s
Correlates of War Project – the source of

many studies on the causes of war in the last
four decades. Peace research institutes in
Scandinavia (Stockholm, Uppsala, Oslo) and
Canada have also powerfully contributed to
that line of empirical/historical research.

20 Recent trends in armed conflict have led
researchers to lower the old 1,000 threshold
to as few as 25 battle deaths per annum.
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One way of overcoming such difficulties is to tolerate a degree of

contradiction. A good example is provided by Gaston Bouthoul’s

brave attempt, half a century ago, to embrace the ‘‘war phenomenon’’

in functionalist terms.21 Having started with a vibrant profession of

objectivist faith, he proceeded to outline his methodology and the

types of data he would consider. To his reader’s surprise, beyond

material facts his list includes intentionality, which he declares

observable without further comment. Another instance of such

inconsistencies is Martin Edmonds’ general study of civil-military

relations in the broader (social as well as political) sense.22 This

author, applying systems theory, chooses to restrict analysis to the

regular armed services legally defined, thus differentiating them

sharply from reserve components, police forces and irregular armed

groups. But this objectivist love of clear boundaries has downsides,

that he acknowledges in passing: military forces have internal func-

tions, police forces sometimes hold military roles, hardly anything

separates activated reserve from regular components, which brings

him to conclude: ‘‘It would too arbitrary here to separate totally

armed services from these other organizations for purposes of

analysis.’’

Reification is also responsible, in the same substantive domain, for

the fixist (‘‘non dated, non-localized’’) view of professional norms

offered by Samuel Huntington in his masterful The Soldier and the

State, firmly anchored in a structural-functionalist theoretical frame-

work.23 More generally, positivists find it difficult to account for, or

factor in, endogenous change – a most unfortunate state of affairs in

a department of activity where boundaries, identities, aims, structures,

cultural ethos and norms are apt to evolve spontaneously as a function

of action/interaction processes.

The second major consequence of objectivist methodology resides

in the axiomatic conjectures required by analysis to substitute for

the role intentionalist theories assign to contextualized meanings.

The problem here is that the number of possible theoretical frame-

works based on such axiomatics seems limited only by researchers’

imagination.

One (large) category sees war as wholly irrational. Innumerable

theories based on that axiom variously find its roots in human nature

21 Bouthoul 1962.
22 Edmonds 1988.

23 Huntington 1957.
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or evolution (most psychological theories), ecological/biological drives

(holistic versions of social darwinism), spiralling public opinion

frenzies (nationalism, ethnic hatred), archaic or perverted institutions

(Marx, Veblen, Wright Mills), particular cultural patterns, some

negative feedback function to relieve demographic pressure (or the

social tensions entailed by a male youth bulge24), the contagious

quality of armed conflict, the status incongruence of states (Galtung),

lateral pressure mechanisms born of rapid industrial growth, etc.

Military institutions help the process along due to skewed recruitment

and socialization patterns, professional bias, goal displacement, and so

forth.

Another (equally large) group of theoretical insights symmetrically

pictures war as entirely rational. Economic theories of war, cost-

benefit analysis, applications of game theory to armed conflict, the-

ories premised on a general competition for resources and/or status are

by-products of that postulate. Special mention should be made here of

structural theories. Kenneth Waltz’s neorealism, which has become

widely influential, regards international relations as characterized by

anarchy resulting from the absence of compelling central regulation,25

the interstate system as structured by the distribution of power within

it, the behaviour of states as governed by survival/security concerns at

a minimum (universal domination at a maximum), and the name of

the international relations game as balancing to inhibit the rise of

a single dominant power.26 Wars occur when the balancing becomes

ineffective, thus raising the question of stable (parity) and unstable

(preponderance) power and alliance configurations. Rivalling Waltzian

neorealism are theories which, following Thucydides, see the inter-

national arena as hierarchical – as cosmos rather than chaos –, and war

as entailed by the challenge of a rising contender to the existing

dominant power (thus making parity the necessary condition for

major war).27

If one adds the consideration that the positivist research pro-

gramme’s nomological ambition and its associated belief in determin-

ism deny contingency a role – except in the form of stochastic

disturbance factors in equations –, one begins to see how and why

24 Bouthoul 1962, 1970; the most general
(but also controversial) formulation of that
thesis is to be found in Gunnar Heinsohn
(2003).

25 And not, as classical realism from
Hobbes to Niebuhr and Morgenthau would

have it, because of a thirst for power rooted
in human nature.

26 Waltz 1979.
27 Organski 1958; Organski and Kugler

1980; Gilpin 1984; Keohane 1984.
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objectivism fails to capture some of the traits that are central to the

military field’s core issues. Martial behaviour is neither wholly

irrational, entirely rational, nor fully determined by external causes.

It is at one and the same time rational, irrational and subject to

contextual uncertainty – the chance events whose potentially dramatic

effects no war historian can afford to ignore, the ‘‘friction’’ and ‘‘fog’’

which Clausewitz saw as powerful inhibitors of predictability where

the outcomes of military action are concerned.

Other axioms are concerned with the orderly or disorderly/conflic-

tual nature of society or of the aggregate effects of social behaviour.

They also generally result in denying resort to arms its specific,

sometimes unique character. Regulation theories, whether psycholog-

ical or functionalist, optimistically see war as a breach of order that

can be remedied. C. H. Cooley, in 1917, contended that nations are

socii like any other, and as such can be brought into line through

international social control.28 This is not far removed from what

Durkheim and Mauss (or even, if ties of sentiment are substituted for

collective consciousness, Freud) thought on the subject.29 That line of

reasoning was later resumed by the English school of international

relations30 as well as by Karl Deutsch31 and his disciples. The post-

Cold War era has seen those conjectures resurface in light of the

powerful globalizing trends which make the one-world hypothesis

seem less implausible.

Parsonian structural-functionalism, by assuming equilibrium in

social systems, added weight to the idea that war can only result from

exogenous change or internal deviance. He went so far as to picture

East-West relations in the Cold War as essentially similar to those

between Republicans and Democrats on the U.S. political scene: the

very fact of ideological polarization implies that there is a common

frame of reference, and thus can war be averted. In that view, the

sociologist’s task is to identify the ‘‘mechanisms by which this

integrative process can take place.’’32 More generally, whether derived

from Parsons or not, the idea that war results from a momentary dis-

turbance of systemic balance has given rise to numberless variations

28 Cooley 1917.
29 Einstein and Freud 1933; Freud 1934.

See Ramel 2004a, 2004b, 2004c.
30 Burton 1962, 1968, 1969, 1972, 1979;

Bull 1977.
31 Cf. Lijphart 1981; Battistella 2003/4.
32 Parsons 1962. In the same volume,

Morton Deutsch (‘‘A Psychological Basis
for Peace’’), though starting from different
premises, reaches the same conclusion through
another analogy: the non-zero-sum games
that characterize employer-worker relations
in industry can supply a model for interna-
tional relations.
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based on economic, demographic or cultural change, imported

modernization, desynchronization of subsystems, conflict among

elite groups, etc.

Closely related to such theories is the axiomatic conjecture that war

can be subsumed under a more general category, be it conflict,33

violence or (today) human security, thus denying war its unique

characteristics. Though less frequent and hardly the preserve of

positivists, the opposite assumption – war as the normal horizon of

politics, and a valid metaphor for all social relationships – is also

present.34 Typical of that position is the inversion of Clausewitz’s

Formula: politics is the continuation of war by other means,35 a view

that cannot account for the military’s contemporary peace support

missions other than as a front for devious attempts at domination.

Though poles apart, those who refuse to see war, real or potential, for

what it is anywhere and those who choose to see it everywhere finally all

tend to a common conclusion: the rejection of armed conflict and

armed forces as a sui generis substantive area.

The problem for positivists is then that, contra regulation thinkers,

history is full of intractable conflicts ending in bloodshed, and contra

those theorists who postulate wars of all against all, it is also replete

with instances where cooperation and at least relative harmony and

peace prevail. The task of social science is to think through the

presence and the absence of war (or balance in civil-military systems)

together, which causal determinism, deductive theories based on rigid

axiomatic conjectures and covering laws all too plainly fail to do.

The net result so far when it comes to war studies has been an

embarrassing surfeit of internally coherent but mutually contradictory

theories, with none producing more than precious few valid and non-

trivial empirical generalisations, weak or inconsistent linkages between

33 This is typical of the Ann Arbor school
of conflict resolution: see Kenneth Bould-
ing’s programmatic editorial in the Journal of
Conflict Resolution’s inaugural issue (1957).
However, it does not apply to Thomas Schelling
(1960), who preserves much of Clausewitz’s
insights – but then Schelling can hardly be
termed a positivist!

34 The philosophical sources of such
a stance reside in a one-sided reading of
nascent political modernity’s classics (Ma-
chiavelli, Hobbes), tinged with a romantic or
Nietzschean exaltation of power. The first
instances of its occurring date from the
‘‘military’’ versions of social darwinism in

the late 19
th century, its latest in the writings

of such authors as Robert Kagan or Laurent
Murawiec. In between are pessimistic au-
thors (Reinhold Niebuhr, James Burnham,
Nicholas Spykman and others) who in the
1930s and 1940s, greatly aided by develop-
ments in Germany (in deed as well as in
thought – notably Gen. Erich Ludendorff’s
Der totale Krieg, 1935), paved the way for the
post-war moral legitimation of strategic re-
alism in the United states.

35 That Foucault adopted such a position
in his later writings underlines that agonis-
tic philosophies are not a monopoly of the
Right – or of positivists.
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prediction and fact, or loose statistical fit in quantified models – and no

means to arbitrate between them. Kenneth Waltz acknowledged as

much in 1979:

Among the depressing features of international-political studies is the small gain
in explanatory power that has come from the large amount of work done in
recent decades. Nothing seems to accumulate, not even criticism.36

Ten years later, a review of the literature on international conflict

came to the conclusion that. . . ‘‘if there is one overarching conclusion

to be drawn from the foregoing pages it is a bold question mark.’’37

Strongly suggesting that nothing much has changed recently, the

reviewer of a book (co-authored by J. D. Singer, dean of quantified war

data analysis) which synthetized research findings from over 500

quantitative studies of war at the level of state, dyad, region and

international system,38 concurred:

[T]he outcomes of these studies are, for the most part, heterogeneous, am-
biguous, not particularly robust, conflicting and sometimes even contradictory.
About very few theoretical frameworks and potential polemogenic factors
(predictors) some consensus or communis opinio exists.

In light of such paucity of analytical successes, positivism’s

nomological ambitions create a dilemma: either one sticks to that

principle in the hope that over time refining theories will improve the

fit between predictions and data, or one focuses on the specifics of

contexts, in which case the nomological yields way to an ideographic

approach. This is the conclusion arrived at by some students of war as

well as by generalists.39

While less dramatically conspicuous, the weaknesses of positivist

approaches when applied to military-type institutions and civil-

military relations are nevertheless real. They generally result in

analyses and theories that either see soldiers as mere civilians in

uniform or military structures as wholly apart – which, one way or the

other, they are not.

36 Waltz 1979, p. 18. He obviously was
hoping to remedy that situation by producing
his own definitive theory. But the amount of
criticism and meta-theoretical controversy
that have come his way in the next two de-
cades and up to this day suggests otherwise.

37 Hower and Zinnes 1989, p. 11.
38 Geller and Singer 1998. Reviewed in

2005 by J.M.G. Van der Dennen: http://
rechten.eldoc.ub.rug.nl/departments/Algemeen/

overigepublicaties/2005enouder/singer/.
39 Stuart Bremer (in Bremer and Cusack

1995) writes: ‘‘[W]ar may stem from the im-
probable concatenation of weak forces rather
than from the operation of a few strong
forces.’’ Thomas Schelling (1978) had stated
the same in more general terms: without
attention to the context, it would be impos-
sible to connect systemic macro properties to
the systems’ micro foundations.
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The strengths of the Weberian/Simmelian tradition

By contrast, the social action framework seems to have enjoyed

a higher degree of achievement in the military field. Taking into

account contextualized meanings allows one to dispense with rigid

postulates, and to factor in endogenous change as a result of in-

teraction, both between foes and among friends in real or potential

armed conflict. Causal comparison of discrepancies between empirical/

historical reality and the ideal-typical constructs (typologies or de-

velopmental trends) hypothesized to interpret it leaves room for

contingency. Such an approach, relying on the structure and definition

of situations, enables one to think through behaviour as both rational

(political ends, strategic or tactical means) and irrational (sacredness of

mission, violent public opinion impulses and reversals, the charismatic

elements of leadership in life-and-death situations, the emotional

components of loyalty and small group cohesion – to name but

a few), peace and conflict, or the internal interplay of institutional

and organizational dimensions. It correctly locates what makes martial

action unique as well as what does not (see infra). All of which cannot

be done when one observes behaviour, structures or process from

outside as if they were natural phenomena.

The action framework has no need for legal definitions: collective

fighting can be termed ‘‘military’’ whenever the use of potentially

deadly force can be traced to political ends calling into question

a polity’s independence or unity. Hence, revolutions, civil wars and

terrorism can be studied (though with specific traits) in the same

manner as foreign military conflict – irrespective of casualty numbers.

Likewise, soldiers do not need to wear uniforms and draw regular pay

from state treasuries: partisans, resistance fighters, militias, are in-

cluded if their violent action can be shown to be premised on political

motives. Conversely, regular soldiers may cease to act militarily if

their motives are alien to politics. In other words, the social action

research programme makes possible a disjunction, which objectivist

approaches cannot even begin to contemplate, between the external

attributes of actors and the type of action they conduct. The issue of

legitimacy is no longer treated as an independent variable, but seen as

an emergent property with possible feedback on morale and political

determination.

These benefits are, of course, purchased at the cost of renouncing

nomological theories and predictions based on regularities, the former
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deemed out of reach, the latter too uncertain (political goals are

a priori indeterminate), both because real contexts are irreducibly

complex: concepts cannot exhaust reality.40 But the nominal typolo-

gies41 and developmental trends42 produced by the Weberian/Simme-

lian tradition are nonetheless powerful analytical tools with which to

probe historical experience/empirical data.

It is no coincidence that application of this research programme to

the military field produces propositions which echo the central tenets

of Clausewitz’s profound analysis of war. The close proximity of

Clausewitz’s approach to the methodology developed decades later by

Weber has been noted before.43 It could be said to be quite as close to

Simmel (interaction) and his legacy as cultivated by Chicago prag-

matism (reality in a state of flux, pluralist orientations, considerable

degree of autonomy among elements whose integration to the whole

is problematic). This is where, based on assumptions of interconnec-

tedness and context, chance, complexity, indistinct boundaries, posi-

tive feedback and the like, the contribution of nonlinear dynamics44

40 That is why, as Raymond Aron noted,
there can be no scientific theory of interna-
tional relations or war in the sense of New-
ton, Pareto or Keynes. Cf. Aron 1967; Aron

1976.
41 Examples are Morris Janowitz’s ideal-

types of officership (‘‘heroic leaders’’, ‘‘mili-
tary managers’’, and among the latter,
‘‘radical’’ and ‘‘pragmatic professionals’’) or my
own refinement and generalization to all en-
listed volunteers of Jean-Pierre Thomas’s old
ideal-typology of non-commissioned officers
(Bo€ene 2000). Ideal-types are better tools of
analysis than empirical typologies whose type
characteristics and labels are apt to change
over time as a function of only slight statistical
variations making regroupings of traits and re-
categorization necessary.

42 Developmental analysis was derived
from Max Weber’s theory of history by
Harold Lasswell in the 1930s. It consists of
ideal-types projected into the future based on
the specifications of nascent empirical trends.
This permits clarification of long-term con-
sequences and direction of change if the
contextualized meanings involved in the logic
of collective action hypothesized persist and
become dominant. (See Eulau 1958.) Lass-
well’s own ‘‘Garrison State’’ developmental
construct was mostly not corroborated in
the West (or even in Israel, a prime candidate

for that configuration), but it served to dis-
entangle confusing empirical trends. Charles
Moskos’ ‘‘From Institution to Occupation’’
and ‘‘Warless Society’’ constructs, likewise,
were not entirely validated by subsequent
historical experience. Much more closely de-
scriptive of real later trends were Morris
Janowitz’s ideal-typification of technology’s
impact on military organization or of the
‘‘decline of the mass armed force.’’

43 Notably by Aron himself in his Clause-
witz, Penser la guerre, op. cit.; also Malis

2005.
44 Beyerchen 1992. This author suggests

that Clausewitz displayed intuitions concern-
ing the non-linearity of war (‘‘On War is
suffused with the understanding that every
war is inherently a nonlinear phenomenon,
the conduct of which changes its character in
ways that cannot be analytically predicted’’),
which for want of concepts now available to
us he expressed through various metaphors.
The potential of nonlinear dynamics analysis
is to prolong Simmel’s (still linear) formal
‘‘sociology of small numbers’’ by enlarging
the number of parties to a given conflict, and
to locate the bifurcations and attractors
which can be ascertained after the fact if
enough information is available on initial
conditions.
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to the study of given real interaction processes could break new

ground and prove invaluable. The same applies to network analysis.45

One additional beauty of social action is that far from remaining

prisoner of established disciplinary traditions and compartmentaliza-

tion of the field into areas subject to different analytical treatments, it

has transcended disciplinary boundaries and in doing so effectively

advanced knowledge in coherent, integrated ways46 that sharply

contrast with the positivist record of analytical failures.

Rather than go through a list of illustrations of the cognitive

successes encountered in the military field by the social action

research programme, this writer’s best plan at this point is to present

a synthesis, restricted to essentials, of what he regards as its main

achievements.

Social action and the military field: a brief overview

A. Defining military action

In the beginning were military action (for each side) and in-

teraction (between sides). They have long been equated with war,

a polymorph best defined by means of four conceptual dimensions:

violence, organization, legitimacy in the service of sovereignty –

a formulation which differentiates and recombines the elements of

Clausewitz’s ‘‘trinitarian definition’’. In keeping with recent historical

experience, mention of states is dispensable: sovereignty is either well-

established, or just a group’s strong enough aspiration to be deemed

worth fighting for with violent means. It can be frontally attacked and

seized (or, as the case may be, defended and confirmed), but also to

varying extents gnawed at the margins by coercively restricting one or

several of its attributes (territory, population, political institutions,

freedom of action of those who hold ultimate power). Mere threats

against it provide a justification for political/strategic realism (though

45 Network theory can be immensely use-
ful when applied to military organization (for
instance in clarifying the impact on tradi-
tional hierarchical relations and coordination
of action of the matrix structures generated
by instant communication among large num-
bers of military actors) and to civil-military
relations (notably in identifying points of
contact with civilian groups and measuring

the social capital of military personnel).
46 To measure the truth of that statement,

one need only mention the names of Harold
Lasswell, Raymond Aron or Morris Jano-
witz, whose work (and introduction of We-
berian methodology to the field over half
a century ago) led to the emergence of a
community of scholars dedicated to the study
of military institutions.
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not necessarily for a hard-line version of it, Schmittian style). War

thus defined covers foreign conflicts, revolutions, civil wars, armed

rebellions and terrorism. The intensity of war (and the coercive extent

of norms derived from it within each camp) depends on meanings in

context – definition of the enemy,47 perceptions of what is at stake.

As Clausewitz saw, left to its own devices, the pure conflictual logic

of war would result in escalation to extremes. A permissive reason for

this, as neorealists have seen, is the absence of any agency command-

ing enough muscle and/or authority to restrain belligerents whenever

they wield considerable relative military power. However, the price of

total war in blood, treasure and internal political fallout makes it

difficult to sustain over the long haul. The majority of historical wars

have been limited, either because stakes were not high enough to fight

a total war, or sufficient human and material resources could not be

mobilized, or both. While escalation processes are an ever-present

risk, actually more frequent are the reverse processes of moderation

(which initially intrigued Clausewitz, and probably helped him reach

his conclusion that war is governed by evolving political conditions

and considerations,48 though it can escape the control of sovereign

leaders and influence politics in return). Finally, military power

produces effects short of actual war: it can intimidate (persuade or

deter) by altering the calculus of potential gains or losses in political

confrontations, and to some extent determines the status of political

groupings.

War, however, is not the sole modality of political resort to arms.

Armed force has always been the ultimate means of internal political

control when constitutional order is seriously challenged. And recent

decades have seen the rise of peace support operations. In both cases,

the same definition (violence + organization + legitimacy + sover-

eignty) applies. This raises the question of what separates war from

those other uses of force. Part of the answer lies in the differential

status of moderation: a frequent but by no means assured process in

war, it is present in peace support and internal political control from

the beginning as a matter of course. The other part relates to the

existence in such situations of overwhelming military superiority on

the side of the State or the mandated coalition, capable of restraining

protesters or belligerents, and of a basis of political legitimacy that

is strong enough in the eyes of a wider majority to transcend the

47 Speier 1941.
48 And not just by policy, the word mis-

leadingly chosen for Politik by Michael

Howard and Peter Paret in their 1976 En-
glish translation of On War.
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sectional or local interests at stake. The use of force is therefore less

deadly, although there again the risk exists of an escalation on both

sides. State military institutions have learnt over time to differentiate

between those various logics of action and the amounts of force

required in each case.49 Professionals in the restrained use of force,

sometimes referred to as ‘‘paramilitary’’, have emerged on internal

scenes, and soldiers earmarked for peace support operations now

frequently train with police forces prior to commitment. Such

minimum resort to physical coercion admits of degrees, depending

on the level of threats to legitimate order: ‘‘muscular’’ enforcement of

peace or internal public order when they are out of control, peace-

keeping or maintien de l’ordre when they prove manageable. Military

action thus comes in several varieties that can be logically classified by

crossing simple dichotomies, as in the following table:

Such distinctions, the logics of moderation or possible escalation,

and each cell’s internal differentiations of degree, account for the

division of labour found among military-type institutions (armed

t a b l e 1

A typology of military action

49 Nascent democracies of the 19
th century

learnt from previous mistakes – the Peterloo
massacre (1819), the shots inadvertently fired
at would-be rioters in Paris and Berlin in
1848, the violent strikes and protests of the
1890s in France and America – that discon-
tented citizens (and voters) cannot be treated

as enemies. Professionalism in crowd and riot
control set in by stages in the 20

th century,
notably in the 1930s and 1970s. In the West
today, street demonstrations are frequently
planned and managed jointly by police or
paramilitary forces and protest leaders. (See
Bruneteaux 1996.)
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services, paramilitary, police forces). However, once projected onto the

single axis of the rational amounts of force to be used in various

situations, they tend to become blurred: there is no natural asperity on

the continuum leading from maximum violence to maximum negoti-

ation that could serve as a clear boundary between two or more of the

above ideal-types. This is, in all cases, because situations, and for each

side the initial stakes that characterize them, are apt to evolve over

even short periods of time.50 The resurgent globalization, force

asymmetries and terrorism of recent years have brought external

and internal security much closer than was earlier the case, and added

to the blurring. The division of labour is thus increasingly nominal,

and role flexibility has become the rule.

The conceptual unity of military action is therefore more strongly

affirmed than ever. This holds despite the extreme diversification of

military-type units into air, sea and land components, tactical, ope-

rational and strategic levels, and a mosaic of specialized functions

within them. The motley quality of uniforms and unit traditions –

carriers of identity and cohesion – that add to the apparent diversity

should not detract attention from what all military subcomponents

and actors have in common: sense of mission and flag loyalty.

B. Unique and non-unique characteristics

The unique traits of military action and actors all derive directly or

indirectly from resort to arms in the cause of sovereignty when the

order goes out. Military distinctiveness is both sociopolitical and

functional.

Its sociopolitical aspects of relate to the fact that those to whom

defence and promotion of a polity’s independence, interests and values

are entrusted do not constitute an occupational/professional group

just like any other. The human and material resources placed at their

disposal, society’s efforts to satisfy their moral and social needs, the

50 This is often the case in peace support
operations: what begins as peacekeeping (or
even humanitarian assistance) can degenerate
into firefighting at a moment’s notice, leading
to a reconsideration of the political worth of
the operation itself on the peacekeeping side
(witness the withdrawal of U.S. troops from

Somalia in 1993). That is why police or
paramilitary forces that are usually sufficient
in internal political control are not used in
external peace support until peace has taken
hold: as Dag Hammarskj€old once stated,
‘‘Peacekeeping is not a soldier’s job, but only
soldiers can do it’’.
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relative prestige of their uniforms and leaders, exert varying degrees of

influence on the polity. While such influence is licit and welcome

within limits, the possibility exists that such limits be exceeded. In

political terms, its access to arms may give the military more weight

than is warranted: some of its members may transform it from the

instrument of politics that it ought to be in the nature of things into an

autonomous political actor. A worst-case scenario sees it seize power,

or act as a supraconstitutional arbiter of internal politics. But there are

more subtle ways of exerting undue influence on the sovereign,

economy, society or culture, and grey areas where proper balance

raises difficult problems. In other words, the issue of civilian control

of armed forces so that they do not disfigure the sociopolitical regime51

they are supposed to defend is of more serious concern than with most

other groups or lobbies.

However, that issue has been mitigated since the late 19
th century

by another concern: due to the rising complexity of military art,

political leaders have increasingly come to rely on military leaders’

professional expertise. This implies trust between the two groups –

never permanently achieved, even when military groups and elites are

meaningfully integrated into the parent society, and responsive to its

needs, interests and values. It also implies that beside traditional

military subordination, relations be oriented to political-military

coordination of action as well. Professionalism presupposes a fair

margin of autonomy, which is likely to obtain only if political leaders

set the objectives of action, secure the resources, indicate the criteria

by which the outcomes of action will evaluated, and leave the rest to

professionals.52 The full panoply of forms that control may assume

can be represented as follows:53

51 Contrary to conventional wisdom, civil
control of armed forces is not the sole con-
cern of democratic regimes. Absolute monar-
chies, dictatorships and totalitarian regimes
all secure the loyalty of soldiers by abrupt
means. Military regimes are even more wary
of military disloyalty: what benefited the
stagers of a successful military coup might
succeed for others. . .

52 Cf. Huntington’s ‘‘internal objective
control’’ (Huntington 1957). The rise of
instant media reporting has made it proble-
matic inasmuch as public opinion reaction to

events obliges political leaders to adjust and
possibly interfere with the military conduct
of action, thus increasing the need for close
coordination, but also painfully reducing
professional autonomy. This has been the
source of recent tensions, aggravated by
‘‘reductions in force’’ and pressures for more
cultural concessions to society – a dilution of
traditional ethos and identities.

53 For further developments and analysis
of recent trends, see my own ‘‘Western-type
Civil-Military Relations Revisited’’ (Bo€ene

2001).
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In functional terms, those who are charged with the task of

applying legitimate organized violence, and in doing so put their

own lives or physical and moral integrity at risk, are subject to

powerful norms destined to warrant their individual motivation to

fight, their collective effectiveness, and the trust placed in them:

honour and loyalty to the sovereign are their expected cardinal virtues.

Backed by the prospect of drastic sanctions in case of desertion or

dereliction of duty, motivation relates to one ultimate meaning: salus

populi est suprema lex. It is reinforced by charismatic leadership, the

support and recognition of peers, superiors as well as society at large,

and the presumptive legitimacy of orders received (which, absent any

personal trespasses against the law or basic dictates of conscience,

exonerates combatants from personal responsibility – but does not

annihilate ethical concerns). Primary cohesion, the emotional and

practical support it provides, based on a sense of common destiny, are

of paramount importance in the face of danger and the prospect of

killing or maiming other humans. In structural terms, the immediacy

of danger, the need for swift responses to unforeseen events and

economy of force principles translate into unity of command – a degree

of centralization seldom matched. The hierarchical relations that this

implies are not simply the consequence of bureaucracy: they institute

t a b l e 1 1

Forms of civilian control

Forms of
control Objective Subjective

External Precautionary &

retrospective oversight,

surveillance

Media image, amount

of public support,

societal regard, a priori

and a posteriori

Internal A priori trust in

professional norms,

a posteriori

assessment

Trust based on precautionary

measures (screening or

representativeness of

recruitment, pledges of

fidelity, indoctrination into

widely shared values,

satisfaction of self-interested

motives)
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personalized command relationships based on mutual recognition (of

which the exchange of military salutes is the symbol). The primacy of

group and institution over the individual expresses itself in open-

ended availability for service and discipline – a mechanization of

behaviour, reinforced by drill and practice, so as to make it predict-

able, thus calculable. Such traits are all the more pronounced as

combat and danger are close in time or distance; they are less in

evidence in peace support and action in aid of internal political order

(from which the heroic dimension is usually absent) – though military

socialization insists on worst-case scenarios, and combat norms are

etched in all military minds as the ultimate referent. Another central

characteristic of military action is the degree of contingency, hence of

uncertainty, liable to affect it. Sheer accident and friction are obvious

forms. But the main source of uncertainty stems from the fact that

action bears on an opposing party similarly motivated, and intent on

achieving surprise – not on inert matter. Hence the realization that

absolute control over events is unlikely in hostile interaction, and the

frequent reference to providence or fate54 despite painstakingly

meticulous preparation for the treatment of unexpected adversity so

typical of military settings. Finally, as with any institutional activity

(but probably more so in military action than elsewhere), effectiveness

can only be measured synthetically on the basis of qualitative criteria:

the opposing side has renounced its goals, or it has not.

Such characteristics, made necessary or unavoidable by hostile in-

teraction, conspire to deny military action the status of pure engi-

neering: to limit the place occupied in it by instrumental rationality.

They could be termed irrational if some of them (not least cohesion

and recognition) were not precious functional assets, at least in part

manageable by those in authority. They reflect a traditional, commu-

nitarian/hierarchical type of social relations that is far removed from

the structures and ideals of modernity.55

The institutional dimension, however, is only half the story. It is

counterbalanced by a second functional dimension, oriented to co-

operation with friendly parties internal or external to the military, in

54 Systematic studies of combat situations
suggest that religiosity, though not necessar-
ily institutionalized religion, plays a signifi-
cant role in them; so do beliefs in fate. See,
for instance, vol. 2 of Samuel Stouffer’s
edited series on World War II known as
The American Soldier (Stouffer 1949).

55 The Marxist tradition clearly saw this
early on, and branded military institutions
feudal. The implicit odium attaching to them
may explain why, despite the declared inter-
est of Engels, Liebknecht, Lenin or Trotsky,
Marxists have been mainly absent from the
field.
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which instrumental rationality enjoys pride of place. It resides in

aspects of action relating to planning, command and control, co-

ordination and support. Its prevalence is proportional to the distance

or the amount of protection from hostile forces. Contrary to combat

situations, where fear of casualties among those filling crucial special-

ized roles implies a degree of skill versatility, contexts where organi-

zation dominates are marked by a division of labour limited only by

the numbers available. It draws on all the resources of modernity –

notably technology, management and communication – and thus

constitutes a powerful agent of rationalization. Everything in that

logic of action can be concerted among specialized actors and units,

subject only to optimisation under capacitary or coordination con-

straints (and the kinds of dysfunction that are known to develop in

interstitial spaces where informal relations and repertoires get in the

way of rational organization). Its degree of success is ascertained in

terms of efficiency rather than effectiveness, and analytically measured

using quantified technical, management or even (as in morale surveys)

sociopolitical criteria. In pure principle, this organizational dimension

is devoid of any unique content.

Yet, precisely, in military action and structures, neither of the

institutional and organizational dimensions can fully express itself at

the expense of the other. They are always found together in varying

doses, locked in an endless dialogical relationship in which one is

restrained by the inescapable influence of the other, and whose local/

temporary arbiter is the logic of the situation or problem in hand. The

locus of either dimension cannot be located with any precision in

formal charts: even combatants in the thick of combat have to think of

providing for rest, food, ammunition, fuel, medical evacuation of

casualties, and their own reputation; even service support units must

provide for their self-defence in case of surprise attack. In other

words, resulting from a contrast between institution and organization

that is stronger than in other departments of activity,56 military

uniqueness is essentially relative and fluctuating on the basis of con-

textualized meanings.

56 Military distinctiveness is thus a matter
of both kind and degree. Some traits are not
to be found elsewhere: the heart of military
action is in legitimate, potentially deadly
coercion in the cause of sovereignty. The rest

is marked by the dialogical coexistence of
institution and organization, a characteristic
widely shared (though not with such strong
contrast) by other goal-oriented social group-
ings. For a similar argument, see Juan 2006.
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C. Developmental trends

The timeless perspective briefly sketched above is affected by

powerful historical trends. One is the 20
th century rise of technology;

the other relates to long-term normative change.

Following closely on the emergence of mass citizen armies and

bureaucratic military structures, the harnessing of industrial power to

military action from the late 19
th century onwards profoundly altered

the face of war and military systems. Morris Janowitz masterfully

depicted the social consequences of such trends at mid-(20
th) century:

quantitative marginalization of fighters, deformation of hierarchical struc-

tures from pyramidal to double diamond-shaped, counter-balancing

of traditional top-down control by lateral coordination of action, libe-

ralization of discipline, the rise of managers and pragmatism among

military elites, etc.57 After 1960, new waves of technological change

pushed rationalization to new heights, allowing the organizational

dimension to grow further, and altering traditional martial identities.

More recently, instant communications, computerization, the Internet

and like innovations have turned martial structures and action pro-

cesses into something approximating neural networks and their func-

tioning, with the result that hierarchical channels are often bypassed,

short-circuits occur between lower-echelon field units and top leader-

ship, and the three classical levels (tactical, operational, strategic) of

action become compressed by the overriding need to keep up with and

respond to up-to-the minute developments and media reporting.

But the most dramatic effects of technological change came with the

emergence of strategic weapons – first, long-range heavy artillery and air

power (which considerably increased the numbers of civilian casualties

in the two world wars), then nuclear arms (which promised even more).

The latter were the source of a hitherto unheard-of paradox: the

neutralization of overwhelming power through mutual deterrence.

With the advent of mass destruction weapons, it was soon re-

cognised after 1945 that the function of armed forces was no longer to

win total wars pitting coalitions of polities against one another, but

to avert them. This was an unanticipated consequence of purposive

action since superpowers now leading the new coalitions of East and

West had acquired such weapons in order to obtain a decisive strategic

advantage. But the prospect of large-scale destruction of civilized life

drove expectancy of strategic gain below zero and effectively inhibited

57 Janowitz 1960.

389

military field

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003975609000149 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003975609000149


major war: while not altogether impossible through accidents, de-

fective perceptions of enemy intentions, or irrationality on the part of

political leaders, it was increasingly seen as unlikely as time went by.

The consequence was that while one could not dispense with war

readiness and huge arsenals, armed forces were on stand-by and

mostly remained so to the Cold War’s end. Limited wars, of course,

were still part of the landscape at the periphery of areas of strategic

interest to both coalitions, but for fear of escalation to extremes they

had to be restricted in terms of goals, resources and – ideally –

duration (as America learned in Vietnam, the Soviet Union in

Afghanistan). After the mechanics of nuclear deterrence became

familiar to strategists, only a small fraction of service members took

part in them. Due to this change affecting their roles, armed forces

turned into what Janowitz termed ‘‘constabulary forces’’.

The post-Cold War era has seen considerable change. Nuclear

deterrence was placed on the back burner, invasion defence plans were

shelved. Collective security could resume under the aegis of the UN,

subject only to international consensus. The constabulary concept not

only survived (it was one of very few characteristics of the late Cold War

to do so), but actually prospered: action, which for decades had been

so scarce, suddenly became plentiful, from coercion of international

deviants (Iraq, Serbia) to a long list of peace support operations around

the globe. Technology, promising ‘‘digital battlefield awareness’’ in real

time and a ‘‘revolution of military affairs’’, seemed set to take care of

more serious (but unlikely) contingencies, and to guarantee status quo

powers overwhelming conventional superiority. After hardly more than

a decade, 9/11 again changed the equation (of which more anon).

To assess the place of normative change with regard to military

action, one has to go back to the turn of the 20
th century. At that time,

a few leading personalities anticipated that industrialized warfare

between coalitions of large nation-states – a distinct possibility since

the emergence in the middle of Europe (then the dominant continent)

of Germany as a major power, and the humiliation it had inflicted on

Denmark, Austria and France three decades earlier – would bring

brutalization and mass misery, and had tried to restrain war through

international conventions (The Hague 1899, 1907). Their efforts

could not avert the loss of collective control over events in the

calamitous month of July 1914 which sealed the 20
th century’s fate.

When the Great War and its horrors ended, the creation of a League

of Nations belatedly inspired by Kant’s essay on perpetual peace, the

Locarno Agreement of 1925 and the outlawing of war as a normal
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instrument of policy (in the so-called Briand-Kellog Pact of 1928)

resumed a fledgling tradition which proved no match for the ideolog-

ical passions and tensions of the 1930s. But it benefited greatly from

the general revulsion against armed conflict after 1945, and the advent

of nuclear weapons made war’s legitimacy highly conditional as far

too dangerous for civilization itself. The UN charter codified that

widespread sentiment: interstate disputes were now to be settled non-

violently, and in the face of threats against world security, the

‘‘international community’’ would fight as a team in what an American

president named a ‘‘police action’’. Though the Cold War quickly

dashed those hopes, the Zeitgeist could no longer be the same.

As a result, the charisma of the nation-state, so strong between

1870 and 1945, came to an abrupt end in the West. Nationalism was

retrospectively held responsible for past world wars; even sovereignty

and patriotism became suspect. Colonial wars and the U.S. interven-

tion in Vietnam went through a natural history of indifference

followed by unpopularity. This drove the prestige of the military

down, at a time when new-found economic affluence, the personal

security afforded by the welfare state, and more critical outlooks

generated by rising average educational levels, gradually fostered

individualism among the young. By the mid-sixties, serving under

arms as a conscript was no longer regarded as an honour by increasing

fractions of successive age-cohorts. Worse still, armed forces came to be

seen symbolically as the epitome of everything youths now rejected –

strict norms, primacy of society over the individual, duty to the state,

etc. –, seeking as they were less conformist, more laid-back mores than

their parents had consented to. Conscription became more problem-

atic as nuclear weapons and high technology lessened the need for

mass armed forces: fewer young people were inducted in each age-

cohort, creating inequities that the system was often unable to justify.

In countries where it had shallow historical roots, it was abolished

in the 1960s (United Kingdom) and 1970s (United States); it per-

sisted elsewhere as best it could through the Cold War’s last decades.

But citizen service under arms did not long survive its demise: all-

volunteer formats are now the norm the world over.

D. The contemporary scene

The post-9/11 context has seen the world’s premier military power,

whose defence budget exceeds 40 % of all military expenditures

around the planet declare war on a shadowy group of latter-day
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barbarians combining fanaticism with high technology, whose exact

followership, degree of organization and even real identity are un-

known. Combined with neo-conservative ideology – a strange mix of

the Hamiltonian, Jacksonian and Wilsonian traditions in U.S. foreign

policy – and its declared ambition to turn military power into political

clout to reshape and influence the Greater Middle East, the ‘‘War on

Terror’’ led to the twin land interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq.

The problem, after five or six years of fighting and nation- or state-

building, is that outcomes have hardly matched expectations. The

conditions that prevail as a result on the contemporary international

scene are extraordinarily ambiguous.

Globalization, the interdependence it generates, and the emergence

of new economic heavyweights (China, India, Russia) dependent on

external markets, produce a mix of cooperation, competition and

tension. This tends to lessen the chances of serious conflict among

major powers. Should serious military tensions (say, between China or

Russia and the U.S.) nonetheless come to dominate, nuclear weapons

would in all probability usher in a new situation of mutual deterrence.

Confrontations would thus more likely approximate non-zero-sum,

mixed motive games of the Cold War type than to lead to major

conflict. This is made all the more plausible as the West will see its

relative demographic and economic weight decline as the century

wears on. It will thus feel little incentive to antagonize the fast

emerging half of the planet at the risk of reactivating resentment for

five centuries of Western domination, and turning Huntington’s

‘‘West against the Rest’’ into a self-fulfilling prophecy.

At the same time, there is no shortage of religious or ethnic tensions,

myths, armed prophets and fanaticized disciples, uncontrolled social

and cultural trends, or resentments that are bound to erupt into violent

trouble in a number of areas.58 There will be more ample opportunity

for consensual collective security initiatives to deal with them than the

so-called international community can readily absorb. Where no such

consensus exists, local flashpoints may induce wider confrontations

(as is the case with Georgia as of this writing). Much will turn on events

in Pakistan. And what remains uncertain for the longer-term future are

the attitudes – bourgeois pacifism, power politics, or a mix of the two? –

of China, India, Russia and others when they eventually substitute

internal growth engines for dependence on Western markets.

58 As Pierre Hassner recently noted in ‘‘Le siècle de la puissance relative’’ (Hassner 2007).
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The potential for destabilization thus exists, but the odds for

international stability look no less favourable, if not better. All in all,

despite inherent difficulties and high costs, terrorism has been re-

markably contained.59 For the time being, contrary to illusions created

by media reporting, current trends in armed conflict and casualty

numbers are resolutely pointing downward.60 And the great powers to

date show no taste for major war.

The influence of military factors goes in the same direction.

Contrary to expectations of a decade or so ago, the use of military

force has not turned into a fully controlled, rational and civilized

exercise occasioning little collateral damage and rare casualties.

Digital battlespace awareness is of little help whenever the enemy

avoids military encounters of the conventional type, and hides

among the population. The memory of what happened to Saddam

Hussein and Slobodan Milosevic is enough to ensure that no

revisionist states or groups in their right minds will imitate them

again. What actually has taken place since 9/11, is a true ‘‘counter-

revolution in military affairs’’.61 In the face of overwhelming

military superiority, the predictable response of weak but determined

antagonists has been to resort to terrorism and fine-tune the

techniques used in the 1950s and 1960s in Algeria and Vietnam,

adjusting them to the means afforded by accessible high technology

to take advantage of new propaganda effects. The weak can now

strike (and have done so on a handful of occasions after 9/11) the

territory and population of the strong; they use their own population

as human shields to paralyze repressive action, banking on the

strong’s moral dilemmas, or on the risk of public diplomacy disasters

when innocents are killed. Success or failure in that asymmetric type

of warfare does not revolve around occupation and control of

a territory after defeating regular forces, but around both long-term

allegiances of the local population, and the patience – tried by

casualties, cost, loss of face and frustration – of public opinions back

home.62 Set operational modes such as ‘‘search and destroy’’, and the

59 In the seven years elapsed since 9/11,
only about 60 terrorist strikes have suc-
ceeded, of which only two (Madrid, 2004;
London, 2005) in the West, the remainder
in conflicted nations, mostly in the Islamic
world. This reflects effective cooperation
among a majority of states, irrespective of
the conflicts which may divide them.

60 Cf. Human Security Brief 2007, http://
www.humansecuritybrief.info.

61 Hassner, art. cit.
62 Smith 2005. Hassner (2007) further

notes that wars have never been so political
in nature, which, one might add, belies the
widely shared thesis that Clausewitz has be-
come irrelevant in the post-Cold War context.
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quest for maximum force protection at the expense of meaningful

rapport with local populations are ill-adapted to the political goal of

winning their hearts and minds, and may account for the distinct

failure to transform overwhelming military superiority into political

effectiveness. The functionality of conventional military force in

such circumstances is in doubt. If such trends are not reversed soon

in both Iraq and Afghanistan, the chances are that the U.S., having

learned its lesson the hard way, will prudently return to prior prac-

tice, i.e., containment plus indirect influence or pressure, and –

when needed – interventions with limited objectives, resources and

duration.

Another important factor for the future is the mechanism known as

‘‘structural disarmament’’. It first made itself felt in the provision of

major items of military equipment.63 As research and development

costs rise faster than defence budgets, each new generation of aircraft,

tanks or naval vessels sees numbers of them decrease. The price tag of

each is so high that their tactical use is inhibited for fear of losing them

in combat against targets of much less value. The same mechanism

now applies to human resources in all-volunteer forces that are hard

and expensive to recruit and train. The issue as far as they are

concerned is further complicated by avoidance of friendly casualties,

due to public compassion and the political costs they entail in

situations in which stakes are seen as low. Persistent difficulties in

the recruitment of volunteers64 limits the pool of deployable troops,

making force regeneration in the field problematic. They invite

significant increases in the compensation and insurance packages of

military personnel, as well as substitution of technology for combat-

ants, driving up direct and indirect costs to unforeseen heights that

economists are beginning to judge ruinous even for the most affluent

nation.65 The long-term prospect is thus of the strong pricing

themselves out of battlefields (or recruiting their soldiers in poorer

nations) unless they perceive major threats against central attributes of

their sovereignty, and in the face of such danger restore conscription

63 Augustine 1975. This author, a former
senior Pentagon civil servant and President
of Lockheed-Martin, a major provider of de-
fence equipment, remarked over 30 years ago
that if trends observed since the 1950s per-
sisted, the U.S. Air Force inventory would
one day be reduced to one single aircraft, so
expensive that it would on its own exhaust the

investment budget of that service.
64 Recruiting the rank and file among

aliens attracted by the promise of naturaliza-
tion, or among convicts eager to be pardoned,
has recently become standard practice in
some countries.

65 Stiglitz and Bilmes 2008.
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– hardly the most probable outcome of the ambiguous situation

described above.

It is therefore premature to think in terms of a return to the state of

war66 – barring accidents. . .

Concluding remarks

This article has tried to assess the relative cognitive merits of

various research programmes in the treatment of military issues. It has

contended that, on such substantive topics probably more than on

many others, method strongly influences conceptualization and modes

of theory construction. Having noted the infrequent showings of some

programmes in the military field, it went on to demonstrate, based on

the literature produced on military topics over a century, that the

blames classically laid at positivism’s door are especially justified in it.

An objectivist outlook leads to definitions which miss central charac-

teristics of the subject-matter and, due to a diversity of axiomatic

conjectures, generates a cacophony of theories that only imperfectly fit

the data defined and selected on that basis. The Weberian/Simmelian

tradition, introduced to the field from the 1930s onwards, has shown

more promise. Its methodology enables analysis to avoid definitional

distortion, to identify the substantive traits which parallel or diverge

from those found in other types of activity, and to embrace the various

compartments of the military field – armed conflict, military struc-

tures, civil-military relations – in coherent, transdisciplinary fashion.

Its achievements, detailed in a brief synthetic formulation of findings,

suggest that it alone fully accords with Clausewitzian thought, and

shows sufficient flexibility to account for recent changes and future

prospects which so baffle other research programmes, as well as to

open avenues of collaboration with promising new approaches (nota-

bly, nonlinear dynamics).

The late Jean-Michel Berthelot was right67: some programmes are

better adapted than others to specific fields of study, and show their

worth in doing justice to their subject-matter. Unless this writer is

very much mistaken, such is the case of the social action framework in

the military field.

66 Battistella 2006. 67 See footnote 1.
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R�esum�e

L’article entend �evaluer comparativement les
diff�erentes orientations de recherche sur la
chose militaire, qu’il s’agisse des sujets
d’�etude, des concepts et m�ethodes comme
des th�eories. La revue de travaux sur un
siècle est s�evère pour le positivisme. La
tradition Simmel/Weber a �et�e plus fruc-
tueuse. Un bref essai de synthèse montre sa
compatibilit�e avec la pens�ee de Clausewitz et
ouvre sur la perspective de collaboration avec
des approches nouvelles telles que les dyna-
miques non lin�eaires.

Zusammenfassung

Der vorliegende Aufsatz setzt sich mit den
verschiedenen Forschungsrichtungen im
milit€arischen Bereich auseinander und hebt
hervor, dass die Methodik die Konzeptuali-
sierung und den theoretischen Aufbau beein-
flusst. Hundert Jahre Literatur zu diesem
Thema lassen den Positivimus in einem
fahlen Licht erscheinen. Die Simmelsche
und Webersche Tradition scheint vielver-
sprechender und dem Gedankengut Clause-
witz n€aher, wie ein knapper Essai aufweist.
Es zeichnen sich neue Perspektiven f€ur eine
Zusammenarbeit ab, die auch nichtlineare
Dynamiken miteinbezieht.
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