Theoretical Perspectives on the Ending of Wars

Cristopher Tuck

This paper examines some of the theoretical aspects of war termination.

As one commentator has noted: “It is always easier to get into a conflict than it is to get
out of one.”! Wars often are much more difficult to end than they are to start. It seems self-
evident, for example, that Germany by mid-1944 could no longer win the Second World War,
yet it did not surrender until May 1945; the Korean war continued for three years even though
the chance for either side of a clear-cut victory had ended within twelve months; as early as
2006, Coalition efforts in Afghanistan had begun to unravel, yet major US combat efforts
continued until 2014. But why should ending wars be so problematic? Belligerents choose war
because they believe that it will service their interests; as Clausewitz notes, therefore, once the
costs for a belligerent of a war outweigh the value of objectives for which it is being fought,
then rationally it should stop fighting and embrace peace.?

As this paper demonstrates, however, there are major structural impediments to the
ending of wars that mean that armed conflicts often extend well beyond the point at which,
with the benefit of hindsight, they should have stopped. At the heart of this paper is the idea
that the termination of a war can be conceived of as “a political bargain struck between the
belligerents to dispense with further combat.”® Adversaries in a war each have a “bargaining
space,” a concept which expresses for that political actor the span of peace agreements
acceptable to them. Once the bargaining spaces of each side come to overlap with one another,
then peace logically should follow.* But the rational calculations surrounding this development
are complicated by factors relating to four key questions: is war working; is there a peace to
be made; is peace too costly; and can the war be stopped? This paper deals with each of these
four questions in turn, before concluding with a fifth consideration - have the underlying issues
been resolved?

Is war working?

In a sense, wars occur because adversaries misperceive their relative military power:
they fight because each believes that it is they who will be strong enough to get what they want
from an armed conflict, which may be victory, or occasionally a less punitive defeat. Often,
it is only through actual fighting that both sides develop a more accurate picture of their real
relative military power. War, then, should promote the development on both sides of a more
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accurate picture of the real balance of strength between them: their material strength, political
commitment, and military expertise. Logically, wars should end when it becomes clear to
both sides what the outcome of continuing to fight will be.® Peace should come when both
sides’ expectations converge on which side is going to lose; or when both sides recognise that
they are locked into what I. William Zartman terms a “mutually hurting stalemate,” in which
continuing the war benefits neither.® In reality, however, this exchange of information between
belligerents on who, if any, will triumph, is fraught with difficulties: in essence, terminating a
war can be problematic because often it is not clear to a belligerent that war is failing to work
as a tool of policy.

One problem is that the question “is war working?” necessarily is future-focused - it
is expectations about outcomes that matter.” The problem, of course, is that assessments of
future performance in war cannot be verified.?® As the strategist Colin S. Gray notes, “The
problem lies not so much with identifying trends, though that too can be contestable, but
rather with divining the meaning of the trends that are caught in the net.”’'® This uncertainty
opens up many opportunities for immobility in war termination positions. For a belligerent,
the key question, from a war termination perspective, is whether their performance in war will
improve. A belligerent that believes that it is doing well now, but that its circumstances will
decline in the future, has every incentive to wish to end a war quickly. However, a belligerent
that believes that it is doing less well now, but that thinks that circumstances will improve, is
unlikely to want to terminate a war. This was very much the problem facing Coalition forces in
Afghanistan in 2012-2014. With the departure of most of the Coalition forces planned in 2014,
the Coalition had every incentive to want a political settlement. The Taliban, however, had
little incentive to negotiate before 2014, given that their position would strengthen afterwards.
Moreover, war may be subject to significant and unforeseen developments that can influence
the outcome: the death, for example, in 1762 of the Czarina Elizabeth and the accession to
the Russian throne of the pro-Prussian Czar Peter III that transformed the dismal prospects of
Frederick the Great. For this reason, belligerents may persevere, as John Orme notes, because
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they hope that “something will turn up”!! and because, as history shows, “something does turn
up from time to time.”'? A belligerent may persevere with war even in adverse circumstances
because they hope that a decisive development may transform circumstances in favourable
ways.

The second problem concerns the metrics that one uses to measure one’s progress
in war: by what criteria does one judge whether war is working? War is non-linear - one
does not necessarily get more out of it by putting more in.!* Therefore, one cannot measure
progress simply by measuring such inputs as money spent or troops deployed. Some obvious
metrics might include relative casualty rates or ground taken. But, as the US’ war in Vietnam
demonstrates, it can be possible to win the bulk of the tactical military engagements and
still lose strategically. Even in conventional wars, short-term tactical and operational military
successes may actually comprise the first steps towards strategic defeat, as Germany’s early
successes against Russia in June and July 1941 demonstrate. In more complex unconventional
scenarios traditional metrics are “largely meaningless” but the potential list of alternative
metrics is huge and contested: should one focus on civilian casualties; insurgents killed;
security force losses; “kinetic event density;” children in school; voter registration; polling of
local populations or any number of other indicators?™

But there are other difficulties. One is that, to measure progress in a war, a belligerent
needs to have a clear idea of what it is that it is fighting for. But states (and other political
actors) often have goals that are undeclared, diffuse, poorly judged, transcendental and/or that
change over the length of a conflict.!® It is possible, for example, to construe the objectives of a
war in ways that make the process of defeat itself a form of victory. By 1918, for example, Field
Marshal Hindenburg had reconstructed German objectives into an avoidance of surrender,
because he judged that, in the long term, surrender would be more damaging to the German
national essence than reaching a political settlement with the allies. He asserted that: “even if
we should be beaten, we should not really be worse off than if we were to accept everything
at present. The question must be asked: will the German people fight for their honor, not only
in words but with deeds, to the last man and thereby assure themselves of the possibility of a
new existence.”'

Another challenge is that, given the lack of objective information on which to base
calculations on whether war is working, inevitably beliefs fill the gap: these beliefs are shaped
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by individual and organisational biases.!” Formal and informal power structures, standard
operating procedures, hierarchies of influence, and the wide variety of human cognitive biases
can shape dramatically how decision-makers process evidence on the success of a given war.'®
For example, individuals are often motivated by the desire to avoid cognitive dissonance, and
s0 have a pre-disposition to shape new information to fit existing mindsets.'” Decision-making
may be subject to “groupthink” in which information is ignored, or reinterpreted to fit in with
a prevailing consensus.? Finally, calculations on whether war is working are shaped by the
inescapable logic of the relational nature of war. War termination requires that both sides
converge in their thinking on the prospective outcome of the conflict. But war is a dynamic
contest against an opponent that thinks, reacts and adapts according to its own context. An
opponent, for example, may judge the progress of a war according to completely different
criteria leading to circumstances in which both may believe that victory is possible.?! Or an
opponent may engage in responses that completely invalidate existing metrics for success:
for example switching from a conventional military strategy to an unconventional one.?
Moreover, in the struggle to coerce an opponent into submission, an adversary has every
incentive to exaggerate its commitment to fight, minimise its apparent losses, and avoid giving
the impression that it is seeking an end to a war.?® Thus, it may be difficult to know when
a convergence in opinion between belligerents on the outcome of a war actually has been
reached.

Convergence in expectations on the outcome of war is a pre-requisite for peace. But such
a convergence may take a long time to emerge, depending upon the objectives one defines, the
metrics one uses, the values through which one filters information, and the view one takes on
future development. For belligerents at the outset of war, notes C. M. R. Mitchell, “‘Failure is
seldom self-evident.”*
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Is there a peace to be made?

The problem of ending wars is compounded by the fact that, even if a belligerent decides
that war is no longer working as a means to achieve its objectives, creating an overlap in
bargaining spaces requires that there are, indeed, a range of political solutions acceptable to
both sides. In other words, ending a war also requires that both sides believe that there is a
peace to make.?® Three obstacles to this eventuality often arise during wars.

The first difficulty is the nature of the objectives pursued by both sides. For peace, both
sides must have minimum war objectives that are realisable and compatible.?”” This can be
problematic where wars are value-based. Value-based wars are those in which objectives tend
to be highly ideologised, intangible, and belief-centric. These kinds of war tend to be zero-sum
in character, and a belligerent is likely to focus more on the importance of achieving the goal
than on the cost of doing so0.?®

They can be contrasted with issue-based wars in which the causes of conflict tend to
revolve around such tangibles as land and resources. The latter are more amenable to political
compromise than the former.?? Value-based wars often tend to be associated with total war
scenarios, or with civil wars, in which belligerents are engaged in struggles that they believe
are existential in nature. But strong value-based dynamics can emerge in a conflict in many
different ways, often as the result of the deliberate rhetorical strategies of governments and
decision-makers. For this reason, wars may begin essentially issue-based, but become more
value-based over time. Such tangibles as territory can be imbued with value-based attributes
by a rhetorical focus on its symbolic importance in terms of history or national honour.
Sacrifice can create value, in the sense that the more costly a war becomes the more a society
will expect to get from it politically in order to justify the losses; politicians may seek to
increase society’s motivation in war by deliberately enhancing the value-based aspects of
a conflict, portraying the struggle in essential terms, demonising the enemy, and raising
the expected costs of defeat.* Under such conditions, moves towards political compromise
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can be easily portrayed as deeply unpatriotic, even treasonable.*! For example, in the war in
Bosnia-Herzegovina from 1992-95, political entrepreneurs and elements of the media set about
manipulating deliberately perceptions of history, resentment against the Yugoslav legacy, and
existing communal identities creating as a result a bitter nationalist struggle, intensified by
cycles of violence and counter-violence.*

The second difficulty is the lack of trust that is likely to exist between belligerents. Even
if a belligerent might wish to negotiate, they may not trust that an offer by an opponent to
enter talks is a genuine one. There may be many tactical reasons why an adversary might not
negotiate in good faith: they may simply be testing an opponent’s resolve; or they may wish
to garner the legitimacy that might be conferred on them through recognition that they are an
equal negotiating partner; or entering negotiations may simply be a way of shaping domestic
and international opinion; or they might wish to enter negotiations as a way of engineering a
breakdown in talks that can be blamed on their opponent.®® Even if a belligerent believes than
an adversary does want a political settlement, they may not trust them to abide by it. Weaker
parties, especially, may be subject to the problem of “credible commitment” - they may want
peace, but they may not trust the other party to abide by it. In such circumstances they may
well believe that peace will leave them worse off than if they continue fighting. This can be
a particular problem if there is a previous history of failed political settlements between the
warring parties.* This is one problem that undermines efforts to provide a solution to the
current conflict between Ukraine and Russia.

The final issue is that of third party actors. Third party actors can often make an important
contribution to overcoming the preceding two problems. Mediation efforts can help to create
more effective channels of communication, new political options, and break down existing
diplomatic log-jams. But third party actors can also help to overcome the credible commitment
problem through such activities as neutral supervision, monitoring, and the guaranteeing of
peace settlements; and through the deployment of political, economic, and military “carrots
and sticks” to induce belligerents to abide by agreements that they sign. It may be, however,
that the parties to an armed conflict cannot agree on mutually acceptable third party actors: in
such cases, mediation may be more difficult, and the credible commitment problem is likely
to be more intense.

Is peace too costly?

But even if an actor decides that war is not working; and even if there seems to be some
kind of basis for a workable political settlement, there remain additional challenges that must
be overcome before a war can be ended. One of these remaining difficulties is the cost of
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peace, which can be divided loosely into two categories.

First, there are the costs to the belligerent of the effect of the termination of a war on its
other political relationships. One recurring issue in this respect are perceptions internationally
of credibility. War often activates latent interests: one powerful interest of concern to political
actors is how they are viewed by others. Often, a belligerent may be willing to continue fighting
even where the prospects of victory seem remote, because it believes that seeking a peace
settlement will undermine wider perceptions of its credibility, resolve and commitment: other
adversaries will become emboldened; relationships with allies will be undermined; efforts
elsewhere to deter and coerce will be weakened.* This logic can be especially pernicious
because the longer a war continues, and the higher the costs of fighting it have become, the
more credibility is likely to be perceived to be at stake by seeking a negotiated end.

The second set of costs are domestic in nature, and apply to those groups within a
belligerent that were associated with the decision to go to war. Elites do not always have the
same interests as the political entity that they lead. Notably, such considerations as maintaining
a grip on power, and self-preservation may be powerful animating interests that might trump
broader imperatives to end a war.* Accepting that a war cannot be won carries for leaders a
variety of possible costs. Some of these are psychological - the blow to their own self-esteem
and self-belief. Some are political - the possible loss of political power through defeat in
elections or through a coup. Depending upon the nature of the regime in question, the costs
of defeat for leaders may be terminal in a physical sense.¥” Even where a leader is committed
to ending a war, they may be reluctant to do so unless they can create conditions that avoid
perceptions of humiliation. Leaders may prefer to continue a war in the hope that they get a
better peace deal at the end of it. For example, President Richard Nixon was elected partly
on his promise to end the war in Vietnam: but he continued the war until he could engineer a
settlement that could be presented as “peace with honour.”

To worsen matters, belligerents often can be victims of their own rhetoric. In seeking to
motivate domestic constituencies to fight, leaders may have promised victory; they may have
presented the costs of defeat in apocalyptic terms; they may have vowed never to negotiate
with the enemy. In such cases of course, the damage to the credibility of a belligerent and
the domestic costs to leaders, of accepting anything less than total victory, may be that much
greater.® For these reasons, war termination often requires, or results in, regime change in at
least one of the protagonists.*

In essence, then, a belligerent may resist the termination of a war, not because it believes
necessarily that it will win, but because it wishes to avoid confronting the costs of defeat.
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Can the war be stopped?

However, even presuming that the leadership of a belligerent concludes that the costs of
defeat, or of not achieving complete victory, are worth bearing, there remains another problem
that must be resolved for a war to end: they must be able to convince key constituencies to
back them in this decision. This issue can be expressed as one of dependency - how reliant
is a political actor on other political actors; how dependent is the leadership of a belligerent
on other domestic constituencies in order to exercise power? If dependency is high, then war
termination decisions will require the agreement of others, making war termination more
problematic.

Internationally, the decision to end a war may require the agreement of key “war-oriented
actors”: those actors that have interests at stake in the conflict. These may be allies of the
belligerents, great powers, regional actors or other interested parties. Sometimes, these may
facilitate war termination by using their leverage to increase the costs of war - US pressure,
for example, was one key reason for Britain’s decision to end military operations during the
Suez crisis in 1956. But belligerents may also be reliant on allies who themselves may have
an interest in the conflict continuing, or at least in not intervening to end it, either because
they benefit directly, or because the domestic costs of applying pressure to end the war are
too great for them. In complex conflicts with large numbers of war-oriented actors decisions
to terminate a conflict may be international rather than national in nature.® Ttaly’s attempt
to surrender to the allies in 1943, for example, was effectively negated by the unwillingness
of Germany to allow them to do so. Decisions on whether and when to end the conflict in
Afghanistan in 2014 were problematic because of the existence of Coalitions on both sides,
and because of the important role played by such regional actors as Pakistan.

Domestically, terminating a war can be difficult because, as Fred Ikle argues: “The
political struggle within a country affects everything that matters in ending a war.”*! Decisions
on war termination can be extremely traumatic for a society: given the costs of war, and the
political polarisation that war can cause, debates about whether to terminate a conflict short of
complete success are often extremely divisive, and may be accompanied by vitriolic debates
between “hawks” and “doves” and even violence.*> Almost all leaders rely on some constituency
to sustain them in power, even in autocracies, whether this is a political party, the electorate,
media, the military, oligarchs, or warlords.®® As the political scientist Elisabeth Stanley
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asserts: “Coalitions form the backbone of most decisions and actions of a state; indeed, it is
coalitions that make human activity ‘political.” All leaders must create and maintain coalitions
to accomplish anything productive, from raising taxes to ending a war.”** Where leaders are
less dependent on these constituencies, they have more autonomy on decisions to end a war.
This autonomy can cut both ways - Saddam Hussein’s relative autonomy allowed him to end
the Gulf War in 1991 irrespective of the wishes of other constituencies. But Adolph Hitler’s
relative autonomy allowed him to continue to protract the Second World War, despite the
views of those in Germany who wished otherwise. Problems in war termination may therefore
be a reflection of the domestic weakness of leaders and their inability to carry with them their
key political constituencies; or they may result from the inability of domestic constituencies to
influence effectively a reluctant leadership. There is some debate on whether particular regime
types are more problematic than others in relation to war termination decisions. Wars involving
democracies tend to be shorter, although this may be because democracies are more likely to
fight wars that they think will be shorter.** Goemans argues that “mixed” regimes, those that
are partially democratic, may be more unwilling to terminate conflicts than either democratic
or autocratic regimes, because, for example, the consequences of defeat for political leaders
can be more severe.*

Have the underlying issues been resolved?

The preceding discussion illustrates the reasons why, historically, wars have often been
very difficult to bring to an end. But there is a final point worth considering: even when wars
have been concluded, perhaps with a formal peace settlement, this does not necessarily signal
the final resolution of the political disagreements that brought about the conflict in the first
place. There is a distinction, in other words, between the terminating of conflicts and their
resolution. This is more than merely a matter of semantics because it speaks to the question
“How do we define the ending of a war?” We might debate, for example, the reasons why
the First World War ended. But for the historian E. H. Carr, the ending of the First World
War, and the beginning of the Second, were so intimately linked that they constituted a single
twenty year crisis.’ In a similar vein we could investigate the reasons for the termination
of the Six-Day War in 1967, or the Yom Kippur/Ramadan War of 1973. But each of these
wars was a manifestation of a deep-seated Arab-Israeli dispute that continues today; in each
case the wars were terminated, but the political disputes between many of the belligerents
remained unresolved. This is hardly a new phenomenon. What we term The Hundred Years,
for example, constituted a series of discrete conflicts, linked by similar underlying conditions
that meant that the end of one war constituted only a pause before the next. Ramsbotham et
al note that “the relationship between conflict resolution and the ending of violent conflict is
not necessarily direct. The root causes of a conflict may persist without either a war or a peace
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settlement doing anything to address them.”* Thus, even when wars do end, they may simply
establish an interregnum before the next one emerges. It is for this reason that the British
soldier and strategist Basil Liddell Hart commented that: “It is essential to conduct war with
constant regard to the peace that you desire... the prolongation of that policy through the war
into the subsequent peace must always be borne in mind.”#

This distinction between conflict termination and conflict resolution leads also to the
difficult issue of perspective in the ending of wars: if a war ends, does it end for everybody?
From a Western perspective, for example, we might debate the reasons for the end of the war
in Iraq in 2009 because that is the date when Western forces withdrew the bulk of their combat
formations, and many countries left completely. But Irag was not left as a peaceful state; and
from the perspective of many Iraqis, the current conflict against ISIS is not a new war, but
simply a transformation of the conflict from 2003-2009. One additional problem in ending
wars, then, is that even when they appear to end, they may actually only be paused, or they
may simply continue in a different form.

Conclusions

Rationally, then, wars should end when both sides’ bargaining spaces come to overlap - a
circumstance that should occur when at least one of the belligerents concludes that the costs of
a war now outweigh the benefits. In practice, however, calculations regarding war termination
are subject to a high degree of uncertainty. Often, belligerents will not have objective and
incontestable information on how they are doing in a war; and even if they do, there may
always be grounds for optimism that circumstances will improve in the future. Even if leaders
conclude that their military circumstances are declining, peace requires that belligerents believe
that there is a credible political settlement to be had. But in complex, value-led struggles a
legitimate peace agreement may be difficult to visualise and/or problematic to implement.
Moreover, leaders may persevere with war because they fear the wider costs of defeat, either
for their country or group, or to themselves. Even if leaders wish to embrace peace, other
powerful constituencies within a belligerent may not.

War termination may therefore be a slow and confused process. Indeed, the challenges
involved in ending a war are not isolated, anachronistic, or the result necessarily of bad strategy
or poverty in strategic thinking: they are pervasive structural difficulties that often defy any
easy solution.

48 Oliver Ramsbotham, Tom Woodhouse, & Hugh Miall, Contemporary Conflict Resolution (Cambridge:
Polity, 2008), 159.
49 Basil Liddell Hart, Strategy (London: Meridian, 1991), 338.
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