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TWENTY YEARS ON: SOME REFLECTIONS 
 

 One rather good thing about publishing a book contending that major 

war--war among developed states--may be obsolescent is that even those who 

disagree with you hope you're right. That certainly happened to me in early 1989 

when Retreat from Doomsday came out--reviews were peppered with words like 

"hopeful" and "encouraging." 

 In an important respect, that very phenomenon underscored a central 

message of the book. Had it been published a century earlier, it would have been 

met, as chapter 2 seeks to demonstrate, by a rash of derisive reviews reacting 

with horror that anyone would have the temerity to suggest that war could in any 

sense be on the way out--that a beautiful, honorable, holy, sublime, heroic, 

ennobling, natural, virtuous, glorious, cleansing, manly, necessary, and 

progressive institution might be in the process of being replaced by something as 

debasing, trivial, and rotten as perpetual peace characterized by crass 

materialism, artistic decline, repellant effeminacy, rampant selfishness, base 

immorality, petrifying stagnation, sordid frivolity, degrading cowardice, 

corrupting boredom, and utter emptiness. 

 Beyond the hope, there was quite a bit of strong agreement, most notably 

and gratifyingly in a front page review in the Sunday Washington Post Book 

World by McGeorge Bundy. 

 However, the book certainly attracted some distinguished detractors as 

well. Harvard's Samuel Huntington assessed it along with then-current 

discussions about the apparent end of the Cold War and with Francis 

Fukuyama's famous essay, "The End of History?" which came out a few months 

after Retreat from Doomsday. Labeling the collective phenomenon "endism," he 

pronounced it the "intellectual fad of 1989." Although willing to concede that 

"the probability of hot war between the two superpowers is as low as it has ever 

been" and that war between any of the advanced industrialized democracies was 

"even more unlikely," Huntington warned that endism tended to ignore the 

"weakness and irrationality of human nature" and stressed that human beings 

were "often stupid, selfish, cruel, and sinful." Endism, he concluded, provided 

"an illusion of well-being," invited "relaxed complacency," and was accordingly 

"dangerous and subversive." 

 Meanwhile in the New York Times, the prominent military and 

diplomatic historian Michael Howard reviewed the book with considerable 

skepticism (although with less alarm) about its central thesis. "One would like to 

believe Mr. Mueller," he wrote, but the "prudent reader will check that his air 

raid shelter is in good repair." 

 The plausibility of the book's central theses was probably boosted when 

the Cold War came to an abrupt and hasty end shortly after it was published--the 
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"endists" of the time seemed to have that one right. Indeed, by 1991 Howard 

was musing that it had become "quite possible that war in the sense of major, 

organised armed conflict between highly developed societies may not recur, and 

that a stable framework for international order will become firmly established." 

Two years later, the prominent military historian and analyst, John Keegan, 

concluded in his A History of Warfare that the kind of war he was principally 

considering could well be in terminal demise: "War, it seems to me, after a 

lifetime of reading about the subject, mingling with men of war, visiting the 

sites of war and observing its effects, may well be ceasing to commend itself to 

human beings as a desirable or productive, let alone rational, means of 

reconciling their discontents." 

 By the beginning of the new century, the ranks of the "dangerous and 

subversive" had expanded. Mary Kaldor suggested that "the barbarity of war 

between states may have become a thing of the past," and Robert Jervis, in his 

Presidential Address to the American Political Science Association and in a 

subsequent book, concluded that war among the leading states "will not occur in 

the future," or, in the words of Andrew Mack "has effectively become obsolete" 

or, in those of Jeffrey Record, may have "disappeared altogether." 

 The world seems, then, to have continued, even accelerated, its retreat 

from doomsday--a word that has picked up a slight aura of quaintness over the 

ensuing two decades. And, however imprudently, air raid shelters do seem to 

have been allowed to lapse into disrepair. 

 In the interval, two collections have appeared that relate to the arguments 

in Retreat from Doomsday. One, edited by historians John Lewis Gaddis, Philip 

Gordon, Ernest May, and Jonathan Rosenberg, critiques a central proposition in 

the book, that nuclear weapons have been essentially irrelevant to Cold War 

history and to the deterrence of major war--a perspective much expanded and 

developed in my latest book, Atomic Obsession: Nuclear Alarmism from 

Hiroshima to Al Qaeda. The other, edited by political scientist Raimo Väyryen, 

is entitled The Waning of Major War: Theories and Debates, a topic political 

scientists Michael Mandelbaum and Christopher Fettweis have also separately 

explored. 

 Retreat from Doomsday deals quite extensively with the Cold War 

because at the time it was generally considered likely that, should a major war 

take place, it would emerge somehow out of that global contest. The book 

argues that the central reason for the Cold War was Communist ideology which, 

as developed over the decades, was based on the concept of a threatening 

worldwide class struggle, but not on anything resembling "aggressive, 

conquering, Hitlerian war" which "would foolishly risk everything" (pp. 

99-102). By 1985, as I was beginning the book, it appeared to me that, after 

decades of failure, the new Soviet leadership under Mikhail Gorbachev was in 

the process of abandoning the class struggle ideology. If ideology (as opposed 
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for example to arms balances or Communist control of East Europe) was its 

essential driver, the Cold War could be in terminal demise, and it was logical to 

conclude that we might be coming to the end of the world as we knew it. I 

presented that argument at the International Studies Association meetings in 

March 1986, and, in 1985 and 1986 tried to get it published in various versions 

in Foreign Policy, National Interest, Washington Post, New York Times, Wall 

Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and New Republic to no avail. I then gave up 

and blended the argument into Retreat from Doomsday (especially in pp. 

211-14), pleasantly uncomfortable throughout by the fact that Gorbachev was 

dismantling the Cold War faster than I could write about it. 

 In later years, I have revisited this ideological argument, focusing 

especially on the rhetoric and actions of the Cold War contestants in the months 

after the publication of the book. It seems to me these support the argument. 

These later observations, published as "What Was the Cold War About? 

Evidence from Its Ending" in Political Science Quarterly are included in the 

appendix to this reprint. 

 Reprinted there as well is another updating article, "War Has Almost 

Ceased to Exist: An Assessment," published in the summer of 2009, also in 

Political Science Quarterly. In this I have sought to extend the perspective 

presented twenty years earlier in Retreat from Doomsday. As the book's subtitle 

pointedly declares, it focuses on major war--war among developed states--not 

with other kinds of war. It does speculate a bit about the potential that war 

aversion might prove contagious and suggests that the decline of the Cold War 

might have something of a dampening effect (pp. 251-54). It also observes that 

there may already have been a "decline in the attractiveness of conventional, 

old-fashioned set-piece wars where countries send organized armies to battle it 

out with each other" (p. 256)--and indeed, since 1989 there has been only one 

war in which two countries directly battle over a contentious issue, in this case 

territory: the costly, but little-noticed conflict waged by Ethiopia and Eritrea 

from 1998 to 2000. 

 However, Retreat from Doomsday has little to say about civil war, the 

kind of war that was far the most common then and has continued to be so since. 

Indeed, its hopeful observation that there had been remarkably little civil war in 

Europe especially over the previous four decades (pp. 5, 91-92), was shattered in 

the early 1990s by several wars in formerly-Communist areas, especially 

Yugoslavia. 

 In 2004, I published The Remnants of War which sought to assess not 

only major war, but warfare of all sorts including especially those of the civil 

variety. (It also more fully develops two issues advanced in Retreat from 

Doomsday: the process by which a change in attitude took place at the time of 

the First World War and the argument that Hitler was a necessary cause of the 

Second World War in Europe.) When that book was published, a notable 

vii



dwindling in the frequency of all forms of war, especially civil war, was evident, 

and the 2009 article updates the data and the argument to the end of the decade. 

It finds that, despite headline-grabbing wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the decline 

of war in all its varieties continues. It is far too early to be certain about this 

trend--particularly with regard to civil war. Nonetheless, it is likely, again, that 

those who disagree with me will hope I am right. 

 

John Mueller 

Columbus, Ohio 

August 19, 2009 
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