War
By
WILLIAM GRAHAM SuMNER

• • • • War is never
a handy remedy, which can be taken up and applied by
routine rule. No war which can be avoided is just to the
people who have to carry it on, to say nothing of the
enemy. War is like other evils; it must be met when it is
unavoidable, and such gain as can be got from it must
be won. In the forum of reason and deliberation war
never can be anything but a makeshift, to be regretted;
it is the task of the statesman to find rational means to
the same end. A statesman who proposes war as an
instrumentality admits his incompetency; a politician
who makes use of war as a counter in the game of parties
is a criminal. •••
If you want war, nourish a doctrine. Doctrines are
the most frightful tyrants to which men ever are subject,
because doctrines get inside of a man's own reason and
betray him against himself. Civilized men have done
their fiercest fighting for doctrines. The reconquest of
the Holy Sepulcher, "the balance of power," "no universal dominion," "trade follows the flag," "he who holds
the land will hold the sea," "the throne and the altar,"
the revolution, the faith - these arc the things for which
men have given their lives. What arc they all? Nothing but rhetoric and phantasms. Doctrines are always
vague; it would ruin a doctrine to define it, because then
it could be analyzed, tested, criticised, and verifi~d; but
nothing ought to be tolerated which cannot be so tested.
Somebody asks you with astonishment and horror whether
you do not believe in the l\Ionroc Doctrine. You do not
know whether you do or not, because you do not know
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what it is; but you do not dare to say that you do not,
because you understand that it is one of the things which
every good American is bound to believe in. Now when
any doctrine arrives at that degree of authority, the name
of it is a club which any demagogue may swing over
you at any time and apropos of anything. In order to
describe a doctrine we must have recourse to theological
language. A doctrine is an article of faith. It is something which you are bound to believe, not because you
have some rational grounds for believing it true, but
because you belong to such and such a church or denomination. The nearest parallel to it in politics is the "reason
of state." The most frightful injustice and cruelty which
has ever been perpetrated on earth has been due to the
reason of state. Jesus Christ was put to death for the
reason of state; Pilate said that he found no fault in
the accused, but he wanted to keep the Jews quiet and
one man crucified more or less was of no consequence.
None of these metaphysics ought to be tolerated in a free
state.... A doctrine is an abstract principle; it is necessarily absolute in its scope and abstruse in its terms; it
is a metaphysical assertion. It is never true, because
it is absolute, and the affairs of men are all conditioned
and relative. • • • Now, • • • just think what an
abomination in statecraft an abstract doctrine must be.
Any politician or editor can, at any moment, put a new
extension on it. The people acquiesce in the doctrine
and applaud it because they hear the politicians and editors repeat it, and the politicians and editors repeat it
because they think it is popular. So it grows. During
the recent difficulty between England and Germany on
one side and Venezuela on the other, some newspapers
here began to promulgate a new doctrine that no country ought to be allowed to use its naval force to collect private debts. This doctrine would have given us
standing-ground for interference in that quarrel. That
is what it was invented for. Of course it was absurd and
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ridiculous, and it fell dead unnoticed, but it well showed
the danger of having a doctrine lying loose about the
house, and one which carries with it big consequences
It may mean anything or nothing, at any moment, and
no one knows how it will be. You accede to it now,
within the vague limits of what you suppose it to be;
therefore you will have to accede to it to-morrow when
the same name is made to cover something which you
never have heard or thought of. If you allow a political
catchword to go on and grow, you will awaken some day
to find it standing over you, the arbiter of your destiny,
against which you are powerless, as men are powerless
against delusions.
The process by which such catchwords grow is the
old popuLar mythologizing. Your Monroe Doctrine
becomes an entity, a being, a lesser kmd of divinity,
entitled to reverence and possessed of prestige, so that
it allows of no discussion or deliberation. The President of the United States talks about the Monroe Doctrine and he tells us solemnly that it is true and sacred,
whatever it is. He even undertakes to give some definition of what he means by it; but the definition which
he gives binds nobody, either now or in the future, any
more than what Monroe and Adams meant by it hinds
anybody now not to mean anything else. He says that,
on account of the doctrine, whatever it may be, we must
have a big navy. In this, at least, he is plainly in
the right; if we have the doctrine, we shall need a big
navy. The Monroe Doctrine is an exercise of authority
by the United States over a controversy between two
foreign states, if one of them is in America, combined
with a refusal of the United States to accept any responsibility in connection with the controversy. That is a
position which is sure to bring us into collision with other
States, especially because it will touch their vanity, or
what they call their honor- or it will touch our vanity,
or what we call our honor, if we should ever find ourselves
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called upon to "back down" from it. Therefore it is
very true that we must expect to need a big navy if we
adhere to the doctrine. What can be more contrary to
sound statesmanship and common sense than to put
forth an abstract assertion which has no definite relation
to any interest of ours now at stake, but which has in it
any number of possibilities of producing complications
which we cannot foresee, but which are sure to be embarrassing when they arise!
What has just been said suggests a consideration of
the popular saying, "In time of peace prepare for war."
If you prepare a big army and navy and are all ready for
war, it will be easy to go to war; the military and naval
men will have a lot of new machines and they will be
eager to see what they can do with them. There is no
such thing nowadays as a state of readiness for war.
It is a chimera, and the nations which pursue it are falling
into an abyss of wasted energy and wealth. When the
army is supplied with the latest and best rifles, someone
invents a new field gun; then the artillery must be provided with that before we are ready. By the time we
get the new gun, somebody bas invented a new rple and
our rival nation is getting that; therefore we must have
it, or one a little better. It takes two or three years and
several millions to do that. In the meantime somebody
proposes a more effective organization which must be
introduced; signals, balloons, dogs, bicycles, and every
other device and invention must be added, and men
must be trained to use them all. There is no state of
readiness for war; the notion calls for never-ending
sacrifices. It is a fallacy. It is evident that to pursue
such a notion with any idea of realizing it would absorb
all the resources and activity of the state; this the great
European states are now proving by experiment. A
wiser rule would be to make up your mind soberly what
you want, peace or war, and then to get ready for
what you want; for what we prepare for is what we
shall get.

