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Abstract 

 
By virtue of what I call the Counterfeit White Flag Problem, a state of civil society and a state of 
war are shown to be both phenomenologically and epistemically indistinguishable. From this - or 
so I argue - it follows that all political categories are reducible, without remainder, to military 
ones. Having established this reducibility I then proceed to provide at least a sketch of how this 
reduction would go. 
 

 
I. INTRODUCTION 

 
War, not unlike sex, occupies but a tiny fraction of our lives, and yet it preoccupies, informs, and 
structures our every moment.  This preoccupation can be conscious.  For sex think of courtship; 
for war, the arms race. It can be unconscious.  For sex think of the fashion industry; for war, 
games like chess.  And it can be several steps and/or levels removed.  For sex think of the hours 
spent flipping burgers - or teaching philosophy - for the money to stay in fashion. For war - or so 
I will be trying to convince you to - think of the entire corpus of what we call politics! 

That the entire corpus of politics is preparatory to war is a very strong claim.  No one 
denies that some of our political institutions - the draft, for example - are driven by military 
exigencies, or that others - nationalism perhaps - may be. But I seem to be claiming that all of 
politics is reducible, without remainder, to military categories. Surely to make such a claim I 
must either be so attenuating the notion of war that it cannot but subsume all of politics, or else 
so limiting what counts as politics that what remains cannot but be construed as war. But, I 
concede, neither strategy would be very interesting. So if what I have to say approaches either, 
my project is dead in the water. 

Accordingly, I divide this paper into two parts. First I establish that my analysis floats, 
and only then do I demonstrate its motility, i.e. that it can, and does, actually move us across 
some otherwise very treacherous conceptual waters. Thus the object of the first part is to settle 
on a definition of war - preferably one that does not render my subsequent reduction of politics to 
military science trivial. And the aim of the second is to provide at least a representative sampling 
of the ways this definition protects us from exploitations to which alternative understandings of 
war and politics render us vulnerable.  So ... 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



PART ONE: A DEFINITION OF WAR 
 

II. THE MODEL 
 

There is a tradition in meta-ethics and political philosophy - a tradition as old as 358e of the 
Republic, given canonical expression in Hobbes' Leviathan, and currently being precisified by 
David Gauthier, Peter Danielson, and a growing number of others1 - according to which both a) 
our most heartfelt moral intuitions, and b) our most cherished political institutions, can best be 
understood as a') intra-mental and b') extra-mental responses, respectively, to otherwise 
dilemmatic patterns of interactivity, patterns hereafter referred to as games. And the most notable 
of these, in turn, are Prisoners’ Dilemma and Chicken.2 
 This tradition has come to be known as contractarianism. But this is a serious misnomer.  
For whatever else a contract might be, a necessary condition of something - be it a moral 
disposition or a political arrangement - being ‘contracted’ for is that it be entered into 
voluntarily. And yet, as we will see, neither Gauthier's notion of a moral disposition, nor Hobbes' 
of political sovereignty, requires that it be adopted or instituted voluntarily. Accordingly, I shall 
refer to this tradition as simply the game theoretic approach to ethics and political philosophy. 

 
III. LOGICAL CONTRACTARIANISM 

 
Critics of this tradition charge that it presupposes, and requires, both a dubious ontology and an 
even more dubious psychology. That is, our detractors suppose that we suppose that human 
beings both are, and take ourselves and each other to be, the self-interested bastards Hobbes 
supposes us to be.  And yet, as they rightly point out, were we such self-interested bastards, we 
would not have survived long enough for there to be any human beings for meta-ethics and 
political philosophy to philosophize about! We would have eaten, rather than nurtured, our own 
young, and so long since driven ourselves into extinction. Furthermore, they note - again quite 
rightly - we did not think our way to sociality. Both our moral dispositions, and at least our 
proto-political institutions, were inherited from our pre-homo sapien roots, i.e. long before we 
came down from the trees. 

Fortunately, however, these charges all misfire. For in the first place, we need not claim 
that human beings are rational self-interested maximizers on the satisfaction of their preferences, 
but rather and only that, as noted above, they can best be understood as such. That is, ours is an 
instrumentalist conception of explanation, according to which the success of a model is a 
function of nothing more than whether it makes good on its promise of prediction and control. 
Some people think human beings are too complex to be captured by any model, save trivially by 
one which is simply a restatement of the phenomena to be modeled. Others claim only that we 
are too complex to be captured by this model. But these claims surely cannot be shown to be true 
a priori. So they must be empirical claims. And what we hope to show is that they are both 
empirically false! 

Second, we do not suppose that the unit of moral and/or political agency is, and can only 

	
 See respectively Morals by Agreement, Clarendon, Oxford, 1987, and Artificial Morality, 

Routledge, New York, 1992. 
 By a Prisoners’ Dilemma is meant any game in which the players concur on their second and 
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be, individual bags of skin. Some people think - quite rightly, I suspect - that both the notion of 
the individual, and the individual herself, are social constructs. But no part of our view hangs on 
denying this. Quite the contrary, our model deals with what we call ‘Dennettian agents’. And by 
a Dennettian agent we mean nothing more than a postulated repository of intentionality, i.e. an 
organism, or even just a system, with respect to which it behooves us to take up what Daniel 
Dennett has called the intentional stance. 3  Thus, for example, in playing against a chess 
computer, we might say to ourselves, “It’s trying to fork our rook and king!” And in this viewing 
of it as ‘trying’, we are attributing to it the same kind of intentionality we attribute to ourselves 
were we trying to fork its rook and king. But it is to be remembered that in so doing we are 
saying as much or more about our own computational constraints and time limitations as/than 
about those of the object to which we are attributing this intentionality. So in predicating of an 
individual bag of skin that it is a Dennettian agent, we commit ourselves to no view whatever 
about whether it is the ‘real’ unit of agency, in the realist sense of ‘real’, whatever that sense 
might be. 

Nor, for that matter, do we commit ourselves to any view whatever about the source of 
the well-ordered preferences we attribute to it along with, and constitutive of, its intentionality, 
such as the preference to checkmate rather than be checkmated. That is, for all we know the 
chess computer could have been programmed by Bill Gates’ pet monkey playing at his keyboard. 
But likewise for all we care! Of course we suspect it was programmed by another more robustly 
‘real’ Dennettian agent, probably another bag of skin not unlike ourselves, and one with an 
agenda of her own. But once the chess computer’s behavior has behooved us to take up the 
intentional stance with respect to it, nothing in how we should proceed further hangs on this 
suspicion. So the observation that the substantive preferences of individual bags of skin are 
themselves socially programmed - though probably true - is a matter of utter indifference to us. 

Third, though first-wave game theoretic reductionists, like Rawls and Gauthier, thought it 
necessary to assume what we call the ‘non-tuism condition’ - that we are mutually indifferent 
with respect to each other’s well-being, or at least each other’s preferences - a more careful 
introspection on the model has since revealed that it need suppose nothing of the sort. It need 
suppose only that we are concerned to maximize on the satisfaction of preferences of the self, not 
- or at least not necessarily - in the self. Thus altruists can be, and are, we claim, as familiar with, 
and as in need of solutions for, Prisoners' Dilemmas and games of Chicken as is the most 
Hobbesian of egoists! In fact we need not even suppose indifference with respect to each other’s 
preferences, since, for example, co-referring preferences like that the other’s preferences be 
frustrated will be zero-sum, and so simply will not give rise to any game worthy of further 
interest. 

And fourth, game theoretic claims are not - or at least need not be - about history. Nor, 
for that matter, need they even be about counterfactuals, at least not as such. Rather they are 
about the logic driving history and/or counterfactuals. 

Even Hobbes is explicit about this. “It may peradventure be thought,” he concedes, “there 
was never such a time nor condition ... as [he describes]. [A]nd,” he allows, “it was never 
generally so over all the world.” So Hobbes explicitly disavows historical contractarianism. 
“Howsoever,” he continues, 

 
it may be perceived what manner of life there would be, where there were no common Power to feare, by 
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the manner of life which men that have formerly lived under a peacefull government use to degenerate into 
in a civill Warre. (Lev. 63) 
 

But it would be a presumption to read this, in turn, as endorsing either hypothetical or 
counterfactual contractarianism. 

That is, historical contractarianism urges us to adopt the morality and/or institutions we 
should have adopted given the conditions under which we once found ourselves. But why should 
we adapt ourselves to conditions that no longer obtain? Hypothetical contractarianism urges us to 
adopt the morality and/or institutions we should adopt were certain conditions to materialize. But 
why should we adapt ourselves to conditions that have yet to obtain?! Counterfactual 
contractarianism would have us adopt the morality and/or institutions we would have adopted 
under conditions which have never, and/or will never, materialize. Thus Rawls, for example, 
would have us negotiate our moral commitments and political arrangements from behind a veil 
of ignorance as to our own natural and social endowments, notwithstanding that we are not, in 
fact, ignorant of these contingencies. But as to why we should accede to such urgings, he has no 
answer. 

Logical contractarians, a.k.a. game theoreticians, by contrast, make no such unmotivated 
appeal. If you are concerned to maximize on the satisfaction of your preferences - and given the 
material conditions in which that concern is embedded - then here, say we, is the logic by which 
to do so. By ‘logic’, in this context, is meant the causal regularities governing interactivity, 
regularities by which, in turn, we purport to explain history, evaluate counterfactuals, and, more 
importantly, make good on our promise of prediction and control. 

To which our critics counter that, even supposing we can provide the logic for 
maximizing under conditions of interactivity, and even supposing people typically are seeking to 
do so, to conclude that they therefore ought to be doing so is to commit the naturalistic fallacy. 
But ethics and political philosophy, they remind us, are about what moral codes and conceptions 
of justice we ought to adopt. So, they conclude, game theory is ethically and politically inert. 

To which we counter that any task assigned to morality and political philosophy other 
than the one we take it to have is to leave unanswered the question, Why be moral or just? And, 
pace Moore, ours is the only non-question-begging answer to that question. Why be moral? is an 
intelligible question. Why maximize on the satisfaction of your desires? is not.4 
 

IV. HOBBES 
 

That said, and as already noted, the first attempt to reduce morality and politics to strategies for 
extricating ourselves from Prisoners’ Dilemmas was advanced by Glaucon at 358e of the 
Republic. “They say,” reports Glaucon, 

 
that to do wrong is naturally good, to be wronged is bad, but the suffering of injury so far exceeds in 
badness the good of inflicting it that when men have done wrong to each other and suffered it, and have had 
a taste of both, those who are unable to avoid the latter and practise the former decide that it is profitable to 
come to an agreement with each other neither to inflict injury nor to suffer it. As a result they begin to 
make laws and covenants, and the law’s command they call lawful and just. This, they say, is the origin and 
essence of justice; it stands between the best and the worst, the best being to do wrong without the paying 
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the penalty and the worst to be wronged without the power of revenge. The just then is a mean between two 
extremes; it is welcomed and honoured because of men’s lack of the power to do wrong. The man who has 
that power, the real man, would not make a compact with anyone not to inflict injury or suffer it. For him 
that would be madness. This, then, Socrates, is, according to their argument, the nature and origin of 
justice. 

 
So, replacing ‘wronging’ and its cognates with ‘unilaterally defecting’, and ‘being wronged’ with 
‘unilaterally cooperating’, what we get, according to Glaucon, is that by justice we mean simply 
complying with our covenant to neither unilaterally defect nor unilaterally cooperate. 

Now Hobbes improves on Glaucon on two scores. First, note that on Glaucon's account 
justice is indifferent between mutual cooperation and mutual defection.5 But, observes Hobbes, 
it is not because any of us are foolish enough to unilaterally cooperate that our lives are so 
“solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short”. Rather, says he, it is because we mutually defect rather 
than mutually cooperate. And why do we do that? Because - and this is Hobbes’ second point -
“[i]f a Covenant be made wherein neither of the parties performe presently but trust one another, 
in the condition of meer Nature ... upon any reasonable suspition it is Voyd. But,” he continues,  

 
in a civill estate, where there is a Power set up to constrain those that would otherwise violate their faith, 
that feare is no more reasonable, and for that cause he which by the Covenant is to perform first is obliged 
so to do. (Lev. 68) 
 

Thus the solution to the Prisoners' Dilemma, according to Hobbes, is not covenant - which, as we 
have just seen, in a state of amoral nature can have no normative force6 - but rather the 
investiture of a Sovereign. In other words, the solution to the Prisoners’ Dilemma is to render it a 
Prisoners’ Dilemma no longer by so altering the outcome matrix that a non-Prisoners’ Dilemma 
preference matrix will follow by suit.7 
 Nor can it be objected that such sovereignty as we enjoy was not instituted but imposed. 
For, according to Hobbes, Sovereignty by Acquisition inherits its right to govern from 
Sovereignty by Institution. But it does so, says Hobbes, not because of the counterfactual - Had 
the sovereign not imposed himself on us we would have instituted him anyway! - nor because of 
the hypothetical - Had we to choose our sovereign he is who we would choose! - but because we 
do choose him each and every moment we choose not to remove him! And, he adds, in so 
choosing we choose wisely! 
 

V. DIVISIBILITY 
 

That Hobbes is essentially right about the logical genesis of sovereignty there can be little doubt.  
That he is right about this ‘Power’ being of necessity indivisible and absolute, however, is 
another matter. And indeed, what Locke and the American Federalists have taken pains to show 

	
 Which gives rise to, and/or reflects, our retributivist intuitions. 
 “For he that performeth first, has no assurance the other will performe after; because the 

bonds of words are too weak to bridge mens ambition, avarice, anger, and other Passions, without the feare 
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Covenants.” (Lev. 70) 

 Hobbesian justice, then - as distinct, that is, from Glauconian - is entirely consequentialist. 



since Hobbes’ time is that political power is both divisible and corrigible. But as to why Hobbes 
erred in this respect, I shall, for now at least, only hint at. And that hint is this: 

The gain in aggregate utility between mutual defection and mutual cooperation is what 
we call the cooperation dividend. Such dividends come in two kinds: those in which the players 
are free to divvy it up as they see fit, and those in which they are not. Accordingly, resolution of 
a Prisoners’ Dilemma in which the cooperative dividend is divisible awaits resolution of the 
Bargaining Dilemma embedded in it. And resolution of that Bargaining Dilemma, in turn, awaits 
resolution of each of the Chicken Dilemmas embedded within it, one for each concession each 
party can - though she would prefer not to - make to the other.8  

Now then, if, as Hobbes thinks, neither the costs of sovereignty in the coinage of personal 
liberties, nor the benefits of it in that coinage, were divisible, then there could be no such thing as 
negotiating over the distribution of those liberties. And yet you and I negotiate over our liberties 
all the time, both with our government and each other! To be sure, each of the liberties we retain 
we retain at the expense of our own security. But, apparently, security and liberty being largely 
instrumental values, they are subject to trade-off.  And, it would seem, we are content to make 
such trades. 
 

VI. GUNS-ON-THE-TABLE VERSUS GUNS-AT-THE-DOOR 
 

But, as I say, I anticipate myself. For the question is not, Can we negotiate over the conditions 
under which we will submit to the authority of the state? but rather, What do we take ourselves 
to be bringing to the negotiating table? And on this score there seem to be three views: 

According to Rawls, we are to approach the table under a veil of ignorance as to both our 
natural and social endowments. And these, presumably, include our military endowments. 
According to Gauthier, we settle into our chairs in full cognizance of those endowments. But, he 
nonetheless insists, having left our guns at the door! As we will see, this renders his negotiating 
position extensionally equivalent to that proposed by Rawls. But, and by contrast, according to 
Hobbes, as we will soon see, we are to sit down having slammed our guns down loudly on the 
table! Now then, which of these views is most consistent with the stark amoral premises with 
which the account starts out? Premises to which, recall, all three thinkers purportedly subscribe. 

Certainly not Rawls’. After all, what could entice us behind his veil? Rawls’ answer is 
that his original position presupposes what he calls the circumstances of justice. And these 
include both that we have all already forsworn not to revert to violence, and that we are all 
already committed to the pre-theoretical conception of justice that his veil of ignorance is 
designed to capture. In other words, to put it less kindly, his answer is that his circumstances of 
justice presuppose everything a theory of justice is supposed to show! 

Gauthier’s pacifism, by contrast, though less question-begging, is also less consistent. His 
circumstances of justice require only that reversion to war be mutually believed to be sub-
optimal, and all parties to the negotiation be mutually known to be rational. And so, since it 
would be irrational to revert to war, any threat to do so will lack credibility. Thus, he concludes, 
for all intents and purposes, we are negotiating with our guns at the door.9  

	
 For the reducibility of bargaining to embedded games of Chicken - and of Gauthier’s 

argument for minimax relative concession as the preferred bargaining norm to merely a special case of this 
kind of reduction - see my manuscript, “Does Reducing Bargaining to Embedded Games of Chicken Yield 
Minimax Relative Concession?” 

 My argument against Gauthier on this score is presaged in some measure by Jean Hampton in 



But Gauthier's argument fails to take cognizance of the very reasoning that drives his 
case for minimax relative concession as a bargaining norm. That is, it fails to take cognizance of 
the rationality of irrationality, otherwise known as a pre-commitment strategy. But more of this 
in due course. First ...    

 
VII. OUR DEFINITION OF WAR 

 
We have already seen what Hobbes takes to be the solution to that condition in which we find 
ourselves in the absence of “a common Power to keep [us] all in awe”. Now let us attend more 
carefully to that condition itself, i.e. to what he takes to be the circumstances of justice. 

The recitation of those circumstances begins with the claim that  
 
1) even “the weakest has strength enough to kill the strongest, either by secret machinations or 

by confederacy with others that are in the same danger with himselfe.” But since  
2) nothing can be a benefit to a person who is dead, and since  
3) neither can a person who is dead deny his killer any benefit, it follows that  
4) no “one man can claim to himselfe any benefit to which another may not pretend as well as 

he.” (Lev. 60) 
 
From scarcity, i.e. any condition wherein “two men desire the same thing which neverthelesse” - 
or so they both believe10 - “they cannot both enjoy”, coupled with this equality of vulnerability, 
“proceeds diffidence,” claims Hobbes, “and from diffidence Warre”. (Lev. 61) 

Hobbes’ logic is, I think, impeccable. All it takes to initiate this spiral of diffidence is for 
one of us to suspect that the other suspects that the first suspects ... that we both want what we 
cannot both enjoy. But in the absence of believing ourselves to be equally vulnerable, this 
suspicion would be little more than idle speculation. Put the two suspicions together, coupled 
with the good counsel to  err on the side of caution, and the result is war. Assuming, that is, that 
discretion dictates that we also err on the side of caution and embrace (1). 

But, prima facie at least, is (1) plausible? That is, is the material world so symmetrical 
that, as we approach the clearing from our respective corners of the forest, any stick or stone you 
can pick up with which to dispatch me at some distance will be matched with a stick or stone I 
can pick up with which to dispatch you at the same distance? Clearly not. So, just as clearly, 
Hobbes must be speaking of conditions in which our distance from each other is such that this 
equality of vulnerability does obtain. And what conditions might those be? That is, under what 
conditions are we too close to withdraw from each other with sufficient dispatch to access these 
military asymmetries in the environment? And what brought us to such physical proximity in the 
first place? 

Hobbes' answer, I submit, must be this:  Let us begin by defining a state of commons as 
 
any not necessarily spatio-temporally contiguous domain of interactivity in which 
X and Y take each to be more valuable to each other alive and free than dead 
or in chains; and take each other to so take each other. 
 

	
her “Two Faces of Contractarian Thought” in Peter Vallentyne (ed.) Contractarianism and Rational 
Choice, Cambridge U.P. 1991, pp. 31-55. 
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Now then, is this not what brings us into such proximity that this equality of vulnerability 
obtains?  It may be sex, or perhaps just warmth, that draws a man and woman into the same bed. 
But once there, is it not true that any implement by which the one can dispatch the other - the 
clock radio, for instance - is likewise one with which the second can dispatch the first? Or, 
suppose severally each of us can produce one widget, but in consort we can produce 4. Since the 
cooperative dividend is indivisible in this case, there is no bargaining dilemma. So we will, 
without ado, cooperate. But any tool for widget-making ready to hand to you as a weapon is 
likewise ready to hand to me. So, I submit, it is within a commons that Hobbes’ equality 
condition is being claimed to obtain. 

We can now add that by a state of mutual indifference we will mean 
 
any not necessarily spatio-temporally contiguous domain of interactivity in which 
X and Y take each to be as valuable to each other alive and free as dead or in 
chains; and take each other to so take each other. 
 

By a state of mutual ignorance we will mean 
 
any not necessarily spatio-temporally contiguous domain of interactivity in which 
X and Y are ignorant of each other’s value; and take each other to so take each 
other. 
 

And so, all that remains is a state of war, by which we must mean 
 
any not necessarily spatio-temporally contiguous domain of interactivity in which 
X and Y take each other to be more valuable to each other dead or in chains 
than alive or free; and take each other to so take each other. 
 
In fact, it would seem, it is only from this definition of war that it follows that “from 

equality proceeds diffidence” and “from diffidence Warre”. Why?  Because it is only within a 
commons that this equality of vulnerability need be feared. And only where equality of 
vulnerability is feared can the Hobbesian notion of diffidence proceed.11 
 

PART TWO: THE REDUCTION 
 

VIII. ITS VIRTUES 
 

So far I have proposed that by a state of war we mean 
	

 That said, it would be a mistake to suppose that Hobbes supposes that war can only proceed 
from diffidence, and/or that diffidence can only proceed from equality of vulnerability. We can suppose 
that he supposes that all civil wars exhibit this logical genesis. But surely we can imagine - can we not? - a 
state of ignorance which proceeds to one of war without being routed through a state of commons, and 
without, therefore, being driven by diffidence driven by equality of vulnerability. Suppose, for example, 
that for some reason a) the Martians need the earth’s ozone layer depleted as much as we earthlings need it 
preserved, that b) we are actually working at such cross-purposes, but that c) we are ignorant of each 
other’s existence.. Once we become aware of each other’s activities we might enter into a state of war 
notwithstanding that we do not share a commons, and notwithstanding that we might not be equally 
vulnerable to each other.  



 
any not necessarily spatio-temporally contiguous domain of interactivity in 
which X and Y take each other to be more valuable to each other dead or in 
chains than alive or free; and take each other to so take each other. 
 

Now let me speak to some of the virtues of this definition. 
First, it is to be noted that on this analysis war is a dispositional state.  In war we are 

disposed to kill or at least enslave each other, should the opportunity present itself. There may be 
- indeed there usually are - long intervals between such opportunities. But during these periods of 
inactivity we remain, nonetheless, at war. (Another way of putting this might be to add to our 
definition that, though we each prefer to see the other dead, not at the cost of our own death. But 
adding this to the conditions of being at war would render a suicide attack non-military, which 
would clearly be unacceptable.) 

Second, war is an intentional state. A person cannot be inadvertently at war. So, strictly 
speaking at least, the wandering of a South Korean airliner into Soviet air space might well have 
precipitated a war, but it could not in and of itself count as an act of the war it precipitated.12 
 Third, note that I have required only that X and Y take each other to be more valuable 
dead than alive, not that they need necessarily be such. So, for example, had Germany won the 
Second World War, and had the National Socialists subsequently regretted their having made 
war on European Jewry, war on European Jewry they nonetheless would have made. 

Fourth, note that though we might allow, as I have just done, that the “making war on” 
relation need not be symmetrical, as I have defined it the “is at war with” relation is. But it is to 
be noted too that I have made it symmetrical by definition, not by either observation or, even, 
recommendation. If X knows that Y would see X dead, X may be well advised to return the 
sentiment. And indeed, had the Jews of Europe known that the National Socialists wanted them 
dead, no doubt they would have. But they did not know, at least not until it was too late. At the 
moment of knowing - and assuming that moment of knowing was accompanied by a preference 
to kill rather than be killed - then and only then were they actually at war.13 
 And, finally, though I have defined war in terms of killing, or at the very least enslaving, 
I do not want to hang my analysis, as did Hobbes, on this. The less dire the object of our 
maleficence the further we move from the core to the penumbral uses of the term, and thence to 
the purely metaphorical, such as a war of words or the battle of the sexes. But for the purposes of 
my reduction of war to politics - and on pain of courting the triviality noted in my introduction - 
I shall confine myself to issues of life and death. 
 

	
 I am not entirely happy with even this, since I think we would want to say - would we not? - 

that an accidental first nuclear strike would be an act of war notwithstanding its inadvertence. But perhaps I 
can salvage my position by noting that an accidental launch in the age of nuclear weapons is analogous to 
mindful neglect/criminal endangerment in the criminal realm. The mens rea condition is satisfied not at the 
moment of the drunk driving, but rather at the moment of failing to forfeit his car keys upon entering the 
bar. Thus perhaps we can say that the accidental launch is an act of war insofar as it arose from an 
intentional failure to take adequate precautions against such an accidental provocation. 

 There was recently a controversy in Ottawa as to whether Canada’s national war museum 
ought or ought not include a commemoration of the Shoah. If my analysis is correct, then the Shoah, 
though certainly in some measure one of the consequences of the Second World War, was not properly 
speaking a constituent of that war, and therefore ought not to be included. Which, of course, is not to say 
that it does not warrant its own, free-standing memorialization. 



IX. AND ITS CONSEQUENCES 
 

Now here, as promised, are just some of the implications of this view: 
First, though the mutual desire for the death of the other is what defines war, it is a rare 

war indeed in which the object of it is the death of the enemy. “We shall suffer no Papist to 
live!” is a battle cry. It is not, I think, an actual war objective. Nor is the object of war - save in 
the most aberrant case - to bend the enemy to our will. Rather it is to bend the enemy to bend his 
will to ours. This is because there are very few uses one human being can make of another 
without at least some cooperation on his part.14 
 But notice that a person’s bending himself to our will is, by the definitions offered above, 
to have entered either a state of commons with us or, at the very least, one of indifference or 
ignorance. And so, paradoxically enough, the object of war is peace. But peace with as great a 
share of its dividends as a person dare demand. But among the dividends of peace are the savings 
in resources and lives that would be expended were we to continue to prosecute the war. So the 
distribution of the dividends of peace is not a function of which side would win were the war 
prosecuted to the last man standing, but rather of just how much the war would cost each side in 
the process, and just how willing each is to pay that cost. 

Of course we increase our enemy’s costs by increasing our own willingness to pay. But, 
as we have already seen, we undercut our own constraints on this willingness by adopting a pre-
commitment strategy. So, for example, why are the Palestinians now that much closer to having 
their own state? Because the cost of protecting themselves from Palestinian suicide bombers - in 
terms of both military expenditures and their own civil liberties - was becoming too high for the 
Israelis to bear! 

One further consequence of our analysis is that, as already noted, much of politics can be 
understood in terms of maintaining and/or undermining confederacies. Marxists and feminists 
quite rightly see nationalism as an attempt to replace a rational confederacy - workers and 
women respectively - with an irrational one, one artificed by the oppressor by means of false 
consciousness and/or ideology. 

And yet another is our corollary analysis of political economy. On our view it is simply 
false that the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. The richer a person is the more vulnerable 
she is to being looted. So the only riches worth accumulating in anticipation of war are those that 
can be converted into military resources. But converting non-military wealth to arms 
presupposes those selling the arms have no motive of their own for withholding them. Likewise 
with buying allies. So the distribution of wealth within what we might call a ‘trading commons’ 
is less a function of threat advantage - which, according to Hobbes, is near-as-dammit to equal - 
than of strike position, i.e. what the commons would lose from a potential participant should it 
fail to reach an accommodation with her. So, in answer to the question raised earlier, what counts 
as mine in the pre-bargaining position is whatever I can contribute to a potential military 
enterprise to which you can have no access without deferring to me for its use. That you can kill 
me if I fail to contribute, or that I can kill you if you fail to, becomes relevant, of course. But, as 
with any game of Chicken, only after each of us has exhausted our pre-commitment strategies. 

But, it will be objected, from the fact - even if it is a fact - that some or even all of the 
relations between potentially warring factions are reducible to military considerations, and even 

	
 In fact I can think of only three off hand: rather unpalatable live food, the object of perverse 

sexual gratification, and catapult fodder which, for some reason, we want to announce its own trajectory. 
Perhaps the reader might think of others. But the point is that such uses are few and far between. 



if what we might call a logic of confederacy and a logic of proximity would explain some of the 
relations within one faction, it hardly follow that all internal political relations can be so 
understood.  To conclude that they can one would need to collapse the distinction between a state 
of war and a state of civil society. So, to that end, I should now like to raise ... 

 
X. THE COUNTERFEIT WHITE FLAG PROBLEM 

 
By a civil society Hobbes means that condition “where there is a Power set up to constrain those 
that would otherwise violate their faith.” As already noted, this Power may be instituted - what 
Hobbes calls Sovereignty by Institution - or it may be imposed, which he calls Sovereignty by 
Acquisition, 

 
which differeth from Soveraignty by Institution onely in this, that men who choose their Soveraign do it for 
fear of one another and not of him whom they Institute. But in this case, they subject themselves to him 
they are afraid of.  In both cases they do it for fear. 
 

So, he insists, “the Rights and Consequences of Soveraignty, are,” as already noted, “the same 
in both.” (Lev. 102) 

Fair enough. But whether by Institution or Acquisition, civil society arises from war. 
And - have we not already observed? - wars typically consist of long hiatuses interrupted by 
brief engagements called battles. In the interim we are making preparation for the next 
encounter. But just as often we are waiting for the weather to improve. Or, perhaps, for 
confederacies to reconfigurate. 

But these are not the only ways in which war and peace could be phenomenologically 
indistinguishable. Yet another is for war to dissimulate. A person could, that is, raise a 
counterfeit white flag. For in war, as in battle, surrender consists of three moments. First, 
 
1) some gesture of a person's willingness to render himself as or more useful to his erstwhile 

enemy alive and free than dead or in chains, followed by  
2) some acknowledgment of that announcement, followed by 
3) the vanquished so rendering herself. 
 
But from the fact that the vanquished now is, and is believed to be, as or more useful to the 
victor alive and free than dead or in chains, it does not follow that the victor is now as or more 
useful to the vanquished alive and free than dead or in chains. Nor, a fortiori, that the victor yet 
believes that the vanquished takes him to be more valuable alive and free than dead or in chains. 
So, since “from Diffidence proceeds Warre”, it follows that there must be a fourth moment in 
the process of surrender, one in which 
 
4) vanquished and victor alike attempt to convince the other of their desire to enter into either a 

state of indifference, ignorance, or commons. 
 
But, of course, these signals can be either genuine or disingenuous. So now it seems that a state 
of commons and one of inactive war are indistinguishable both phenomenologically and 
epistemically. But - and here I need only invoke the principle of the identity of indiscernibles - 
states of affairs that are epistemically indistinguishable are, for all our intents and purposes, one 
and the same. So the distinction between war and civil society collapses. 



 
XI. THE MOMENT OF EXIT 

 
So, are you and I at war? Who can tell?! We certainly appear to be in a state of civil society. 
But given the underdetermination of our state arising from the Counterfeit White Flag Problem, 
what does that appearance tell us? That we are either in a state of commons or in an inactive 
state of war.  Either way, either of us could return us to an active state of war at any moment. 

Accordingly, I submit that for any phenomenon we have erstwhile been disposed to call 
politics, it is reducible - in the instrumentalist sense noted at the outset of this paper - to one or 
more of the following three explanatory schemata. Either we are 
 
1) maintaining the benefits of civil society to demotivate others from exiting the real or 

pretended state of ignorance, indifference or commons and returning to an active 
state of war. This is what we denote by considerations of distributive justice. Or we are 

 
2) jockeying for confederacy in anticipation of an opportunistic or imposed exiting of the 

commons and re-entry into an active state of war. This corresponds to considerations 
of class interest. Or we are 

 
3) secreting away the wherewithal by which to prosecute that war should that opportunity 

or eventuality arise. This is what we pick out by our deliberations over the 
public/private distinction. 

 
Note that I use the words ‘denote’, ‘correspond to’, and ‘pick out’. I use these words 

because I do not wish to claim, or even to suggest, that by the explanandum we mean the 
explanans. When people talk about rights, or keeping faith with their brothers and sisters, or 
resisting registering their guns, they typically do not take themselves to be speaking about, 
respectively, (1), (2), or (3). But then neither by “Darling, I love you!” does the suitor typically 
take himself to mean, “Woman, I’m making an nth-ordered move in the elicitation of your 
reproductive cooperation!”, or even anything of the sort. 

But surely that by justice, for example, people neither take themselves to, nor do, mean 
placating the oppressed so they will not take up arms against us, is itself an explanandum in 
need of an explanans. So to supplement the three schemata cited above, I propose to add three 
more: 

 
4) One of the most effective ways to augment a person's own threat advantage is to 

undermine the enemy’s own rationality. This is what we call ideology. And, as we 
have already seen, 

 
5) another is to undermine a person’s own rationality. In fact no theory of rational choice is 

complete without a careful and thorough analysis of the logic of self-deception and self-
effacement.15 And 

 
6) the two mechanisms just cited apply recursively. Which explains why, for example, so 

	
 For an attempt at such an analysis see my book manuscript, Reflections on The Man in the 

Glass Booth: the Logic and Ethics of Self-Effacement. 



many finer philosophers than me view this reduction with such revulsion! 
 
But to supplement the explanation of this disgust, I would like to propose a seventh schema: 

Push come to shove we need to be able to exit the rhetoric of ideology, and/or to peel 
away the layers of self-effacement that make civil society possible. Hobbes recognized this. 
“[T]here be some Rights,” said he, 

 
which no man can be understood by any words or other signes to have abandoned or transferred.  As first a 
man cannot lay down the right of resisting them that assault him by force to take away his life; because he 
cannot be understood to ayme thereby at any Good to himselfe. [And t]he same may be sayd of Wounds 
and Chayns and Imprisonment ... as also because he cannot tell when he seeth men proceed against him by 
violence whether they intend his death or not. (Lev. 66) 
 

So the man who is too civil renders himself inexcusably vulnerable.16 
 But, a person might well ask, can one live like this? Can civil society survive this level of 
suspicion? Would a person want to live in a civil society in which she felt the need to think like 
this? I think not. Nor do these aforementioned ‘many finer philosophers than me’. And so that 
seventh schema is, I think, just this: 

The resistence we all share to viewing ourselves and our fellows in this way reflects a 
second-order self-effacement strategy. But it may not be just a second-order self-effacement 
strategy.  It could be in addition, I allow, 
 
7) an aesthetic choice - perhaps even an existential one - that, until such time as push comes 

to shove, not to live her life this way. 
 
And that, I allow, is not a choice to be disparaged. In fact, I submit, a measure of our success as a 
civilization is just how free we are to exercise that existential choice. A measure of our failure as 
political philosophers, however, is just how often our clients bethink themselves to have that 
freedom when in fact they do not! 
 

XII. POSTSCRIPT 
 

Nor, apparently, am I alone in this analysis. In a lecture delivered in Paris on January 7, 1976, 
Michel Foucault too wondered 

 
what are these various contrivances of power, whose operations extend to such differing levels and sectors 
of society and are possessed of such manifold ramifications? What are their mechanisms, their effects and 
their relations? 
 

To which one of the answers he rehearses is this: 
 
[T]here [is] a certain point in common between the juridical ... liberal conception of political power (found 
in the philosophes of the eighteenth century) and the Marxist conception, or at any rate a certain conception 

	
  I say ‘inexcusably’ because it is not just himself he thus renders vulnerable, but likewise 

those who depend on him for protection. The State of Israel, and its uncompromising belligerence, can, I 
submit, be best understood as a response to the collective shame of male Jewry for having been too 
‘civilized’ to see what was about to happen and to take what few measures were available to them to 
protect their wives and children. Or, should that prove impossible, to at least go down fighting!  



currently held to be Marxist. I would call this common point an economism in the theory of power. By that 
I mean that in the case of the classic, juridical theory, power is taken to be a right, which one is able to 
possess like a commodity, and which one can in consequence transfer or alienate, either wholly or partially, 
through a legal act or through some act that establishes a right, such as takes place through cession or 
contract. Power is that concrete power which every individual holds, and whose partial or total cession 
enables political power or sovereignty to be established ... In the other case - I am thinking here of the 
general Marxist conception of power - one finds none of all that. Nonetheless, there is something else 
inherent in this latter conception, something which one might term an economic functionality of power. 
This economic functionality is present to the extent that power is conceived primarily in terms of the role it 
plays in the maintenance simultaneously of the relations of production and of a class domination which the 
development and specific forms of the forces of production have rendered possible. On this view, then, the 
historical raison d’etre of political power is to be found in the economy. [So] in the first case we have a 
political power whose formal model is discoverable in the process of exchange, the economic circulation of 
commodities; in the second case, the historical raison d’etre of political power and the principle of its 
concrete forms and actual functioning, is located in the economy ... 

What means are available to us today if we seek to conduct a non-economic analysis of power? 
Very few, I believe. We have in the first place the assertion that power is neither given, nor exchanged, nor 
recovered, but rather exercised, and that it only exists in action. Again, we have at our disposal another 
assertion to the effect that power is not primarily the maintenance and reproduction of economic relations, 
but is above all a relation of force. [But] if power is exercised, what sort of exercise does it involve? ... 
There is an immediate answer that many contemporary analyses would appear to offer: power is essentially 
that which represses. ... 

[But t]hen again, there is a second reply we might make: if power is properly speaking the way in 
which relations of forces are deployed and given concrete expression, rather than analysing it in terms of 
cession, contract or alienation, or functionally in terms of its maintenance of the relations of production, 
should we not analyse it primarily in terms of struggle, conflict and war? One would then confront the 
original hypothesis, according to which power is essentially repression, with a second hypothesis to the 
effect that power is war, a war continued by other means. This reversal of Clausewitz’s assertion that 
war is politics continued by other means ... implies that the relations of power ... in a society ... rest 
upon a definite relation of forces that is established at a determinate, historically specifiable moment, 
in war and by war. Furthermore, if it is true that political power puts an end to war, that it installs, 
or tries to install, the reign of peace in civil society, this by no means implies that it suspends the 
effects of war or neutralises the disequilibrium revealed in the final battle. The role of political 
power, on this hypothesis, is perpetually to re-inscribe this relation through a form of unspoken 
warfare; to re-inscribe it in social institutions, in economic inequalities, in language, in the bodies 
themselves of each and everyone of us.  

So ... the inversion of Clausewitz’s aphorism ... consists in seeing politics as sanctioning and 
upholding the disequilibrium of forces that was displayed in war. But ... the inversion [also] implies ... 
that none of the political struggles, the conflicts waged over power, with power, for power, the 
alterations in the relations of forces, the favouring of certain tendencies, the reinforcements etc., etc., 
that come about within this ‘civil peace’ - that none of these ... should be interpreted except as the 
continuation of the war. They should ... be understood as episodes, factions and displacements in that 
same war. Even when one writes the history of peace and its institutions, it is always the history of 
this war that one is writing. [And, finally], the inversion [means] that the end result can only ... be 
decided in the last analyses by recourse to arms. The political battle would cease with this final battle. 
Only a final battle of that kind would put an end, once and for all, to the exercise of power as continual war. 

One might thus contrast two major systems of ... analysis of power: the old system as found in the 
philosophes ...[according to which] power as an original right ... is given up in the establishment of 
sovereignty, and the contract, as matrix of political power, provide its points of articulation. A power so 
constituted risks becoming oppression whenever it over-extends itself, whenever ... it goes beyond the 
terms of the contract ... In contrast, the other ... approach [sees] repression [as] none other than the 
realisation, of a perpetual relationship of force ... [For] the domination-repression or war-repression schema 
... the pertinent opposition is not between the legitimate and illegitimate, but between struggle and 
submission. 
 



Note that I say Foucault presages my view. But he does not wholeheartedly embrace it. 
For, he adds, “I believe that these two notions of repression and war must themselves be 
considerably modified if not ultimately abandoned. In any case ... they must be submitted to 
closer scrutiny.” 
 With respect to this last remark, of course, Foucault and I are of a mind! 


