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John Horgan : The End of War  before purchasing it in order to gage whether or not it would be worth my time, and 
all praised The End of War: 

36 of 37 people found the following review helpful. Give This to Anyone Who Thinks War Must or Should Always 
Be With UsBy David C N SwansonThe best book I've read in a very long time is a new one: "The End of War" by 
John Horgan. Its conclusions will be vigorously resisted by many and yet, in a certain light, considered perfectly 
obvious to some others. The central conclusion -- that ending the institution of war is entirely up to us to choose -- 
was, arguably, reached by (among many others before and since) John Paul Sartre sitting in a caf utilizing exactly no 
research.Horgan is a writer for "Scientific American," and approaches the question of whether war can be ended as a 
scientist. It's all about research. He concludes that war can be ended, has in various times and places been ended, and 
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is in the process (an entirely reversible process) of being ended on the earth right now.The war abolitionists of the 
1920s Outlawry movement would have loved this book, would have seen it as a proper extension of the ongoing 
campaign to rid the world of war. But it is a different book from theirs. It does not preach the immorality of war. That 
idea, although proved truer than ever by the two world wars, failed to prevent the two world wars. When an idea's time 
has come and also gone, it becomes necessary to prove to people that the idea wasn't rendered impossible or nave by 
"human nature" or grand forces of history or any other specter. Horgan, in exactly the approach required, preaches the 
scientific observation of the success (albeit incomplete as yet) of preaching the immorality of war.The evidence, 
Horgan argues, shows that war is a cultural contagion, a meme that serves its own ends, not ours (except for certain 
profiteers perhaps). Wars happen because of their cultural acceptance and are avoided by their cultural rejection. Wars 
are not created by genes or avoided by eugenics or oxytocin, driven by an ever-present minority of sociopaths or 
avoided by controlling them, made inevitable by resource scarcity or inequality or prevented by prosperity and shared 
wealth, or determined by the weaponry available. All such factors, Horgan finds, can play parts in wars, but the 
decisive factor is a militaristic culture, a culture that glorifies war or even just accepts it, a culture that fails to 
renounce war as something as barbaric as cannibalism. War spreads as other memes spread, culturally. The abolition 
of war does the same.Those who believe that war is in our genes or mandated by overpopulation or for whatever other 
reason simply unavoidable or even desirable will not be attracted to Horgan's book. But they should read it. It is 
written for them and carefully argued and documented. Those who, in contrast, believe it is as obvious as breathing air 
that we can choose to end war tomorrow will find a little sad comedy in the fact that the way we get people to choose 
to end a long-established institution is by rigorously persuading them that such choices have been made before and are 
already well underway. Yet, that is exactly what people need to hear, especially those who are on the edge between 
"War is in DNA" and "War is over if you want it." Most human cultures never produced nuclear bombs or genetically 
engineered corn or Youtube. Many cultures have produced peace. But what if they hadn't? How in the world would 
that prevent us from producing it?Evidence of lethal group violence does not go back through our species' millions of 
years but only through the past 10,000 to 13,000. Even chimpanzees' supposed innate war spirit is not established. We 
are not the only primates who seem able to learn either war or peace. Annual war-related casualties have dropped more 
than ten-fold since the first half of the twentieth century. Democracy is no guarantee of peace, but it is allowing people 
to say no to war. Of course, democracy is not all or nothing. Some democracies, like ours in the United States, can be 
very weak, and weaker still on the question of war. What allows nations' leaders to take countries into war, Horgan 
shows, is not people's aggressiveness but their docility, their obedience, their willingness to follow and even to believe 
what authorities tell them.Mistaken theories about the causes of war create the self-fulfilling expectation that war will 
always be with us. Predicting that climate change will produce world war may actually fail to inspire people to buy 
solar panels, inspiring them instead to support military spending and to stock up at home on guns and emergency 
supplies.I wish Horgan had looked more at the motivations of those in power who choose war, some of whom do 
profit from it in various ways. I also think he understates the importance of the military industrial complex, whose 
influence Eisenhower accurately predicted would be total and even spiritual. It's harder to work for the abolition of 
war when the war industry is behind your job. I think this book could benefit from recognition of the U.N. Charter's 
limitations as compared with the Kellogg-Briand Pact, in its acceptance of wars that are either "defensive" or 
authorized by the United Nations. I think Horgan's view of the Arab Spring and the Libyan War is confused, as he 
thinks in terms of intervention in countries where the United States had already long been intervened, and he frames 
the choices as war or nothing. I think the final chapter on free will is rather silly, confusing the philosophical point of 
physical determinism with how things look from our perspective, a confusion that David Hume straightened out quite 
a while ago.But Horgan makes a key point in that last chapter, pointing to a study that found that when people were 
exposed to the idea that they had no free will they behaved less morally, choosing to behave badly, of course, with the 
very same free will they nonetheless maintained. Being free to choose, we can in fact choose things that most of us 
never dare imagine. Here's John Horgan's perfect prescription:"We could start by slashing our bloated military, 
abolishing arms sales to other countries, and getting rid of our nuclear arsenal. These steps, rather than empty rhetoric, 
will encourage other countries to demilitarize as well."Or as Jean Paul Sartre put it -- (Look, ma, no research!) -- "To 
say that the for-itself has to be what it is, to say that it is what it is not while not being what it is, to say that in it 
existence precedes and conditions essence or inversely according to Hegel, that for it 'Wesen ist was gewesen ist' -- all 
this is to say one and the same thing: to be aware that man is free."4 of 4 people found the following review helpful. A 
short book, great for starting a converation.By A. H. SeipelHorgan has a knack for making you want to argue with 
him. He also has a penchant for painting sweeping pictures of humanity. In The End of War, his fifth book, this 
science writer uses these skills to tackle the idea that war is an irrevocable part of the human experience.Horgan 
confronts and refutes some of the most popular explanations of war - resource scarcity, the demonic male, etc. - and 
settles on the idea that war is predominantly supported and sustained by cultural behaviors and values. He successfully 
supports all of his assertions with scientific data, but don't be surprised if you are left with a few nagging questions 
about why we fight. (I found myself wishing Horgan had included data on the psychology of threat perception in 
individuals and groups.)Whatever you think about the reasons we fight, it's hard to disagree with Horgan on this point: 



"...[W]ar causes immense suffering, and it diverts vast amounts of human energy, intelligence, and resources away 
from other dire problems." Horgan is careful to distinguish war from other kinds of conflict, and if I have one major 
point of disagreement with him, it is that I believe we will have to tackle the roots of conflict itself before we can 
abolish war. The lines between interpersonal disputes and disputes involving organized groups, as well as those 
between lethal and nonlethal responses to conflict, are simply too thin. As Horgan wrote this book specifically to 
"provoke you into talking to others about their views on these questions," I feel no shame in adding that thought to my 
review of this short, but important, book.12 of 13 people found the following review helpful. Last Night I Had the 
Strangest DreamBy A. PrenticeJohn Horgan manages to summarize an immense amount of scholarship on the history 
of violent conflict into a most readable 190 pages. Besides the vast amount of reading, and previous writing, on the 
topic he has done, he has also interviewed peace activists, anthropologists and other scientists, and military and 
political leaders. Their reflections add many facets to Horgan's argument that war is not inevitable. But he does not 
just reach that particular conclusion and sit back; he also emphasizes that neither is peace inevitable; it takes constant 
and difficult work and effort. Yet the absolute importance of working for peace is clear; from all his research, he 
concludes:"Those of us who want to make the world a better place--more democratic, equitable, healthier, cleaner--
should make abolishing the invention of war our priority, because peace can help bring about many of the other 
changes we seek. If you want less pollution, more money for healthcare and education, an improved legal and political 
system--work for peace."Horgan is a college teacher as well as a writer, and his style and message seem pitched to the 
next generation coming along, urging them kindly but firmly to share his optimism and to work towards the goal of 
putting an end to war. The benefits are incalculable.From the 1950s fold song by Ed McCurdy,Last night I had the 
strangest dreamI'd ever dreamed beforeI dreamed the world had all agreedTo put an end to war

War is a fact of human nature. As long as we exist, it exists. That's how the argument goes. But longtime Scientific 
American writer John Horgan disagrees. Applying the scientific method to war leads Horgan to a radical conclusion: 
biologically speaking, we are just as likely to be peaceful as violent. War is not preordained, and furthermore, it should 
be thought of as a solvable, scientific problem like curing cancer. But war and cancer differ in at least one crucial way: 
whereas cancer is a stubborn aspect of nature, war is our creation. Its our choice whether to unmake it or not. In this 
compact, methodical treatise, Horgan examines dozens of examples and counterexamples discussing chimpanzees and 
bonobos, warring and peaceful indigenous people, World War I and Vietnam, Margaret Mead and General Sherman as 
he finds his way to war's complicated origins. Horgan argues for a far-reaching paradigm shift with profound 
implications for policy students, ethicists, military men and women, teachers, philosophers, and any engaged citizen.

"I'm heartened by this thoughtful, unflappable, closely argued book. The End of War gives us new ways to understand 
and resist the specious arguments of inevitabilists and professional weaponeers."Nicholson Baker 


