20 Why war?'

Sigmund Freud

Dear Professor Einstein,

When I heard that you intended to invite me to an exchange of views on some subject tha
interested you and that seemed to deserve the interest of others besides yourself, I readit
agreed, I expected you to choose a problem on the frontiers of what is knowable todav. :
problem to which each of us, a physicist and a psychologist, might have our own particulz
angle of approach and where we might come together from different directions upon the
same ground. You have taken me by surprise, however, by posing the question of what ca=
be done to protect mankind from the curse of war. I was scared at first by the thought o
my — I had almost written ‘our’ — incapacity for dealing with what seemed to be a practca
problem, a concern for statesmen. But I then realized that you had raised the question not =
a natural scientist and physicist but as a philanthropist. [. . .] I reflected, moreover, that I was
not being asked to make practical proposals but only to set out the problem of avoiding wz:
as it appears to a psychological observer. Here again you yourself have said almost all ther=
is to say on the subject. But though you have taken the wind out of my sails I shall be glad =
follow in your wake and content myself with confirming all you have said by amplifying it =
the best of my knowledge — or conjecture.

You begin with the relation between Right and Might.? There can be no doubt that thar =
the correct starting-point for our investigation. But may I replace the word ‘might’ by the bat
der and harsher word ‘violence™? Today right and violence appear to us as antitheses. It ca=
easily be shown, however, that the one has developed out of the other; and if we go back =
the earliest beginnings and see how that first came about, the problem is easily solved. [. .

It is a general principle, then, that conflicts of interest between men are settled by the us
of violence. This is true of the whole animal kingdom, from which men have no business =
exclude themselves. In the case of men, no doubt, conflicts of opinion occur as well which ma:
reach the highest pitch of abstraction and which seem to demand some other technique for
their settlement. That, however, is a later complication. To begin with, in a small humaz=
horde,* it was superior muscular strength which decided who owned things or whose wil
should prevail. Muscular strength was soon supplemented and replaced by the use of tcoks
the winner was the one who had the better weapons or who used them the more skilful®
From the moment at which weapons were introduced, intellectual superiority already bega=
to replace brute muscular strength; but the final purpose of the fight remained the same — on
side or the other was to be compelled to abandon his claim or his objection by the damag=
inflicted on him and by the crippling of his strength. That purpose was most complete?
achieved if the victor’s violence eliminated his opponent permanently, that is to say, kille
him. This had two advantages: he could not renew his opposition, and his fate deterre=
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«rs from following his example. In addition to this, killing an enemy satisfied an instinctual
“nation which T shall have to mention later. The intention to kill might be countered by a
«“ection that the enemy could be employed in performing useful services if he were left alive
0 intimidated condition. In that case the victor’s violence was content to subjugate him
weread of killing him. This was a first beginning of the idea of sparing an enemy’s life, but
sreafter the victor had to reckon with his defeated opponent’s lurking thirst for revenge and
wrificed some of his own security.
such, then, was the original state of things: domination by whoever had the greater might
omination by brute violence or by violence supported by intellect. As we know, this regime
== altered in the course of evolution. There was a path that led from violence to right or law.
‘at was that path? It is my belief that there was only one: the path which led by way of the
ot that the superior strength of a single individual could be rivalled by the union of several
cak ones. "Lunion fait la force.” Violence could be broken by union, and the power of those who
were united now represented law in contrast to the violence of the single individual. Thus we
e that right is the might of a commumity. It is still violence, ready to be directed against any
winidual who resists it; it works by the same methods and follows the same purposes. The
v real difference lies in the fact that what prevails is no longer the violence of an individual

/

wt that of a community. But in order that the transition from violence to this new right or
stice may be effected, one psychological condition must be fulfilled. The union of the major-
=+ must be a stable and lasting one. If it were only brought about for the purpose of combating

+ smgle domineering individual and were dissolved after his defeat, nothing would have been

mplished. The next person who found himself superior in strength would once more seek

set up a dominion by violence and the game would be repeated ad infinitum. The community

st be maintained permanently, must be organized, must draw up regulations to anticipate

= risk of rebellion and must institute authorities to see that those regulations — the laws — are

wspected and to superintend the execution of legal acts of violence. The recognition of a com-

wanity of interests such as these leads to the growth of emotional ties between the members of
mited group of people — feelings of unity which are the true source of'its strength.

Here, I believe, we already have all the essentials: violence overcome by the transference of
sower to a larger unity, which is held together by emotional ties between its members. . . .
Thus we see that the violent solution of conflicts of interest is not avoided even inside a
mmunity. But the everyday necessities and common concerns that are inevitable where
seople live together in one place tend to bring such struggles to a swift conclusion and under
«ch conditions there is an increasing probability that a peaceful solution will be found. But
« clance at the history of the human race reveals an endless series of conflicts between one
mmunity and another or several others, between larger and smaller units — between cities,
rovinees, races, nations, empires — which have almost always been settled by force of arms.
Wars of this kind end either in the spoliation or in the complete overthrow and conquest of
i of the parties. It is impossible to make any sweeping judgement upon wars of conquest.
Paradoxical as it may sound, it must be admitted that war might be a far from inappro-
mate means of establishing the eagerly desired reign of “everlasting’ peace, since it is in a
sosition to create the large units within which a powerful central government makes further
wars impossible. Nevertheless it fails in this purpose, for the results of conquest are as a rule
short-lived: the newly created units fall apart once again, usually owing to a lack of cohesion
«tween the portions that have been united by violence. Hitherto, moreover, the unifications
reated by conquest, though of considerable extent, have only been partial, and the conflicts
setween these have cried out for violent solution. Thus the result of all these warlike efforts
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has only been that the human race has exchanged numerous, and indeed unending, min=
wars for wars on a grand scale that are rare but all the more destructive.

If we turn to our own times, we arrive at the same conclusion which you have reached '
a shorter path. Wars will only be prevented with certainty if mankind unites in setting up =
central authority to which the right of giving judgement upon all conflicts of interest shall b«
handed over. There are clearly two separate requirements involved in this: the creation
a supreme authority and its endowment with the necessary power. One without the othes
would be useless. [. . .]

We have heard that a community is held together by two things: the compelling force
violence and the emotional ties (identifications is the technical name) between its members. ©
one of the factors is absent, the community may possibly be held together by the other. Tt
ideas that are appealed to can, of course, only have any significance if they give expression :
important concerns that are common to the members, and the question arises of how muct
strength they can exert.

A lust for aggression and destruction is certainly among them: the countless cruelties =
history and in our everyday lives vouch for its existence and its strength. The gratification «
these destructive impulses is of course facilitated by their admixture with others of an eron
and idealistic kind. When we read of the atrocities of the past, it sometimes seems as though
the idealistic motives served only as an excuse for the destructive appetites; and sometimes
—in the case, for instance, of the cruelties of the Inquisition — it seems as though the idealist:
motives had pushed themselves forward in consciousness, while the destructive ones lens
them an unconscious reinforcement. Both may be true.

I fear I may be abusing your interest, which is after all concerned with the prevention of
war and not with our theories. Nevertheless I should like to linger for a moment over our
destructive instinct, whose popularity is by no means equal to its importance. As a resul
of a little speculation, we have come to suppose that this instinct is at work in every living
being and is striving to bring it to ruin and to reduce life to its original condition of inanimate
matter. Thus it quite seriously deserves to be called a death instinct, while the erotic instincts
represent the effort to live. The death instinet turns into the destructive instinct if, with the
help of special organs, it is directed outwards, on to objects. The living creature preserves
its own life, so to say, by destroying an extraneous one. Some portion of the death instinct.
however, remains operative within the living being, and we have sought to trace quite a number
of normal and pathological phenomena to this internalization of the destructive instinct. We
have even been guilty of the heresy of attributing the origin of conscience to this diversion
inwards of aggressiveness. You will notice that it is by no means a trivial matter if this proc-
ess is carried too far: it is positively unhealthy. On the other hand if these forces are turned to
destruction in the external world, the living creature will be relieved and the effect must be
beneficial. This would serve as a biological justification for all the ugly and dangerous impulses
against which we are struggling. It must be admitted that they stand nearer to Nature than
does our resistance to them, for which an explanation also needs to be found. [. . .]

For our immediate purpose then, this much follows from what has been said: there is no use in
trying to get rid of men’s aggressive inclinations. We are told that in certain happy regions of the
earth, where nature provides in abundance everything that man requires, there are races whose
life is passed in tranquillity and who know neither compulsion nor ageressiveness. I can scarcely
believe it and I should be glad to hear more of these fortunate beings. [. . .] In any case, as you
yourself have remarked, there is no question of getting rid entirely of human aggressive impulses;
itis enough to try to divert them to such an extent that they need not find expression in war.
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Our mythological theory of instincts makes it easy for us to find a formula for indirect meth-
s of combating war. If willingness to engage in war is an effect of the destructive instinct,
«« most obvious plan will be to bring Eros, its antagonist, into play against it. Anything
“at encourages the growth of emotional ties between men must operate against war. These

s may be of two kinds. In the first place they may be relations resembling those towards a

ved object, though without having a sexual aim. There is no need for psychoanalysis to be
whamed to speak of love in this connection, for religion itself uses the same words: “Thou
salt love thy neighbour as thyself.” This, however, is more easily said than done. The second

cnd of emotional tie is by means of identification. Whatever leads men to share impor-

=t interests produces this community of feeling, these identifications. And the structure of
iman society is to a large extent based on them.
A complaint which you make about the abuse of authority brings me to another suggestion
¢ the indirect combating of the propensity to war. One instance of the innate and ineradi-

le inequality of men is their tendency to fall into the two classes of leaders and followers.
The latter constitute the vast majority; they stand in need of an authority which will make
“~cisions for them and to which they for the most part offer an unqualified submission. This
zzests that more care should be taken than hitherto to educate an upper stratum of men
wh independent minds, not open to intimidation and eager in the pursuit of truth, whose
wsiness it would be to give direction to the dependent masses. [. . .] The ideal condition of
wmgs would of course be a community of men who had subordinated their instinctual life
the dictatorship of reason. Nothing else could unite men so completely and so tenaciously,
~en if there were no emotional ties between them. But in all probability that is a Utopian
=pectation. No doubt the other indirect methods of preventing war are more practicable,
wough they promise no rapid success. An unpleasant picture comes to one’s mind of mills
st grind so slowly that people may starve before they get their flour.

<hould like, however, to discuss one more question, which you do not mention in your let-
== but which specially interests me. Why do you and I and so many other people rebel so
lently against war? Why do we not accept it as another of the many painful calamities of
w7 After all, it seems quite a natural thing, no doubt it has a good biological basis and in
-actice it is scarcely avoidable. There is no need to be shocked at my raising this question.
¢ the purpose of an investigation such as this, one may perhaps be allowed to wear a mask

- assumed detachment. The answer to my question will be that we react to war in this way
ccause everyone has a right to his own life, because war puts an end to human lives that are
1 of hope, because 1t brings individual men into humiliating situations, because it compels
~m against their will to murder other men, and because it destroys precious material objects
ich have been produced by the labours of humanity. Other reasons besides might be
c~en, such as that in its present-day form war is no longer an opportunity for achieving the
! ideals of heroism and that owing to the perfection of instruments of destruction a future
=r might mvolve the extermination of one or perhaps both of the antagonists. All this is true,
1 so incontestably true that one can only feel astonished that the waging of war has not yet
«en unanimously repudiated. No doubt debate is possible upon one or two of these points.
© may be questioned whether a community ought not to have a right to dispose of individual
=s: every war is not open to condemnation to an equal degree; so long as there exist coun-
== and nations that are prepared for the ruthless destruction of others, those others must
« armed for war. But I will not linger over any of these issues; they are not what you want
fiscuss with me, and I have something different in mind. It is my opinion that the main
=son why we rebel against war is that we cannot help doing so. We are pacifists because we
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are obliged to be for organic reasons. And we then find no difficulty in producing argumen
to justify our attitude.

No doubt this requires some explanation. My belief is this. For incalculable ages mankind
has been passing through a process of evolution of culture. (Some people, I know, prefer 1
use the term ‘civilization’.) We owe to that process the best of what we have become, as wel
as a good part of what we suffer from. Though its causes and beginnings are obscure and it
outcome uncertain, some of its characteristics are easy to perceive. It may perhaps be leadinz
to the extinction of the human race, for in more than one way it impairs the sexual func-
tion; uncultivated races and backward strata of the population are already multiplying more
rapidly than highly cultivated ones. The process is perhaps comparable to the domestication
of certain species of animals and it is undoubtedly accompanied by physical alterations; bu=
we are still unfamiliar with the notion that the evolution of culture is an organic process of
this kind. The psychical modifications that go along with the cultural process are striking an
unambiguous. They consist in a progressive displacement of instinctual aims and a restric-
tion of instinctual impulses. Sensations which were pleasurable to our ancestors have becoms
indifferent or even intolerable to ourselves; there are organic grounds for the changes in ow=
ethical and aesthetic ideals. Of the psychological characteristics of culture two appear to be
the most important: a strengthening of the intellect, which is beginning to govern instinctua
life, and an internalization of the aggressive impulses, with all its consequent advantages
and perils. Now war is in the crassest opposition to the psychical attitude imposed on us
the cultural process, and for that reason we are bound to rebel against it; we simply cann
any longer put up with it. This is not merely an intellectual and emotional repudiation: we
pacifists have a constitutional intolerance of war, an idiosyncracy magnified, as it were. =
the highest degree. It seems, indeed, as though the lowering of aesthetic standards in wa
plays a scarcely smaller part in our rebellion than do its cruelties.

And how long shall we have to wait before the rest of mankind become pacifists too? There
is no telling. But it may not be Utopian to hope that these two factors, the cultural attituds
and the justified dread of the consequences of a future war, may result within a measurabi
time in putting an end to the waging of war. By what paths or by what side-tracks this wi
come about we cannot guess. But one thing we can say: whatever fosters the growth of cultur=
works at the same time against war.

I trust you will forgive me if what I have said has disappointed you, and I remain, with kine
est regards,

Yours sincerely,

Sigm. Freud

Notes

1 Warum Rrieg? was the title of an interchange of open letters between Professor Albert Einstein a=
Freud. This formed one of a series of similar interchanges arranged by the International Institute
Intellectual Co-operation under the auspices of the League of Nations, and was first published sim=
taneously in German, French and English in Paris in 1933, Freud’s letter was reprinted Ges. Schr.. | -
347, and Ges. W., 16. Professor Einstein’s, which preceded it, was a short one setting out the proble==
to be discussed. Present translation by James Strachey.

2 In the original the words ‘Recht and ‘Machf are used throughout the essay. It has unfortunately bees
necessary to sacrifice this stylistic unity in the translation. ‘Rech? has been rendered indifferently
‘right’, ‘law’ and ‘justice’; and ‘Macht by ‘might’, ‘force’ and ‘power’.

3 Freud uses the word ‘horde’ to denote a comparatively small group.
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