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VIOLENCE AND HUMAN BEINGS 

Summary: 

Power, violence and life are intertwined in human beings, whose interaction with the environment is 
filled with conflict. This complexity is amplified in the social sphere, and at the same time violence is a 
natural means of interaction because of its usefulness, and that is precisely why it is forbidden. 
However, violence between groups is not a common phenomenon in nature.  
In the pinnacle of violence, war is a human product, and as such it is affected by psychological 
elements. Human products do not have to be rational. In this regard, it is not an ethical, fair, economic 
or even military act. It is a political act of power management, so that any analysis that fails to take this 
into account and focuses solely on one set of factors would be incomplete.  
Is war going to disappear from our life? Probably not, because war is never justified by the violence 
employed but rather by the political discourse that it serves. Violence is just a mere instrument.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Conflict, change and mutation intrinsically related parameters, which have a particular effect on 

human psychology. Dahrendorf argues that “great changes go hand in hand with a change of 

mentality, or are even preceded by it”1 while Thucydides believes that war “is a violent teacher […] 

which takes away the ready supply of one’s daily needs and brings the passions of the majority to 

the same level as their circumstances.”2 

The Iliad provides multiple pictures of unrestricted violence, which are difficult to understand 

outside of the physical and historical framework in which they took place—for example, the viewer 

is an outsider to the historical, cultural and psychological framework that takes place on television. 

One example is the portrayal of a dead Hector, brought before his family in the carriage of the 

triumphant Achilles.  

Durban and Bowlby note that “war is a product of the transformed aggressiveness of individuals”3 

Nietzsche, same as Fanon a little bit later, goes beyond that and considers that it is healthy to 

externalise violence, to the degree to which it belongs to culture and is confined to modern ideas.4  

Furthermore, in some of his books he argues that “war is as necessary to the state as slavery is to 

society”5, because “in order that there may be a broad, deep, and fruitful soil for the development of 

art, the enormous majority must, in the service of a minority be slavishly subjected”. He ended up 

claiming that “you shall love peace as a means to new wars - and the short peace more than the 

long!”6   

The intention behind using the term psychology is to differentiate it from morality, which is 

understood as ethics. At the same time, it adds the concept of physical nature of human beings to 

the definition. War, understood as a dialectic of hostile wills, shows from the beginning the 

                                                           
1
 Alonso Baquer, Miguel. ¿A que denominamos Guerra? Ministerio de Defensa 2001, p. 250. 

2
 Tucídides. Historia de la guerra del Peloponeso. Editorial Cátedra, Madrid 2004, p. 107. 

3
 Ross, Marc Howard. La cultura del conflicto. Ediciones Paidós, Barcelona, p. 95. 

4
 Llenares, Juan B. “Consideraciones sobre la guerra en Nietzsche.” in Sánchez Durá, Nicolás et all. La guerra. Editorial 

Pre-textos 2006, p. 40. 
5
 Sometimes his positions appear contradictive, such as when he argued that “against war it can be said: it makes the 

victor stupid, the defeated malicious”.  
6
 Conde, Ana C. “Los cíclopes de la Cultura. Cultura y guerra en Nietzsche” http//serbal. pntic.mec.es/AParteRei/ p2 
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importance of the psychological factors, both our own and the enemy’s. Napoleon7 said that  “the 

moral is to the physical as three to one.”8  

For Clausewitz9, the psycho-emotional recognition in military conduct is intrinsically linked with the 

definition of war as a political, social and human act. The state of mind of soldiers, commanders 

and politicians is critical: 

“the spirit […] permeates the whole being of War. These forces fasten themselves soonest and 

with the greatest affinity on to the Will which puts in motion and guides the whole mass of 

powers, uniting with it as it were in one stream, because this is a moral force itself.”10 

Psychology has been used as another weapon in all wars that have taken place throughout history. 

It takes many forms: from the use of terror, which was employed by the Hittites, Assyrians or 

Romans, to more advanced concepts such as psychological operations (PSYOPS), based on effects.  

The importance of the psychological factor can be found in something so commonplace as the 

expansion of gastric ulcers among the people in conflict situations.11 

In conflicts, the main goal is to end with the opponent’s will to combat and guarantee our own. It 

refers to the dislocation of the enemy—a concept that Liddel Hart approved of—, with the 

intention of disturbing the enemy both psychologically and physically so that surrender takes place 

without resorting to a direct and bloody confrontation. Verstrynge finds that: 

“There was a significant turn in 1917. Until then, psychological wars were only considered as a 

weapon to demoralise the enemy soldiers, while the domestic front was supposed to successfully 

stand firm. However, the near collapse of soldiers after 1916 showed that the local population 

also needed to be psychologically ‘taken care’ of”. 12 

For instance, some authors argue that the end of the First World War came about because of the 

psychological breakdown of military leaders (mainly Hindenburg and Ludendorff), who 

overestimated the seriousness of the military situation, thus creating a red alert situation within the 

population and the political elite that caused both the breakdown of the regime and its allies13 

Leon Trotsky gave a very graphical representation with the not-so-subtle expression of “punch to 

the paralytic,”14 Hitler argued that “ all of our actual wars took place before military operations 

started” 15, while also claiming that “our strategy is to destroy the enemy from within”. On the other 

                                                           
7
 For instance, his troops shouted “Vive l´Empereur” in order to make the enemy believe that he was in front of them 

(Paret, Peter. “Napoleón y la Revolución en la guerra.” Creadores de la Estrategia Moderna. Ministerio de Defensa, 
Madrid 1992, p. 145). 
8
 Liddell Hart, B Estrategia: la aproximación indirecta. Ministerio de Defensa, Madrid 1989., p. 30. 

9
 García Caneiro, José. La racionalidad de la guerra. Editorial Biblioteca Nueva, Madrid 2000., p. 77. 

10
 Clausewitz, Carl Von. De la guerra T I. Op. cit., p. 162. 

11
 Verstrynge, Jorge. Una sociedad para la guerra. Ministerio de Defensa 1999, p. 370. 

12
 Ibidem, p. 368. 

13
 Liddell Hart, B.H. Estrategia: la aproximación indirecta. Op. cit., pp. 200 y ss. 

14
 Frías O´Valle, José. Nuestra guerra y nuestra paz. Colección Adalid, Móstoles 1985. 

15
 Liddell Hart, B.H. Estrategia: la aproximación indirecta. Op. cit., pp. 208 y 209. 
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hand, Lenin insisted on the need to “postpone operations until the moral disintegration of the 

enemy renders the delivery of the mortal blow both possible and easy”16 But all of this had already 

been pointed out by Sun Tsu.  

These psychological effects are precisely what terrorists use in their communication strategies. 

Violence and media pressure come hand by hand, stringing along history with discontinuous acts of 

terror. However, terrorism does not rely on the support of the population but rather makes use of 

the enemy’s structures and stockpile of weapons. 17 

Nevertheless, it becomes difficult to predict its effects. Therefore, the military value of bombing a 

city is debatable. The reason behind it was to provoke a psychological shock within bombed 

populations. In the case of Germany, Luttwak18 believes that bombings are irrelevant if they do not 

result in a benefit for Hitler19, following the paradoxical logic of war, as it has been already pointed 

out. The bombings in Germany reduced social spaces and increased the population’s will, which had 

an effect on the increase of production of war material. 

Hitler 20 notes another case of this paradoxical logic regarding propaganda during the First World 

War by describing how Germans made a mistake in deriding their enemies, because when the time 

came to battle them, they found that the enemy was much stronger than they had thought and felt 

deceived. Meanwhile, the allies described the Germans as barbaric and did not mislead their 

soldiers, but rather warned them of the perils of war. 

Fuller highlights that the psychological factor was one of the most relevant in providing an 

advantage. Moreover, some authors, such as Keegan or even Machiavelli, following Clausewitz’s 

thinking, believe that in order for a battle to be decisive, the number of casualties has to provoke a 

complete psychological shock to the defeated. If not, the desire of revenge is unavoidable.  

On the contrary, others view the decisive battles of the Enlightenment war as an agreement that 

allowed both parts to keep up appearances and jump immediately and with no further damage to 

diplomacy. However, the extreme violence of the wars of Second Generation and then of the 

revolutionary wars (Vietnam, Algeria) completely shattered this conception, turning the war into an 

actual test of political will. 21  

A battle is probably more decisive because of the psychological impact that it has on the population 

or elites rather than because of the outcome. A good example of this is the biblical victory of David 

against Goliath, and not of the Philistine army.  

The battle of Trafalgar caused the end of the Spanish fleet, which was one among the reasons that 

led the Empire to collapse. Meanwhile, the British consolidated their hold on the Atlantic. This was 
                                                           

16
 Ibidem, p. 153. 

17
 Münkler, Herfried. Viejas y nuevas guerras. Siglo XXI de España Editores, Madrid 2002, p. 143. 

18
 Luttwak, Edwad N. Parabellum. Siglo XXI de España Editores, Torrejón de Ardoz 2005. 

19
 Reduced the social space and encouraged hatred.  
20

 Hitler, Adolf. Mi lucha. Ediciones Bausp, Badalona 1974, pp. 106 y ss. 
21

 Le Borgne, Claude. La guerra ha muerto. Ediciones Ejército, Madrid, 1988, p. 235. 



VIOLENCE AND HUMAN BEINGS 

Federico Aznar Fernández-Montesinos 

 

Documento de Análisis 32/2015 5 

not because of the number of ships that were lost—that at the end of the day were only five, if by 

that we take into account the French boarding in Spanish harbours during the war of 

Independence, even if many other ships ended up being seriously damaged and there were many 

casualties among the sea crew—but because the population and the elites were forced to rule out 

the possibility of defeating the British at sea.22 The same can be said about Lepanto, which did not 

cause great structural damage to the Ottoman Empire. However, it made it become less active in 

the western Mediterranean.  

The concept of strategic surprise has a different meaning but it is somewhat similar to this. It refers 

to that particular moment when we realise that we have not given enough consideration to a 

threat. For instance, China’s whole defensive system during the 19th century was focused on the 

north, but the threat came from the south on the part of the United Kingdom.  

 

HUMAN BEINGS AS A CENTRAL POINT OF THE DEBATE 

War is par excellence an act on revenge over rationality23, a hiatus of the current value system, or, 

as Nietzsche points out, a transmutation of the scale of values. War affects human psychology by 

introducing humans into a cosmos without rules, while acting as a liberating force of the pressures 

of daily life. The result is an exaggerated behaviour that affects human attitude, conduct and also 

encourages creation. 

Thus, Fuller recalls that according to Hobbes24 the virtues of war are strength and deception, while 

Plato believes that “justice is helping your friends and harming your enemies.”25Verstrynge sums up 

these ideas and argues that war: 

“displaces the borders of the sacred. Instantaneously, human life, others’ property, freedom […] 

change meanings […] war can be described as a counter-society, a society that rejects the very 

values on which it is built.” 26 

The ethological argument—meaning the study of the behaviour of animals in their natural 

habitat—that the natural character of war derives from the instinctive aggressiveness of human 

beings is a logical fallacy, because the cause-effect relationship cannot be proved. Therefore; this 

thinking is no more than an intuition. The fact that some animals that live in herds sometime kill a 

member of their own species does not prove that herds kill each other.  

                                                           
22

 Blanco Núñez, José María. Historia de la Armada española. Conferencia para el X Curso de Estado Mayor, November 
2008. 
23

Verstrynge, Jorge. Una sociedad para la guerra. Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas, Madrid 1979, p. 107.  
24

 Hobbes, Thomas. Leviatán o la materia, forma y poder de una república eclesiástica y civil. Alianza Editorial, Madrid 
1989, p. 106. 
25

 Fuller, J.F.C. La dirección de la guerra. Ediciones Ejército, Madrid 1984, p. 41. 
26

 Verstrynge, Jorge. Una sociedad para la guerra. Op. cit., pp. 102-103. 
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Nonetheless, in the animal world some phenomena can be similar or close to the case of soldiers, 

which is due to instinct—ants— or tropism—leucocytes. However, these cases do not follow the 

same rational behaviour that human beings show in risk situations.27 

Laqueur asks “how could men possibly fight with such passion for a cause that was all wrong? 28 He 

expresses his admiration to those who do it without wondering about the nature of their sacred 

cause. Yepes Stork says that:  

“the meaning of the term ‘violence’ refers to the absence of an internal and external measure of 

the act of violence […] strength turns into violence if it destroys without limits. Weakness has no 

seat in this: strength is good and implies power and fullness. But it must collaborate with life and 

encourage it. If the aggressiveness insists in destroying without any reason, without law; it 

becomes violence, it becomes threatening.”29 

The personality of the combatant clearly suffers an irrevocable process of psychological 

transformation during the course of the conflict, which leads to estrangement, to an actual non-

recognition of his own self. In order to analyse it, one should bear in mind the most important traits 

of those participating in the fight.30 

The killings of innocents in Rwanda or during the Second World War, such as the massacres of My 

Lay or the sexual behaviour of Nordic disciplined soldiers in the heart of Africa, can only be 

explained from the dynamics associated to moments of great moral confusion. In these moments, 

the most sacrosanct principles, such as the principle of life, are debated, even in the presence of a 

religion that puts the emphasis on preserving them—the well-known Nazi storm troops carried a 

nametag with the sentence “Gott mit uns” (God is with us).  

When that state of mind is left behind, one cannot understand the logical sequence that has finally 

ended in violence. It suddenly becomes impossible to understand the actions that were totally 

logical and natural before, embedded in unique and self-referential dynamics. 

External threats usually make the barriers that divide men in peacetime disappear, especially 

regarding social classes, beliefs, age and monetary or social status. To this sense of unity we might 

add some other feelings that make human beings subordinate to authority. Londoners who went 

through the bombings of 1940 remember war times and the mutual warmth with which they tried 

to overcome the bombings with some nostalgia. This happens because hard times help us identify 

ourselves in others.31 

In other areas, an example of this transmutation of values can be found in the myth of Sarajevo. 

During the siege of Sarajevo, it appears that the sexual activity of the population increased 

                                                           
27

 Bouthoul, Gaston. Tratado de Polemología. Ediciones Ejército, 1984. 
28

 Laqueur, Walter. Terrorismo. Editorial Espasa-Calpe, Madrid 1980, p. 180. 
29

 Stork, Yepes. Fundamentos de antropología. Eunsa, Pamplona 1987, p. 303.  
30

 Bouthoul, Gaston. Tratado de Polemología. Op. cit., p. 524.  
31

 Storr, Anthony. La agresividad humana. Alianza Editorial, Madrid 1970, pp. 59 y ss. 
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ostensibly in comparison with the average rate in peace times. 32 Storr links this sexual 

promiscuity—also present in other conflicts— with the disappearance of societies’ fault lines in this 

context. 33 

The main feeling in war times is fear, not only the enemy’s. Frederic II of Prussia said that “the 

soldier must dread more the stick of the officer than the bullet of the enemy” and insisted that “if 

my soldiers were to begin to think, not one of them would remain in the army. ”34 Decisions were 

adopted in a chaotic context; therefore discipline and resources are as important as the collective 

state of mind. The inability to measure this makes rational calculation more difficult.35 

According to the experts, it is essential that soldiers have a psychology that enables them to 

combine the respect for the established power with physical value, while preventing the 

surrounding circumstances from provoking them a psychological shock. 36   Graphically, this means 

that they are capable of facing a machine gun and also trembling at a police station when their 

shoes are checked. Only this way they can control the violence that they carry within them. 

Therefore, the psychological and ideological indoctrination of combatants is indispensable.  

For Kant,37 war is an excess of unused vitality and an activity that breaks with the vital everyday 

concerns. Psychologically, war is linked with the unknown, with the rupture of tediousness and 

boredom.  As Alonso Baquer points out, a prolongation of security is boring, which enables us to 

talk about aggression circles at both the individual and the state level.38 

War tears off human beings from their routine and provides them with emotions. Those mobilised 

by it stop thinking about work, taxes or mortgage. As Lewis highlighted, the appeal of war ends with 

tediousness.39  

Military aesthetics is seen as a pastime, a trend. War, understood as a social act, carries its own 

aesthetics. One example is the case of the “Afghans” in Algeria, who were ex-combatants against 

the soviets that, upon their return to their home country, decided to add ‘al-Afghani’ to their names 

and started dressing in Islamic and military gowns.   

Historically, art has captured the tragedy of war scenes, in which it has found a source of 

inspiration, both in terms of praising it or reacting against it—such as in Goya’s “The Disasters of 

War”. Thus, there is a very particular and old relationship between art and war. Movements such as 

Futurism vindicated war at the beginning of the 20th century due of its eugenic character. “We will 

                                                           
32

 VV.AA. Aspectos de los conflictos. Departamento de estrategia. X Curso CEMFAS. 
33

 Storr, Anthony. La agresividad humana. Op. cit., p. 59. 
34

 Fraga Iribarne, Manuel. Guerra y conflicto social. Gráficas Uguina, Madrid, 1962, p. 52. 
35

 Joas, Hans. Guerra y modernidad. Ediciones Paidos Ibérica S.A., Barcelona 2005, p. 160. 
36

 Bouthoul, Gaston. Tratado de Polemología. Op. cit., p. 539.  
37

 Ibidem, p. 497.  
38

 Alonso Baquer, Miguel. ¿A que denominamos Guerra? Op. cit., p. 52. 
39

 VV.AA. Aspecto de los conflictos. Op. cit. 
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glorify war—the world’s only hygiene—militarism, patriotism, the destructive gesture of freedom-

bringers, beautiful ideas worth dying for, and scorn for woman. ”40 

In the words of Paul Klee, ”the more afraid the world is (as today), the more abstract art becomes 

[…] a happy world creates a cult of the here and now”41. Guillaume Apollinaire said that “the show is 

fantastically magnificent: the dire rumble is unending day and night; and the ruined plain is 

constantly sown with the death metal from which new life shall emerge.” 42 War is a source of 

creation. After the Great War, a new artistic movement emerged to counter it.  

Sometimes wars pleased belligerents, because a war is sort of a huge party, an ambivalent, 

delightful and sinister enjoyment. According to Durkheim,43 the main features of the social 

phenomenon known as “party” are the same to the collective frenzy and initial euphoria that take 

place during the first steps of a war. “Parties have the aim of strengthening the group’s solidarity 

while periodically reinforcing the links, cohesion and unanimity between the members. War is the 

highest party, the sacred orgy.”44 

For Durkheim, these features are: the actual gathering of group members, the existence of rituals 

of spending and squandering, which destroy the goods that have been collected for the occasion, 

the transformation of moral rules, rituals of collective exaltation, physical insensitivity and sacrifice 

rituals.45 

Parties “eliminate the scums and the leftovers, destroy false values and go back to the source of 

original energies […] build a new order, reinvigorate society and free it from the institutions that 

have run their time.”46 Aron47 or Van Creveld48 both agree to a great extent with this opinion, the 

latter arguing that war is not the continuation of politics but of sport.  

War games have always been very popular. As Tolstoi wrote, quoting the prince André Volkonski, 

“war is the favourite pastime of the idle and frivolous”.49 Not without reason, Anglo-Saxons do not 

talk about making war but rather “waging the war”, a verb that means betting or playing.50 Lenin, 

on the other hand, juxtaposes war (woina) with game (Igra).51 

                                                           
40

 F. Marinetti. “Manifiesto fundacional del Futurismo.” Paneles de la Exposición “La Vanguardia y la gran guerra.” 
Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, diciembre 2008.  
41

 Paneles de la Exposición. Paneles de la Exposición “La Vanguardia y la Gran Guerra.” Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, 
december 2008.  
42

 Ibidem.  
43

 Quoted by Bouthoul, Gaston. Tratado de Polemología. Op. cit., p. 497.  
44

 Alonso Baquer, Miguel. ¿A que denominamos Guerra? Op. cit., p. 59. 
45

 Ibidem, pp. 497-500. 
46

 Verstrynge, Jorge. Una sociedad para la guerra. Op. cit., p. 103. 
47

 Aron, Raymond. Paz y guerra entre las naciones. Revista de Occidente, Madrid 1963, p. 28. 
48

 Jordán, Javier y Calvo, José Luís. El nuevo rostro de la guerra. Ediciones Universidad de Navarra, Barañaín 2005, p. 29. 
49

 Tolstoi, Liev Nikolaievich. Guerra y paz. Editorial Planeta, Barcelona 1984, p. 934. 
50

 Fraga Iribarne, Manuel. Guerra y conflicto social. Op. cit., p. 57. 
51

 Aron, Raymond. Pensar la guerra, Clausewitz II. Ministerio de defensa 1999, p. 193 y Schmitt, Carl. “Teoría del 

partisano” in El concepto de lo político. Alianza Editorial, Madrid, 1991, p. 153. 
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When kids play war, their psychology, based on emotional instability and immaturity52, is similar to 

that of power-seekers. Data of mobilised child soldiers around the world reach 300,000; 100,000 

only in Sub-Saharan Africa.53  

Nixon compares International Relations with poker with the cards face down (which is the 

president).54 Clausewitz55 also uses the metaphor of cards and argues that war is a human-specific 

activity, unique to the homo rationale but also to the homo ludens.56  

A very famous adagio says that “esse est percepti”. The way that reality is perceived is part of said 

reality. That is why the way that combatants perceive wars is so essential. Perception is related 

both with the facts and culture—one example is the Vietnam War. 

Wars today do not only have an impact on the participants but generally on the whole nation as 

well. Thus, Vietnam was a war that caused a commotion to an entire generation of Americans, 

although in different scales. Between 1964 and 1973, 53 million young Americans reached the legal 

age. 26,800,0000 out of this were male, and about 40% were called to the line of duty and declared 

eligible. During that period, 2,7 million went to Vietnam, and about 540000 took part in acts of war, 

which accounts for 2% of the total population.57 

This number conveyed a vision of conflict that has had a deep impact on the American society, thus 

modifying the way in which future wars would be developed. Even if it does not clearly show that 

there is a cause-effect relationship between conflict and crime, it does indeed point that way.58  

In his study about Northern Ireland, Ross59 goes from talking about anxiety, father-son conflicts and 

fear to intimacy or sexuality to highlighting that the country has one of the highest rates of 

schizophrenia in the world due to this resulting dynamics.  

Another psychological factor of conflicts is post-traumatic stress60, which according to the 

psychiatrist Rojas Marcos appears when:  

“we find ourselves defenceless against violence or when our physical integrity or life are 

threatened. We are filled with feelings of anguish and impotence, fear of the loss of control and 

dread of annihilation.  These symptoms are part of an overwhelming emotional state, which 

psychiatrists call post traumatic stress”. 61 

                                                           
52

 VV.AA. Aspecto de los conflictos. Op. cit. 
53

 David, Charles-Philippe. La guerra y la paz. Icaria, Barcelona 2008, p. 328. 
54

 Nixon, Richard M. La verdadera guerra. Editorial Planeta, Barcelona 1980, p. 287. 
55

 Clausewitz, Carl Von. De la guerra T I. Op. cit., p. 87. 
56

 García Caneiro, José. La racionalidad de la guerra. Op. cit. , p. 71. 
57

 Joas, Hans. Guerra y modernidad. Op. cit., pp. 155 y ss. 
58

 Ibidem. 
59

 Ross, Marc Howard. La cultura del conflicto. Op. cit., p. 218. 
60

 Baños Bajo, Pedro et all. El Militar Quemado. Documento de Trabajo Departamento de Estrategia, X Curso de Estado 
Mayor de las Fuerzas Armadas 2008, p. 6. 
61

 Rojas Marcos, Luis. Las semillas de la violencia. Espasa Calpe, Madrid 1996, p. 43. 
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In the military sphere, post-traumatic stress has always been a consequence of being exposed to 

combat. Moreover, new war models do not care for front lines and put soldiers at risk for longer 

periods, which worsens the consequences.  

Thus, peace-related missions have shown that direct combat is not necessary for stress to appear, 

now taking the name ‘no combat stress”. Some studies show that this type of stress can have 

deeper symptoms and last way longer than combat stress.62 

According to these studies, this perception of powerlessness produces significant emotional 

imbalances, especially if the soldier has been under fire, no matter which type, repeatedly, or has 

suffered some sort of physical aggression.63 The work of Joas64 in Vietnam endorses this view: 

“after psychological trauma, the human system of self- preservation is in standing alertness, as if 

the dormant threat could come back at any moment, which easily scares us, makes us react with 

irritability to trivial provocations and prevent us from relaxing or sleeping. Long after the risk is 

over, we relive the experiences as if they were happening right now.  This terrifying situation 

interferes with our daily life like an obsession, filled with frightening past events, and disrupts the 

balance of our existence.”65 

 

Baños Bajo points out that the case of the soldier having driving issues that were not there before 

coming back from a mission —such as reacting violently if someone makes the horn sound or if a 

vehicle approaches too much66— is relatively common. 

 

PSYCHOLOGICAL EVOLUTION OF THE CONFLICT 

One of the main subjects of study in the discipline of polemology is the reasons why human beings 

start wars and the reasons that make them remain at war. This is what Gastón Bouthoul defined as 

the bellicose impulse, a “collective state of mind that leads most members of a group to wishing 

war or at least to accepting the idea of war.”67 

In his view, this impulse is not distributed equally among every human or social group. 

Furthermore, it is not something that remains unchangeable, but rather something that changes 

over time, and that is affected by factors such as the situation, the perception of threat or ideology.  

                                                           
62

 Baños Bajo, Pedro et all. El Militar Quemado. Op. cit., pp. 6 y ss. 
63

 Ibidem, p. 6. 
64

 Joas, Hans. Guerra y modernidad. Op. cit., p. 160. 
65

 Rojas Marcos, Luís. Las semillas de la violencia. Espasa Calpe, Madrid, 1995, p. 46. 
66

 Baños Bajo, Pedro et all. El Militar Quemado. Op. cit. 
67

 Bouthoul, Gaston. Tratado de Polemología. Op. cit., p. 435.  
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War strengthens group cohesion, whose forces are directed at the outside, guaranteeing internal 

peace. Debates and confrontation over minor issues disappear for the sake of an uppermost ideal, 

which makes humans become aware of themselves and of their value.68 

At the beginning of a conflict two different psychological trends can be identified: that from the 

attacker and that from the one attacked. When a conflict starts, political leaders always try to make 

it seem like they are the attacked in order to establish a beneficial psychological atmosphere, claim 

legitimacy and justify the response. 

The biological or psychosocial need turns into a somatic state and then into a compulsive desire. 

But this does not happen automatically and instinctively, because human beings have values, 

hierarchies or other sort of aspects that moderate impulses.69 This idea matches what Mac Dougall 

found about the mass of people: 

“excited, impulsive, passionate, versatile, unaware, hesitant, prone to extremes, the only 

accessible to violent passions and the only one able to accept the most imperfect and simple 

conclusions.   It has no responsibility and it gets carried away with the violence of an irresponsible 

and absolute power. In the most severe cases, it resembles more a herd of savages than a group 

of human beings.”70 

 

Bouthoul notes that combatants enrol because of a sudden impulse.  In this sense, the case of the 

massive enrolment in the national armies at the beginning of the First World War is interesting. In 

the United Kingdom, youth ran to enrol in “Kitchener’s Army”, ranging from workers to the crème 

from universities. The traumatic experience of these young people marked British society during 

the 20s.  

Once enrolled, soldiers undergo training and indoctrination, which provides them with 

psychological and technical grounds to face combat. Calmness becomes desirable, the ataraxia that 

the Stoics advocated.71 Unavoidably, the interaction provokes a mutation of personality. 

At the beginning, the always-unexpected situation—which cannot be understood with linear logic— 

leaves the combatant bewildered, and only then does he evolve and starts assuming new codes 

that allow him to survive. Tolstoy masterfully describes this bewilderment in the character of Count 

Pierre Bezujovs, who appears in his work “War and Peace”. He was surprised that he was shot while 

firing against the enemy, because he thought himself to be a beautiful person.  

Even if Proletarian Internationalism was a very powerful movement— Marx argued that “the 

working men have no country. We cannot take form them what they have not got”72 -, it should be 
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noted that neither its conceptualisation of class struggle nor his ideological opposition to war were 

enough at preventing the First World War from taking place. Therefore, socialist national parties 

supported their own governments without taking into account that the war was a “capitalists’ war, 

to which the working people are aliens” 

War does not imply a sort of primitivism. In fact, thinkers like Ortega y Gasset believe that war is a 

relatively late phenomenon. The “natural bellicosity of human beings”, as Ruth Benedict points out, 

“implies a superstructure of both posterior and superior cultural processes”. To consider war as a 

residual phenomenon of savagery is, according to Alonso del Real, a stance inherited from the naïve 

Spencerian evolutionism.  

The extensive disruption of human being’s behaviour, as we have already seen, explains the sort of 

collective madness and euphoria that often follows the outbreak of a conflict, which arises from a 

clear differentiation between good (us) and evil (them). As Le Bon says, the  

“in the first place, the merging of the individual human soul with the collective soul causes an 

unity of knowledge and ideas”73 because “regardless of the specific conditions of each individual, 

the mass grants a collective soul that make them feel, act and think in a different way than if 

they were isolated.”74 

 

The mass then absorbs individuals through a process of direct inducement of emotions that is 

based on a primitive sympathetic reaction: the more basic emotions are, the more likely they are to 

spread among the masses.75 

This way, we can explain the deep euphoria that reigned in Argentina when the Falkland Islands 

were occupied in 1982. All the significant and serious problems that affected Argentinian society 

were replaced by an exacerbated patriotism. The same took place in Spain in 1898, where the 

declaration of war against the US was received with jubilation among the society, which, however, 

seemed to react to defeat with indifference.  Nonetheless, this did not happen among elites, whose 

members created the movement known as Generation of ‘98, born from the psychological impact 

of defeat. 

Treitschke, drawing from the paradoxical logic, considers that war has positive effects because it 

allows to “learn to know and to respect each other's peculiar qualities”, and moreover “the 

grandeur of war lies in the utter annihilation of puny man in the great conception of the state, and it 

brings out the full magnificence of the sacrifice of fellow-countrymen for one another.” 76  
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In his work, Bouthoul brilliantly compiles a range of attitudes and psychological complexes that 

brand war as a scapegoat that “taunts and calls on the determination of the chosen enemy upon 

who hostility will fall on”: Damocles’s example is related with uncertainty, Aquiles’s with the feeling 

of invulnerability and Abraham’s with the “ambivalent attitude of the parent generation towards 

the oversupply of robust and courageous sons.”77  

Besides, war becomes a kind of normal career that lead combatants, especially those that were 

recruited as kids, to accept it as the sole source of livelihood. Thus, nothing prevents conflict from 

creating more crime—a natural consequence— among people that have become used to 

employing violence in their daily lives, in a context of lax morale and customs.78 

 

WAR AND DEATH DRIVE 

Violent death has disappeared from our societies, without taking into account car accidents, 

suicides and state repression. Ironically, the suicide rate is 10 to 20 times higher than murder79 in 

western countries—except in the US, where they are the same. 

Thus, another important psychological factor is linked with all that surrounds death: the so-called 

“Death Rites”, whose unique aesthetic shows the fascination that human beings have always had 

with death.80 

Burials is one example that comes to mind, but tributes and monuments specifically intended for 

military purposes81 —such as the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier— are also relevant. Even if they 

were not a common practice in every country and only started taking place during Napoleon’s rule 

in France, they have become a part of international protocols82.  

Some types of cults of the dead are also important. In the current post-heroic society, modern 

heroes are short-lived and sometimes only live online. Sometimes they are only casings that do not 

have absolutely anything behind, a fact that is known and accepted, which ironically does not 

prevent them from being a reference of alleged virtues, even in death.  

Public executions should be noted regarding morbid mass shows, something that has taken place in 

almost every culture at some point in history83. This tradition is still alive in our societies, for 

instance, in the endless broadcasting of bullfighters being gruesomely gored to death.  

In fact, most revolutions end up with the execution of deposed leaders, which is an expression of 

strength and of the will of the people, who do not want the leaders back. This is the case of Charles 
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II of England, Louis XVI, Robespierre, Nicholas II and also Gaddafi or Sadam Hussein. Danton claimed 

that  “when the coalition of kings threatened us, we, as a defiance against the battle, would throw a 

monarch’s head to their feet.” 84 

Ironically, the ability to kill is more important to some human beings than the ability to give life, 

since it implies taking the essence of another human being, which in a sense also implies getting 

hold of everything he or she owned. To some people, this creates an undeniable sense of power. 

Freud thinks that humans are always in conflict with their impulses, so that civilisation can only 

triumph over nature if it is able to repel its natural aggressiveness. Death drive, superegos, the 

voice that reminds us of our own responsibility towards culture’s survival; this is the pivot of his 

theory about collective psychology. In order to contain death drive, civilisation has invented the 

feelings of guilt.85 

War is a death drive, a result of the need to destroy. That is why it is pessimistic regarding the end 

of the phenomenon, through the external projection of this drive. War leads to perceiving the 

enemy as an entity that wants to destroy us, linking our own survival to their destruction.86 

Ternon87 points out that violence and guilt—the need to justify— happen simultaneously. The 

state, according to Machiavelli, is built upon the fox and the lion,88: it manipulates violence and 

covers it up being the glitter of the institution, and it gives its population the impression that it is 

defending them from death. Thus, it creates an ethical alienation that makes the annihilation of the 

other feel like a fight between good and evil rather than a mistake. As Sartre said, violence is    

“the negation of lawfulness, the destruction of the world which leaves you confronted with the 

end conceived of as absolute. It is not the end that justifies them means, it is the means that 

justify the end by conferring on it and absolute value through the violence (sacrificing the whole 

world for the end). In this case the end of the violence is to bring about the universe of 

violence.”89 

Marcuse points out how: 

“ in a sense, the relation between means and ends is the ethical problem of the Revolution. The 

end justifies the means when it clearly encourages human progress in freedom. This legitimate 

end, the only legitimate one, demands the creation of certain conditions that facilitate and 

foster its realisation. The creation of these conditions might justify the sacrifice of victims, as it 

has occurred throughout history. Nonetheless, the relation between means and ends is dialectic. 
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In order for the end to be reached, it has to be alive and operate with the repressive means. 

Thus, sacrifices also require violence. Society without violence remains a possibility in a historical 

era that is yet to arrive”. 90 

Some people, the fanatics, are so uncritical towards the ideas that they profess that they end up 

imposing them upon those fragments of reality that do not match up with their views, which is why 

they do not feel empathy. Fanatics load their ideas with passion to compensate their lack of 

rationality. The fear of doubting leads them to not being able to doubt anymore.91 

Totalitarian regimes especially favour this. The fear of what is different leads them to subsume 

multiplicity into just one thing, thus destroying social bonds and dismantling the old order. To this 

end, law is used as the expression of a movement aimed at creating a new human rather than a 

stable framework. Laws do not protect the weakest members anymore, but express an ideal and 

fulfil fate, and are as well used to overcome doubt due to their new ethic and transcendental 

dimension.  

On the one hand, bureaucracy is employed to control the physical activity of human beings. 

Ideology, as a monolithic way of thinking, is used to control them completely. 92 As judge Garzón 

puts it: 

“the goddess of impunity is glorified as a golden calf by all those who silence the victims. She is 

also enthroned by the justice itself, which is subdued and acquiescent to the ruling power.”93 

On the other hand, the power to kill of a small terrorist group can intimidate an entire society by 

capturing the imagination of the group. The reason is simple: it seems a bit unusual that any of its 

members would adhere to such a strong personal commitment, especially in the postmodern 

society in where we live in nowadays. This show of confidence in a project that allows them to kill, 

paradoxically and globally, enhances the legitimacy of their cause and stigmatises the victims, who 

are blamed for the situation that has ended up with their demise, in which terrorists act as 

troublesome and unwanted mediators.  

Martyrdom is also reflected in secular ideologies, creating a sort of  “mysticism of death” that arises 

from sacred causes, ranging from anarchist causes to those that forbid suicide. One example is Irish 

terrorism.94 

Gandhi said, “everybody admits that sacrifice of self is infinitely superior to sacrifice of others”95 The 

cult of the death is linked with the cult to heroes and with the figure of the “martyr”. In this way, 

martyrs are the basis for success, despite the irrationality of their actions, because the strength of 

conviction of those who are willing to offer their lives for a cause—and also take someone else’s 
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life— definitely reinforces said cause. As Jefferson said “the tree of liberty must be refreshed from 

time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.”96 

Suicide attacks show faith in the alleged cause by offering lives, and in its goals by offering the lives 

of others. Moreover, all deaths are redeemed cathartically with the death of the perpetrator, which 

is also an expression of honesty. All this has a triple effect, which translates into greater legitimacy 

for the group.     

Expressions such as the “the groom of death” or the “long live death” claims are related to the 

aesthetic of death. Apart from its conceptual value, these expressions are traditional ways of 

showing the willingness to commit one-self; as well a means of exhibiting ways of living to the limit 

and also the longing for rupture and transgression with the seeming accommodating order in place. 

At this point, the classic samurai conception about death should be mentioned. It is filled with 

several significant morbid sequences, of which the psychiatrist Vallejo-Nájera gives an approximate 

account in his work “Mishima o el placer de morir97” (Mishima or the pleasure of dying). In the 

book, the suicide of this Japanese writer and its aftermath are explained in detail.  

When the fight starts, the samurai assumes that he is going to lose his life, which makes him 

invulnerable. Like the cherry tree (sakura), its existence is short but beautiful. The difference lies in 

the fragility of the cherry tree, which enables the wind to control its destiny, while the samurai 

picks his moment.  

It is not surprising that General Millán Astray, cofounder of the Spanish Legion, translated from 

French “Bushido: The Soul of Japan”98 from Nitobe Inazo and found it a source of inspiration for his 

beliefs, as he recognises in the introduction of the book. Therefore, he linked the book with the 

legionary tradition. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

War is a confrontation of power. It is not an ethical, fair, economic or even military act. It is a 

political act of power management, so that any analysis that fails to take this into account and 

focuses solely on one set of factors would be incomplete. But war is a human product, and as 

such it is affected by psychological factors. What is human is not purely rational.  

Violence derives from the Latin term vis that means strength, which at the same time derives 

from the Greek term bios that means life. Power, violence and life are intertwined in human 

beings, whose interaction with the environment is filled with conflict. This complexity is 

amplified in the social sphere, while at the same time violence is a means of interaction. 
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Violence is natural because of its usefulness and that is precisely why it is forbidden. However, 
violence between groups is not a common phenomenon in nature.  
 

Civilisation and violence are not inversely related. Moreover, sometimes they they seem to be 

directly connected. Actually, a higher rate of internal contradictions is associated with a 

greater degree of civilisation. As Dilthey said “in the natural sciences we seek to explain; in the 

human sciences we seek to understand.” 

The thing is that human essence has not changed. Linearity does not belong to the natural 

order of things and it does not work in the social sphere. Human beings are contradictory, 

such as G.K. Chesterton claimed:99 they love humanity with the same ease with which they 

hate the next door neighbour.  

From a classical point of view, war is a hiatus of the current value system that does not 

challenge or judge its regulation. It simply changes and postpones it, thus avoiding any type of 

judgement of the events on which the always revisionist history court—term coined by 

Hegel— will speak out several times, and all of them probably in a contradictory way.    

Is war going to disappear from our life? Probably not, because war is never justified by the 
violence employed but rather by the political discourse that it serves. Violence is just a mere 
instrument.  
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99

 “The International idea, 
The largest and the clearest, 
Is welding all the nations now, 
Except the one that’s nearest. 

 
The villas and the chapels where 
I learned with little labour 
The way to love my fellow-man 
And hate my next-door neighbour” 
 


