
How the Weak Win Wars

How do the weak win wars? The likelihood of victory and defeat in
asymmetric conflicts depends on the interaction of the strategies weak
and strong actors use. Using statistical and in-depth historical analyses
of conflicts spanning two hundred years, Ivan Arreguı́n-Toft shows
that, independent of regime type and weapons technology, the inter-
action of similar strategic approaches favors strong actors, while oppo-
site strategic approaches favor the weak. This new approach to
understanding asymmetric conflicts allows us to makes sense of how
the United States was able to win its war in Afghanistan (2002) in a few
months, while the Soviet Union lost after a decade of brutal war
(1979—1989). Arreguı́n-Toft’s strategic interaction theory has implica-
tions not only for international relations theory, but for policymakers
grappling with interstate and civil wars, as well as terrorism.
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Epigraph

Do not press a desperate enemy

Sun Tzu
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Preface

This is a book about power, and how common understandings about
power can lead to disaster.

The term ‘‘asymmetric conflict’’ is meant to bracket the broad topic of
inquiry in the fewest words and syllables — yet it suffers from a whiff of
academic conceit and ivory tower detachment.

The real topic at hand is naked brutality.
In war the primary recipients of this brutality should be soldiers.

They are trained to supply it, within limits; and they expect to be
injured or killed by other soldiers in the course of their duties. But
nowadays war’s brutality is less and less often restricted to soldiers
(some would say it is a myth that it ever was). It is perhaps an unin-
tended consequence of the attempt to use the Geneva Conventions (and
subsequent instruments of international humanitarian law) to protect
infants, the injured, the sick, the mentally ill, the crippled, small chil-
dren, women who do not bear arms, and the elderly, that it is precisely
these human beings, and not soldiers, who have increasingly become
targets of knives, rifle butts, flame, and flying metal. They are targets
because desperate men find it useful to shelter behind and among them,
while their enemies lack either the will or the ability to strike them
without also striking say, the nine-year-old girl huddled nearby.

In asymmetric conflicts — those in which one side is possessed of
overwhelming power with respect to its adversary — this is especially
true. It is true because the weak are desperate. It is true also because the
strong cannot abide the offense of resistance: if power demands obedi-
ence then resistance to overwhelming power supplies proof of evil or
madness; and neither the evil nor the mad need be treated as fellow
human beings.

xi
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The real brutality of war is missing from most social science analyses
of war. It is missing because we are ignorant: most of us have never
directly experienced the horror whose analysis has become our life’s
work. It is missing because it is necessary: to get close to the reality of our
subject would be intolerable, unbearable. And some cruelties cannot be
described. There are simply no words in any language capable of
bearing the weight of their experience. Finally, the brutality of war is
missing from most social science analyses because it is useful: it allows
us to detect patterns and make generalizations that may someday
persuade others to alter how conflicts are resolved — to end those
ongoing and to prevent them from escalating to violence alltogether.

It is in this spirit I offer this analysis, flaws and all.

Preface

xii
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