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THE GESTALTS OF WAR 
by Sue Mansfield 
(Dial Prcss; 274 pp.; $16.95) 

THE WAR TRAP 
by Bruce Bueno de Mequita 
(Yale University Press; 223 pp.; $24.00) 

War. notably the imminent prospect o f  
a “final” war. is bcginning to dominate 
public discussion, as well i t  might. De- 
bates and demonstrations, ecclesiastical 
pronouncements and other statements 
from on high have given voice to a dccp 
concern that, until recently. seems lo 
have been repressed. Any contributions 
t o  a better understirnding o f  these 
issues by compctcnt social scicntisls are 
to be welcomed. and this applies to the 
two volumes under review. 

Mansfield’s subtitle describcs hers as 
“an inquiry” into the origins and n u n -  
ings o f  war as a social institution-a 
modest statcmcnt o f  purpose and, con- 
sidering the rangc o f  subject matter in- 
dicated, descrvcdly so. Mesquita goes a 
step bcyond this to offer “a general 
theory o f  war and foreign conflict initia- 
tion and escalation.” I f  both fall short, 
as I believe they do, both also deserve 
credit for the imagination and initiative 
they display. 

Although Sue Mansfield’s principal 
focus is psychological, she shows a good 
grasp o f  the contributions made by 
cultural anthropology and comparative 
religion. Her discussion o f  war and 
human nature i s  fairly standard stuff, 
but shc does provide somc valuable in- 
sights into the part ascribed to warfare 
in ancient myths and primitive religion. 
The introduction of the “gestalt” frame 
of refcrcnce. not to mention the some- 
times intrusive terminology. is less 
compelling than the author obviously 
believes i t  to be. The gestalt approach 
works well whcn applied to the be- 
havior o f  individuals in situations o f  
conflict and war, but the mechanism 
accounting for what is, in effect, a con- 
tagion or duplication o f  such gestalts 
among whole populations in wartime 
needs morc careful dcvelopmcnt; 
otherwise we are left with the dubious 
notion o f  a rcificd ,society operating 
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through a kind o f  “collective gesliilt.” 
Had the author omitted the gestalt for- 
mulation altogcthcr. i t  would not have 
lcsscncd the valuc o f  her inquiry to any 
significant degree. 

Mansfield’s writing style makes the 
book cminently rcadablc, something 
thiit only the spccialist is likcly to say o f  
Mesquita’s. Thc latter’s chapter titles 
and introductory paragraphs offcr con- 
siderable promise, but the promise is 
dashcd almost immediately as the 
author plunges in to  his elaborate 
niathcmatical models and calculations. 
This rcader confcsscs to being intimi- 
dated at the start and soon giving way 
to somcthing verging on resentment. 

The key to Mesquita’s general theo- 
ry and the propositions he derives from 
i t  is the assumption that wars are initi- 
ated (or evaded) by decision-makers on 
thc basis o f  “expected utility.” The idea 
that lcadcrs start wars if they expect to 
come out ahead and avoid wars they ex- 
pcct to lose seems rcasonable enough. 
cvcn without pages of mathematical 
equations and diagrams to support it. 
And whcn wc add the author’s well-ad- 
vised reservations that every situation 
must take into account special con- 
t i ngc n cics , pcrso n a I i t y Tac to rs , and 
other imponderables. one must admire 
h is  cont inued confidence in the 
“gencrality” o f  his theory. Mansfield. I 
suspect, would have much to say about 
the operative gestalt o f  such decision- 
makers as a factor in their delcrmina- 
lions o f  expected utility. 

Mcsquita’s “cxpectcd ulility niax- 
imizer” is, in his terms, “a particular 
type o f  rational actor” - but be warned 
that his interpretation o f  “rationality” 
relates to that which is calculated or cal- 
culable. Thus to him Adolf Hitler was 
an eminently “rational” leader. Still. if 
one accepts the terms, limitations. and 
approach, thc theory works. One might 
quibble over the hint o f  circularity in 
his empirical validation, which indi- 
cates that initiators o f  war (presumably 
thc most likely “expected utility max- 
imizers”) do come out ahead more 
often than not. Some military thcorisls 
might ascribe this more to the advan- 
tages o f  advance preparation and 
surprise. Rcaders who have kept in 
good repair their facility for morc ad- 

vanccd mathcmatics may find the book 
well worth struggling through. 

As for me, perhaps my bias in favor 
o f  “classical sociology” is at fault, but I 
found both books overshadowed by W. 
I .  Thomas’s “definition o f  the situa- 
tion” concept as. well as the famous 
“theorem” derived from it. I f  men 
define a situation as real. i t  is rcal in its 
consequences. This says i t  all and says 
i t  better. What we need from the social 
scientist that is not provided by either 
o f  these studies is a clcarcr and morc 
cohcrent identification of the naturc 
and sources o f  the “definitidns” (the 
gestalts. if you will, of the leaders and 
thc led, along with the “expcctcd 
utility” calculations of both) that domi- 
nate international relations today. With 
this we could begin to develop a deeper 
awarcncss o f  the dreadful conse- 
quences that are almost certain to rcsult 
if thosc definitions are not broadened to 
include the moral consideralions that 
arc too often lacking-and quite im- 
possible to express in  mathematical 
terms. [WV 

COMMUNICATION AND SOCIAL 
CHANGE IN DEVELOPING 
NATIONS 

by Qoran Hedebro 
(Iowa State University Press; viii+142 
PP.; $7.95 [paper]) 

Arnold &illin 

With the Development Decade o f  the 
‘60s came the conviction among educa- 
tors, developers, and communicators 
that i t  was only necessary to deliver the 
gospel o f  development and the people 
o f  the underdeveloped world would see 
the light and find their way. Transistor 
radios and infant television systems 
carried the message by sdund and pic- 
ture. From the seminar rooms o f  the 
Third World sprang a new breed of 
development journalists. As Goran 
Hedebro recalls the thinking o f  this 
period: “The key to national develop- 
ment was seen as a rapid increase in 
economic productivity. The role of the 
media was to mobilize human resources 
by substituting new norms, attitudes 
and behaviors for earlier ones in order 
to stimulate increased productivity.” 
But, he concludes sadly: “Socioecon- 
omic gaps between developed and 
developing countries arc increasing in- 
stead of decreasing; the number o f  il- 


