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Abstract: The question of whether war can ever truly be accidental has been the subject of much 

academic debate. To provide my own answer to this question, I use an oft-ignored part of U.S. 

history—the so-called “Indian Wars” between various American Indian groups and an expanding 

United States. Specifically, this research innovation makes use of three militarized conflicts of 

the nineteenth century—the Black Hawk War (1832), the Cayuse War (1847-1855), and the 

Hualapai War (1865-1870)—to provide evidence that war can indeed occur accidentally. I 

conclude that IR scholars should be less confident in asserting that accidental war does not 

happen and that IR scholars ought to do more to bring the experiences of indigenous peoples into 

the field.  

 

 

  



1 

 

1. Introduction 

Do accidental wars happen? This question occasionally arises in scholarly circles, and it 

has done so most visibly in response to concerns that an accidental nuclear war could occur. 

During the Cold War, policy-makers, pundits, and professors alike wondered if accidental 

nuclear war between the United States and the Soviet Union could occur, while today U.S. 

relations with North Korea are the source of many such debates (Leghorn 1958; Wallace et al. 

1986; De Luce et al. 2017). Regardless of the specific phenomenon that brings this question to 

scholarly attention, a common refrain among scholars of International Relations (IR) is that 

accidental war simply does not happen.  

I argue that war can indeed be accidental and that the examination of an oft-ignored part 

of U.S. history—its wars with American Indian groups—can help to demonstrate how this can be 

so. I begin with a brief overview of the scholarly debate on this subject, and I then describe the 

evidence I will bring to bear on the question. I then delineate the process of conflict initiation in 

three cases, the Black Hawk War (1832), the Cayuse War (1847-1855), and the Hualapai War 

(1865-1870), and I conclude by arguing that IR as a field is missing important data when it 

ignores the Indian Wars and other such experiences of indigenous peoples around the world.  

 

2. What is an “accidental” war? 

The answer to the question of whether war can ever truly be accidental tends to turn on 

the definition of “accidental”. Trachtenberg (2000, 1) helpfully delineates three plausible 

meanings that one could intend in describing a war as accidental. First, there is accidental war as 

being triggered by a good-faith error—“a computer goes haywire; responsible authorities 

conclude the nation is under attack; the ‘go-code’ is given, the missiles are launched”. Second, 
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there is accidental war as conflict undesired by all parties. “In this view, miscalculation is 

generally the crucial factor: the war is the result of misjudgments about how the adversary would 

react to measures taken in the course of the crisis.” Third—and Trachtenberg suggests this is the 

most common variant in the literature—there is accidental war as “one in which the political 

process…is overwhelmed by forces welling up from within the military sphere” Though 

Trachtenberg’s manuscript is unpublished, it remains the clearest distillation of these different 

potential meanings of accidental war. 

To take Trachtenberg’s first category first, believers in the possibility of accidental war 

would use various incidents of, e.g., faulty radar readings and the like to suggest that humanity 

has been very lucky to avoid accidental nuclear war (see, e.g., Sagan 1993 and Schlosser 2009). 

As Robert Gilpin (1988, 613) once argued, the proliferation of nuclear weapons means that, “An 

accident [during a crisis between nuclear powers] could unleash powerful and uncontrollable 

forces totally unanticipated by the protagonists.” Skeptics counter that the power of nuclear 

weapons assures that states take extreme care to avoid accidents—as Waltz (2013, 100) puts it, 

“Deterrence...causes countries to take good care of their weapons, and against anonymous use. 

...It is difficult to think of wars that have started by accident even before nuclear weapons were 

invented. It is hard to believe that nuclear war may begin accidentally, when less frightening 

conventional wars have rarely done so.”1 Mueller (2018, 10-11) is more sweepingly dismissive 

of such concerns: “Over the decades, the atomic obsession has taken various forms, focusing on 

an endless array of worst-case scenarios: bolts from the blue, accidental wars, lost arms races, 

proliferation spirals, nuclear terrorism. The common feature among all these disasters is that 

 

1 Waltz acknowledges in a footnote that Scott Sagan, with whom he is debating in this book, 

claims to have found three accidental wars, “not all of which are unambiguous” (240, n. 25). I 

discuss Sagan’s claim below. 
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none of them has ever materialized.”   

Trachtenberg’s second category would most clearly cover arguments that point to the 

possibility of preemptive war or escalation that neither side actually wanted to yield war. Here a 

frequent touchstone is World War One and the depiction of the decision-makers in that case 

“stumbling” or “sleep-walking” into war (Clark 2012; Tuchmann 1962). Skeptics more 

frequently cite Reiter (1995), which finds that only 3 of 67 interstate wars between 1816 and 

1980 were preemptive and that those three wars—World War One, Chinese intervention in the 

Korean War, and the 1967 Arab-Israeli War—were also significantly influenced by non-

preemptive logics for war.2 Trachtenberg’s own response to this category of purportedly 

accidental war is to say that while escalation may indeed lead states into a war they did not 

initially desire, “As long as states choose courses of action with their eyes open—if they decide 

to engage in a test of will, knowing full well that this is what they are doing, and deliberately 

adopt tactics limiting their own freedom of action...as a way of prevailing in the crisis—then it 

can scarcely be said that the outcome of that confrontation is to be viewed as essentially an 

‘accident.’” (2000, 8).  

The third category, in which military machinations of one sort or another override or 

undermine the more pacific intentions of policy-makers, is another one in which the example of 

World War One looms large—as does the rogue, fictional U.S. Air Force Brigadier General Jack 

D. Ripper in the 1964 film, Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the 

Bomb. Indeed, some IR scholars such as Scott Sagan have argued that accidental wars of exactly 

 

2 In informal (in this case, Twitter) discussions of accidental war, skeptics occasionally mention 

Reiter’s article to buttress their claims. Michael C. Horowitz, for example, writes that, 

“Accidental war, and even war via miscalculation, is extremely rare,” and he subsequently cites 

Reiter. Similarly, Daniel W. Altman asks, “What accidental wars? I've looked across modern 

history. Steve Van Evera has looked. Dan Reiter has looked. Others have looked. Damned hard to 

find any.” 
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this sort have occurred. In an unpublished manuscript (to which Trachtenberg’s piece was a 

response), Sagan (2000, p. 9) provided his own definition of accidental war that focuses on this 

third category: “For a conflict to be considered an accidental war, there would have to be some 

activity or incident inside the military machine, without which war would not have occurred.”3  

But for Trachtenberg, even if a given military’s “control and discipline were less than 

perfect...this is the way states actually operate, and this kind of thing should be taken as the 

norm” (2000, p. 17). 

 

3. The Indian Wars 

Ultimately, whether accidental wars occur is an empirical question. “It is indeed 

difficult,” Sagan (1993, 140) writes in an earlier book, “but it is not impossible [to find historical 

examples of accidental war]. The Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931, for example, was 

clearly an unauthorized attack, initiated by Japanese Kwantung Army officers against the wishes 

of the government in Tokyo. The French and Indian War in North America (1754-1763) was at 

least sparked by a false warning, which was sent to London in April 1754 by the colonial 

governor of Massachusetts, that the French had invaded Maine.” Sagan continues and quotes 

from Utley (1984) to press the point: “The Battle of Wounded Knee on December 29, 1890, was 

caused by the following events, which occurred during a U.S. Army search of a Sioux village: 

’Nervous troopers fingered their carbine triggers. One seized a deaf man and grasped his rifle. It 

went off. The chanting priest threw a handful of dust into the air. A knot of Indians dropped their 

rifles and leveled Winchester repeaters at a rank of soldiers. Both sides fired at once, and the 

fight that neither side intended or expected burst upon them.’” Apparently, Sagan’s examples did 

 

3 Sagan’s manuscript notes that it ought not to be cited without permission, which I sought and 

gratefully received. Trachtenberg’s manuscript has no such disclaimer. 
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not settle the debate, so I seek to bring more data to bear on this question.  

Specifically, I bring America’s Indian Wars into this conversation with the twofold goal 

of bringing useful data to bear on an ongoing debate and of demonstrating the value of parsing 

under-studied history for data than can inform current IR scholarship. To set Sagan’s brief 

reference to Wounded Knee aside, if IR scholars appear to have done little work on the 

experiences of American Indian groups, one might suppose that this is so because Indian affairs 

is considered “domestic” politics. But while the Bureau of Indian Affairs is in the Department of 

the Interior, federally recognized tribes maintain a quasi-sovereign status in the U.S. legal 

system, and the more distant past surely offers a view of U.S. relations with American Indian 

groups as relations between independent, self-governing nations (Pevar 2012, 82-84). There 

were, for example, roughly 50 conflicts involving the U.S. and American Indian groups between 

1789 and 1890 that were considered serious enough to speak of them as “wars,” and one recent 

study estimates the total number of individual U.S. military engagements with American Indian 

groups to have been as high as 2,537 (Friedman 2015).4 These conflicts—not to mention related 

veterans’ benefits and state expenditures on militias—were often costly. As reported in the 1890 

U.S. Census, about 17% of U.S. military spending between March 4, 1789 and June 30, 1890 

was directly related to the Indian Wars5. 

Beyond warring as if the Indian Wars were an aspect of U.S. foreign policy, government 

 

4 I draw the rough estimate of 50 wars from the 1890 U.S. Census, which included a report on 

the Indian Wars and their costs. 

5 For these estimated expenditures, see: Census Bureau (1890, 644). The date of the last Indian 

War depends on what one counts as such a conflict. The aforementioned Wounded Knee 

Massacre of 1890, which resulted in the deaths of roughly 300 Northern Lakota, is frequently 

described as the last major episode in the Indian Wars. There were, however, intermittent 

skirmishes with various American Indian groups for some time after that, and the Battle of Bear 

Valley in 1918 was the last time U.S. Army personnel engaged a group of armed American 

Indians, though only one Yaqui individual was killed in this “battle” precipitated by cattle theft. 
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officials spoke of and related to American Indian groups as if they were distinct nations (Schultz 

1972; Saler 2015). The federal government formed treaties with American Indian groups until 

1871, and although new treaties are no longer made, the old ones are still in many cases legally 

binding and have necessitated U.S. payments to tribes when they have been broken (Prucha 

1994). Congress delegated relations with American Indian groups generally to the Department of 

War in 1789, and the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) was placed in the same department when it 

was established in 1824; Congress only moved it to the Department of the Interior in 1849. And 

until 1924, Native Americans as a class were not eligible for U.S. citizenship. Relations such as 

this, I argue, should indeed be studied as international relations. 

 

4. Terms and Methods 

Research on American Indian groups—even if it is purely historical work involving no 

contact with human subjects—focuses on people that the U.S. political system has marginalized 

(Pevar 2012, 2-3). It is thus worth the effort to ensure that any such research cannot be taken to 

justify further marginalization of those populations, and I scrutinize my research practices and 

my language accordingly. By “American Indian groups,” I mean the indigenous peoples of the 

North American continent who settled there well before the European “discovery” thereof. 

Because I am approaching the topic with a view toward U.S. foreign policy, I am mainly 

concerned with those groups that inhabit what is now the contiguous United States as opposed to, 

e.g., Alaska Natives or Canada’s First Nations. “American Indian” or “Native American” are two 

of the more commonly (albeit not universally) accepted terms for such peoples in the U.S. 

(NAJA 2018; Easton 2019). I opt for “American Indian” here when referring generally to such 

groups, but whenever possible, I refer to individual groups by name. Similarly, I reference the 
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“Indian Wars” as that is the most commonly used term in the historiography for the militarized 

disputes between the U.S. and varied American Indian groups, but I write out the names of 

specific wars where possible. When a shorter modifier is helpful, I use terms such as “Native” or 

“indigenous” (the debate over whether one or both of these terms should be capitalized is 

ongoing). I generally refer to distinct peoples such as the Cayuse as “groups,” “nations,” or 

“tribes,” the latter being used especially when referencing the language of U.S. policy, which 

recognizes tribes through the Bureau of Indian Affairs.  

As to the methods of my study, I offer three straightforward vignettes of different Indian 

Wars. The point here is not to show how frequently accidental war happens, under what 

conditions it happens, or why some Indian Wars seem more clearly accidental than others. 

Rather, my goal is to convince the reader that accidental war happens. I have thus selected three 

cases in which accidental war appears to have occurred and in which the historical record is 

relatively clear and unbiased (i.e., where multiple sources attest to the origins of a war and, more 

specifically, in which Native perspectives were recorded—the secondary sources I cite typically 

rely on primary sources of both Anglo-American and Native origin). I have also selected three 

cases that involve different tribes living in different areas, but two commonalities run through the 

cases—these were all wars that included more than one military engagement (i.e., whether they 

were “wars” is less ambiguous than in other, shorter conflicts), and all arose from tensions 

between settlers and American Indian groups as they struggled for scarce resources. I argue, 

however, that it is plausible that these wars would not have occurred absent accidents.  

 

5. The Black Hawk War 

The Black Hawk War, so named for a leader of the Sauk people, has its origins in land 
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and treaty disputes. Leaders of the Sauk (or Sac) and Fox (or Meskwaki), both inhabitants of a 

piece of land that stretches through what is now Wisconsin, Illinois, and Missouri, met with 

representatives of an expanding United States in 1804 and crafted the Treaty of St. Louis 

(Frymer 2017, 84)  As in many such cases, it is unclear whether the individuals who negotiated a 

treaty had the authority to do so and whether they fully understood the terms of the agreement in 

which they purportedly sold their lands east of the Mississippi River to the U.S. (Saler 2015, 

116-118). It would be another twenty-four years, however, before the U.S. government would 

start selling that land to settlers and speculators. Black Hawk, a Sauk leader, would be the only 

leader in his community willing to challenge U.S. claims to the land.  

While rival land claims are central to this conflict, the initiation of the war could 

nonetheless be seen as accidental. Black Hawk challenged U.S. claims by moving with a group 

of loyalists into Illinois, east of the Mississippi River—there they would resettle on supposedly 

ceded land (Prucha 1969, 218-219). Illinois, however, raised a militia to try to force the Black 

Hawk and his so-called British Band back to their remaining territory. Black Hawk learned that 

no assistance would be forthcoming from potential allies—including Potawatomis, Winnebagos, 

and British—and was willing to concede rather than fight. He sent a small delegation—three 

men—toward an approaching militia party with a white flag to make peace and to announce that 

he and his supporters “would return across the Mississippi” (Jung 2007, 88). The militia 

members apparently ignored or misunderstood the white flag and took the three men captive; 

they then fired apparently unauthorized shots at a five-person party that Black Hawk had asked 

to trail the flag-bearers. The resulting engagement would see Black Hawk’s band repel the 

undisciplined militia and kill eleven or twelve of its members (Nichols 1999, 67-68; Prucha 

1967, 223).  
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The historical record is hazy on some details of this case—most importantly, it is unclear 

why the white flag did not suffice to prevent the militia from firing on Black Hawk’s band. What 

is, clear, however, is that Black Hawk’s victory in May of 1832 was short-lived. He and his 

followers moved through Illinois into Wisconsin, but they were eventually found and defeated in 

battle at the Battle of Bad Axe in early August, less than three months after armed conflict began 

(Wooster 2009, 79). Had the Illinois militia responded to the white flag without violence, it 

seems likely that the brief war could have been avoided—a resigned Black Hawk may indeed 

have returned across the Mississippi and accepted life further west or on a reservation, as others 

of his nation did. This would appear to fit into Trachtenberg’s third category of accidental war—

one in which a military accident subverted the intentions of decision-makers.  

 

6. The Cayuse War 

Just four years after the Black Hawk War, two missionaries by the name of Marcus and 

Narcissa Whitman would travel to what is now Washington-Oregon border and establish a 

mission. (Limerick 1987, 37-38). Their job was to convert the local Cayuse to the Methodist 

faith, though years of frustratingly slow efforts provoked Marcus to muse at least once that their 

job was primarily about establishing a beachhead for more settlers. As he wrote in a letter to his 

in-laws, “Our greatest work is to aid the white settlement of this country. …Indeed, I am 

convinced that when a people refuse or neglect to fill the designs of Providence, they ought not 

to complain at the results. …They have in no case obeyed the command to multiply and 

replenish the earth and cannot stand in the way of others doing” (Addis 2005, 241). Indeed, 

between the Whitmans’ arrival in 1836 and 1847, Marcus traveled back to the East coast 

numerous times to provide his patrons with updates on the mission, to seek further funding, and 



10 

 

to then guide more settlers across the Oregon Trail, but the Whitmans do not appear to have won 

any converts in those years (Hyde 2011, 404).  

In 1847, however, the Cayuse (among other groups in the Pacific Northwest) experienced 

a deadly measles outbreak that killed roughly forty to fifty percent of the tribe (Boyd 1994, 17; 

Addis 2005, 242). Although the disease likely spread along routes running south to north or 

through port cities, the Cayuse inferred that Marcus Whitman had somehow cast the disease 

upon them or poisoned them with his medicine (Boyd 1994, 13; Limerick 1987, 39-41). (Marcus 

had been trained as a physician and offered medicine to many Cayuse who nonetheless died 

throughout his years in Washington.) The measles outbreak spurred the Cayuse to test their 

suspicions—they sent a healthy individual to Marcus to feign illness and seek treatment. When 

this individual had the misfortune of contracting measles and dying, the Cayuse had their proof 

that Marcus was indeed poisoning them (Boyd 1994, 15-16). It was this accident that led to the 

Cayuse War, which started when a group of Cayuse attacked the Whitman mission and killed 

Marcus, Narcissa, and twelve additional settlers.  

The provisional government of Oregon raised a militia in response to the so-called 

Whitman Massacre—as was typical in such circumstances given the small standing army—and 

they would eventually confront the Cayuse in February of 1848. Sporadic militia engagements 

with the Cayuse over the next two years were inconclusive. Even after the Cayuse sent eight 

tribe members to stand trial for the murder of the Whitmans (five of whom were convicted and 

executed in June of 1850), it was not until 1855 that the Cayuse would surrender and cede much 

of their land (Addis 2005, 248). Was this, however, an accidental war? Despite earlier tension 

due to disease and competition for scarce resources, relations between the Cayuse and Anglo-

Americans had been generally peaceful for more than a decade even under that stress—indeed, 
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the Cayuse even profited off their improvement of a toll road going through the Grande Ronde 

Valley (Unruh, Jr. 1993, 159). It would thus seem appropriate to emphasize the more proximate 

cause of the war here—in this case, an epidemic perceived by the Cayuse to have been 

intentionally inflicted on them. The Cayuse misunderstanding would seem to fit Trachtenberg’s 

(2000, 1) first conception of accidental war, one in which, for example, “a computer goes 

haywire; responsible authorities conclude the nation is under attack,” and said authorities 

respond with what they believe is an appropriate reprisal. 

 

7. The Hualapai War 

In the decade before the U.S. Civil War, a different conflict was brewing in the Southwest 

(Shepherd 2010, 29-33). An 1857 expedition led by Edward Fitzgerald Beale established a trail 

that cut through land controlled by the Hualapai (sometimes spelled Walapai). Relations between 

Hualapai and traveling settlers nonetheless remained relatively tranquil until, as had previously 

happened elsewhere in the West, a gold rush brought more settlers across the trail and through 

Native territory. Within a year of the 1863 gold rush, Captain William Hardy created a toll road 

along the trail, and by 1865 the enterprising Hardy had also established a ferry to help settlers 

cross the Colorado River for a small fee. 

It is against this backdrop that the Hualapai War began. As recorded by the Indian Agent 

John C. Dunn, the United States had no particular quarrel with the Hualapai and assumed that the 

best way forward was to establish a reservation for them (Dunn 1865, 34). Indeed, the Hualapai 

were seemingly ambivalent toward the United States—it was only the killing of one of their 

leaders that would spark war. The historical record is not clear on exactly how the meeting came 

to be, but it seems that a Hualapai leader, Anasa (sometimes transcribed as Ana:sa), confronted 
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illegal settlers on Hualapai land in April 1865 (Shepherd 2010, 33). The “wanton and intoxicated 

squatters” killed Anasa, and the Hualapai retaliated by killing a prospector—both sides continued 

with this sort of retribution, and by four weeks after Anasa’s death, Dunn (1865, 34) wrote that, 

“They have been on the warpath, and we have felt their power.” 

While the violent reprisals eventually subsided and gave way to several months of a 

truce, another settler killing of a Hualapai leader, Waubu Yuma, would reignite the conflict 

(Shepherd 2010, 33-34; Thrapp 1967, 39-40). Sporadic violence continued for years until the 

Hualapais were hobbled by outbreaks of disease that prompted many to surrender. Some resisted 

for another year but ultimately accepted a peace that would entail life on a reservation. This war 

would seem to meet Trachtenberg’s standard for “one in which the political process…is 

overwhelmed by forces welling up from within the military sphere,” the “forces” in this case 

being drunken settlers with no authority to initiate conflict.  

 

8. Conclusion   

Can war occur accidentally? I have answered in the affirmative and have used three 

vignettes from America’s Indian Wars to make my case. In the Black Hawk War, U.S. militia 

men appear to have misunderstood or ignored a Sauk party’s white flag. The Cayuse War may 

have started with the entirely intentional killing of a missionary couple and their compatriots, but 

this was, to the Cayuse, not so much an initiation as a reprisal in return for the perceived 

intentional spreading of measles to the Cayuse. The Hualapai War, on the other hand, appears to 

have begun with a drunken settler’s unsanctioned killing of a Hualapai leader. It is possible that 

recorded history is missing relevant facts that would make these cases clearer, but in sum, the 

available information suggests that accidental war is possible and that skeptics should take this 
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possibility more seriously. Whether subsequent technological developments have made such 

accidents more or less likely since the mid-1800s is a separate question deserving of further 

research.  

Political scientists still all too frequently ignore American Indian groups as political 

actors (Ferguson 2016). There are some positive examples of such work in IR (see, e.g., 

Crawford 1994; Beier 2005; Cha 2015; Lightfoot 2016). But these are relatively scarce. Other 

subfields, meanwhile, are contributing to a burgeoning literature in political science that takes 

American Indian groups seriously as political actors (see, e.g., Evans 2011; Martens 2016; Orr 

2017; Dahl 2018). It is my hope that IR scholars will start to more actively build on the work 

being done across subfields—not to mention in other disciplines—to take indigenous peoples 

seriously as actors in world politics. Here I have sought to demonstrate that doing so can shed 

new light on old questions.  
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