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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 Native nations 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 this
possibility counsels restraint for policy-makers, especially in emerging domains of conflict.

1. Introduction
Do accidental wars happen? This question has arisen in International Relations (IR) most
visibly in response to concerns that an accidental nuclear war could occur. During the Cold War,
academics 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; Frei 1983; Wallace et al. 1986; De Luce et al. 2017). A recent refrain among IR
scholars has been that accidental war simply does not happen.

I argue that war can indeed be accidental, and I examine an oft-ignored part of U.S.
history—its wars with Native nations—to make my case. This argument has implications for
scholars and policy-makers alike. First, IR as a field is missing important phenomena when it
ignores the experiences of Indigenous peoples (Ferguson 2016).1 In examining U.S. relations
with Native nations, I thus seek to add to a growing literature in which scholars have
demonstrated that other overlooked histories—often in Europe or Asia—can shed new light on
old questions (Carvalho et al. 2011; Zarakol 2011; Phillips and Sharman 2015; MacKay 2019).
Second, for policy-makers, if accidental wars have happened, this suggests a need for
precautions to avoid accidents in the first place and a need to avoid over-reaction in the face of
accidents that will inevitably happen in traditional and emerging domains of conflict.
I begin with an overview of the scholarly debate on accidental war, and I then describe
the evidence I will bring to bear on the question. I then delineate the processes of conflict
initiation in the Black Hawk War (1832), the Cayuse War (1847-1855), and the Hualapai War
(1865-1870). I conclude with implications and directions for future research.

2. What is an “accidental” war?
One’s answer to the question of whether war can ever truly be accidental tends to turn on
the definition of “accidental”. Trachtenberg (2000, 1) delineates three meanings of the term,
though he remains skeptical of the possibility. First, there is accidental war as being triggered by
a good-faith error—“a computer goes haywire; responsible authorities conclude the nation is

1

There are few examples of such work in IR (Crawford 1994; Beier 2005; Cha 2015; Lightfoot 2016; Urlacher
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under attack; the ‘go-code’ is given, the missiles are launched”. Second, 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, there is accidental war as “one in which the political process…is
overwhelmed by forces welling up from within the military sphere.” I describe how scholars
have discussed these three categories below, and I conclude this section with my own view of
what constitutes an accidental war.
To take Trachtenberg’s first category first, believers in the possibility of accidental war
would use various incidents of faulty radar readings and other good-faith errors to suggest that
humanity has been very lucky to avoid accidental nuclear war (Sagan 1993 and Schlosser 2009).
As Robert Gilpin (1988, 613) once argued, the proliferation of nuclear weapons means that, “An
accident could unleash powerful and uncontrollable forces totally unanticipated by the
protagonists.”2 Similarly, Jervis (1976, 31) contended that foreign policy in general is frequently
subject to psychological “factors that, from the standpoint of most theories, must be considered
accidental,” though his advice on “minimizing misperception” (ibid., 409-424) suggests that
governments can reduce but not eliminate their susceptibility to accidents.
Trachtenberg’s second category would most clearly cover arguments about preemptive
war or inadvertent escalation. Here a frequent touchstone is World War One and the depiction of
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debate between Sagan and Waltz (2013, 100), Waltz argues that, “Deterrence...causes countries to take good care of
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less frightening conventional wars have rarely done so.” Waltz (240, n. 25) acknowledges that Sagan, with whom he
is debating in this book, claims to have found three accidental wars, “not all of which are unambiguous”.

decision-makers “stumbling” or “sleep-walking” into war (Clark 2012; Tuchmann 1962),
perhaps abetted by rigid mobilization plans (Levy 1986). Skeptics frequently cite Reiter’s (1995)
finding that only 3 of 67 interstate wars between 1816 and 1980 were preemptive and that those
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.3 Trachtenberg’s own
response to this possibility is to say that while escalation may indeed lead states into wars 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 undermine the more pacific intentions
of policy-makers, is another one in which the example of World War One looms large. While
this war was discussed above as a potential example of inadvertent escalation, explanations for
World War One that would fit in this category focus on the “cult of the offensive” and civilmilitary relations in the warring powers (Van Evera 1984; Snyder 1984; Wilcox 2009).4 Indeed,
in making his own argument that such accidental wars have occurred, Sagan (2000, 9) provides a
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definition of accidental war that best fits 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.” 5
I take the first and third categories above to be most appropriately considered
“accidental”. That is, I define a war as being accidental if an initiating act of war is either
authorized due to a good-faith error or perpetrated by civilians or military officials without
proper authorization. This excludes unwanted escalation of the sort in Trachtenberg’s second
category. I agree that when policy-makers deliberately escalate a crisis—a situation involving
threats in which, “The final decision is left to ‘chance’” (Schelling 1960, 189)—any resulting
conflict ought not to be considered accidental. In the cases below, I thus highlight factors that cut
against such an interpretation of the events.

3. The Indian Wars, Terms, and Methods
If IR scholars appear to have done little work on the experiences of Native nations, one
might suppose that this is because many consider Indian affairs to be “domestic” politics. But
federally recognized tribes maintain a government-to-government relationship with the U.S.
federal government, and the more distant past surely offers a view of U.S. relations with Native
nations as relations between truly sovereign nations (Prucha 1994; Pevar 2012, 82-84). Indeed,
the Bureau of Indian Affairs resided in the Department of War until 1849, and the roughly 50
conflicts involving the U.S. and Native nations serious enough for the Census Bureau (1890,
644) to describe them as “wars” accounted for about 17% of U.S. military spending between
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March 4, 1789 and June 30, 1890.
Given that prior research on Native nations has been used to legitimize their
marginalization, it is worth the effort to ensure that this research cannot be used for any such
purposes (Deloria 1988 [1969], 78-100; Pevar 2012, 2-3). Because I am approaching the topic
with a view toward U.S. foreign policy, my references to “Native nations” are 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. When practicable, I refer to individual groups or wars by
name, and I capitalize “Native” and “Indigenous” in line with current reporting guidelines
(NAJA 2018).
One might object that these conflicts ought not to be studied as “wars” or “militarized
disputes” but as a genocide. I do not dispute such characterizations (see, e.g, Ostler 2019), and in
describing particular instances of violence as “accidental,” I do not intend to contradict those
arguments or to elide suffering that was often intentionally inflicted on Native nations. Rather, I
would observe that Native nations varied in the forms of resistance they enacted in response to
U.S. policies oriented toward expansion. This variation can help scholars to better understand the
conditions that make possible different forms of political violence.
I offer three short case studies or vignettes focused on the initiation of different Indian
Wars in line with the goal of this study, which is not to show how frequently accidental war
happen or under what conditions it happens. Rather, my goal is to convince the reader that
accidental wars have happened and that this has implications for modern scholars and policymakers. I have thus selected cases involving different tribes, involving more than one military
engagement, in which the initiation of war appears most clearly accidental, and in which multiple
sources attest to the origins of a war (the secondary sources I cite typically rely on primary

sources of both Anglo-American and Native origin). 6 I argue, however, that it is plausible that
these wars would not have occurred absent accidents.

4. The Black Hawk War
The Black Hawk War, so named for a leader of the Sauk people, has its origins in land
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 with violent resistance; most
others did not feel they had much to gain from it (Ostler 2019, 299).
While rival land claims are central to this conflict, I argue that the initiation of the war
should 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
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in the Correlates of War project (Sarkees and Wayman 2010). Nonetheless, the historical record suggests that both
sides involved in these militarized disputes thought of the conflicts as wars, which may be related to the relatively
low population of many Native communities and frontier settlements. Similarly, whether one thinks of these as
“interstate” wars or, e.g., “extra-state” wars, they were certainly conflicts between distinct political communities.

supposedly ceded land (Prucha 1969, 218-219). The government of Illinois, despite having full
knowledge of ongoing negotiations between Black Hawk and the U.S. government and without
any reason to fear imminent violence, raised a militia to try to force the Black Hawk and his
band back to their remaining territory. When Black Hawk learned that no assistance would be
forthcoming from potential allies—including Potawatomis, Winnebagos, and British—he was
willing to concede rather than fight. He sent 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 fiveperson party that Black Hawk had asked to trail the flag-bearers. The resulting engagement
would see Black Hawk’s band repel the militia and kill eleven or twelve of its members (Black
Hawk 1999, 67-68; Prucha 1967, 223).
Black Hawk’s victory in May of 1832 was short-lived. After this initial, avoidable
skirmish, both Black Hawk and Secretary of War Lewis Cass felt their respective losses needed
to be avenged (Ostler 2019, 303). Black Hawk and his followers moved through Illinois into
Wisconsin, but they were eventually found and defeated 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 their unauthorized 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.

5. 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
to then guide more settlers across the Oregon Trail, but the Whitmans do not appear to have won
many—if any—converts in those years (Hyde 2011, 404).
In 1847, however, the Cayuse (among other Native and settler populations 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 trade routes
running north to south or through port cities, the Cayuse inferred that Marcus had somehow cast
the disease upon them or poisoned them with his medicine (Boyd 1994, 13; Limerick 1987, 3941). (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—notably based on a false rumor or belief rather than deliberately spread

misinformation—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, and they would eventually confront the Cayuse in February of 1848.
Sporadic engagements with the Cayuse over the next two years were inconclusive. Even after the
Cayuse sent eight tribe members to stand trial for the murders (five were convicted and executed
in June of 1850), it was not until 1855—after being weakened by disease, finding few Native
allies, and facing an settler communities that increasingly sought to restrict the sale of firearms to
the Cayuse (Ruby and Brown 2005 [1972], 141-142)—that they would formally surrender and
cede much of their land (Addis 2005, 248). Was this, however, an accidental war? Despite early
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, 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 mistakenly perceived by the Cayuse
to have been intentionally inflicted on them. The Cayuse misunderstanding would thus seem to
fit my definition of accidental war—the appropriate authorities made a decision for war, but they
did so due to a good-faith error amid circumstances that did not otherwise appear primed for war.

6. The Hualapai War
In 1857, an expedition led by Edward Fitzgerald Beale established a trail that cut through
land controlled by the Hualapai (sometimes spelled Walapai) (Shepherd 2010, 29-33). Relations
between the Hualapai and traveling settlers nonetheless remained relatively tranquil until, as

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 Hardy had also established a ferry to help settlers cross the Colorado
River for a fee.
It is against this backdrop that the Hualapai War began. As recorded by the BIA official
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 expanding 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), met with 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) would write 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. Like the
Black Hawk War, this war would seem to meet Trachtenberg’s standard for an accidental war of
the sort “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.7 Moreover, the previously peaceful relations with the Hualapai and their subsequent
acceptance of a reservation suggest that the war was not inevitable.

7. Conclusion
Can war occur accidentally? I have answered in the affirmative. In the Black Hawk War,
U.S. militia men fired unauthorized shots at a Sauk party bearing a 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 for the seemingly
intentional spreading of measles to the Cayuse. The Hualapai War began with a drunken settler’s
unsanctioned killing of a Hualapai leader. These conflicts suggest that accidental war is possible
and that skeptics should take this possibility more seriously.
To build on this work, future research might ask whether accidental conflicts are made
more or less likely by new international organizations and practices such as UN peacekeeping
(Howard 2019), the spread of false rumors and disinformation via new and traditional media
(Snyder and Ballentine 1996), and elite reliance on paramilitaries and militias (Carey et al.
2013). I would note, however, that emerging technologies have prompted ongoing debate about
the chances of accidents in foreign policy. For example, in discussing the role of autonomous
weapons systems (Bode and Huelss 2019; Johnson 2020) and the difficulties of attribution in
cyberspace (McDermott 2019; Raymond 2020), scholars have noted the risk of accidents and the
possibilities of risk mitigation in these novel domains. Nonetheless, accidents can and will
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happen in emerging and traditional areas of international competition. What this suggests is a
need for investment in high-quality intelligence collection, analysis, and dissemination and for
restraint among policy-makers who ought to avoid hasty accusations or other reactions to events
that may not have been intentional.
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