The Origins of Major War
policics such &+ intensified arms racing and crisis initiation, but only as
thev recognize the risks of provoking war by an inadvertent escalation. The
model thus helps to predict shifts in the probability of major war even
when leaders are Joath to fall into major war, as they are in the nuclear age.

The empirical tests of the book’s argument are to be found in chapters 3
through 8. In chapter 9, I conclude by examining the theoretical and practi-
cal implications of the argument.’
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Rethinking Realist Theories of Major War

The three most prominent realist explanations for major war among
great powers, as I noted earlier, are classical realism, structural neorealism,
and hegemonic stability theory.' Classical realism argues that major war is
likely when one state is preponderant and unlikely when great powers are
relatively equal. A balance of power keeps the peace by convincing poten-
tial aggressors that war will have both high costs and a low probability of
success. An imbalance provides the key condition for major war, since the
superior state is more likely to expand in the belief that war can pay.? As for
this superior state’s motives, classical realists would agree with Hans Mor-
genthau that the preponderant state initiates war for unit-level reasons—
for greed, glory, or what Morgenthau saw as its “lust for power” mani-
fested in “nationalistic universalism.”*

Given the propensity of superior states to attack, classical realists argue
that multipolarity should be relatively more stable than bipolarity. Since
exact equality cannot always be ensured, alliance restructuring (external
balancing) in multipolarity can create the requisite balance of power be-
tween blocs, even if individual states are unequal. As long as flexibility is
maintained, such that great powers can easily shift alliance ties in response
to a stronger power, preponderant states can be deterred from aggression.
Conversely, bipolar systems are prone to be unstable since if any inequality
between the two great powers opens up, no large alliance partners exist to
forge an effective balance of power.*

Classical realism’s strength is its emphasis on power differentials, which
provides a fine-grained sense of the relative weights that go onto the scales
of the balance of power. It also highlights a flaw in theories that argue for
the stability of bipolar systems: states in multipolarity have another mecha-
nism—alliances—in addition to arms racing to help deter an aggressor
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when rough equality cannot be maintained. In bipolarity, great powers
have no viable alliance option to fall back on when arms racing alone is not
enough.

Classical realism confronts two main empirical problems, however. First,
it cannot explain how multipolar systems with tight alliances against
the potential hegemon, such as the one that existed before 1914, can still
fall into major war. In such cases, the overall balance of power between
the blocs fails to keep the peace.® Second, in the key bipolar cases in his-
tory—Sparta-Athens, Carthage-Rome, and France-Hapsburgs—war en-
sued when the two great powers were essentially equal. Here, the balance
of power between the individual great powers did not deter war. The theo-
retical problem behind these empirical anomalies lies with the largely static
nature of classical realism. The theory derives predictions primarily from
snapshots of the international systems. The result is the familiar picture of
great powers as billiard balls of varying sizes.” The importance of dynamic
trends in the differentials of power is understated in such an analysis. Some
classical realists such as Morgenthau recognize in passing that preventive
wars—wars for fear of decline—are a significant problem in history. Yet the
conditions under which preventive war motivations are invoked remain
theoretically undeveloped.®

The second approach, neorealism, focuses on two enduring structural
features of the international system, anarchy and polarity. Anarchy—the
absence of a central authority to protect the great powers—produces the re-
curring pattern of conflict seen in international politics over the millennia.’

“Across anarchic realms, neorealists assert that bipolar systems are less
likely to experience major war than multipolar systems. Three main rea-
sons are given: in bipolarity, great powers avoid being chain-ganged into
major war by crises over small powers; they also stand firm, however, to
prevent losses on the periphery, thus enhancing deterrence; and finally, the
great powers are less inclined to neglect internal military spending that
‘might allow a superior military power to arise.

Neorealism’s strength is its isolation of the structural effects of anarchy
and polarity. This leaves us with a profoundly tragic view of international
relations: even when states only seek security, they may still fall into devas-
tating wars that threaten their survival." In its Waltzian form, however,
neorealism suffers from the same deficiency as classical realism: it is not
dynamic enough. With polarity as the key structural variable, there is noth-
ing to vary within either a bipolar or multipolar system to explain why any
system should move from peace to war.”* As Waltz explains, “within a sys-
tem, [systemic] theory explains recurrences and repetitions, not change.” If
changes in state behavior “occur within a system that endures, their causes
are found at the unit level.”" This is an unnecessarily limiting view of the
explanatory power of a systemic theory. As I explore below, changes and
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trends in the differentials of relative power between states—a systemic
variable going beyond the mere number of great powers-—can have
marked effects on behavior without necessary consideration of unit-level
changes.

Other neorealists have sought to go beyond Waltz by incorporating the
classical realist point that power inequalities increase the likelihood of
major war." Still others emphasize that states face a security dilemma,
whereby the actions one state takes to enhance its security end up reducing
the security of its adversaries. As a result, states sometimes have preventive
incentives to eliminate a growing adversary before it becomes too strong.”
I build these additional elements into my synthetic argument. Since I exam-
ine the effects of power trends in bipolar versus multipolar systems, how-
ever, I reach conclusions different from those of neorealism on the condi-
tions for war in the two system-types. Moreover, chapter 2 moves beyond
existing structural arguments by fusing within a leader’s decision-making
logic both the risks of decline and the risks of an inadvertent spiral to major
war. Finally, by considering different forms of decline, including power os-
cillations and decline driven by inferiority in economic and potential
power, I provide additional conditions constraining the rational response
to decline.

The third realist perspective on major war is the security variant of hege-
monic stability theory,'" represented most prominently by A. F. K. Organski
and Robert Gilpin. Turning classical realism on its head, they argue that a
hegemonic system with one powerful actor will be stable because of the hege-
mon’s self-interest in maintaining the political-military order. When a second-
ranked state rises to near equality with this now former hegemon, however,
this ascending state is inclined to initiate war to receive the status and rewards
denied by the traditional system.” Hence, contrary to the classical realist view
that a balance of power keeps the peace, major war is the result of a growing
equality of power between the two most powerful states in any system.

The strength of this approach lies in its dynamic nature. Hegemonic sta-
bility theory thus provides a more extended analysis of the impact of
power changes on great power behavior than is offered in either classical
realism or neorealism. Two main problems remain, however. First, hege-
monic stability theory has no deductively consistent theory of war initia-
tion. There is no logical reason why a state should attack while it is still ris-
ing, since by simply waiting, the state will be able to achieve its objectives
more easily, and at less cost.” This argument holds even if rising states have
goals other than security, such as status and prestige, as hegemonic stabil-
ity theorists assume they do. Waiting until the state has maximized its
power ensures the maximum return on its war investment. After all, even
more status and rewards are obtained by fighting when one stands the best
chance of winning quickly and at low cost." Hegemonic stability theory
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ULUS CANNOT explaimn why erman leaders 1n both World Wars did not initi-
ate war until after they saw that Germany was declining. Moreover, it can-
not account for the fact that in the seven other major wars prior to 1900, it
was the declining great power that brought on the hostilities. A similar pat-
tern is seen in each of the key crises of the early cold war: it was the state
toreseeing decline that initiated the dangerous crisis period.

The second limitation is that hegemonic stability theory’s core logic for
major war is confined to the two most powerful states in any system—the
leading state and the rising challenger. The theory thus minimizes the im-
portance of third-, fourth-, and fifth-ranked great powers on the calcula-
tions of the other two.” This might make some sense in a bipolar system, as
I'show, but it makes little sense for the multipolar cases of European history
from 1556 on. Empirically, for example, the theory has a hard time explain-
ing how one state in each of the two major wars of this century—Ger-
many—was able to take on a coalition of second-, third-, and fourth-ranked
great powers, fight a long war, and nearly emerge victoriously, if indeed
Germany was only equal to the formerly dominant state in military
power.®

Interestingly, the evidence provided by hegemonic stability theorists
confirms that Germany was in fact preponderant when it took on the
system. Organski and Jacek Kugler conclude that by 1913, “Germany [had]
clearly surpassed the United Kingdom,” the formerly dominant state,
while by 1939, Germany had a “significant advantage” over Britain.2
Kugler and William Domke, to explain how Germany could have come so
close to winning both wars, show that Germany in 1914 and 1939—40 was
significantly superior in actualized military power. In 1914, Germany was
almost as powerful as Britain, Russia, and France combined. In 1939—40,
Germany was almost twice as strong as France and Britain combined; in
1941—42, it matched the Soviet Union on the eastern front even as it contin-
ued to wage war in the west.®

To accommodate these facts, hegemonic stability theorists adjust the
theory: they argue that although equality between individual great powers
may not be associated with major war, relative equality between their al-
liance blocs is. Organski and Kugler conclude: “it is clear that [the World
Wars] occur after the intersection when the two nations fight alone (which
is contrary to what the power-transition model leads us to expect), but be-
fore the coalition of the challenger overtakes the coalition of the dominant
country.”* Woosang Kim, in an important statistical reworking of Organ-
ski’s argument, shows that major wars occur at points of essential equality
only when power is adjusted to incorporate alliance partners.* This reform-
ulation still allows hegemonic stability theorists to challenge classical real-
ism: as noted, classical realists cannot explain why in cases like World War
I war occurred despite the relative equality between two tight alliances.
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Overall, however, the primary challenge ot hegemonic stability theory has
been dissipated. Classical realists and hegemonic stability theorists now es-
sentially agree that in 1914 and 1939 one state—Germany—was signifi-
cantly superior to any other individual state, even if Germany (along with
minor partners) was opposed by a coalition of equal strength. Military his-
torians, as | discuss in chapters 3 through 5, would agree.®

The agreement between classical realists and hegemonic stability realists
on German military superiority in the twentieth century simplifies the task
ahead. Yet we still lack a theory that can explain, without invoking ad hoc
unit-level factors like “lusting for power” and “dissatisfaction with the sta-
tus quo,” why preponderant states in multipolarity attack the system in the
face of the staggering risks and costs. Moreover, how the pressures to initi-
ate major war change between multipolar and bipolar systems is still un-
derspecified. Providing a comprehensive systemic theory of major war, one
that synthesizes the strengths of current realist approaches, is the objective
of the rest of this chapter.

DynNaMiIc DIFFERENTIALS THEORY

The core causal or independent variable of the argument is the dynamic
differential: the simultaneous interaction of the differentials of relative
military power between great powers and the expected trend of those dif-
ferentials, distinguishing between the effects of power changes in bipolar-
ity versus multipolarity.” In addition, I break the notion of power into
three types—military, economic, and potential—to show how decline in
the latter two forms affects the behavior of states that may be superior in
military power.

The theory makes three main assertions. First, in any system, assuming
states are rational security-seeking actors which remain uncertain about
others’ future intentions,® it is the dominant but declining military great
power that is most likely to begin a major war. Second, the constraints on
the dominant state differ in bipolar versus multipolar systems. In multipo-
larity, major war is likely only if the declining state has a significant level of
military superiority. In bipolarity, however, the declining state can attack
even when only roughly equal, and sometimes even if it is second-ranked.
Third, the probability of major war increases when decline is seen as both
deep and inevitable. A consideration of overall economic power and poten-
tial power is thus necessary, since the levels and trends of these two other
forms of power are crucial in determining the extent and inevitability of
military decline.

The first proposition is relatively straightforward: because major wars
are so costly, and because they risk the very survival of the state, the initia-
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tor of war is more likely to be the dominant military po\rver,;,mnailer mil?—
tary powers simply lack the capability to “take on.the s_vstem.-1 Mo.reO-\./e.r, it
is irrational for any great power to begin a major war while still rising,
since, as noted, waiting allows it to attack later with a higher pro.bablhty of
success, and at less cost. All major wars, if actors meet the requirement of
rationality, therefore must be preventive war.s.29 ' o .

The second proposition requires more explication. To state it sl}ghtly dif-
ferently, while near equality between individual great powers 15.111.<e1y to be
stabilizing in multipolarity even when some st.ates are declining, near
equality in bipolarity can be very unstable wher} either of the gr'ez.it powers,
but especially the dominant power, perceives itself to be 'de.chnmg. Thus,
the conditions for major war in multipolarity are less permissive thgm those
in bipolarity, meaning that for any given set of power differentials and
trends, war is less likely in multipolar systems.* . ‘

The logic behind this assertion is as follows. In multlpglar systems, if all
states are relatively equal in military power, no state Wﬂl make a bid for
hegemony against the system, for four main.reasonsz Elrst, even if a state
expects the others to remain disunited-——that is, even 1f it d‘oes not expect a
counter-coalition to form against it—equality with its rivals ,w111.1.1ke1y
mean long and costly bilateral wars, wars that will sap the state’s ab11-1ty to

- continue the fight until hegemony is achieved. If complete hegemony is not
achieved, those states sitting on the sidelines will emerge in a stronger po-
sition relative to the state that initiates war. Hence launching all-out war in
the first place is irrational.” .

Second, to the extent that a coalition does form against thg challenger,
there is even less probability that the initiator coulq emerge in a.stror}ger
and more secure position after the war. Coalitions in multl.polarlt}./, since
they are made up of states with “great power,” become formidable fighting
forces as their unity increases.” The third reason fgllowg from the other
two. A declining but only equal great power in multipolarity has reason to1
think that a rising state, as long as it does not grow too preponderant, wil
also be restrained in its ambitions simply by the presence of so many other
great powers. Therefore, a preventive war for security is less imperative.

Fourth, to the extent that an equal but declining power can form‘alhances
against the state that is rising, it will have less concern al?out bellng over-
taken. This restdtes classical realism’s insight that states in multipolarity,
compared to bipolarity, have recourse to an additional means to uphF)ld
their security besides internal balancing, namely, external balancing
through alliances. Because of the collective action problem that me%y.be
present, however, my deductive logic as to why an equal but d'echnmlg
state does not initiate war in multipolarity does not depend on ’.[hlS state’s
ability to form a tight alliance for its security (although such alliances cer-
tainly reinforce the argument). Rather, the argument revolves around the
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state’s recognition that even if no alliances form against it if it begins a ma-
jor war, it will not have enough power to win a victory against all the oth-
ers; and even if no alliances form wit this state if it chooses to “decline
gracefully,” the presence of many actors should help deter the rising state
from attacking later. Consequently, in multipolarity, only when a given
state is clearly superior to any other individual state in military power can
it contemplate waging a war for hegemony.

In bipolar systems, however, these arguments push in the opposite direc-
tion, and therefore preventive war is likely even when states are near equals.
First, a declining and near-equal state realizes that it has to face only one
other great power, not many, and therefore even if the war is long and diffi-
cult, there are no additional opponents to defeat after the bilateral victory is
achieved. A successful bid for hegemony is thus easier to achieve. Moreover,
even if the declining state fears a stalemated and inconclusive war with the
rising state, it does not have to worry about a relative loss to third party ac-
tors that sit on the sidelines to avoid the costs of war. Such actors, since small,
are unlikely to gain enough to raise themselves to the top of the system.

Second, the declining state knows that even if a coalition forms against
its attack, the small states joining the rising great power are unlikely to alter
the expected outcome significantly. In comparison with multipolarity, indi-
vidual coalitional partners simply have far less weight to throw against the
initiator of major war.” Third, because the declining state realizes these two
factors are in its favor when it is slightly superior, it knows that the rising
state will not be terribly constrained after it achieves superiority. Fourth,
the declining state knows that the other states in the system, even if some
are willing to ally against the ascending state, are not substantial enough to
shore up its waning security. Hence preventive war before the point of
overtaking makes rational sense.

Note that because of the absence of significant third parties, even the
second-ranked state in bipolarity can initiate major war when in steep de-
cline. The core logic applies: it has to beat only one other great power, and
there is little concern about stalemated wars that allow sideline-sitters to
rise to the top.* Of course, the greater the second-ranked state’s level of in-
feriority, the less confidence it will have in a hard-line policy.

The argument I have outlined is summarized visually in figures 1 and 2.
These heuristic diagrams present the main systemic situations that might
be faced in either multipolarity or bipolarity.” Note that at times t, t, and
t;, the probability of major war should be low for both system-types, since
the trends in the military balance are stable: with no state experiencing de-
cline, there is no imperative to g0 to war for security reasons.* At time t,,
however, the impending decline of the dominant state in the bipolar situa-
tion (fig. 2) means the likelihood of major war is high, while in the multipo-
lar situation the likelihood is low because of the restraining presence of the
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other equal great powers.” At times f, and f., when there is marked in-
equality in both bipolar and multipolar systems, impending decline should
make major war highly likely in both system-types. At t,, however, while
the probability of war is again high in the bipolar case, instability in the
multipolar case should be tempered somewhat by the existence of the
third-, fourth-, and fifth-ranked powers (although since these latter powers
are weaker than at time ¢,, the probability of major war is still “moderate”).*

In both multipolarity and bipolarity, it is a declining state that initiates
war. When it does so depends greatly on its estimation of the inevitability
and the extent of its fall: the higher the expectation of an inevitable and
deep decline, the more the state will be inclined to preventive war simply
for security reasons. If decline is caused by entrenched stagnation relative
to the rising state, this will certainly be worrisome; the fewer internal mea-
sures available to overcome the stagnation, the more the state will see de-
cline as deep and inevitable. Of even greater significance for the declining
state’s calculus is its level of economic power and its overall potential
power compared to its military power.” A state in either bipolarity or mul-
tipolarity that is superior but declining in military power, but also superior
and growing in the other two power dimensions, is unlikely to be that anx-
ious about decline. After all, given that its economic and potential power is
strong and ascending, this state should be able to reverse the downward
military trend simply by spending more on arms in the future.

A state, however, that is superior in military power but inferior in eco-
nomic and especially potential power is more likely to believe that, once its
military power begins to wane, further decline will be inevitable and deep.
This is especially so if the trends of relative economic and potential power
are downward as well. The state will believe that there is little it can do
through arms racing to halt its declining military power: it would simply be
spending a greater percentage of an already declining economic base in the
attempt to keep up with a rising state that has the resources to outspend it
militarily. Moreover, economic restructuring is unlikely to help, since the
potential power that is the foundation for economic power is also inferior
and declining. Under these circumstances, a dominant military power is
likely to be pessimistic about the future and more inclined to initiate major
war as a “now-or-never” attempt to shore up its waning security.®

THE CONTRIBUTION OF THE ARGUMENT

As noted, this book’s goal is to build a theory with greater explanatory
and predictive power by synthesizing the strengths of current realist ap-
proaches. The resulting theory offers two new contributions. First, the
theory provides a deductively consistent argument for how changes in rel-
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ative power should have differing effects in bipolar versus multipolar sys-
tems. Classical realism and neorealism emphasize the importance of polar-
ity and occasionally consider dynamic trends, but they do not analyze the
effect of power trends across the system-types. Hegemonic stability theory
and preventive war arguments are fundamentally dynamic, but they do
not include polarity as a critical boundary condition.

Second, the book divides power, for theory-making purposes, into three
categories—military, economic, and potential. By considering the differen-
tials and trends in each realm, we can determine when declining military
power will lead directly to war and when it will lead to measures short of
war.” Even theories emphasizing the problem of relative decline, such as
preventive war arguments, have trouble explaining why some situations of
decline are more destabilizing than others. Polarity, of course, plays a sig-
nificant role here, as I have emphasized. Decline is more likely to lead to
major war in bipolarity, since the declining state does not have to possess
marked military superiority and may even be somewhat inferior. Yet
equally important is the declining state’s military power in comparison to
its economic and especially potential power. A dominant military state that
is inferior in economic and potential power is much more likely to expect
decline to be both deep and inevitable, inclining it to risky actions. Nega-
tive trends in the latter two forms of power will only make things worse.

The theory thus helps answer two long-standing questions: Is major war
more likely when great powers are equal or unequal? And can major war
occur between states seeking only security, or must there be actors with in-
herently aggressive motives?

The answer to the first question is clear: it depends on the polarity of the
system. Major wars in multipolarity require a preponderant military
power, but they can occur in bipolarity whether the two great powers are
equal or unequal.” This helps explain why in the three bipolar cases before
1945 (Sparta-Athens, Carthage-Rome, and France-Hapsburgs), it was the
declining and formerly dominant great power that initiated major war
against the rising adversary, despite relative military equality between the
states. In the early cold war, there was great instability whenever one of the
superpowers feared serious decline, even though the United States re-
mained militarily superior throughout. The multipolar systems before 1914
and 1939, on the other hand, were destabilized only after one state (Ger-
many) came to possess significant military superiority over other states
taken individually. In three of the four major wars before 19oo—the Thirty
Years War, the wars of Louis XIV, and the Napoleonic Wars—the conflict
was initiated by the power with marked military superiority. Only in the
Seven Years War was the declining state essentially equal, an anomaly 1
discuss in chapter 8.

The answer to the second question is equally clear: innately aggressive
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actors, even though they may exacerbate the likelihood of major war, are
neither necessary nor sufficient conditions for such wars. Aggressive unit-
level motives are not a sufficient condition, since even the most hostile
leaders will be deterred from initiating major war unless power conditions
make the bid for hegemony feasible. For the period of the last five hundred
years, we might identify a number of European leaders who would have
wanted hegemony purely for glory or greed-driven reasons. Yet there were
only seven clear cases of major war during this time.® That so few major
wars occurred is explained by a simple fact: few states ever achieved the
military superiority needed to take on the system.* (And as I show in the
empirical chapters, these wars were driven primarily by fears of decline,
even when unit-level factors were also present.)

Aggressive motives are also not a necessary condition for major war. A
purely security-seeking state may initiate war in either bipolarity or multi-
polarity solely because of its fear of inevitable and profound decline. Need-
less to say, a rising state showing signs of hostile intentions will make this
declining state even more likely to attack.® But the initiator’s attack is still a
function of security motives, not unit-level aggressive designs. Perhaps the
clearest case is Sparta’s initiation of major war against Athens. The Spar-
tans feared revolt at home if the soldiers were away fighting a large-scale
war. Yet fear of the rise of Athens forced the Spartans into war, even as
these domestic factors inclined them to peace.” As we shall see, Germany in
1914 faced a very similar situation: the key German leaders believed that
war would only exacerbate domestic instability at home; yet it had to be
chosen to prevent the rise of the Russian menace.

Even more to the point, the declining security-seeking state may initiate
major war even if all other states in the system, including the rising state,
are also only security-seekers. The declining state, given the anarchic envi-
ronment, will be inclined to doubt the present intentions of other states, de-
spite their best efforts to show their peaceful desires.# Indeed, rising states
have every incentive to misrepresent their intentions as peaceful to reduce
the possibility of preventive attack. The declining state will therefore have
a hard time sorting out those states that are genuinely peaceful from those
that are not.* Even today, for example, it is unclear whether or not Czar
Nicholas II privately desired hegemony but was only postponing a bid un-
til Russia grew stronger. Hence, German leaders, despite Nicholas’s efforts
to communicate his benign intentions, still felt compelled to initiate major
war. Russia faced the same problem in 1939-41, when, despite his best ef-
forts, Stalin could not convince Hitler of his good intentions.

Finally, the declining state may even know with certainty that the other
bas peaceful intentions, but still initiate war for security reasons. The prob-
feie s g profound one: the other’s ingentions might change in the future af-
ter 1t reaches a position of dominance, perhaps because of a change in gov-
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ernment or leadership or simply because of its stronger power position.”
Depending on the likelihood of this domestic Cha.nge in the other,lpreven—
tive war or preventive measures that knowingly increase the hkehhpod of
major war through inadvertent means can become ra}tlongl even against an
adversary recognized to be peaceful. Truman acted in mid-1945 to contain
the Soviet Union, raising the risk of an undesired war, even though he be-
lieved Stalin was a reasonable individual. Truman feared not Stalin’s inten-
tions per se, but rather the intentions of those who \_Noulld take over after his
death. In 1962, Kennedy initiated a crisis over missiles in Cuba, not because
he thought Khrushchev wanted nuclear war, but becaus.e he cogld not be
sure of Russian intentions down the road should the Soviets achieve a per-

ceived measure of nuclear superiority.*

QuEsTIONS REGARDING THE THEORY'S Logic

I now address three questions that arise about the logic of.the arguument
presented in this chapter. First, does the preponderant state in multipolar-
ity (state C in fig. 1) need to possess military power greater tlnan all othex:‘
great powers combined to make major war a rational optlon.?hl The answer:
not necessarily. A state in multipolarity can make a pote/ntlallly successful
bid for hegemony with less than 50 percent of the system’s mmtar.y power
by taking advantage of the difficulties coalitions have in coordmatmg .thelr
military actions. In short, there is good reason to expect that coalitional
strength will be less than the sum of its parts.” B .

States that are considering whether to form a coalition against a prepon-
derant power are faced with two contrary sets of incentives. O.n the one
hand, no great power smaller than the prepondergnt state has an g\terest in
seeing this state defeat the others, since it knows it COLll‘d. be next.® Accord-
ingly, smaller great powers are pushed toward a cqahhon to prevent the
elimination of their partners. On the other hand, owing to anarchy a'nd the
concern for relative power, great powers in multipolarity face an intense
form of the collective action problem. Individual states in a coal.mon
against a challenger have an incentive to sit on the sidehngs or to c"o.ntnbute
less than their fullest effort, so as to maximize their relative position after
the war ends.* Hence, coalitional tightness is likely to vary between the. ex-
tremes of concerted effort when the potential hegemon appears particu-
larly strong, to coalitional disunity when the threat to the.system appears
minimal” Challengers can take advantage of this disunity by lrying .to
eliminate other great powers one at a time. This argument helps explain

why states may make bids for hegemony in multipolarity when they are
larger than any single state but smaller than the combined resources of all

other powers.
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Because of the incentive to “hang together or hang separately,” however,
challengers that take on the system cannot depend on complete allied dis-
unity. Hence, coalitional unity and fighting power will likely be some-
where between strong and nonexistent. What we would expect is that the
more evident the preponderant state’s military superiority versus any
other individual great power, the higher the others’ incentive to band to-
gether against this threat. Conversely, the smaller the leading state’s level
of superiority, the greater the others’ incentive to sit on the sidelines.

It may seem contradictory to argue that a declining preponderant state
may make a bid for hegemony because the collective action problem keeps
others disunited, and also to argue that a declining near-equal state in mul-
tipolarity avoids war for fear of provoking a coalition or from a belief that it
can form alliances. It is not. In both cases, the leading state recognizes that
others are torn between two contrary incentives: to unite for fear of defeat,
or to sit on the sidelines to maximize power. Thus any state taking on the
system will likely have to contend with some coalitional effort, but it can
also expect some disunity. The key difference is that a near-equal state has
no way of defeating every other power singlehandedly even if the coalition
against it is nonexistent; costly bilateral wars will sap its strength. A pre-
ponderant state, however, stands a chance of defeating the system even

. with a coalition against it, and especially if the level of coalitional disunity
is fairly high. Bilateral victories will be quicker, with lower costs, and thus
will not deplete its strength for future attacks.

This discussion helps resolve a second major question: why does the ris-

© ing and increasingly dominant state in multipolarity (state C in fig. 1 from
t, to t,) hot fear a preventive attack by an offensive coalition of the other
states, even though it represents an obvious and growing threat? The likeli-
hood of such an attack is low precisely because of the intense collective ac-
tion problem. Even if the coalition can be formed, each partner fears that its
allies will deliberately hold back their full commitment to shift the costs of
preventive war to others. When states are in a purely defensive alliance, the
collective action problem is moderated by the fact that the alliance does not
automatically mean war; thus, actors can be convinced to ally solely to de-
ter the growing state from war. Coordinating an offensive coalitional strike
is more difficult: attacking a rising dominant power guarantees war, thus
instantly raising-each state’s fear that it will bear the brunt of the rising
power’s fury. A “you first” mentality will ensure disunity in any offensive
coalition that is suggested.* Accordingly, the rising state in multipolarity
will likely grow unmolested, with each declining state hoping either that
the rising state will not achieve sufficient power to take on the system, or
that their own internal and external measures can deter it from doing 0.7

The third issue is the most complicated. Notwithstanding the earlier

discussion, one may still wonder if the theory ultimately needs unit-level
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drives for major war, such as greed, glory-secking, or ideological hostil-
ity, to be workable. The short answer is ves.™ The possibility of such drives
arising in the future is a necessary condition for the theory’s causal argu-
ment. That is, the fact that human beings have the ability to use violence for

nonsecurity objectives is required to make preventive war fully rational.

Imagine a planet where the beings were hardwired by nature never to
strike unless they were immediately about to be struck—that is, a planet
where the actors were physically incapable of using violence for nonsecu-
rity motives like greed and glory. The basis for the security dilemma
would, at least over time, disappear. Leaders would understand that even
if they allowed rising states to become preponderant, these states would
never atfack later at their peak for aggressive unit-level reasons. Nor
would such states attack later for their own preventive reasons, since they
as well would know that they had nothing to fear from rising states. In
Rousseau’s terms, all great powers would be permanent staghunt actors,
preferring peace to all other outcomes.” Major wars could occur only
through preemption. But since there would be no reason to threaten an-
other, beliefs that the other was readying itself for immediate attack—a
necessary condition for preemption between staghunt actors—would not
arise.

This argument does not mean, however, that on planet earth major wars
require actors that are presently driven by aggressive, nonsecurity motives.
As discussed, a declining state seeking only security could attack a rising
state which also pursued security, simply because it was uncertain that the
other was currently a security-seeker or would still remain one later at its
peak. Yet the dilemma for the declining state does not end there. Even if it
knows for sure that the other will still be a security-seeker later, it has rea-
son for preventive war now. It knows that the rising state, once it peaks in
power, will be faced with the same problem of uncertain intentions that the
declining state faces now. So if the rising state is likely to launch a defensive
preventive war later, with much more power, for fear of decline, then pre-
ventive war now by the presently declining state makes sense.

Figure 3 shows this dilemma for the bipolar situation.” State A at time ¢,
knows that after time #, state B will consider preventive war for purely se-
curity reasons, since B cannot trust A’s future intentions at time f,. The
causal sequence is clear but tragic: because A may turn into an innately ag-
gressive state by {,, B has incentives for preventive war at ,, but because it
does, A has incentives for preventive war at ;. And of course even if A
knows that it will still be a security-seeker by t,—and knows it can convince
B of this fact—B still has preventive motives at f, because it cannot be sure
A won't launch a preventive attack at £, for fear of B's motives at £,." This
argument, while logically consistent, may seem too convoluted to be borne
out in practice. Yet as will we see, U.S. leaders in the cold war feared that if
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Fig. 3. Security motives for major war in bipolarity

the Soviets ever reached temporary superiority, they mignt attack prever-
tively out of their own fears for future security.

For states to reason in this way in bipolarity and multipolarity, there
must be the possibility that cventually one of the states will attack for nonse-
curity, aggressive objectives. Yet we can see that major war can still occur
even when there are no presently aggressive actors or even the likelihood
of such actors on the horizon. Most tragically, the declining state may know
these facts and still have an incentive for preventive war.

MEeTHODOLOGY: THE DEFINITION OF MAJOR WAR

Major wars, as noted in the introduction, are wars that involve all the
great powers, that are fought at the highest level of intensity, and where
there is a strong possibility that great powers may be eliminated as sover-
eign states. As an ideal type, this definition is designed to establish bound-
aries for the analysis. Efforts to build universal theories of war are likely to
be confounded by the diversity of wars through history. It is unlikely, for
example, that civil wars, local conflicts like the Vietnam war, European'im— :
perialist wars of the nineteenth century, and major wars such as World
Wars 1 and II will have a common cause.” By starting with the most pro-
found conflicts—general wars that threaten the survival of the system’s
most powerful actors—I am seeking a more manageable theoretical goal.
Yet since such wars, or the avoidance of them, so determine great power
behavior, a strong theory of major war will often have much to say about
the causes of smaller conflicts through history. '

I purposefully do not define major wars according to their duration or
number of casualties.” To do so would be to presuppose the type of war
based on its outcome rather than its nature. By my definition, therefore,
World War II would still have been a major war even if Germany had
quickly dispatched France, Britain, and Russia, as seemed likely after
France’s defeat in June 1940; it was Germany’s effort to destroy the other
great powers that made it a major war. Not defining major wars in terms of
duration or casualties has an important benefit. It allows one to measure the
military balance between great powers in the most objective way possible,
namely, by looking at how the war played itself out on the battlefield. As all
military analysts recognize, overall military power, as a state’s relative abil-
ity to fight and win in a war, reflects the combined influence of a whole host
of quantitative and qualitative factors. Thus only in actual war do we see
each side’s true military strength (after adjusting for fortuitous factors such
as weather).® But to use this technique to measure military power while
defining major wars according to duration and battle deaths would intro-
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duce an important bias: measures for the dependent variable (major war)
would also be factors influencing the measure of the independent variable
{relative power). My definition thus requires only that the states fight at the
highest level of intensity—that they are fully mobilized. Thus a state like
France in 1940, which gets beaten easily despite complete mobilization, was
still involved in a major war. Yet the details of the battle are useful in estab-
lishing the objective military balance between the two sides.

This definition establishes only the ideal-typical major war; no actual
war will ever fit the criteria perfectly. The criteria provide a standard for
separating wars of fundamentally different types, but they should not be
held to religiously. Debating whether World War [ was a major war until
1916 because the United States was not involved is hardly worthwhile: the
war was so obviously close to the ideal-typical form as to require its inclu-
sion. Nevertheless, lines do have to be drawn. To ensure a focus on system-
wide wars, I exclude bilateral wars within multipolar systems. Thus while
Organski and Kugler include the 1904—5 Russo-Japanese conflict as a major
war, such a war must be excluded from my study since it involved only
two of seven or eight major powers, had little possibility of escalation to
systemic conflict, and was aimed not to eliminate either power but to con-
trol Korea.

RESEARCH METHOD

Six principal questions may be asked about the research that underlies
the theory presented in this book. Should the theory be deductively or in-
ductively driven? Under what conditions is the theory falsified? Should the
evidence be evaluated primarily quantitatively, through statistical tests, or
qualitatively, through intensive diplomatic-historical case studies? What
are the best measures for the independent and dependent variables, rela-
tive power and the probability of major war? What criteria guide the selec-
tion of cases? How can one mitigate some common methodological obsta-
cles, including selection bias and the omitted variable problem?

Dynamic differentials theory is a deductive systemic argument modeled
on microeconomic theory. Microeconomics starts by assuming exoge-
nously determined tastes for consumers and firms (as represented by fixed
indifference curves), and it posits rational, self-regarding actors seeking the
best means to their ends (the maximization of utility and profit). With this
micro-foundation, variables such as prices and costs of inputs are intro-
duced to predict deductively how behavior should change with changes in
these external factors.” Similarly, 1 begin by assuming actors with singular
goals—the maximization of their security rather than utility or profit—who
calculate the rational steps to reach these ends. Then, by holding unit-level
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factors constant, I derive predictions as to how behavior should change in
response to changes in a core systemic variable: the size of the differentials
of power and the trend of those differentials.

Figure 4 provides a list of the theory’s assumptions. Each assumption is a
variable that is, for theory-making purposes, fixed at a particular point.
This specification of boundary conditions permits one to conduct a con-
trolled mental experiment isolating the expected causal impact of changes
in the independent variable on the dependent variable.” In this book, some
assumptions are particularly important. I assume, for example, that states
are uncertain about the other’s future intentions.” A declining state there-
fore does not know whether the rising state will attack it later, giving it rea-
son to worry about its future security.”® The assumptions that states are
“neutral” in terms of their tolerance for costs and risks allows the theory to
posit actors who do not shy away from war if it is the best means to security
(nor do they embrace war as the only means). These assumptions help to
reinforce a picture of highly rational actors who choose options that best
maximize their long-term likelihood of survival.

Building a deductive structure in this way has important advantages. It
allows one to build a stronger theory of the systemic pressures on actor be-
havior, even while recognizing that leaders will sometimes be influenced
by domestic- and individual-level factors. Variations in such unit-level fac-
tors or in systemic factors like the offense-defense balance or geographic
position act as “disturbing causes,” pushing actor behavior away from
what might be expected from looking at power differentials and their
trends alone.” Theoretically, one can anticipate deviations from a theory’s
narrow predictions by simply relaxing the assumptions. That is, one allows
assumptions to vary away from the fixed points, to determine deductively
the impact on expected behavior. Thus when the theory is taken to the real
world, where facts rarely conform perfectly to assumptions, behavior and
outcomes can not only be predicted, but explained. I assume, for example,
that states are the same distance from one another. Relaxing this assump-
tion implies that distant rising states should be less frightening than rising
states that are nearby (for any given rise). Thus, Britain’s greater concern
for Germany’s rise after 1895 versus the rise of Japan or the United States
can be explained within the theory’s logic. In chapter 9, I relax the assump-
tion that declining states are uncertain about the other’s future character.
This permits the theory to predict the likely effects of regime-type (e.g., ris-
ing democracies versus rising authoritarian states) on the declining state’s
behavior.

This discussion helps set the boundaries for falsifying the theory. A de-
ductive systemic theory is not falsified simply by pointing to cases where
unit-level factors drove actor behavior. These may simply be cases where
unit-level factors, as disturbing causes, were so powerful that they over-
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(Note: cach assumption is a variable that could vary in practice, but that is,

fixed ata certain point. as indicated by the dotted line.)

Unit-level assumptions

1. Rationality: actor calculates best means
to desired ends, given information available

2. Ends: actor seeks security above all else

3. Direction of ends: to self only

4. Nature of actor: unitary

5. Risk-tolerance: neutral

6. Cost-tolerance: neutral

Systemic-level assumptions

1. Certainty regarding other's present
intentions: largely uncertain

2. Certainty regarding other's future
intentions: fully uncertain

3. Certainty regarding one's past and
present power levels: largely certain

4. Offense-defense balance: neutral

5. Geographic positions of states: equidistant

6. Technological Costs of War: moderate

Fig. 4. The assumptions of the theory
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rode the effects of the theory’s systemic variable. Moreover, a good theory,
as noted, will help predict deviations from narrow predictions as one re-
laxes core assumptions. The real standard for falsification must therefore bo
that the actors, in terms of the impact of systemic factors, did not act for the
reasons the theory hypothesizes, but rather according to another systemi-
cally driven logic.” The theory in this book is thus not competing directly
against unit-level theories, but only against other realist theories focusing
on the role of power. Most evidently, if we find that leaders who believe
their states are rising are initiating wars and crises, my systemic logic
would be disconfirmed and the logic of hegemonic stability theory upheld.
Likewise, if we see states in multipolarity taking on the system despite only
essential military equality, then the theory would again be wrong and
hegemonic stability theory correct.”

Unit-level factors do not falsify a systemic theory, nor do systemic fac-
tors falsify unit-level theories. There is, however, the separate issue of
salience. If unit-level variables are almost always more dominant in histori-
cal cases, then we have reason to doubt the causal importance of systemic
theories. Accordingly, in the empirical chapters, I test the theory not only
against other systemic arguments, but also against domestic- and
individual-level theories. The theory will gain in credibility if it can be
shown that power differentials and trends often overrode unit-level fac-
tors. The clearest tests are examples where unit-level factors push toward
peace, but the actors choose conflict anyway because of the systemic pres-
sures. Yet the theory must be seen as less salient (even if logically sound) if-
actors evaluate power in the expected way but end up acting for primarily
unit-level reasons. ' ‘

The ideal evidence necessary either to falsify different theories or to es-
tablish their salience comes from internal documents. To determine causal-
ity, correlations between objective factors and actor behavior are insuffi-
cient. We must ultimately examine how the actors thought, that is, we have
to see if they acted according to the logic of the theory. Many scholars
wrongly assume that systemic theories must avoid examining actor percep-
tions, since this seems to require a descent to the unit level. Hence many
systemic theories rest only on measures of objective factors, such as the
number of tanks or troops. Yet social science is about human behavior, and
human beings act only from their beliefs about phenomena.” In fact, what a
scholar might establish as the objective balance in tanks fifty years after a
war is largely irrelevant in testing any theory, since if decision-makers did
not or could not observe such evidence, they could not have acted upon it.
No one would develop of theory of fire-behavior by analyzing, after the
fact, whether there really was a fire; what explains behavior is whether the
actors believed a fire was in progress, and its perceived severity. Similarly,
all theories of international relations, to establish causality and not just cor
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relation, uitimately must be tested against the beliefs of the actors at the
time.”

To test any social science theory, therefore, two questions must be asked.
Did the actors act for the reasons the theory hypothesized? And if they did,
were the beliefs underpinning their actions reasonable given the informa-
tion available? Answering yes to the first question establishes the causal
power of the argument. If leaders take their nations into major wars or dan-
gerous crises because they perceive their states are in severe decline, and
not for other reasons, then the book’s theory explains why they acted the
way they did. If they acted according to another power logic, the theory is
falsified. If they acted as a result of the overwhelming influence of non-
power variables, then the theory lacks salience.

The second question tests the “realistic-ness” of the rationality assump-
tion. If, given the information available, leaders should have reasonably
seen that the state was rising, not declining, then social and psychological
pathologies might have to be brought in to explain why the leaders chose
preventive war. Note, however, that even in this case dynamic differentials
theory, not hegemonic stability theory, explains why the actors did what
they did. Its causal logic is thus upheld, while hegemonic stability theory
would be disconfirmed.

“Objective” evidence an investigator can collect might still have a role to
play. It would help one answer the second question, by showing that the
actors’ beliefs were reasonable or unreasonable. But even here, to demon-
strate irrationality, it must be shown that the actors had access to this infor-
mation and chose to ignore it, or they could have had access but because of
psychological barriers, performed an incomplete information search. In my

" case studies, I do make reference to objective evidence on the military, eco-
nomic, and potential power levels of nations. As noted, the most objective
measure of relative military power is what happens on the battlefield,
where quantitative and qualitative factors come together as one. Yet to test
causality, documented evidence of actor beliefs about the power balance is
still the key measure.”

In sum, examining perceptions does not automatically mean that a theo-
rist has dipped down to the unit level. If the perception is of a phenomenon
external to the state and the phenomenon is evaluated rationally, then the
primary cause of behavior is at the systemic level.” Causality is at the unit
level only if the perceptions driving behavior are of a domestic-level phe-
nomenon, such as internal instability or bureaucratic maneuvering. Note
that examining perceptions also does not mean one is necessarily a “con-
structivist.” Constructivism focuses on how state-to-state interaction can
reshape identities and interests.” My focus is simply on leaders who learn
about the other’s material power. Such leaders are not changing core values
and interests, only their beliefs about an external reality (indeed, my de-
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ductive logic assumes that actor ends are fixed). Moreover, no interacti,,
between states is required: states can collect information by means of Spy-
ing, satellites, published documents, and so forth.”

This leads to a discussion of why this book uses qualitative case sttid jgg
rather than the quantitative approach of some realists.” Most important ;¢
the above point: that quantitative studies are a second-best approach to eg_
tablishing causality when internal documents are available (although T g
use statistics to reinforce that leader perceptlons were for the most part reg-
sonable). Moreover, quantitative studies lack? good way to measure n}
dependent variable, the probability of major war. Perhaps because of thas
they almost invariably examine the dichotomous dependent varlab*le
war/not-war. ] estimate changes in the probability of major war by changes
in the extent of the states’ planning for major war, changing internat eStl
mates of the likelihood of such a conflict, and fluctuations in thé gemera)
level of hostility between states, shown most clearly by major crises like the
Cuban missile crisis. This approach may not be fully satisfying, but it doeg
capture our intuitive notion that even when major war is not occurrlng
some situations are relatively more stable than others.

Making the dependent variable continuous, both in theory-building ang
theory-testing, offers a number of advantages. It forces any theory to'explain
more than just the historical outbreak of actual major wars. This means thay
times of crisis and conflict, such as the Cuban missile crisis, can be brough¢
within the purview of the theories (see chapter 2). In doing so, we greatly ex-
pand the size of the data set (the number of “observations”).” Instead of ex.
amining just two data points in the twentieth century, 1914 and 1939, which
are then compared to the many years of peace, the analyst can explore varia.
tions in the likelihood of major war over time. Periods of relative calm, such ag
the 1920s, can be compared to the 1930s, and the 1930s themselves can be stud-
ied for yearly shifts in the level of tension and crisis. Fluctuations in the levg]
of crisis within the cold war can also be brought within the theory’s purview.

The bulk of my empirical work focuses on three main periods: the run-y
to World War I; the interwar years up to World War II; and the early colg
war from 1945 to 1962. In chapter 8, I also briefly cover seven other key ma-
jor wars in western history. Aside from their sheer historical importance,
the twentieth-century cases satisfy the most important criterion for estab.
lishing causality: a huge number of declassified documents. Moreover,
since Germany lost both wars, the German documents.provide a relatively
complete and unbiased view of4nternal decision-making.* The openness of
the American declassification system also offers such a view into the logic
of the cold war. The cut-off of 1962 was established for one main reason:
given the “thirty-year rule” for U.S. declassification, documents released
after this date are less numerous and more politically suspect.

Despite the focus on these three periods, since 1 examine the changes i

{33]



1ne Urigms of Mﬂ]Ol’ War

state behavior across time and space, the number of observations is far
larger than three. This expansion of the realized “cases” helps to avoid the
bias caused by selecting on the dependent variable, namely, looking only at
the years when major wars broke out.® Analysis of the run-ups to major
wars and crises provide us with variations on both independent and de-
pendent variables.” In addition, the consideration of seven other major
wars prior to 1900 provides a check against the possibility that the twenti-
eth century is biased toward my argument. In this way, the generalizability
of the argument across time and space can be tested .

It is also worth noting that the twentieth-century cases are not easy ones
for the theory. Almost every study of the origins of World War II empha-
sizes the unit-level causes of the war, most obviously the characteristics of
the Nazi state and its leader. If I can show the salience of my argument in
such a case, there is greater reason for confidence in the theory.® Argu-
ments on the origins of the cold war and the crises of the 1945-62 period
also tend to emphasize either the ideological roots of superpower conflict
or the role of misperception regarding the other’s intentions. Although ar-
guments on the impact of shifting power may be more common here than
for World War II, they still face strong competition from unit-level theo-
ries.” The run-up to World War I seems on the surface to be the easiest pe-
riod to make my argument stick, since a number of scholars have docu-
mented German fears of a rising Russia. Yet this case is still, in a different
way, a hard one for the theory. World War I seems to support practically
every theory of major war out there, at both the systemic and unit levels. To
show, as I seek to do, that only dynamic differentials theory provides a
comprehensive explanation for the war is thus a difficult undertaking.

A problem for many studies is the problem of omitted variables—vari-
ables that are left out of an empirical test but have a strong causal relation
to both the dependent and independent variables.®” I deal with this problem
in a straightforward way. For each of the twentieth-century cases, I include
all the primary causal arguments that have been established to explain ac-
tor behavior. I then use the documentary evidence to test the explanatory
power of these arguments against this book’s theory. In this way, we can be
sure that there is no hidden variable causing the result. Moreover, this
method helps deal with the problem of overdetermination. If the documen-
tary record supports dynamic differentials theory, but also calls alternative
hypotheses into question, then there is greater confidence that shifting
power differentials and not other variables are driving the observed behav-
ior and outcomes. Thus, in cases like the First World War, I am not simply
adding yet another hypothesis to the many that exist but rather seeking to
show the limitations of competing arguments as | support the plausibility
of miv own account ™
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Foreign Policy Choices and the
Probability of Major War

To establish the basic causal logic, chapter 1 treated relative power as an
exogenous force that states took as a given and to which theyn were com-
pelled to respond. Leaders understand, however, that power is often not
simply exogenous: it can be affected by their policies. An obvious example
is the choice states make between guns and butter—between resources de-
voted to military power versus consumption and economic growth. Lead-
ers also face a less examined but potentially more problematic dilemma.
They know that by initiating hard-line actions, they might avert decline.
Yet they realize that such moves may have high risks attached to them: they
can bring on a major war through inadvertent means. In October 1962, for
example, John F. Kennedy felt he had to blockade and possibly attack Cuba
to prevent a significant shift in the balance of power. But he also knew.that
such moves would greatly increase the risks of superpower war elthQr
through preemption as the crisis escalated, or through the overcommit-
ment of reputations that would prevent either side from backing down.
More generally, leaders understand that during periods of peaceful en-
gagement initiating hard-line policies to contain the other’s growth can
lead to a cold war, and thus to a greater chance of war through preemptive
and reputation-driven mechanisms.

The question posed in this chapter is a simple one: why do leaQers know~
ingly initiate hard-line policies that could lead to inadvertent major war via
crises and cold wars? To express it differently, what explains why actors
shift to stronger policies along the hard-line/soft-line spectrum, d.espite the
fact that these policies increase the probability of major war? This chapter
provides a dynamic realist model to answer these questions.

The core argument is straightforward. If a state is facing decline, ali-oui
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preventive war is not necessarily the most rational way to maximize secu-
rity. If the state can moderate or avert decline by less severe options, such
as firm deterrence or the initiation of a crisis, these options will generally be
preferred. After all, they overcome the problem of decline without auto-
matically plunging the state into the highly uncertain venture of major war.
Hard-line strategies and crisis initiation, however, pose risks of their own:
they can lead to an action-reaction spiral that brings on major war through
inadvertent means. Thus the rational security-seeking state must con-
stantly grapple with profound least-of-many-evils choices. In particular, it
must balance the pursuit of hard-line policies to mitigate decline with the
increased risk of inadvertent war such policies produce. By understanding
the factors that shape these trade-offs, we can determine under what condi-
tions actors in decline will adopt conciliation, move to more provocative
policies like containment or crisis initiation, or simply turn to the ultimate
option—preventive major war. In this way, we can build a model that ex-
plains not just war versus peace, but changes in the probability of major war
over time. Intense crises or the onset of destabilizing cold wars can thus be
brought within a theory’s purview.

This argument finds its inspiration in three sets of literatures: theories of
crisis initiation; security-dilemma arguments; and the theories of major war
of chapter 1. My goal is to synthesize the insights of these literatures into an
- argument that explains variance in the severity (or “toughness”) of state

policy, and therefore the likelihood of major war, across time and space.

As they stand, these analyses remain disconnected. Crisis scholars ob-
serve a critical fact: states often accept high risks of inadvertent war when
injtiating crises in order to mitigate an otherwise exogenous decline in

‘power.! Security-dilemma scholars—both liberal and realist—stress that
hard-line policies have a significant downside, namely, they can provoke
escalation. In a security dilemma, actions taken by one state for its security
undermine the other side’s security, leading to counteractions. An action-
reaction spiral occurs which, by heightening fear and mistrust, increases
leaders’ willingness to initiate war either for preemptive or for preventive
reasons.’

These insights have not been well integrated into existing theories of ma-
jor war. Classical realism contends that peace is likely if states maintain a
balance of power and credibly communicate resolve. The downside of such
behavior—that balancing policies can spark inadvertent escalations to ma-
jor war—is underplayed or ignored. Neorealists, especially defensive neo-
realists, highlight the tragic implications of the security dilemma, and their
structural logic strongly influences my approach.’ Still, the parameters and
causal mechanisms that determine when and how power changes affect the
severity of state policy have not been fully fleshed out. Moreover, a dis-
juncture remains between the two most developed neorealist theories of
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major war—those of Kenneth Waltz and John Mearsheimer—and defen-
sive neorealism in general; neither Waltz nor Mearsheimer integrates the
inadvertent spiraling aspects of the security dilemma into his deductive
logic.* In this chapter I seek to fill these gaps.

The chapter’s argument perhaps poses the strongest challenge for hege-
monic stability theory. Given its concern for the rising state, hegemonic sta-
bility theory has little interest in the security dilemma. The rising state initi-
ates major war not because of security fears in a spiraling arms race, but
simply to grab the status and rewards denied it by the established system.
Yet there is little reason for a state, while still rising, to initiate either a ma-
jor war or a crisis that significantly risks such a war, since waiting allows it
to achieve its objectives later and more easily .’ In short, the hegemonic sta-
bility argument is logically flawed. We should thus expect only states that
are anticipating decline to accept the risks of crisis initiation (and this is
confirmed in the empirical studies).

After outlining the model’s general logic, I assess its implications for two
main types of risky policy: crisis initiation within an existing rivalry; and
the choice to begin a cold war rivalry by moving from peaceful to hard-line
policies.

OVERVIEW OF THE MODEL

I begin by developing a model to explain state policies across the hard-
line/soft-line spectrum. Explaining changes in the severity of policies over
time helps us explain changes in the probability of major war, since different
policies have varying implications for the likelihood of such a war. Clearly if
a state chooses to initiate major war against the system, the probability of ma-
jor war is essentially 100 percent, since we can assume that great powers,
when attacked, will fight to protect themselves. If the state selects less extreme
policies, however, this does not mean the probability of major war is zero. As
the crisis and security-dilemma literatures emphasize, hard-line policies like
crisis initiation or general containment strategies raise the likelihood of major
war through inadvertent spiraling. Below I integrate the risk of inadvertent
spiraling into a broader dynamic realist logic stressing the risks of decline.

The model begins with a decision-theoretical framework. The declining
state acts on the basis of its estimates of various external conditions. The ris-
ing state’s current preferences and diplomatic actions are assumed to be
largely irrelevant to its decisjon (even if the rising state’s future intentions
may be important). This assumption not only makes the analysis more
tractable; it also reasonably approximates reality. A state in decline knows
that rising states, regardless of whether they possess aggressive or simply
security-seeking motives, have an incentive to send conciliatory signals to

{371



1he Urigms of Major War

buy time for their growth. The declining state will therefore usually dismiss
these signals as tangential to its main concern: its declining power and the
possibility of future conflict.®

Figure 5 outlines the causal logic. The dependent variable to be explained
is shifts in the probability of major war over time within any system-type
(either bipolarity or multipolarity).” What drives this probability is the pol-
icy choice of the declining state. For sake of simplicity, I consider five main
policy options along the soft-line/hard-line spectrum: reassurance (accom-
modation/conciliation); doing nothing; deterrence/containment (arms rac-
ing, alliance buildups, harsh rhetoric, etc.); crisis initiation; and the direct
initiation of major war.®

Six causal factors work together to determine which option is most likely
to maximize the state’s security. Three are independent variables reflecting
the dynamic differentials concept: the initial differential of relative military
power; the depth of decline in the absence of strong action; and the in-
evitability of decline in the absence of strong action. Chapter 1 showed how
these variables shaped the more dichotomous choice between preventive
major war or staying at peace.

Three parameters must now be incorporated, however, to predict the ex-
act severity of a state’s policy and thus the probability of major war (as a
continuous variable). The first is the extent to which hard-line policies such
as crisis initiation or containment hold out the prospect of overcoming the
state’s decline. The more such policies are expected to mitigate or even re-
verse decline, the more attractive they will be versus the more extreme step
of preventive war. The second parameter is the extent to which such hard-
line actions will increase the probability of major war through inadvertent
means (where inadvertent war is defined simply as a war that occurs even
though prior to these actions, no state preferred war to continued peace).’
The greater the likelihood that hard-line policies will cause an inadvertent
spiral to major war, the less attractive such policies will be versus the alter-
natives, including doing nothing or accommodation. (How accommoda-
tion strategies affect both decline and the probability of inadvertent war is
considered later.)

The final parameter is the probability of the other attacking later should
it be allowed to rise.” This parameter allows for the effects of both diplo-
macy and domestic processes on the other’s perceptions of threat and inter-
ests, and thus on its propensity to attack the declining state down the road.
For the sake of building the systemic realist logic, we can start with the as-
sumption that the declining state is fundamentally uncertain about the
other’s future type. That is, the probability that the other will attack later af-
ter it peaks is either as likely as not (a 50-50 chance), or a function of how
far the other rises.” In chapter g, I relax this assumption to show the value
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Fig. 5. Causal logic of the model

of integrating liberal and constructivist variables into a dynamic realist
foundation. .

In choosing among the five general types of policy, a ratiox?al security-
seeking state will operate according to a simple rule: pick the option that max-
imizes the state’s security, that is, the option which, all things considered, leads to
the highest expected probability of survival (EPS) over the foreseeal?le future.?
Stripped to its core, the EPS for any particular option is a function of two
main factors: the probability that the option will lead to major war; and the
probability of winning anv major war that does occur. All things being
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cqual, the lower the probability of a major war entailed by an option, or the
higher the state’s probability of winning it, the greater the option’s EPS.?
The dilemma confronting states, however, is clear: individual policies often
work at cross-purposes regarding these two factors. Conciliatory reassur-
ance may reduce the probability of major war breaking out as a result of an
inadvertent spiral. But by sacrificing relative power in the process, it can
lower a state’s likelihood of winning any war that does occur. Conversely,
a more hard-line policy may sustain a high level of power and thus a higher
probability of winning in war, but only at the cost of increasing the chance
that war will come about through inadvertent escalation.

Given such inherent trade-offs, how can a state decide between the
different policy options? While formulas can be derived showing the inter-
active effects among the six variables/parameters," the intuitive logic can
be expressed straightforwardly. Each policy option has a particular EPS at-
tached to it. The initial differential of relative military power will be most
critical in determining the EPS for the “initiate war” option. Since directly
initiating major war means the probability of war is 100 percent, this op-
tion’s value is driven by the other dimension, namely, the state’s likelihood
of winning the war.” Thus we would expect that, all things being equal, the
greater the present level of military superiority, the more likely the state is
to achieve victory in war, and thus the more attractive the initiate-war op-

- tion will be

In evaluating the EPS for either the accommodation or do-nothing op-
tions, two variables are key: the depth of decline and the inevitability of de-
cline in the absence of strong action. The deeper the expected fall, the less
power the state will have if war occurs later once the rising adversary has

‘peaked. The more nearly inevitable the fall, the more the state realizes that

it will indeed have to face the other with less power. Taken together, these
variables shape the state’s estimate of how likely it is to win any major war
that occurs down the road after the other has peaked. Hence the deeper and
more inevitable the decline in the absence of strong action, the more likely
the state is to reject soft-line/do-nothing policies in favor of more hard-line
ones.

The EPSs of the two hard-line options short of major war——deter-
rence/containment and crisis initiation—will be driven primarily by the
first two parameters in figure 5. The more the state expects that it can avert
decline through hard-line policies (the first parameter), the more attractive
these policies will be. Containment strategies like restrictions on trade, arms
racing, and alliance building help mitigate decline by reducing the other’s
potential growth. More severe policies like crisis initiation work somewhat
differently: they are designed to ameliorate declining trends more directly
by coercing the adversary into territorial and military concessions.”

Hard-line options cannot be implemented in a vacuum. In assessing their
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impact on the state’s EPS, a leader must consider thelr possible downside—
the likelihood that they will spark an escalation to inadvertent war (the sec-
ond parameter). In short, once the spiral effect emphasized by crisis and
security-dilemma theorists is acknowledged, a logical theory of major war
cannot ignore the predicament confronting leaders: hard-line policies may
improve the state’s chances of winning any war that does occur (and re-
duce the other side’s willingness to launch an aggressive war deliberately);
but by heightening mistrust and by increasing concern for power trends,
these policies make war more likely through inadvertent means. This
leaves states with a tragic lesser-of-two-evils choice: do nothing or accom-
modate, at the risk of war later after the other has grown in strength; or
adopt a hard-line stance, at the risk of a spiral to major war in the short
term."

By bringing together the problem of inadvertent spiraling and the prob-
lem of relative decline, we see how states grapple with the various options
before them. For any given level of tension at any point in time, leaders will
be reluctant to move to harder-line policies. They will do so only when cur-
rent policies cannot be expected to avert decline. For example, in mid-1945,
during a period of relative calm, Truman knew that shifting to containment
would likely set off a destabilizing cold war. He did so only because he be-
lieved that not acting would allow Moscow to consolidate its sphere,
thereby increasing its long-term threat. Once the cold war was underway,
both sides were loath to initiate crises, given the obvious risks of escalation.
They did so only when it was clear that continued arms racing and alliance
building would not be enough to overcome decline.

This analysis suggests a prediction to guide the empirical case studies.
All things being equal, the more severe a state’s decline will be in the absence of
strong action, the more severe its actions are likely to be, that is, the more risks of
inadvertent spiraling it will be willing to accept. In the extreme, when decline is
expected to be both deep and inevitable, and when even hard-line crisis or
deterrent/containment policies are unlikely to overcome it, leaders may
see preventive major war as the only option. As chapter 1 discussed, such a
situation is most likely when the state is militarily preponderant but is infe-
rior and declining in economic and potential power. This was the German
problem before both World Wars.

When a hard-line strategy can mitigate or reverse decline, however, it
will normally be adopted as the rational first step prior to a conscious deci-
sion to attack. Since the initiation of a crisis entails greater risks of inadver-
tent escalation than deterrence/containment, the former is rational only
when the latter will not stem decline. Thus crises are relatively rare events
in great power politics compared to deterrence policies like arms buildups
and alliance restructuring. Yet such deterrence policies may not be enough,
for three reasons. First is the problem just mentioned—the state is inferior
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and declining in economic and potential power. In such a situation, spend-
ing increasing amounts on military containment will likely fail over the
long term, given the other’s superior resources for such an extended com-
petition. Second is the problem of entrenched stagnation relative to other
states, which I outlined in the introductory chapter. The third problem, as I
discuss below, is differential rates of success across geomilitary programs.
States may simply not be able to keep up with their rivals—even though
they are trying to—because the other’s strategies are relatively more suc-
cessful. In such situations, crisis initiation becomes an attractive option.
This, as we will see, was the problem faced by the Soviet Union in 1948 and
1961 and by the Americans in 1962.

Crisis INITIATION AND CONCILIATION

Let us look in more detail at why declining states, once in an enduring ri-
valry, might choose to initiate risky crises rather than simply opting for
war. In considering various pathways to major war, I seek to underscore
the critical connection between preventive actions short of war and inad-
vertent escalation, including escalation to preemptive war. I also analyze
the conditions for moving away from confrontation, that is, for preferrmg
conciliatory policies over continued hard-line containment.

Pathways to Major War

Figure 6 lays out five distinct pathways to major war. The first is simply
the direct initiation of major war for preventive reasons. The attack could
come as a surprise, or only after a crisis period. The key here, however, is
that the initiator uses the crisis only to justify the war to its population or to
a foreign audience.” The crisis itself has little independent role in bringing
on the war, since the actor’s preferences are firmly “deadlock”; that is, it
strongly prefers major war to the continuation of the status quo.” As I show
in chapters 3 through 5, given their views on the inevitable rise of Russia,
German leaders in 1914 and 1939 preferred general war to a continued sta-
tus quo (even if they preferred to eliminate opponents one-by-one).”

The second pathway is also one where the actor is either initiating major
war directly or employing a crisis simply to justify its attack. The attack in
this case, however, is driven by aggressive unit-level motives rather than
national security.” Such motives could include: greed (material gain); do-
mestic cohesion (diversionary motives); glory and the lust for power; the
spreading of one’s ideology; and so forth. Genghis Khan's attack on the
system in the thirteenth century seems te epitomize such an aggressive
war—although his Mongol forces did have some reason to fear neighbors,
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his actions seem largely driven by greed and glory. Glory and ideology also
shaped Hitler’s calculus in 1939. My argument does not claim to explain the
origins of such unit-level factors, and they may play an important and in-
dependent role in causing major war. The issue for the empirical chapters,
however, is their relative historical salience versus my theory’s more sys-
temic factors.

Pathways three to five are situations where a state initiates a crisis with-
out necessarily desiring major war; that is, the crisis is not a mere justifica-
tion for war, but serves another purpose. In each of these three paths, the
foundational motives can be either preventive (security-driven) or aggres-
sive (unit-level based). My concern is with the former. In the third path, the
initiator has deadlock preferences prior to the crisis because of steep de-
cline that makes the continued status quo unacceptable. It provokes a crisis,
however, in the hope that it can coerce sufficient concessions from its ad-
versaries to ameliorate decline and make major war unnecessary. Should
the adversaries fail to offer adequate concessions, the state, given its dead-
lock preferences, will then move to initiate major war as per the first path-
way. For example, before the Peloponnesian War, Sparta, a state reluctant
for domestic reasons to fight a major war, sought to coerce Athens into giv-
ing up its empire. Such a concession would have reversed the decline that
- was pushing Sparta toward war. Yet once Athens refused to comply,

Sparta was forced to attack.

The fourth and fifth pathways capture the two primary means of inad-
vertent war. As noted, inadvertent war is a war that occurs despite the fact
that prior to the crisis period, no state preferred major war to continued
peace.” The processes of the crisis itself, therefore, play a significant role in
cauising one state to initiate war despite these pre-crisis preferences. And
war is indeed chosen; it is a conscious act. Although the literature often
refers to accidental war,* implying that neither side made a decision for

~ war, in practice major war is too significant to “just happen.” Figure 6 thus
reexpresses within a cohesive framework the various elements of inadver-
tence in the crisis literature.

Pathway four is war through preemption. Each side, or at least the initia-
tor, has “staghunt” preferences, where peace is preferred to getting in the
first blow. But because of first-move advantages (an offensive-dominant
system), striking first is better than an outcome where both attack essen-
tially simultaneously and is certainly preferred to being hit first.* In such a
situation, since peace is preferred to all of the war outcomes, a state will ini-
tiate a war only if it believes that the other is preparing to strike® Thus
even though the two are often conflated, preemptive motives and preven-
tive motives remain distinct. In preventive war, the initiator has deadlock
preferences (preferring war to peace) not because it fears immediate attack
against its homeland, but because its declining situation means that the ris-
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ing state will be able to attack later with more power (independent of
whether there are first-move advantages). In preemptive war, the actors
still prefer peace to war. But since they believe that the other is preparing to
attack, they cannot afford to be caught unaware, given the offense-

-dominance of the system.”

Crisis periods thus have a significant impact on the motives for preemp-
tive major war. Most important, crises typically involve the increased mo-
bilization of each side’s military forces, the placing of these forces on alert,
and hostile rhetoric (demands and threats). These measures ensure that the
state will not be caught unprepared, while also serving as signals of a
state’s resolve. Yet they can also produce a mutual fear of surprise attack,
since each side is uncertain as to what the other will do with its mobilized
forces. As figure 6 indicates, accidents within the crisis will greatly
heighten this fear. In the Cuban missile crisis, for example, as both sides
moved to higher states of alert, each side feared that accidents like the U2
downing over Cuba might reinforce perceptions that the other was ready-
ing itself for attack.””

Preemptive wars in general, not to mention preemptive major wars, are
rare events in history.” The Seven Years War resulted from Prussia’s pre-
emption of Austria and Russia’s impending preventive attack, but this is

- the only clear preemptive major war of which I am aware. A plausible story

about preemption and World War I can be told (indeed, it remains the stan-
dard account). As I discuss in chapters 3 and 4, however, preemptive mo-
tives drove only Russian behavior, and German leaders exploited these
Russian fears to bring on the preventive major war that only they wanted.
Yet the rarity of preemptive major wars in practice is not surprising, given
leaders’ awareness of the dangers of things getting out of hand.® The risks
of preemption, therefore, cannot be dismissed; indeed, the very act of
downplaying these risks would make such wars more likely. Moreover, the
Seven Years War and the fact that preemptive wars on a lesser scale do oc-
cur—the clearest examples being the U.S.-Chinese war in Korea in 1950 and
the 1967 Arab-Israeli war”—show that preemption at the level of major war
is always a real possibility. In the modern era, in fact, nuclear weapons so
fundamentally alter the costs of war that preemption is one of the few path-
ways to major war which can still be seen as “rational.”*> Any theory of ma-
jor war hoping to be applicable to the post-1945 period must therefore ex-
plain why states would ever initiate crises that significantly increase the
risk of a preemptive total war.

If the fourth pathway shows how a crisis can reshape beliefs, the fifth
pathway shows the effect of crises on preferences. Crises force states to put
their reputations on the line. Actions such as crisis mobilization, harsh
rhetoric, and military moves against third parties often have high audience
costs: should a state take such actions and then back down, domestic and in-
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ternational audiences may perceive it as weak.® As work on incomplete-
information games shows, actions with high audience costs send “costly sig-
nals” revealing a state’s true resolve. Since weak actors are less likely to take
such actions, challengers can update their beliefs about a defender's tough-
ness, and thus back away before things go too far.* There is a downside to
this, however: actions with large audience costs make it harder for states to
make concessions within a crisis, thus narrowing the bargaining space of ne-
gotiated solutions both prefer to war. In short, reputations may get over-
committed. The crisis then transforms actors who had chicken or staghunt
preferences before the crisis into deadlock actors, who prefer war not only to
the old status quo but also to any negotiated deal within the crisis.*

Reputational commitments help explain Russian behavior in 1914 and
British/French behavior in 1939. In the July crisis, Russian leaders did not
want major war and thus sought a negotiated solution. Yet as the crisis un-
folded, the reputation loss entailed in abandoning Serbia shifted Russian
preferences toward conflict. Likewise, in August to September 1939, the
reputational costs of backing away from promises to defend Poland meant
that war for London and Paris was preferred to any negotiated deal. World
Wars I and II were not inadvertent, since, as chapters 3 through 5 show,
Germany brought on war despite knowing that its adversaries would have
to respond. Still, these situations do show how the commitment of one’s
reputation can pull states into major war. Although there are few cases
where overcommitted reputations were the sole cause of major war, such a
pathway is clearly a profound risk, especially in the nuclear era. In the
Cuban missile crisis, for example, U.S. leaders understood that a strike on
Cuba would force Moscow, for reputational reasons, to attack Berlin or the
U.S. missiles in Turkey. Yet as Robert McNamara noted on 27 October, this
would then require U.S. retaliation, perhaps against Russia’s Black Sea
fleet. Each round of tit-for-tat would have made it increasingly difficult to
retreat from general war.

Crisis Initiation versus Accommodation / Conciliation

The discussion of pathways to major war clarifies the logic of the
decision-making model. In maximizing security, declining states will not
jump into preventive war if crisis initiation can reverse the decline. Still,
leaders know that crises put both sides on a slippery slope to major war
through either preemption or reputation-driven escalation. Indeed, it is
precisely the risk of things getting out of hand that permits leaders to be-
lieve they can coerce concessions from the other and thus mitigate decline

Leaders understand the risks of inadvertent war. In thirteen of the six-
teen crises examined by Glenn Snyder and Paul Diesing, policy-makers
feared that the crisis might spin out of control.” This result should not be
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surprising: it is intuitively evident that great power crises like the Cuban
missile crisis involve a higher risk of all-out war.* In fact, the rarity of crises
in history is easily explained by states’ fears of provoking their adversaries,
knowing that inadvertent escalation to war might occur.”

Critical to explaining why a state might choose crisis initiation over more
moderate options is understanding the specific source of the state’s decline:
where is the decline coming from, and how “fixable” is it by crisis mea-
sures? For the initiation of crisis to be rational, given the escalatory risks, a
leader must expect that a crisis can coerce geopolitical concessions of the
kind that will address the root of decline. :

If decline is rooted in a state’s inferiority in economic power and poten-
tial power, there is a problem. It is generally difficult to compel large con-
cessions on such things as GNP and population/territorial mass through
crisis initiation. This was part of the German predicament before 1914 and
1939. It was highly unlikely that Russian leaders could have been coerced
by a crisis into relinquishing huge amounts of territory and population or
into forgoing industrialization. Yet barring such concessions, Russia was
destined to overwhelm Germany over the long term. Exploiting short-term
military superiority, German leaders plunged into two devastating wars.

Even when states have more equitable distributions of territory, popula-
tion, and raw materials, entrenched relative stagnation can still set in. De- -
pending on the cause of stagnation, crisis initiation may or may net over-
come it. Spain’s steep decline after 1600, for example, was driven by deep
structural problems within the Spanish economy. Initiating crises against
France, Spain’s primary adversary, would not have solved these problems;
preventive war to buy breathing space for reforms seemed the only way
(chapter 8). Likewise in the case of Soviet stagnation in the 1980s, as I dis-
cuss shortly, crises would not have resolved Russia’s need for modern tech-
nology. Fortunately, accommodation held out the possibility of securing
this technology, while the preventive war option was very unappealing.

When neither inferiority in economic/potential power nor entrenched
stagnation is the main problem, the situation is less dire, and states should
be reluctant to accept the risks of crisis initiation. They may still do so, how-
ever, because of the third form of decline: power oscillations. In an ongoing
rivalry, deterrence/containment measures like arms racing and alliance
building are usually preferred to crisis initiation. Deterrence actions are
certainly provocative. Yet since they are steps largely internal to a bloc,
they usually entail lower risks of inadvertent escalation than crises. Crises
are more escalatory because they typically involve a direct challenge to the
politico-territorial status quo and thus to the other’s position and reputa-
tion. But deterrence policies are often not enough. Sometimes a state, de-
spite its best efforts, cannot keep up with another in the short term.

Relative geostrategic strength is a matter of the relative success of a state’s
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armament andd alliance programs. Both sides may be trying vigorously to
match the other side’s actions. Yet one side may be far more successful,
at least for a while, in building actualized military-geopolitical power. For
the state less able to keep up in the short term, this creates a dual dilemma.
On the one hand, the state fears that the adversary’s growing strength may
give it the confidence to attack later for nonsecurity reasons. On the
other hand, a time lag in the effectiveness of the declining state’s
deterrence/containment programs means that its very capability to reverse
the trends later may give the other a strong security-driven reason for war.
In short, the state knows that its very attempt (and its ability) to reverse the
short-term trends—to catch up after falling behind—can push the other
into preventive war. Thus oscillations in the relative geopolitical balance
caused by differing success rates for deterrence policies can push states to
more extreme options.” In the short term, decline will be seen as exogenous
in the absence of stronger action. More dangerous policies like crisis initia-
tion will therefore be seen as necessary to mitigate the decline that arms
racing and alliance building alone cannot address.

As we will see in chapter 7, power oscillations were behind the three key
crises of the.early cold war. Stalin pressed on Berlin in 1948 in order to com-
pel Washington to reverse its plan to unite the three sectors of western Ger-
many and integrate the result into the western bloc. In 1961, Khrushchey
initiated another crisis over Berlin to force an agreement that would stabi-
lize the economic situation of East Germany. In 1962, Kennedy brought on
a crisis over missiles in Cuba to avert a significant short-term shift in the
balance of power. In each case, two conditions for crisis initiation were
present. First, greater arms and alliance activity alone would not have
stopped the negative power oscillation in the near term. S.e§ond', the leaders
in question could reasonably believe that initiating a crisis rmghic compel
concessions that would address the cause of decline, albeit at a heightened
risk of inadvertent war.

In some situations, neither crisis initiation nor hard-line deterrence poli-
cies hold out the prospect of averting decline. If the state does not have t-he
military power necessary for a successful war, then accommodation with
the rising state(s) may be the rational option." This option can be expected
to be effective, however, only under certain strategic circumstances. In mul-
tipolarity, if one is declining in relation to two or more states, boundarhy
conditions such as geography and technology can play important roles in
determining which state one accommodates, and which state one opposes.
That England after 18go decided to align with the ris.ing Unlted State:-s %md
Japan rather than fighting a preventive war against either is not surprising.
Geography meant that America and Japan were much lov_ver threats to
Britain’s existence than a rising Germany. The technology of the day rein-
forced this tendency. With the emergence of the airplane, the British splen-
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did isolation policy was becoming increasingly outdated. Yet since U.S.
and Japanese planes could not reach British shores, these states posed little

. threat from the skies.®

In more bipolar situations, accommodation may be the smart strategy,

ut only if such a policy stands a good chance of reversing decline. For
-sound strategic reasons, we are unlikely to find many declining states ac-
commodating just to buy the rising state’s goodwill—that is, to buy a
promise that it will not attack later when it has become preponderant.* The
problem, as James Fearon notes, is one of trust under anarchy. The rising
state may genuinely wish to commit now to not attacking later, but the
commitment is not enforceable; there is little to stop it from changing its
mind after preponderance has been achieved, particularly if current leaders
are no longer around.* If the accommodation involves concessions that
only cause the state to decline even further, accommodation is even less
likely to be adopted simply for the sake of security promises.

There are those rare circumstances where accommodation in bipolarity
holds out the prospect of mitigating one’s decline. In the mid-1980s, for ex-
ample, Gorbachev and the Politburo moved away from a hard-line policy
that was only exacerbating Russia’s entrenched economic stagnation. By
shifting to détente, the Soviets had a clear goal: to secure trade and technol-
0gy concessions that would revitalize the Soviet economy.® Without these
concessions, Soviet economic and potential power was expected to con-
tinue to fall behind the west. For this accommodation strategy to be the ra-
tional choice depended on a number of conditions. Preventive nuclear war
would hardly have furthered Soviet security, given each side’s ten thou-
sand strategic warheads. Initiating a crisis, such as another move on Berlin,
would have been fruitless. It would not have dealt with the root problem:
the inferiority of Soviet technology as the world moved into the informa-
tion age. The Soviets also could rest behind their huge strategic arsenal as
they made the concessions on eastern Europe, Euromissiles, and the like
necessary to secure U.S. promises on trade and technology. In most bipolar
situations, accommodation is less likely to be effective. In the Sparta-
Athens, Carthage-Rome, and France-Hapsburgs cases, the declining states
had no powerful nuclear second-strike to lean upon; preventive war thus
emerged as the rational strategy.

This discussion reinforces the importance of understanding the source of
a state’s decline, and to what extent a particular policy will address it. One
factor in both bipolar and multipolar systems is the specific foundation for
potential power. In the nuclear era, technology and education are critical
components of potential power. They are not only the basis for economic
growth but are essential to the ongoing modernization of nuclear weapons
and their supporting logistical and communications structures. The Soviets
in the 1980s, therefore, had reason to fear the widening technological gap.
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In particular, the deployment of such innovations as the Strategic Defense
Initiative (“Star Wars”) system might have undermined the Soviet second-
strike capability. It is thus not surprising that a critical objective in Gor-
bachev’s bargaining posture, in addition to loosening trade constraints,
was obtaining restrictions on Star Wars research and deployments.

Before 1945, however, territorial size and population were typically the
key components of potential power. Superiority in land mass implied the
diversity of raw materials and food production needed for a growing econ-
omy, which in turn ensured that a large population could be shaped into an
effective fighting force. Inferiority implied the opposite. As noted, Ger-
many’s core problem in this century was precisely its severe inferiority vis-
a-vis Russia in territory and population. The same was the case in the pre-
1945 bipolar cases. Sparta tried to demand Athenian concessions on its
empire, the basis for Athens’s potential power, but it seems clear that
Sparta had little hope Athens would comply. Carthage by the 220s B.c. was
dealing with a Rome that controlled the Italian peninsula, Sicily, Sardinia,
and the coast of southern France. Having won these territories through
costly wars, the Romans were unlikely to give them up just to allay
Carthaginian fears of decline. In the French case, the Hapsburgs by 1520
controlled twice as much territory in Europe and had just conquered large
parts of Latin America. In each case, preventive war against the rising
colossus before it had consolidated its strength thus appeared to be the
only rational strategy.

The choice between war, crisis, deterrence, and accommodation is a diffi-
cult one. Preventive major wars, given their high risks, are options of last
resort. Crisis initiation is also a risky option, and will usually be chosen
only when less provocative hard-line policies like arms racing and alliance
consolidation prove ineffective in sustaining the power balance. But the cri-
sis must hold out the hope of coercing the kind of concessions that can ad-
dress the source of the state’s decline. Hence, when decline is rooted in
technological change and certain types of economic stagnation, and when
preventive war is infeasible, accommodation to the rising state may be the
only feasible strategy. This is especially the case when accommodation is
the only way to secure the trade needed to revive one’s economic-
technological base.

TaE BEGINNING OF CoLD WAR RIVALRIES

We have seen why, within an existing rivalry, a state might shift from on-
going deterrence policies to the more risky strategy of initiating a crisis. But
why might states in a period of peaceful relations shift from a policy of
calm engagement to one of hard-line deterrence/containment? The di-
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lemma is clear. Moving to a hard-line policy to contain the other is likely to
undermine any trust between the relevant great powers. Yet it may be the
only way to prevent the other’s steady rise.

In this sense, cold wars (or “enduring rivalries”) do not just happen.*
They are initiated, in the same way crises are initiated. And like crises, cold
wars are recognized to be events that raise the probability of an inadvertent
slide into major war (thus our collective sigh of relief in 1989—91).” Cold
wars may not have the immediate salience of events like the Munich crisis
or the Cuban missile crisis. But by raising levels of suspicion, provoking
arms races, and encouraging states to put forces on higher levels of alert,
they not only make such crises more likely, they also increase the risks that
one side will see preventive and preemptive major war to be in its interest.

In this section I reiterate the logic of the model as it applies to the begin-
ning of cold wars and compare it to the relevant alternative theories. The
argument represents a synthesis of spiral-model reasoning on the risks of
cold war escalation and deterrence-model reasoning on the importance of
maintaining power. I thus seek to bring the two models together within one
common causal framework.*

A rising great power in a situation of peaceful relations has little problem
deciding on its policy: it has no reason to disturb the current situation as
long as engagement continues to facilitate its growth.* The declining state
is in a more uncomfortable position, since it faces trade-offs similar to those
confronting a state having to decide whether to initiate a crisis. In choosing .
between staying with a peaceful, soft-line posture or moving to hard-line
deterrence, a state will have its behavior shaped by the six variables/pa-
rameters outlined in figure 5. The greater the depth and inevitability of
long-term decline in the absence of stronger action, and the more such ac-
tion is expected to mitigate or reverse this decline, the more likely the state
is to switch to a harder-line policy. Yet the state must also take into account
the extent to which a hard-line policy will increase the probability of major
war through inadvertent escalation. As the spiral model would emphasize,
hard-line deterrence cannot be implemented in a vacuum. Given the se-
curity dilemma, such policies tend to be misintepreted as preparations
for possible expansion.® They therefore provoke a destabilizing action-
reaction cycle™

In making a rational decision, therefore, a security-maximizing state
must recognize the upsides and the downsides of both soft-line reassurance
and hard-line deterrence. We can therefore anticipate that when decline is
not expected to be deep or inevitable great powers will choose peaceful en-
gagement over containment. In the 1990s, for example, the United States
pursued engagement toward China, and, as chapter g discusses, this was
the logical and predictable policy. Yet, when profound decline can be antic-
ipated should the state fail to switch to containment, then such a switch is
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likely. Truman’s move to containment in mid-1943, even at a time when he
felt that Stalin had relatively moderate intentions, shows the profound im-
pact of such dynamic power trends.

Critical to a state’s determination of the prospects for long-term decline
are the initial differentials and trends of economic power and especially po-
tential power. In general, we can predict that the stronger the state is in eco-
nomic and potential power, the more sanguine it will be about the future,
and thus the less willing it will be to accept the risks of inadvertent escala-
tion inherent in a cold war rivalry. The United States in the 1990s, for ex-
ample, possessed advantages over China in technology, raw materials, anfi
education. Thus, despite China’s economic growth, there was no immedi-
ate reason to believe that it could overtake the United States in overall
power. This situation was quite a bit different from the U.S. position versus
Russia in 1945. America certainly was not in the dire position of Germany
earlier in the century (when Germany had about one-third of Russia’s pop-
ulation and one-fortieth of its land mass). The Soviet Union in 1945, how-
ever, already possessed a strong educational/technological base and a high
level of industrialization. Hence there was good reason to worry that this
state might overtake the United States if nothing was done to restljain its
growth. In short, the degree of a state’s superiority or inferiority in eco-
nomicand potential power has much to do with its willingness to accept
the risks inherent in hard-line policies.

This analysis builds on the insights of both the deterrence and spiral
models. It is important to note, however, that when realists of different
stripes (and liberals) debate the strengths and weaknesses of these mod_els,
they tend to focus on the actors’ military policies, not on the differentials
and trends of economic and potential power. For defensive realists and lib-
erals who emphasize the value of the spiral model, the security dilemma is
fundamentally a function of each side’s arms and alliance policies; it is one
state’s efforts to improve its security through such military means that is so
frightening to the other side.” My argument supplements this view l?y con-
sidering how states deal with actors who are not currently developing the
kind of military power needed to attack but who might be able to build this
power later, should their growth in economic and potential power be al-
lowed to continue. In the traditional security dilemma underpinning the
spiral model, if state B is not building its military strength, state A should
be relatively sanguine. In my model, even this situation can provoke state
A to move to containment if the trends of economic and potential power are
against it. The United States shifted to containment in 1945 even though it
was known that the Soviet Union was drastically demilitarizing; the fear of
Soviet growth in economic and potential power drove the hard-line policy.

The argument 1 have outlined shows why spiral modelers and deterrence
modelers need not be at odds with one another ® Both sides, I believe, can
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accept the variables/parameters outlined in this chapter and the basic
causal logic linking them. Both could agree, for example, that if a state is
declining deeply, can do little about it through either hard- or soft-line poli-
cies, and will almost certainly be attacked later, preventive war, however

“unpalatable, is the option that will probably maximize the state’s expected
~probability of survival. If decline is not at all inevitable, the other’s inten-

tion to attack later not clear, and a hard-line policy would pose a fair risk of
inadvertent war, then soft-line engagement is typically the best option. Al-
ternatively, if decline would be deep and inevitable in the absence of
stronger action but could be reversed by a hard-line posture, such a posture
will likely be preferred so long as the risks of inadvertent war are not ab-
normally high and there is a fair chance the other might attack later if al-
lowed to rise. The more severe the decline and the fewer the lower-level op-
tions, the more likely the state is to accept significant risks of inadvertent
escalation.

The disagreement between deterrence and spiral modelers theoreti-
cally—and between hawks and doves in the real world—is therefore less
about causal logic, and more about the exact values of the variables and pa-
rameters.” Consider U.S. policy versus China at the turn of the new millen-
nium, for example. Hawks and doves could agree that if it could be known
for sure that China would become clearly preponderant in twenty years
and would be aggressive at that time, then preventive containment would
be advisable now, notwithstanding the risk of sparking a new cold war. Yet
doves reject both premises. They would thus conclude that peaceful en-
gagement is preferred, at least until such time as China’s long-term growth
and future aggressiveness seem inevitable.

In sum, both the deterrence model and the spiral model have part of the
puzzle right. Yet the models remain disconnected and incomplete. The de-
terrence model correctly notes that hard-line policies can avert decline, but
it ignores the spiral-model point that these policies can increase the proba-
bility of war through inadvertent escalation. The spiral model captures this
risk. Yet it minimizes the potential downside to reassurance policies,
namely, that they may permit exogenous decline to continue, thereby leav-
ing the state less able to defend itself later. By integrating the risk of inad-
vertent spiraling into a primarily power-driven model, this book specifies
more clearly under what conditions states will remain peacefully engaged,
and under what conditions they will fall into cold war.

This chapter has sought to show how incorporating the insights of the
crisis and security-dilemma literatures can help build a more powerful dy-
namic realist approach to major war. Leaders are not ignorant of escalation
effects. Most obviously, they know that if they provoke a crisis by challeng-
ing another’s vital interests, things may get out of hand. Crises are there-
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fore likely only when less risky options will not achieve the state’s ends.
Leaders also know that if they adopt hard-line policies during periods of
relative calm, the other may interpret these acts as hostile, leading the ac-
tors into a cold war rivalry. U.S. leaders today are aware of the risks of try-
ing to contain China, just as Truman was in 1945.

Dynamic differentials theory helps answer the question of why leaders,
knowing the risks of hard-line policies, would ever choose them over more
accommodative strategies. Hence, one need not fall back on domestic-level
forces or leader misperception to see why states sometimes take such gam-
bles. Rational security-seeking actors pursue the option that maximizes the
state’s expected probability of survival. When a state is not in decline, or is
in fact rising, peaceful engagement is usually the best strategy. Declining
states, however, face different constraints and therefore have different in-
duced preferences. The more severe the state’s deteriorating position, the
more likely it is, all things being equal, to adopt severe policies with a high
risk of inadvertent escalation in order to avert further decline. This analysis
thus allows us to predict changes in the probability of major war over time
through a power-driven systemic logic.

SuMmMARryY or THE CoMPETING HYPOTHESES

In the following six chapters, I test the hypotheses about major war from
dynamic differentials theory both against current realist theories and
against other explanations in the literature. But first it will be useful to sum-
marize the main competing realist hypotheses. Evidence that would falsify
a theory or reduce its salience is specified in parentheses.”

Dynamic Differentials Theory

1. Leaders perceiving their states to be in decline will be the initiators of
major wars or of crises/cold wars that increase the risk of inadvertent ma-
jor war. The more severe a state’s decline will be in the absence of strong ac-
tions, the more likely the state is to initiate such actions. In general, there-
fore, the greater the declining state’s inferiority in economic power and
potential power, the more likely it is to pursue highly risky policies. (Falsi-
fied if rising states are the initiators of major wars and crises/cold wars.
Falsified if the greater a state’s rise, the more it is willing to take such risks.
Falsified if steeply declining states with the requisite military power [points
2 and 3 below] do not initiate war or crisis/cold war, even when such poli-
cies can avert decline. Salience reduced if states begin major wars or
crises/cold wars for unit-level reasons.)

2. In multipolarity, the declining state will be more likely to initiate ma-
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jor wars or crises/cold wars that increase the risk of inadvertent major war
when it possesses marked military superiority versus the other great pow-
ers taken individually. The more marked its military superiority, the more
likely it is to initiate such actions. (Falsified if the state initiates major war or
highly risky policies with only military equality or less.)

3. In bipolarity, the declining state will be more likely to initiate major
wars or crises/cold wars that increase the risk of inadvertent major war if it
is either preponderant or near-equal in military power. The second-ranked
great power may also initiate such policies if it is declining, but the greater
its level of inferiority, the less likely it is to do so. (Falsified if the second-
ranked state attacks even though significantly inferior and when decline is
not that severe.)

Classical Realism

1. Major wars and crises/cold wars raising the risk of inadvertent major
wars are most likely to occur when one state has a preponderance of power. .
Such events should not occur when there is a balance of power between in-
dividual states or between alliance blocs. (Falsified if these events occur
when individual great powers are in relative balance or their alliance blocs
are in balance.) ‘ :

2. Major wars and crises/cold wars are started by a state with aggressive
unit-Jevel motives for expansion. (Salience is reduced if the initiator is only -
or primarily seeking security.)

Structural Neorealism

1. Major wars and crises/cold wars raising the risk of inadvertent majox
war are more likely to occur in multipolar systems than bipolar systems.
(Falsified if such events are as common or more common in bipolar sys-
tems.)*

Hegemonic Stability Theory

1. Major wars and crises/cold wars raising the risk of inadvertent major
war are most likely to occur when the two most powerful states in the sys-
tem are roughly equal and one state is overtaking the other.” (Falsified if
such events occur when one state is preponderant.)

2. The initiator of major wars and intense crises/cold wars should be the
rising state. It will initiate only when, because of unit-level factors, it is dis-
satisfied with the status and rewards provided by the system. (Falsified if
such events are initiated by the declining state. Salience is reduced if initia-
tor is solely or primarily seeking security.)
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