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Therc can be little doubt regarding the importance of the question of the
causes of war. War has been a frequent and persistent pattern of be-
havior among and within states for millennia and has been enormously de-
structive of human life and property.* In addition to its human and material
costs, war has had a profound impact on the behavior of states in the world
arena, on the internal development of states, and on the welfare and behavior
of individuals and groups within societies. War has been one of the primary
vehicles for change in the international system, and the outcomes of major
wars have been a primary determinant of the structure of political influence in
world politics and of the structure of economic relations among states (Gilpin,
1981). The development of nation-states and capitalist economic structures
nearly five centuries ago cannot be understood apart from patierns of warfare
among states (Tilly, 1975; Howard, 1976), and the development of new states
in the conternporary era continues to be influenced by warfare and prepara-
tions for war.?

The question of the causes of war is particularly urgent in the nuclear age,
for the destructiveness of nuclear weapons and the range of intercontinental
delivery systems mean that a major war between the nuclear powers could
very well bring an end to modem civilization as we know it. If we are to have
any hope of reducing the occurrence of war in the international system, it is
imperative that we gain a better understanding of its causes. Such knowledge
is also necessary if we are to achieve a better understanding of the more
general patterns of the relationships among states, how those patterns have
evolved in the past, and how they are likely to change in the future.

In spite of the enormous intellectual energy that has been directed to the
question of the causes of war—by philosophers, historians, political scien-
tists, theologians, anthropologists, sociologists, psychologists, economists,
mathematicians, biologists, and others—a clear answer to that question has
yet to be found. There is little agreement among scholars regarding the identi-
ty of the causes of war, the methodology by which those causes might be
discovered, or the conceptual framework by which multiple causes might be
integrated into a coherent theoretical explanation. Instead, there is a plethora
of theories identifying a wide range of causal variables and combining them in
a variety of ways. The only consensus is that the question is complex and that
there is no single cause of war, although even this view is sometimes chal-
lenged.

This is not to say that we have learned little from the enormous amount of
research on the conditions, processes, and events leading to the outbreak and
escalation of war. Within certain rescarch communities considerable progress
has been made in identifying pattemns of behavior that repeatedly occur under
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certain well-specified conditions and in providing plausible theoretical expla-
nations for these observed patterns. Economists have taught us a great deal
sbout what constitutes rational behavior under conditions of risk and uncer-
tainty. l"sychologisls have demonstrated that individuals do not often behave
as a rauor!al economic model would predict and have taught us much about
the behavior of individuals under stress, the dynamics of small group be-
havior, and the nature of heuristics and biases that affect the processes of
judgment and decision making. We have also learned about mass psychology
and the phenomenon of modem nationalism and about the internal dynamics
of modern organizations. We have gained a good understanding of historical
pcaner.ns of walf:]re in the modern world and of long cycles of war and peace
ertain empirical regularitics have i i ;
e how s ngthcm- emerged, even if there are disagreements
Mor.eovcr. it is clear that some of this research has had considerable impact
on policymakers. Theories of deterrence and crisis stability have had an
impm:wm influence on the evolution of U.S. strategic doctrine and defense
planning, and theories of coercion and limited war undoubtedly influenced
U.S. policymakers during the 1960s (Kissinger, 1957; Brodie, 1959; Wohi-
stetter, 1959; Taylor, 1960; Schelling, 1960; Osgood, 1957). Recent research
on the dangers of inadvertent war, the requirements of crisis management
and the performance of complex command and control systems (Rodcrick,
1983; Frei, 1983; George, 1983, 1984; Lebow, 1987: Bracken, 1983; Blair,
1985) has led to numerous proposals for organizational n:structuri;lg anci
behavioral changes to minimize the risks of nuclear war (Allison et al.. 1985:
Blec'hman, 1985). To take a more specific cxample, it has been argut;d tha;
_Pnemdem Kennedy’s skillful management of the Cuban missile crisis was
influenced by his reading of Tuchman’s (1962) account of the outbreak of
\_V(?rl-d. War 1, which emphasized the dangers of miscalculation and policy
ngidities in a crisis (Allison, 1971:218).3
Although it is true that within certain research communities there is consen-
sus regarding the validity of certain hypotheses, it is also true that in other
msem:_h. communities sharing a different set of analytic assumptions these
Propositions might be rejected or considered to be theoretically inconsequen-
tia). N!qreovcr, even when there is agreement on the validity of specific
fmposmons, the point is that no one has been able to fit these different pieces
Ogcth«':r to co'mplc(c the puzzle. No one has successfully intcgrated what we
:If‘ou: mnto a single theoretical framcwork that provides a general explanation
cho causes of war, at !cast in a way that has gencrated anything close to
“holarly consensus on its validity. In particular, scholars have failed to
Negrate what we know about individual psychology with what we know
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about organizational behavior, political economy, and state-society relation-
ships into a theory of how states make foreign policies on issues of war ang
peace. They have also failed to integrate theories of individual state behavior
into a more comprehensive theory of strategic interaction and bargaining in a
constantly evolving international system. Nor is there any consensus on
whether the best of our existing theories have any relevance for the nuclear
age. Some social scientists even doubt that it is possible to construct such a
general theory and have joined historians in insisting that wars, like other
social phenomena, are historically unique.

Given the importance of the question of the causes of war and its implica-
tions for contemporary policy, one might expect find a number of attempts (o
survey the general state of the literature in order to summarize what we know,
assess the limitations of our knowledge, and suggest the most urgent and
promising avenues for future research. Surprisingly, there are remarkably few
surveys of this kind and none which is really comprehensive.* This chapter
will fill this enormous gap in the literature by conducting a critical review of
theories of the causes of war and, in the process, provide a general back-
ground for many of the essays in Behavior, Society, and Nuclear War.

The underlying theme of these volumes concems the prevention of nuclear
war, and that draws our attention to the likely causes of war between the
superpowers. This leads to a primary focus on the causes of interstate war
rather than on civil war, imperial or colonial war, or terrorism, although these
other phenomenon will be considered to the extent that they are contributory
causes of interstate war. My assumption is that the most appropriate historical
referents for a superpower war in the future are interstate wars of the past,
particularly great power wars. This interstate and great power orientation does
not narrow our focus too much, of course, because this is the primary focus of
the literature on the causes of war. The literature is still quite diverse, and this
review will necessarily have to be selective. Some types of wars are more

important than others and consequently deserve more attention. Some theories
are more important than others, and these, t0o, require particular attention.

Before conducting a detailed examination of theories of the causes of war,
therefore, it would be useful to step back and attempt to place this review
within a larger historical and theoretical context. 1 will begin with a brief
summary of historical patterns and trends in war in order to get a better sénsc
of the phenomenon the literature is trying to explain and to assess the implica-
tions of historical trends for current theoretical and policy concerns, including
the future evolution of war. I will then take a broad and somewhat reflective
overview of the theoretical literature in order to help provide a broader contf:ll
for our more detailed summaries of specific theories, justify the selective
fo- s, and demonstrate the relevance of these theories for the nuclear age-

—-——-—-—-———--‘-—..______t
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Historical and Theoretical Context
The Historical Record

One can find evidence of warfare as far back as prehistoric times (Ferrill
|98§), and written evidence is sufficient to trace a fairly comprehensive an(i
continuous record of warfare since about 600 .c. (Dupuy and Dupuy, 1977).
It woulc! be most useful, however, (o restrict our attention to patterns of
warfare in the modem state system, the origins of which most historians trace
to about 1500 A.D..5 The trends in warfare are complex and vary for different
types of war, but some general patterns do cmerge. We have a fairly good
picture of the pattems of war involving the great powers in the Europe-based
system prior to this century and in the larger global system after that, but we
have a less accurate picture of other types of war.6

There have been approximately 120 wars involving a great power against
another state since 1500, or about one every four years.” Of these, about half
have been wars between great powers, or great power wars. Ten of these great
power wars have been fairly long “general wars” involving all or nearly all of
the gre'at powers in the system, many smaller states as well, and enormous
casual.tles; in fact, these 10 wars account for nearly 90 percent of the casualties
from interstate wars involving the great powers over the last five centuries
{Levy, 1983a:Chap. 4; 1985a).

There appear to be some very distinctive historical trends in war, trends that
do not characterize the twentieth century alone but that apply to the entire
five-century span of the modern Eurocentric state system. One is that great
power wars have been declining in frequency but increasing in seriousness.
When:_as 4 new great power war has occurred on average once every fifteen
years. in the twentieth century, they occurred once every four years in the
sixteenth century. Those great power wars that have occurred, however, have
become more serious in numerous respects: they have involved a larger num-
ber of great powers, more nation-months of war, and much higher casualties.
They have not, on average, become longer in duration. The fact that the
Cllmtl,l “century of total war” (Aron, 1955) has witnessed enormously de-
Stl_'ucuve wars but relatively few of them (by historical siandards) is consistent
with another pattern that has characterized the last five centuries of the mod-
€M great power system: there has been a slight tendency for wars in a given
:'cnod to be either frequent but limited or infrequent but serious (Levy and
hmga{l. 1984;' Morgan.and Levy, 1989). One significant exception to these

nds is the disproportionately low frequency and low seriousness of great
Power warfare in the nincteenth century (Levy, 1982).

The Increasing destructiveness of warfare has been explained not only by
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changes in military technology, but also by the increasing rationalization of
force as an instrument of state policy and the centralization of military power
in the hands of the state; the commercialization of war and the increasingly
symbiotic relationship between war and commerce; the popularization of war
in the form of the nation in arms and conscripted manpower; the professional-
ization of military power, as evidenced by the development of a peacelime
military establishment under the direction of a professional military elite and
general stafl system; and the scientific revolution, in which the enlire scien-
tific, engineering, and technological capacities of the state are mobilized for
the conduct of war (Millis, 1956; Osgood, 1967; Howard, 1976; Levy, 1982).
Other types of war have followed different patterns over time. Wars involv-
ing the great powers against nONpowers have become less frequent and shorter
but only somewhat more severe in terms of casualties (the most severe wars
have become more severe, but the severity of most wars is on average only
slightly greater). The frequency of colonial or imperial wars increased gradu-
ally, exploded in the nineteenth century, and then declined with the liquida-
tion of the European colonial empires in the twentieth century.® Our picture of
wars between smaller states is much less clear, particularly for the pre-
nineteenth century period, but it is clear that the frequency of those wars has
increased.? These increases should be put in context, however. Whereas the
number of great powers in the system has been roughly constant over time
(five or six), the number of states as a whole in the system, and hence the total
number of opportunities for war, has increased dramatically. Proportional to
the size of the system, the number of small state wars has not increased.
Similarly, the number of civil wars has increased over time, but not dis-
proportionately to the increasing size of the system (Singer and Small, 1972
Small and Singer, 1982).1°
These trends have several important implications fora general review of the
literature on the causes of war, particularly if one concemn is the relevance of
these theories for the nuclear age. One is that the pattern of warfare in the
nuclear age appears to be different from the patterns of earlier eras. There arc
fewer great power wars but an increased number of wars between medium and
smaller states, some of which are essentially proxy wars between the super-
powers. There are also more civil wars, which may be largely indigenous in
their origins but which often involve the interests of the superpowers. Conse:
quently, there is an increased risk that one of these small interstate or civil
wars might escalate through expansion into a superpower war.
These considerations have led some observers to argue that the
route 10 a superpower confrontation is through the escalation of a

mosl llkely
local co®

flict, that consequently traditional theorics of great power war have m
ontem”

minished relevance for the nuclear age, and tha the primary task for €
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porary scholarship on war is to focus on proxy wars, wars of intervention, and
processes of escalation that might involve the great powers. These obsc’ o

would argue that a review of the conflict literature should focus more h I'V‘?Ifs
on sm'?ll_cr wars, intervention, and escalation processes and less on the e::(liy
liqnal hlet.‘at'urc on great power conflict. This is an important argument, b tli
think t'hal l't is wrong. In order to explain why and to justify the aj ’r N h
mkcl'] in this chapter, it is first necessary to take a brief and somevi:: (:35

flective look at the theoretical literature on international conflict -

Theories of International Conflict: A Preliminary Overview

The hlerat.ure on the causes of war demonstrates a clear bias toward great
power behavior. The majority of diplomatic historians have followed l.,cog lad
von Ranke ([183311973) in conceiving European history as the history of -~
pow(-:r relations. A.J.P. Taylor {1954:xix), for example arguesr)l(hat 8"::‘
relations of the great powers have determined the history :)f Europe.” Walle
(1979:72-73) rt_:flects the argument of many political scientists in ar, l-lin th zt
any theory of international politics must necessarily be based ongthc:g at
powers, for they define the context for others as well as for thc:msefma
!Hcar'ly_ all versions of balance of power theory are (whether explicitl o
lmphcnly.) thet?ﬁes of great power behavior, and current lh[::oric:y 0;
hegemonic decline, power transition, and hegemonic war clearly focus orsl tl(:
causes an'd consequences of the behavior of the leading powers in the syst ;
(Organs!u, 1968; Modelski, 1978; Gilpin, 1981; Kennedy, 1987).1! e

The literature on the causes of war is biased toward tile grea-t powers in
another sense: many of our theories of war and of intemnational behavior in
zcor::ral “z: d'lrs":)ro&ort:gn:‘t,elylinﬂuenced by a small handful of cases of great

- The World War [ case in particular has attracted an en
:::::ils;f ::(:::l-n:on by hlslolrians and political scientists but also by :lll'.:li‘t:lrl;
o a",ianc labc[')lsycfhologlsls, a_nd' others. Some theories of the balance of
mispe;cc ance aV|.0r, -econor‘m.c }mpeﬁalism. militarism, preventive war,
e &gns,horganlzatlonal ngldlty in the military, inadvertent war, and
s d:::: avt; been generated inductively from the 1914 case.’? This
closdly tied tog:rs' at some of our theon-.t_ical generalizations may be too
kAl n;glc case and gives additional emphasis to the need for

i o m}; ; cal tests of theories of war across many cases.

o war pep:a an to note that the great power bias in the theoretical literature
" 1o i smmtpnma;ﬂy 19 sysgerplc-level theories of war, those that trace
a5, Much ot l111‘:: o the.mter.nahonal system and the relationships among
cisbles, g1 .thcorctlcal hteratl'Jrc does indeed focus on systemic-level

v the impact of anarchic structures, power distributions, and
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alliance configurations is different for small states acting in the shadows of the
great powers than it is for the great powers themselves. There has recently
been increased attention to domestic political and decision-making variables
and processes contributing to the outbreak of war (Holsti, 1972; Brecher,
1980: Lebow, 1981; Jervis, 1988a; Levy, 1989a), and many theories based on
these variables are as applicable to smaller states as they are to the great
powers. Admittedly, historical changes in the nature of economic systems,
political structures, and other domestic variables have been more profound
than changes in the structure of the international system itsell (and probably
also more profound than changes in individual threat perception and decision-
making processes). This means that hypotheses linking domestic structures
and war may be more difficult to generalize from earlier eras to the present as
compared to systemic-level hypotheses, for great powers as well as for small-

er states.
It is also true that relatively little serious attention has been devoted (o the

general theoretical questions of cscalation, intervention, and proxy wars.
Much has been written on likely scenarios for escalation to nuclear war
(Kahn, 1965), and there have also been a number of simulations and other
studics of the dangers of escalation of Jocal conflicts (in the Middle East and
elsewhere) to a superpower confrontation. The literature on limited war (Os-
good, 1957, 1979; Halperin, 1963; Kissinger, 1957) and war termination (Fox,
1970; 1kié, 1971; Mitchell and Nicholson, 1983; Beer and Mayer, 1986) also
deals implicitly with the guestion of escalation. Although the theoretical
literature on the causes of war includes a great deal on the vertical escalation
of a dyadic conflict; there is little on the horizontal escalation of local conflicts
(Smoke, 1977; Bloomfield and Leiss, 1969; Blainey, 1973:Chap. 13-15; Bar-
ringer, 1972). There is no distinct theory of cscalation, one that specifies
under what conditions and through what processes local conflicts or low-level
superpower conflicts escalate to superpower crises and war."? Similarly, there
is no theory of intervention, which is one possible path to the escalation of
war.

What theoretical literature we do have on intervention and escalation pro-
cesses essentially involves applications of more general hypotheses regarding
the causes of war, including hypotheses linking war to balance of power
considerations, alliances, domestic politics, bureaucratic processes, and mis-
perceptions. Thus, a general grounding in theories of the causes of war isan
essentiat point of departure for the development of a theory of intervention of
escalation.

An understanding of escalation and intervention processes should be tied 0
the historical as well as traditional theoretical literature on war. The abse.ntjf
of any case of escalation to great power war in the nuclear age means that it 15
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not possible to have an empirical test of a theory of escalation that i fi
to the post-1945 period.'S Qur confidence in the validity of s:c:'ns zorhclezed
would be greatly t?nhanccd if it were tested against the historical record l‘);
great power behavior while at the same time acknowledging the unique f; .
tures of the nuc!ear era. The expansion of the data base to the n:nut?lear o
would not only incorporate cases of escalation, it would also fagili(ate a m;:
fully conuplled empirical test by increasing the extent of variation in sev ral
important independent variables (for example, polarity, or the degree of di:h
sion 9[ power in the system). In addition, in the abs::nce of a com aran'v-
historical s.tudy there is little empirical basis for any argument that eslzalatio:
processes in ‘the nuclear age are distinct from those in the past, or that the
processes of intervention in or escalation from a local war are imp’onant in the
contemporary era but not in the past. In fact, there are a sufficient number of
PaStfgr:al power wars growing out of smaller conflicts to suggest that their
::r:: p:, ;;a::;r.nla;:on may help us understand escalation processes in the con-
This discussion leads to a more general characteristic of the literature on the
causes of war: the gap between (1) the theoretical and empirical literature on
the causes of‘ war, and (2) research by contemporary strategic analysts on
deterrence, crisis stability, arms control, and superpower relations in general
Most of those who attempt to construct general theories of the causes of wa;
focus on the pre-1945 period and make no explicit attempt to integrate the
nuclear factor into their theories. Some B0 5o far as to say that the causes of
var are etcrpal, that nothing fundamental has changed in the nuclear age
lpapncular!y international anarchy and human nature), and that consequent?
thclr. t‘heones are as applicable today as in previous eras. Many quantitalivz
empu?ca'l studies of international conflict, for example, include the nuclear
c‘n’wuhm the -temporal domain of their analysis, but they rarely include
variable reflecting the presence or absence of nuclear weapons.'? :
stmMan_y f’f those who focus on strategic deterrence or on other contemporary
tegic issues make the opposite argument, assert that the nuclear revolution

| Msbeen so fundamental that everything has changed, that whatever happened

"fforeml:rs. is no k?nger relevant, and that therefore they have little to learn
; rists or hlsu?nans focusing on earlier eras. These theorists make
o osc of the theoretical or empirical literature on the causes of war in their
::c co;t;mporary pohcy. As a result, current strategic doctrines and the
i (h: n:s afr:)ltn which they are derived generally have little ground-

o theore lterature on the causes of war or in the histor; i
U‘fLPOWCr behavior in the past. " hstoncslreaity

i . .

cha s::dmc insist that nothmg has changed and others insist that everything
Bed, others try to have it both ways. Many scholars demonstrate with

- .
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ample historical evidence that war has been an integral part of intermationa)
relations for millennia; argue that this pattern is a necessary consequence of
any anarchic international system, acknowledge that the system is still anar.
chic; but then make an inferential leap and conclude that the nuclear era jg
sufficiently different and that past historical tendencies will be mitigated in
the nuclear age. This argument is usually made with little rigorous theoretica)
analysis or empirical justification and with little attempt to integrate these twg
divergent tendencies into a single coherent theoretical explanation or mode],
There is an inability to come to terms conceptually with an important systemic
transformation in the international system, but one that leaves the most basic
structural characteristic of that system intact.
Although the impact (or lack of such) of the nuclear revolution on the
causes of war is asserted far more often than it is rigorously argued and
systematically analyzed, there have been some attempts to deal more thor.
oughly with the question. There have been a number of essays on the general
question of the impact of the nuclear revolution on international politics
(Brodie, 1946; Schelling, 1966; Mandelbaum, 1981; Gaddis, 1987; Jervis,
1984, 1988b, 1989; Mueller, 1988). Much has also been written on the ques-
tion of the “utility of force” in the nuclear age (Knorr, 1966, 1977, Walu,
1967; Gompart, 1977; Organski, 1968; Organski and Kugler, 1980:Chap. 4).
Another body of literature attempts (0 assess the impact of nuclear weapons in
specific deterrence situations in the nuclear age, either through case studies
(Betts, 1987), quantitative methods (Stoll, 1982; Weede, 1983; Kugler, 1984;
Morgan and Ray, 1988), or both (Blechman and Kaplan, 1978; Organski and
Kugler, 1980). Many of these studies fail, however, to include any explici
comparisons witb the prenuclear period. A related body of literature focuses
explicitly on the question of how to explain the “long peace,” the four decades
of peace among the leading states in the system that is so rare by historical
standards (Gaddis, 1987; Kegley, 1989).

Most of this literature is certainly relevant to the quest :
war in the nuclear age but fails to provide a complete answer to it. It explains
why the likelihood of a major war is much less in the nuclear era than 10
previous historical eras (and also deals with the question of the likelihood ol
lesser wars) without answering the question of the specific conditions. pre
cesses, and events that might lead to such an admittedly low probabihi®
event. There has recently emerged a body of literature that makfs : »
explicit attempt to identify some of the specific conditions contributing
war. It attempts to ground middle-range theories of deterrence Of .h ,.

on the causes of war in historical experience, test those theones _“""'
methodology of controlled comparison, and analyze their implfcallo"s :
contemporary policy issues. Among the more specific issues discv

jon of the causes of
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these scholars are the conditi i
or fail (George and Smoke, l(;"]liu ;?:rrrn‘::];h 1«;‘;;)8 n;:: o ay 10 succeed
quer(:cs ]c;fs ;)ffcnsivc military doctrines (Po;en, 19,84- \s;::ml;:cand f;’:se*
?;gga:,l,ebo :T, ltg;ll)'olfh :f “rgl;pcl:]ce‘szm;] i: deterrence (Jervis, l;'ll'G, IQ;;:
s : iIch domestic politics can i
(;;;;c-,-m;:z: (Ll:t;c;w, 1981; Stein, 19854, 19855), crisisp:)nanagemcnﬂn(tr:)l:c
; Y, 1988d), and the sources of imperial overe i ‘
1085, xtension (Snyder,
These theoretical analyses and iri i inci
sugg.cst that some of thcycauses o:n\:rl:rn::t: :::l;d;::n:r?nc:;]l:evrlfcl;::gzxrenough FO
previous eras. At this point there is insufficient empirical evid o deter.
mine conclusively whether or not other factors that have been inf orian fie‘ef'
past have ceased to be important in the nuclear age, or Whe[thO“: oy
much Iess.(or much greater) weight now than in th:: past, or rhl ;y e/
causal variables have emerged in the nuclear era. The ;;r(‘)p()si‘:;o:lt l:rtnilw
;;:s::e:)f a:v:rthl?ave cI:nanged mus! be demonstrated and not Jjust ass:n;.de
o analy,s and (:id l:qtmresdthal we incorporate traditional theories of war inl(;
o ov;r  ord I 1o understand the extent to which the causes of war have
s orms. v:: must ﬁrs't comple!]cnd the nature of those causes in
previous m.vo] lr‘n I:s foundation we will be better abie to understand how
e ulear re thcu fon has af.fecled the impact of traditionally important causal
relationships among them. Toward the end of this chapter

we returm briefly to the questi i
e rern brie question of the impact of the nuclear revolution on the

Organizing Framework

bch; orcc:sl;:nwmgﬁlrl:‘e e';ustmg _theorctical literature on the causes of war, we wiil
s o e of I e Bt s 10 impri
ciyii it teontsen, ol e onal 1olence that includes imperial war,
il ! short of war. These other
o :e n;::r::::li nto lhedc')ftcnt that they contribute to the outbreak cl:t!] ;:::::::
st poeer lhca(;lntmons. We will give somewhat greater emphasis to
i e o i1 mo wars between secondary states, both because of the
W the proventing e tl:rature and bec.ausciof our concern with the question
nuciear age wn bec ear war. The implications of particular theories for
of the frcrer 0 C(t):_mdcred'whcre relevant, aithough the relative si-
L will fogs ur rera(i v1;:>lqu¢.:su(l)n has already been noted.
08 am ara e y small number of
Brated ingg 4 more

- : major theories instead of
propositional inventory, since isolated hypotheses not
general theoretical framework contribute little to the

> -
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cumulation of scientific knowledge about war. For similar reasons I will also
focus more on theories and their analytical problems than on the extensive
empirical research on war. Systematic empirical findings and other forms of
historical evidence designed to test specific hypotheses will be included to the
extent to which they bear directly on the major theories. Specific findings
relating to a particular case Of to limited spatial and temporal domains, or
those more reflective of narrow operational indicators than of broader the-
oretical concepts, will not be included, because they rarely produce generaliz-
able knowledge about international conflict. This is based on a rejection of
neopositivist epistemology that asserts that the primary path to knowledge is
the cumulation of discrete empirical findings, and the adoption of a perspec-
tive that conceives of the growth of knowledge in terms of the development of
better theories. This 1s consistent with a Lakatosian conception of science in
which the validity of a theory is measured not only by its correspondence with
empirical reality but also by its explanatory power relative to that of alterna-
tive theories (Lakatos, 1970).

This epistcmolugical orientation has implications for the way in which
empirical evidence will be utilized here. We can attempt to evaluate the extent
w0 which the empirical evidence supports a particular theory, but we must
recognize that other theories may be equally consistent with the same evi-
dence. Thus, consistency with the evidence is not sufficient for the acceptance
of a theory. Theories must be evaluated with respect 10 each other as well as
compared to the evidence. Moreover, We must recognize that each theory is
based on certain analytic assumptions, and the empirical evidence appropriate
for testing each of the {heories cannot be specified independently of these
analytical assumptions. Thus, it is no simple task to evaluate the weight of the
evidence in support of a theory. ‘The relevance of various empirical studies for
a particular theory depends on numerous aspects of its research design, in-
cluding the appropriateness of its empirical domain, the validity and re-
liability of the empirical indicators used, the quality of the data, and so on.

There is insufficient space in this chapter to assess the evidentiary basis of
various theories in this way. It is more important to emphasize the conceptual
limitations of each of the theories, focusing on the evidence only where it
seems Lo be overwhelming in suppoft or contradiction. At this time, the
primary limitations on our understanding of the causes of war are theoretical,
not empirical. The central problem is not the lack of information or lack of
data to test our theories, but the absence of theories that are sufficiently well
specified and logically complete to provide a compelling explanation and on¢
that facilitates a meaningful empirical test.

This leads to the question of the policy relevance of theories of wal
Conflicting theories pive rise to conflicting implications for conlempo
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policy debates. For most theories that posit that factor X causes war and that
consequently statesmen should do Y, there is usually another theory positing
that X eontributes to peace and that consequently that statcsmen should not do
Y. In f.act. many contemporary policy debates derive from these underlying
meorgucal_dcbatcs regarding the causes of war. A careful examination of the
mwpgs will often make this clear, even if we do not have the time to trace
e,.(p'hcnly all of the linkages between theory and policy. Another reasen for
giving greater emphasis to the theoretical dimensions of the literature is that
many of t.he policy questions will be analyzed in much greater detail in other
chapters in this series. Most of these chapters deal with more narrowly de-
ﬁm_-,d theoretical questions for which there is greater agreement as to the
“,:enght f’f the evidence and its implications for policy. This theoretical over-
view vfull serve as a useful reminder, however, that there is extensive debate
regarding the validity of the broader theories within which each of these more
specific hypotheses is embedded.

This chapter is concemned with the question of the conditions, events and
pr‘ocesscs affecting the likelihood of the outbreak of war. It is less conce;med
with Fhe more general philosophical question of why war occurs of with the
questions of the “primary” or “‘permissive” causes that make it possible for
war to occur but that are nearly always present. These are not very helpful
with _n_:gard to the question of why war occurs at some times under certain
conditions rather than at other times under other conditions, or between some
statc.s r'ather than other states. Consequently, they carry little explanatory or
predictive power. Thus, this chapter will not examine the extensive literature
on human natu_n: and war (Waltz, 1954; Nelson, 1974). To the extent that
human nature is a constant, it cannot account for the variation in war and
peace. _To the extent that human nature is conceived as variable, with aggres-
sive 'dnves varying in intensity and finding different types of ou,tlcts at differ-
:nt :Imnt:l and u:der different conditions, then the variation in war and peace is
xplai not by h i i iti
wifh ined no in)t'c m\::lsa:; nature itself but instead by these other conditions

The question remaining is exactly how our survey of the litcrature on the
causes of war will be .organized. One traditional mode of classification, which
;geo:s‘Ot back lto Thucydides, is base-d on the distinction between underlying (or
u:nn)f; ;: ong.l-‘:‘e_nn) causes t'md immediate (or proximate or trigger or short-
ge of faz'c;;a his approac!l is common among historians and has the advan-
o W i lmtli‘lﬁ a dynamic analysis of the interaction of variables contribut-
rongin ar. :;'g-u.:rm. pmccsscs‘of growth, uneven development, and
_lmemﬂg p((;wcr istributions establish t.hc contexts within which interests
it and crises occur, and then proximate causes are important in deter-

ing which of these crises escalate to war. One significant limitation of this
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classification scheme, however, is that some of the same variables can serve
as both underlying and proximate causes of war. The prisoner’s dilemma, for
example, has been advanced as an explanation for the general tendencies of an
anarchic environment to foster conflictual behavior, the long-term pressures
for imperial expansion, the intermediate-term pressures for arms racing, and
the immediate decisions to mobilize or initiate a preemptive strike in a crisis,
Similarly, domestic political variables may be the primary determinants of
Jong-term expansionist pressures within a state and also provide the political
pressures that prevent statesmen from making necessary compromises with
the adversary in a crisis. Each set of these sufficiently similar variables should
he analyzed together rather than separated according to their ternporal prox-
imity to the outbreak of war.

For this reason [ have adopled a levels-of-analysis framework to classify the
independent explanatory varigbles and in this way to organize our €xamina-
tion of theorics of war. 1 begin with systemic-level theories, in which the
central causal variables are the structural characteristics of the intemational
system that constitutes the external environment common to all states. These
theories basically minimize the importance of the intemal political and eco-
nomic structure of states, domestic politics, the nature of the decision-making
process, and the belief systems and psychological processes of individual
political leaders in the processes leading to war. | then tum to theories that
trace the roots of war to the narure of state and sociery. Here the focus is on
the overall political structure of the state (for cxample, democratic or authori-
tarian), the structure of the economic system, political culture and ideology,
nationalism and public opinion, and domestic politics more generally. Fi-
nally, 1 turn to theories that locate the sources of war in the nature of the
political decision-making process, particularly during crises. These theones
focus on bureaucratic politics and organizational processes, small group dy-
namics, psychological processes, individual beliefs and images, attitudes to-
ward risk, misperception, and other factors. Because many of these factors
are examined in other chapters in this series, 1 will focus here on theories of
organizational politics and processes and on theories of misperception.

This framework constitutes a modification of other levels-of-analysis con-
ceptions found in the literature of Waltz (1954), Singer (1961), and Rosenau
(1966). One serious limitation of this organizing framework is that some
important causal factors cut across levels of analysis (for example, lﬂd’
patterns reflect both the structure of domestic economies and relationships
among states in the international system). These variables affect the processes
leading to war at different stages, and these dynamic processes involving
multilevel variables are not easily accommodated into a basically static levels:

-

The Causes of War: A Review of Theories and Evidence 223

of-analysis framework. My aim here, however, is not to construct a th

the causes of war, for which a levels-of-analysis framework mi htcm:yl(::
optimum, b'ut to .organize a critical review of existing theories forgwhi:: thi
framework is quite useful. A curious feature of much of the li'tcralun: o thlts:
causes of war and, in fact, one of its serious limitations. is that most of :lhc
mnes cither consist of essentially a single factor or ,integratc a cluster St;
variables from the same level of analysis. Consequently, most of these thcz-
ries are relatively easy to classify into a lcvels—of—analys;s framework. C

of :.nultllevel. theories will be classified according to their primary ex la.ina‘:segs
Vanable.s, with particular attention given to cross-level relationshipspRcm(:t:
of pmx.:matc considerations will not be ignored, for they are n:lcva.nt in the
cvalu'ahon of the various theories. What we expect from a theory is in
funcufx_l of w-h_al it is attempting to explain, so that the standards for evgrnnm:
ing crisis decision-making theories must be somewhat different than the stan-
dards for evaluating theories focusing on the underlying causes of war. Nei
ther type of theory is really complete without the other. o

Systemic-Level Theories

Many systemic-level theories of war fall within the “realist” i
inlcrn-ational politics, and it would be useful to lay out the a:::;p':?;::lgr th(i):
Mlgm bcfo:'c examining any of the more specific theories of war that share
n:ahsf assumptions. We will then tumn to balance of power theory and many of
;heb!vanatc hypo'the.scs 'that are pftcn subsumed under it, including those
ocusing on the d!s.lnbutlon of military capabilities in the system, alliance
patterns, opportunities for expansion on the periphery of the systen; and the
::':dnc‘bztlance of power. Power models will be contrasted with B'ueno de
. t:qun: ] expec‘u'ad utility theory of war, and static models will be compared
- l;:n;r transition theory, .n:laled theories of hegemonic war and change,
i [l)ressm:e theory, leclarul economic theories of war will be exam-
Y lhwn; te;natlve l(? the‘reahsl theories noted here. Although these struc-
i a; 0(:;:5 primarily on the underlying conditions contributing to
v, Prisoere : structural variables that generate immediate pressures for
ool mma .mod'cls analyze the structural incentives for conflic-

oy 10T 1n certain situations and have recently been receiving consider-
“Inpletemi:,ofn’ as .havc formal models of sequential games based on in-
o w“;)rmatl:n. but. these are tnealcd elsewhere in this series and
ering not cxammed. h.en:. Smnlarly, the literature on deterrence,
Iplomacy, and bargaining will not be covered in this chapter.
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The Realist Paradigm

Of all the theoretical frameworks for the study of international politics,
including the causes of war, the most widely accepted, at least in the West, ig
the realist paradigm.20 Realist ideas can be traced back to Thucydides’ Pg;.
oponnesian War, several centuries of balance of power theon'.es, .MOr-
genthau’s (1967) elucidation of classical realism, Waltz's systematization of
structural realism or neorealism, recent quantitative empirical (Singer, 1979q,
1979b, 1980) and formal (Wagner, 1986; Niou and Ordeshook, 1986) models
of balance of power systems, and other contemporary analyses employing ,
range of different methodologies. There have also been a number of attempis
to reconstruct or formalize realist theory (Keohane and Nye, 1977; Keohane,
1983; Vasquez, 1983). Although realism is often referred to as a theory, it is
better conceived as a conceptual framework or paradigm (Kuhn, 1962). Rejy|.
ism itself is too gencral and cannot generate many specific predictions until
some of its key concepts are given more precise definitions and hence greater
empirical content. Realism has in fact spawned a number of more specific
theories that often give different predictions but that share a hard core of
common assumptions. These assumptions concern the nature of the actors in
world politics and of the international system within which they interact,

One central assumption of the realist paradigm is that world politics is
statecentric, that territorial states are the key actors in the system.?! The key to
understanding what occurs in world politics, and how the world system is
likely to evolve in the future, is to understand the behavior of territorially
defined states. A central determinant of state behavior, according to political
realism, is the anarchic structure of the state system. Anarchy refers to the
absence of any legitimate authority in the international system to make and
enforce laws, adjudicate disputes, and regulate behavior among states. In the
absence of an enforcement mechanism, sovereign states must provide for their
own interests in a self-help system in which force is the ultimate arbiter of
disputes. Thus, the system is often described as a Hobbesian state of nature.
which is equivalent to a state of war because the absence of enforccmc{“
mechanism precludes effective cooperation among states to achieve their
mutual interests (Hobbes, [1651) 1962).

Realist theories assume that states can be treated as if they are unitary actors
with a single set of reasonably weli-defined interests. Through this assump-
tion realist theory minimizes the impact of any internal disagreements rcgﬂl‘:;
ing the national interest or the optimum means of achieving those inte-rcsts.
Realist theory also assumes that states can be treated as if they are rauonallf
well as unitary: their interests are transitive, and they calculate the cons¢
quences of each policy alternative in terms of its costs and benefits for tho
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interests (given uncertainty and informationa) constraints), and sclect the
policy that maximizes their interests.23 As we will see in our subsequent
sections on societal-level and decision-making theories, serious objections
have been raised against the unitary and rational actor assumptions.

Realist theory goes beyond the unitary and rational actor assumptions to
assume that because of the potential for violence in an anarchic, high-threat
system, the hierarchy of state interests is dominated by security. Although
security interests and other interests reinforce each other over the long term,
in the short term they occasionally come into conflict and, when that happens,
security interests are given priority. The primary means to security is power.
Realists have traditionally conceptualized power in terms of military power
and the economic foundations of military power and potential, although some
contemporary realists define power more broadly.24 Regardless of how power
is defined, it is assumed that power is fungible and applicable to a wide range
ol issue areas, that it is a universal currency that can be used to advance a
wide variety of interests. It is also assumed that power (but not necessarily
security) is relational and essentially zero sum in intemational politics: one’s
power is measured relative to the power of others. Because power is necessary
to achieve other interests, and because power is relational, power becomes for
all practical purposes an end in itself. As Morgenthau (1967) writes, interna-
tional politics is a struggle for power, although one should add that since
power is a means to security, the maximization of power is subject to the
constraint that security not be impaired.

The rationality assumption is important because it provides a link among
the structure of the system, the national interests of states, and their foreign
policy behavior. It is assumed that a rational analyst can infer from a state’s
position in the system the security interests of the state. the systetnic con-
straints and opportunities affecting those interests, the optimum policy alter-
natives for the achievement of those interests, and therefore a state’s be-
havior. That is, realist theories generate a set of testable propositions linking
the structure of the intemational system to the behavior of states. They assume
that the identity of particular leaders, their individual belief systems and
psychological processes, and the intemnal bureaucratic, domestic political and
tconomic context within which they operate are of secondary importance in
determining state behavior. These internal variables are important only inso-
far as they affect the economic and military power of the state. Because of the
Potential for violence in the international system, the imperatives of survival
dominate other interests, and rational individuals respond to such danger in
foughly similar ways.2s

central proposition of realist theory is that the distribution of power in
the system determines the behavior of individual states within the system.
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This proposition is often qualified to give negative rather than positive predic-
tions: the distribution of power imposes constraints within which all states
must operate if they want to maintain their security and other interests, but it
does nol generate positive predictions about behavior within this broad range
of constraints (Waltz, 1979). That is, the proposition suggests necessary
rather than sufficient conditions for behavior. Even the qualified proposition
is not particularly discritninating, however, for it lacks much empirical con-
tent unless both the nature of power and the nature of the system are defined.
At this point various realist theories begin to diverge, and these divergent
theories will be examined in the following sections of this chapter.

Another very general set of propositions advanced by realist theories is that
cooperation is relatively rare in a system in which sovereign states must
provide for their own security in an anarchic world. The argument goes
something like this. Because states may resort (o force to preserve their
security or advance their other interests if disputes cannot be resolved by
nonviolent means, and because there is nothing to prevent a state from utiliz-
ing force, all states must be prepared to use force to protect themselves. The
primary means by which security is enhanced is the accumulation of military
power and the economic strength that underlie it, although alliances may also
be useful, particularly as short-term solutions to the security needs of states 26
But power is relative, rather than absolute, and, thus, with respect o power-
related issues international politics approaches a zero-sum game (Wolfers,
1962:Chap. 10, Gilpin, 1975:Chap. 1), and consequently states are engaged in
a continuous pursuit of power and security. This process is exacerbated by the
inability to distinguish between the offensive and defensive intentions of
others and between offensive and defensive weapon systems. The intentions
of other states are inherently ambiguous and can change from one political
leader to the next, and most weapons can serve both offensive and defensive
functions (Jervis, 1978; Levy, 1984a). Even though there are risks in over-
reacting as well as in underreacting, statesmen generally prefer to err on the
side of safety and assume the worst regarding the intentions and actions of
other states, and this tendency toward worst-case analysis fuels the action-
reaction spiral in international politics.

Because actions a state takes to increase its security often decrease the
security of other states, which then feel compelled to take countermeasures (0
increase their own security, which in turn are threatening to others, and 0
forth, actions taken to increase security often generate an action-reaction
spiral. This spiral may not only be costly, but it often fails to increase the
security of any state and may actually decrease the security of all by incress”
ing tensions and hence the probability of war and also by increasing b
destructiveness of any war that might occur. This is the classic “secunty
dilemma” (Herz, 1957; Jervis, 1978). It is important because it explain
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states that prefer peace and that have no aggressive intentions can be induced
by the structure of the system to take actions that none really wishes to take
and ﬂ‘mt lFavc all states worse off than before. Under certain conditions, the
secunt.y dilemma can lead to war in the absence of any “genuine” conﬂic,ts of
strategic, economic, or ideological interests between states. Thus, states ma
prefer peace but rationally choose war.2” ’ ’
This is not the only causal sequeuce through which war might occur, of
course, and not all security dilemmas lead to war. There may be “l::al”
conﬂl-cts over temitory, resources, and other issues that lead two states to
perceive that their interests can best be served through the use of force
lca‘admg to war as the preferred outcome by both states.2® Whether most wa:;
arise .from such conflicts of concrete interests is an interesting theoretical
question, 'allhough the problem of analytically distinguishing between these
concrete lnu.:rcstS and other interests relating to power and prestige raises
some very difficult questions. An interesting feature of the theoretical litera-
ture on international conflict, however, is that relatively little attention has
been given to the actual issues involved in the processes leading to war.29 It is
rccognyzed that some interests and some issues are more vital than otht.:rs and
more likely 1o lead to war than are conflicts over other issues. Analysts have
f"“ been very successful, however, in identifying an objective hierarchy of
interests applicable to all states or even to all great powers, other than ve
gmg@l concerns for territorial and constitutional integrity, the maintenance (?f’
a mlmrr_lal level of economic subsistence, the exclusion of hostile regimes
from adjaf:t.:m areas, and perhaps the prevention of any one state from achiev-
ing a position of dominance in the system. Instead, it is generally assumed
that in an anarchic system conflicts of interests will naturally arise and that
rcg:-ndless of the long-term interests of states their immediate interests are the
maintenance and if possible the improvement in their power position. Thus
intemnational politics becomes, at least for the leading states in the s .;.l ’
struggle for power (Morgenthau, 1967). yeem
(heh shoulq be emphasized that not all realist theories give equal emphasis to
sms?;::i;lc structure of the system.30 Whereas balance of power theories
o rl,::enp:num(fe of angrchy and the absence of order in the international
e , ree nt versions of l'legem(‘mm" theory acknowledge the existence of
g (:m:] empha.sm: the hierarchies of power and informal “regimes” with-
e si(()svcmgn state system. Thq_:y gscrt that the leading state in the
rsctares o pou.rer to create and rpamtmn a set of political and economic
Kenomr 1933'0;::: no.rms of behavior (Keohane, 1980, 1984; Gilpin, 1981;
me,morc ,c | FIslu, 1978, 1987h) .that sc;.-.rve its own interests. This will
tom ang o m::ircn:v :ru.r subsequent discussion of theories of power transi-

a .
general sense anarchy may explain why international political systems
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are more conflictual than domestic political systems thal have centralized
mechanisms of regulation and enforcement. Anarchy itself, defined as the
absence of a higher formal authority, is a structural constant, however, and
cannot really explain the enormous variations in war and peace in the modem
Westphalian system or in any other sovereign state system. 1f at some times
the system seems more anarchic than at others it is because of greater con-
centrations of power, a greater degree of cooperation among the great powers,
greater compliance with informal rules and norms, and other factors. To the
extent that state behavior is different in such a system, it is these other
variables, not anarchy, that explains this variation in behavior. Anarchy itself
says nothing about the conditions and processes under which the continuous
struggle for power and security is likely to trigger a direct conflict of vital
interests or an intense conflict spiral, and the conditions and processes under
which these are likely to escalate to war. Within the general realist paradigm
there are several distinct theories that advance more specific propositions
regarding the conditions and processes contributing to war in an anarchic
sovereign state system, and to these we now tumn.

Balance of Power Theory

The balance of power is one of the oldest concepts in the literature on
international relations, but also one of the most ambiguous and least tractable
(Haas, 1953; Claude, 1962). The central concepts associated with the balance
of power, including balance, power, equilibrium, and stability, are rarely
defined in any rigorous manner. The balance of power concept itself has been
used in a variety of different ways. It has been used descriptively to refer to
the distribution of power in the international system; prescriptively to suggest
how states should conduct their foreign policies; and analytically to refer to a
universal law of history (Morgenthau, 1967), a particular kind of international
system (Kaplan, 1957; Claude, 1962), or a theory of state behavior (Waltz,
1979; Wagner, 1986). Ambiguity is increased further by the tendency by some
to equate balance of power theory with realist theory or with any theory
utilizing power as a central organizing concept.

There is no single balance of power theory but, instead, a multiplicity of
theories, each of which begins with the hard core assumptions of realism,
adds more empirical content to the paradigm through more specific definitions
of power and other key concepts, and introduces additional assumptions. Asa
result, various balance of power theories generate conflicting propositions
about the actions and interactions of states. Each of these balance of power
“theories” is not so much a theory as a loose collection of mainly bivariate
hypotheses, which are based on a poorly defined set of assumptions and arc

e
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withou‘t ‘any well-developed connections between them. 3 Many of these
itions are inconsistent not only wij propositi
msbut also with each other.32 y Wi Hions from othet frame-

The confusion is all the greater because balance of power theorists cannot
even agree on what it is they are trying to explain or, stated differently, what it
is that a balance of power system is supposed to accomplish. Some argue that
the purpose or function of the system is to maintain the peace (Wolfers
|962:(?hap. 8; Claude, 1962:55; Organski, 1968:280) but a majority of schoI:
ars reject this view. They argue that war is a means of achieving more
important objectives. These other objectives are said to be the avoidance of
hegemony (Morgenthau, 1967; Blainey, 1973:112), the maintenance of the
independence of states—or at least of the great powers (Gulick, 1955;
Organski, 1968:280; Wagner, 1986; Waltz, 1979), or the general maintenanc;
of the status quo. Needless to say, this disagreement as to the identity of the
dependent variable, and the possibility that there may be two or more depen-
dent variables that are not collincar, inhibits the rigorous specification of the
theory.

In spite of the variations in balance of power theories, these theories do
share certain common features. The most significant are the emphasis on the
prevention of hegemony through blocking coalitions as the fundamental rule
of bchgvior and on the absence of hegemony as the most common state of
affairs in world politics. As we will see, these features distinguish balance of
power theory from hegemonic transition theories of various forms and from
other power-oriented theories. Thus, balance of power theory is not the same
as rt.:alist theory but is onc version of realist theory. It is not restricted to a
pan{cular historical era and can be applied to bipolar systems involving two
leading states as well as to multipolar systems characterized by five or so great
powers of roughly equal strength. Balance of power theory is applicable in
pnncnpl.c to (that is, its assumptions are satisfied in) the nuclear age as well as
fo previous eras (which is not to say that the theory gives equally accurate
predictions in the nuclear and prenuclear cras).

This formulation is consistent in most respects with that of Waltz’s
(1979:'(_‘ha-\p. 6) conception of balance of power theory as the theory of state
behavior in any anarchic system (including the present one) consisting of two
Or more sovereign states (see also Wolfers, 1962:127). It is also consistent
:’llh Claude’s ( 1962:Chaps. 2--3) conception of the balance of power as the

Ystem that exists by default in any international system unless it is con-

iﬂous[y replaced by a world government or by a centralized and authoritative

k?Cthc security arrangement. My formulation differs from these other con-
°h:Pllons .by more clearly distinguishing balance of power theories from

Bemonic theories, which downplay the behavioral consequences of anarchy
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and the importance of balancing mechanisms and emphasize the existence of
hegemony as a common state of affairs within a formally anarchic system,

This formulation differs also from those that add a number of stronger
assumptions to balance of power theory: the existence of four or five grea
powers, an equilibrium of military power in the system, a balancer, a colonial
frontier, a consensus regarding the legitimacy of the system, and other con-
siderations (Morgenthau, 1967:Chap. 14; Gulick, 1955:Chap. 1; Hoffmann,
1968; Wright, 1965:Chap. 20). These assumptions would deprive balance of
power theories of much of their explanatory power by restricting their ap-
plicability to a very narrow set of theoretical conditions and, therefore, to a
small number of specific historical eras. Within such systems several key
propositions of the theory would become nearly tautological and validated by
assumption (that is, when there is equilibrium in the system and a consensus
regarding the legitimacy of the system, and when states have limited aims,
there will be equilibrium and few major wars to overthrow the system and
establish one's own hegemony). These “assumptions” are better concep-
tualized as variables that form the basis of testable hypotheses regarding the
optimal conditions for the effective functioning of the system to avoid hegem-
ony and the outbreak of major wars.

Balance of power theorists suggest a number of mechanisms by which
states attempt to maintain an equilibrium and prevent any one state from
achieving a position of dominance. One important distinction is between
external balancing and internal balancing (Waltz, 1979:168). External balanc-
ing refers primarily to the formation of alliances as a blocking coalition
against a prospective aggressor, but it also includes termitorial compensations
or partitions for the purposes of redistributing the sources of power and, if
necessary, threats of force, intervention, and even war (Gulick, 1955:Chap.
3). Internal balancing refers to an internal buildup of military capabilities and
the economic and industrial foundations of military strength. Although there
have been few attempts to specify the precise conditions under which each of
these means is used and in what combination, it is clear that alliances play a
central role in most versions of balance of power theory.?

The central proposition of balance of power theory is that if one stal¢
threatens to achieve a position from which it would be able to dominate over
the rest, a military coalition of most of the other great powers will form
against it and a general war will follow. Thus the general perception that onc
state threatens to achieve a position of hegemony or dominance over
system is a sufficient but not necessary cause of general war involving ne
all the great powers in the system.> A number of general wars over the past
five centuries of the modern system appear to fit this central balance of power
proposition, including the wars against Philip 11 of Spain in the late sixteen

arly
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c'cntury. against Loui§ XIV in the late seventeenth century, against Revolu-
;0:;:3:] :und T:{)VOICOI";: France a century later, and against Germany twice in
he.gemoni:y.wu ¢ will retum to this proposition when we consider theories of
_lt IS important to recognize that the preceding proposition is concerned
pnmarily with the war behavior of the great powers and that most versions of
balance of power theory are essentially theories of great power behavior
When balance of power theorists refer to stability or to the avoidance of war i :
the system, they mean the avoidance of war among the great powers. Th }
rarely make specific predictions about the outbreak of war between seC(.)nd o
states.’® Smaller wars between great powers and secondary states or colo v
m.not considered as destabilizing, and many balance of power theorists vl::::
limited war as a particularly useful means of maintaining the stability of the
system, To.th.e extent that balance of power theory gencrates propositions
about war, it is for the most part about fairly major wars between the reat
powers (Deutsch and Singer, 1964:315-316: Waltz, 1967:270- l.g.c
19855:44), whic'h_ are assumed to have a different set of causes .lhan' warsvrl;
general. In addition, hypotheses regarding balancing behavior refer to the
great powers more than to other states. Great powers balance against potential
:gn;n:::ry \\;:e:cas'wcakc;.s:’a(cs in the proximity of stronger states do what
urvive, which o i i i
ectead of mlacing scatoni nf,tc;; involves bandwagoning with the strong
There is less agreement among balance of pow i i
con(!itions conducive to war, or gt least great l:).;)wecrr ﬂ\::f"::;::f;d ;n:u?;tr
of discrete propositions are associated with the theory. These pmpositionsIr
kosely connected at best, stress the impact of several independent variablcs'
:!1 lhe fmqucncy and seriousness of great power war. These include the
istribution of power in the system, polarity, the number of great powers, the
sym!um of the: alliance system, and the opportunities for great power cx' -
Sion in the peripheries of the system. -

THE DISTRIBUTION OF POWER IN THE SYSTEM

u:':ie e‘:::mbunon .of power in the international system, particularly among

i‘m:“mio“gll actc::i in t:lc system, is a central variable in realist theories of

mences o politics, .tho?lgh_thcrc are conflicting views as to the conse-
ol a particular distribution of power. Most balance of power theorists

¥gue that a relatively equal distribution of power among the great powers is

m:l‘: 10 peace as well as to the avoidance of hegemony and the preserva-
i independence of the major units in the system. Approximate parity
y sing peace (deﬁne.d.ns the avoidan.ce of major wars) because it denies
€ state the ability to enforce its will on others, provides several
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possible blocking coalitions that might form against any aggressor, and thyg
reinforces deterrence. Concentrations of power in the hands of a very smay
number of states are conducive to war because they reduce the riumber of
blocking coalitions and hence undermine deterrence (Claude, 1962; Moy.
genthau, 1967; Gulick, 1955; Wright, 1965). Balance of power theorists cop.
cede that a given state is more likely to be deterred by a preponderance of
power, and that preponderance by a nonaggressive status quo state would not
necessarily be dangerous and would enhance deterrence. But because of the
distrust of power in the abstract, the belief that power corrupts and that states
expansionist ambitions may be an increasing function of their power, and the
fact that preponderance could not be made available as a deterrent withoyg
also being available as an instrument of aggression, balance of power theorists
prefer the safety of parity.

These arguments are rejected by the “power preponderance” school, which
reminds us of the Pax Romana under the overwhelming preponderance of
ancient Rome and of the Pax Britannica in the nineteenth century. These
scholars emphasize the deterrent functions of preponderance and argue that an
equality of power is conducive to war rather than peace. Organski (1968:292),
for example, argues that “periods of balance, real or imagined, are periods of
warfare, while the periods of known preponderance are periods of peace.”
Parity increases the danger of war by tempting both sides to believe that they
have a good chance of winning, whereas under conditions of preponderance
war is unnecessary for the stronger and too risky for the weaker. Parity is
particularly dangerous, according to Organski, in a situation in which power
differentials are changing, but that question is better saved for our discussion
of power transition theory 38

The theoretical debate over the relative war proneness of parity and prepon-
derance is flawed in several respects. One problem is the confusion over the
relevant level of analysis. Arguments relating to deterrence in a dyadic situa-
tion involving two states have been used to support hypotheses regarding the
effects of the distribution of power in the international system, but there is no
logical connection between the two. Preponderance and equality must be
defined as systemic-level variables if they are to be meaningful in systemic-
level balance of power hypotheses.3° A related problem is that deterrence and
the likelihood of war in an nr-actor system is a function of the distribution of
power among coalitions (and potential coalitions) of states as well as among
individual states, but the effects of alliances are rarely considered in this
debate 40

Another theoretical problem that has not been adequately explored is the
precise form of the relationship between the distribution of power and the
stability or war proneness of the system. Both balance of power and power
preponderance formulations assume a linear (or at least monotonic) relation-
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ship between the two variables but, in the absence of a compiete explanatory
theory, this is not convincing. One could imagine a curvilinear relationship in
which equality or approximate equality is destabilizing because it tempts
aggression (particularly by risk-acceptant actors); a moderate level of power
concentration is stabilizing because it deters aggression without threatening
hegemony; and an extremely high level of power concentration is destabiliz-
ing because it gencrates fears of hegemony and a defensive military coalition
of all other great powers.

The distribution of power in the system is also a central variable in the old
debate over the relative stability or war proneness of bipolar and multipolar
systems. Although there is little agreement on the precise meaning of polarity
(Nogee, 1975) and there have been few successful attempts to operationalize it
(Bueno de Mesquita, 1975; Rapkin et al., 1979), it is usually defined as some
measure of the distribution of power among the major actors in the system. 4!
Most balance of power theorists argue that multipolarity is more stable (that
is, less prone to major wars) than bipolarity.4? There is a larger number of
possible coalitions that might form against a potential aggressor, and the
greater uncertainty that this generates for the aggressor reinforces deterrence.
Muitipolar systems can incorporate the role of a “balancer,” a normally un-
aligned state that helps to deter war by constantly threatening to shift its
decisive political and military support to the weaker coalition (Morgenthau,
1967:332-338; Kaplan, 1957:34; Claude, 1962:48; Bueno de Mesquita,
1975:190). Deutsch and Singer (1964) argue that the increased number of
interaction opportunities in multipolar systems generates pluralist crosscutting
pressures that reduce the likelihood of mutually reinforcing antagonisms.

Waltz (1979:Chap. 8), on the other hand, argues that bipolar systems are
more stable. They are characterized by fewer potential sources of conflict; the
absence of peripheries that invite expansionist policies; the concentration of
attention of the two leading states on each other; the insignificant impact of
the behavior of third states; and the stabilizing effects of crises between the
two leading states. In addition, in a system with two major poles there is a
tendency for the behavior of other great powers to revolve around this bipolar
axis, which increases the predictability of international behavior, reduces
uncertainty, and hence reduces the likelihood of a war by miscalculation.
Many of these arguments are disputed by Rosecrance (1966), who suggests
that bipolar systems may increase the incentives for conflict because of the

~ greater tendency to perceive international politics as a zero-sum game in

which even minor shifts in influence in the periphery are important. Rose-
crance (1966) concludes that wars in muitipolar systems will be more frequent
but less serious than those under bipolar systems, whereas Waltz (1979:172)
Suggests the opposite.

Note that both sides of the polarity/stability debate agree that bipolarity
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reduces uncertainty and that multipolarity increases it, but they disagree on
the consequences of uncertainty. Advocates of bipolarity argue that the reduc-
tion of uncertainty reduces the likelihood of a war by miscalculation, whereas
advocates of multipolarity argue that the reduction of uncertainty increases the
likelihood of war by simplifying the calculations of the aggressor. Thus,
uncertainty and the responses of statesmen to risk and uncertainty are critical
intervening variables between the distribution of power and the likelihood of
war,
One of the few to recognize this is Bueno de Mesquita (1980a, 19815,
1985), who argues that in the absence of a consideration of the risk propen-
sities of decision makers there is no logical or general relationship between
the systemic distribution of power and the likelihood of war. He argues that
some states and some statesmen are more willing to take gambles than others,
and that the likelihood of war is a function of both the distribution of power
and the risk propensities of decision makers.43 This is a powerful, logically
derived argument, the effects of which are demonstrated through a computer
simulation (Bueno de Mesquita, 1981b). The addition of the risk orientation
variable introduces enormous complications into any analysis of international
politics, however, because the measurement of risk technically requires the
extraordinarily difficult task of specifying the utility functions of the actors;
but an analysis of the relationships between capability distributions and war is
logically incomplete without it.44

Because of the absence of a coherent theory specifying the conditions under
which parity is stabilizing and those under which preponderance is stabilizing,
and because of the failure to incorporate the risk orientations of statesmen, it
is not surprising that empirical research has not produced any consistent
findings on this question. Singer, Bremer, and Stuckey (1972) find that con-
centrations of military capabilitics among the great powers are associated with
war in the nineteenth century and with peace in the twentieth century, while
parity is associated with peace in the nineteenth century and war in the
twentieth century. There are several possible explanations for this anomaly.
One is that other variables, operating independently or through their interac-
tion effects with the distribution of power variable, may be more important
determinants of the likelihood of war, so that the failure to control for polar-
ity, alliances, and other variables accounts for the instability of the hypoth-
esized relationship over time. Bueno de Mesquita and Laiman (1988a) dem-
onstrate, however, that the addition of these structural variables to the model
is insufficient to account for variations in the outbreak of war, and that it is
necessary to incorporate the risk propensities of decision makers and their
evaluations of the utility of alternative outcomes (see also Bueno de Mesquita,
19815). Altematively, Vasquez (1986) suggests that the distribution of power

—_—
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affects the type of war that occurs rather than the likelihood of war.45 The
observed intercentury differences might also be the artifact of the particular
methodological procedures used.

Although there has been a modest amount of work on polarity and war, the
results are inconclusive, in part because of the ambiguity of the central con-
cept of polarity (Wayman, 1984; Sabrosky, 1985; Most and Starr, 1987). This
question does have some important implications for the nuclear era, and it is
often argued that the “long peace” since 1945 is due to bipolarity as well as to
the existence of nuclear weapons (Waltz, 1979; Gaddis, 1987). Theory pro-
vides conflicting answers to this question, and the failure to consider other
cases of bipolarity precludes a controlled comparison that might enable the
disentangling of the confounding effects of bipolarity and nuciear weapons in
the contemporary era. Although alternative instances of bipolarity are rare,
they do exist. The Greece of Athens and Sparta was essentially a bipolar
system (Fleiss, 1966), as was Europe in the early sixteenth century with the
Hapsburg-Valois rivalry dominating European diplomacy. The first was char-
acterized by a hegemonic war for control over Greece and the second by a
series of moderately intense great power wars for control over Italy and then
Europe. 6 In the absence of further research on the relative stability of bipotar
and multipolar systems, scholars and policymakers should be very cautious in
assuming that bipolarity itself is a stabilizing force in world politics.

ALLIANCES

The lack of consistency among and within balance of power theories is
illustrated by the role of alliances in those theories: some balance of power
theorists claim that alliances contribute to peace while others insist that they
increase the likelihood of war. Those in the first camp argue that alliances
deter war by increasing the credibility of threats of military intervention in
support of victims of aggression, so that alliances are an indispensable means
of maintaining equilibrium in the system (Gulick, 1955:61-61; Hosti et al.,
1973:31-32).47 Others argue that alliances tend to generate counteralliances,
which increase tensions, fuel the conflict spiral, and increase the likelihood of
war, as demonstrated so clearly by World War 1. As that case demonstrates,
dlliances can contribute to the scope of a war as well as its outbreak by
increasing the likelihood that additional states will intervene. As in the debate
over polarity and stability, there is agreement that alliances reduce the level of
Uncertainty in the system but disagreement as to whether this reduces the
lI_kclihood of a war by misperception or increases the likelihood of war by
slr.nplifying the calculations of the aggressor. This reflects a more general
failure (o identify the conditions under which alliances are stabilizing and the
Specific conditions under which they are destabilizing.
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Many balance of power theorists make a distinction between ad hoc
alliances and permanent alliances. Ad hoc alliances are formed in response
to a dangerous shift in the distribution of power in the system or to a specific
threat of aggression and are generally considered to be stabilizing (Wrighy,
1965:773). Permanent alliances are said to be destabilizing because they limi;
the “flexibility” of the alliance system by reducing the number of potentia|
coalitions that could form against an aggressor and the number of states thag
might play the stabilizing role of a balancer (Morgenthau, 1967; Claude,
1962:47-48; Gulick, 1955:65-67). A related argument is that alliance com-
mitments contribute to war by reducing the pluralist crosscutting pressures
that minimize the likelihood of mutually reinforcing antagonisms (Deutsch
and Singer, 1964). Thus, it is often argued that polarized alliance systems
(characterized by two mutually distinct sets of alliances without crosscutting
ties, as existed immediately prior to World War 1) are destabilizing whereag
nonpolarized alliances systems (as existed in Bismarckian Europe) are sta.
bilizing.

There have been some quantitative empirical studies of the rclalionship
between alliances and war. At the national level of analysis, Singer and Smal|
(1966#) find that states involved in more alliances tend to be involved in more
wars, although part of this relationship can be explained by a state’s general
level of diplomatic activity. At the systemic level, Singer and Small (1968)
find that the number of alliances in the system is associated with peace in the
nineteenth century but with war in the twentieth century, a discrepancy that
has yet to be explained.*® Levy (1981) finds that the formation of alliances
over the last five centuries (but not in the nineteenth century) has generally
been soon followed by war, but that most wars have not been preceded by
alliances. He suggests that the tendency for wars to follow alliances may be
explained by the tendency of states to form alliances for protection whenever
they perceive that the probability of war is high, so that the causal linkage is
from the anticipation of war to alliance formation and not from alliance
formation to war, He suggests also that the conventional conception of the
relationship between alliances and war is excessively static and theoretically
misspecified. Attention should shift toward “the conceptualization of a!
ltances as an intervening variable in a dynamic model of conflict escalation
incorporating the reciprocal interactions among antecedent conditions, politi-
cal tensions, alliances, and war" (Levy, 1981:612).

OTHER BALANCE OF POWER HYPOTHESES
Military capabilities and alliances are the central components of balance of

power theory, but other variables have also been mentioned. One is the

“openness of the colonial frontier,” which reflects the availability of outlets

Y
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for great power expansion on the periphery of the system. The hypothesis is
hat the larger the number of outlets for expansion, the lower the level of great

wer war, since imperial expansion provides a “safety valve” for the system.
It diverts great power competition from the core to the periphery of the
system, where their vital interests are not so directly involved and where
concessions can more easily be made (Morgenthau, 1967:341-342; Hoff-
mann, 1968). As the availability of outlets for expansion on the periphery is
reduced, the situation begins to approximate a zero-sum game, where further
expansion of one great power can now come only at the expense of another
(Chatterjee, 1975:150—-151). The increased costs and risks of expansion re-
duces expansionist activity, but the activity that does occur is more likely to
involve the great powers in direct conflict. Thus, the frequent but limited wars
of an open colonial frontier give way to the less frequent but more serious
great power wars of a system of closed peripheries.

Both arguments have been made with respect to the outbreak of World War
|. Some historians argue that imperial expansion did indeed provide a safety
valve and stabilized the system for several decades (Thompson, 1962:Chap.
20), whereas others, including Marxists, argue that the partitioning of the
system closed off opportunities for low-risk expansion and contributed to
great power conflict and war in 1914 (Lenin, {1917] 1939). If patterns of great
power conflict and cooperation in the periphery are not congruent with those
in the core, it is conceivable that the resulting crosscutting pressures might
actually reduce the intensity of great power conflict and the probability of
war, as Thompson (1962) argues with respect to the 1914 case. The avail-
ability of expansionist outlets may interact with the polarity of the system to
generate more complex causal linkages leading to war (Morgan and Levy,
1986).

Balance of power theories also give some emphasis to the impact of the
nature of military power on the stability of the system. Military power, it is
argued, should be measurable, stable, and a viable instrument of policy.
Military power must be measurable so that statesmen can calculate their
felative strengths and behave accordingly to maintain an equilibrium (Gulick,
1955:24-29; Claude. 1962:91). One factor enhancing the <ability of the hal
ance of power systems of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it is argued,
was the ease of measuring power on the basis of territory, population, army
Size, and financial strength, whereas today the measurement of power is much
more complex. However, the hypothesized causal impacts have yet to be
demonstrated empirically.

Balance of power arguments regarding the importance of technological
Stability are more plausible (Kaplan, 1957:31-32; Burns, 1957, Wright,
1965:761; Claude, 1962:91; Hoffmann, 1968:507). The hypothesis is that

-




238 BEHAVIOR, SOCIETY, AND NUCLEAR WAR The Causes of War: A Review of Theories and Evidence

rapid innovation in military technology is destabilizing and increases the 1966, 1977; Gompart, 1977; Ant

likelihood of war, for several reasons. It creates uncertainties regarding the 1984, 1988b) has not been inco

actual balance of military capabilities, and these uncertainties themselves are Another assertion often made

destabilizing. This line of argument is rarely developed, however, and we rarely developed into meaningfu

have seen that the consequences of uncertainty depend on the risk orientations of a balance of power system i

of decision makers. A more plausible argument, although one that is rarely realpolitik in the absence of do

made, is that innovation in weapons systems or in transportation or com- - internal bureaucratic or domes

munication technologies generates an temporary increase in the military conduct policy on the basis of power calculations alone reduces the effective-

capabilities of one state, which creates a window of opportunity before tech- ness of the balancing mechanism and decreases the stabilit

nological diffusien brings those same innovations to others. This window of (Claude, 1962; Wright, 1965:Chap. 20;

opportunity itself is destabilizing because it creates temporary disparities in difficult to measure, however, and the empirical literature on the balance of

strength and incentives for preventive action (Van Evera, 1984a; Levy, 1987). power generally focuses on structural hypotheses dealing with distributions of

Finally, rapid technological change may contribute to war indirectly by inten- military power and alliances. There is a lively debate on the relative war

sifying the arms race. It may create a new generation of weapons systems that proneness of democratic and nondemocratic systems, and this debate will be

thrust the arms race onto a new level that is less amenable to arms control examined later.

agreements, as Kissinger (1982) argues with respect to the development of l Balance of power theorists point to a number of developments in the con-
multiple independently iargetable re-entry vehicles (MIRVs). This literature temporary system that, according to the theory, should reduce the effective-
generally assumes that arms races contribute to the increased likelihood of ! ness of balancing mechanisms in maintaining the stability of the system
war, but the evidence on this question is mixed (Wallace, 1979, 1981; Smith, These include the reduction of the number of major actors and the transitio.;
1980; Altfeld, 1983; Houweling and Siccama, 1988:Chap. 8). from multipolarity to bipolarity, the increasing concentration of power in the

Of course, some kinds of technological change may be more destabilizing hands of the two superpowers, the dccreasihg flexibility of the alliance system
than others. Huntington (1958) argues that quantitative arms races are more due to the rise of rigid ideologies, the disappearance of the balancer, the
likely than qualitative ones to end up in war; however, this intriguing hypoth- decreasing opportunities for great power expansion on the periphery inc;tas-
esis has yet to be systematically tested. Others argue that military innovation ing technological instability, and the declining utility of military fo;-cc as an
favoring the offense are particularly destabilizing (Wright, 1965:761), espe- instrument of policy for the great powers (Claude, 1962:88-93; Morgenthau
cially when they create incentives to strike first. There is now a lively litera- 1967:Chap. 21; Hoffmann, 1968). Thus, Claude (1962:92-93) concludes that'
ture on the offensive/defensive balance of military technology, but this de- while a balance of power system still exists, “all the most fundamental ten-
bate, like the debate on the connection between arms races and war, is no dencies affecting the political realm in recent generations run counter to the
longer associated with balance of power theory (Jervis, 1978; Levy, 1984a; requirements of a workable system of balance of power.” The implication of
Van Evera, 1984a; Snyder, 1984a, 1984b; Sagan, 1986). these balance of power hypotheses, taken as a whole, is that the contemporary
Balance of power theorists also assert that military force should be a viable system should be less stable than those of the past (that is, there should be a

instrument of state policy, because if alliances and armaments fail interven- higher incidence of major wars).

tion and war may be necessary means for maintaining an equilibrium in the Although the four decades since World War Il do not provide conclusive
system. Thus, Claude (1962:91) argues, “war should be imaginable, controll- | evidence, it appears that this period has been, if anything, more stable than
able, usable.” This is a common but exceedingly vague argument, for no | previous historical systems. This clearly raises some scriou'ls questions about
attempt is made to specify the conditions under which force is not controllable the applicability of balance of power theory in the contemporary era. The

and usable. Presumably the argument is motivated by the sense that tl.!c failure of balance of power theory to deal with the increased importance of
nuclear revolution has reduced the utility of some types of military power in €conomic variables has been frequently emphasized, but its failure to come to
the contemporary system, but few attempts have been made to refine this lerms with the changing nature of military power may be even more important
general argument into a set of theoretically meaningful propositions. The t for its failed predictions regarding behavior on war and peace issues. In

theoretical literature on the utility of military power in the nuclear age (Knorr, Particular, there is a failure to incorporate a variable reflecting the infeasibility
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of population defense in the nuclear age (Schelling, 1966:Chap. |; Art, 1980).
The infeasibility of population defense has created a mutual system of hos-
tages in which the very survival of states requires the cooperation of other
states. This balance of terror has reinforced deterrence and reduced (but not
eliminated) the likelihood of a major war between the leading great powers.

The question of the applicability of balance of power theories to the nuclear
era is important, but perhaps the more basic question concems the logical
coherence of the theory and its validity in any historical era. The theory is in
reality a collection of poorly integrated hypotheses with relatively weak links
between them. Many of the hypotheses are mutually inconsistent. The empiri-
cal evidence suggests that some key conditions identified by the theory con-
tribute to peace in one period and to war in another, and there has been little
success in identifying the theoretical conditions under which each of these
hypotheses might be true. The primary exception, and it is an important one,
is that there appears to be rather strong evidence in support of the proposition
that threats by any single state of achieving a position of hegemony in the
system are a sufficient condition for a general war involving nearly all the
great powers.

THE DYADIC BALANCE OF POWER

Although balance of power theories are basically systemic in orientation, in
that they attemnpt to explain the interaction of great powers and other states in
the system, there is one important dyadic-level hypotheses that is often associ-
ated with balance of power theories. It is argued that states will not initiate a
war unless they expect to win, so that in a dyadic relationship a state’s
military superiority is a necessary (but not sufficient) condition for it to
initiate a war. Stated differently, military superiority (perhaps modified by a
loss-of-strength gradient) is sufficient for deterrence. This hypothesis forms
the basis of many informal theories of deterrence and has generated some
interesting empirical research.

This hypothesis is reflected in the old adage si vis pacem para bellum (if
you want peace, prepare for war— presumably by building up one’s military
capabilities). The hypothesis states necessary but not sufficient conditions, so
it does not imply that the strong will always attack the weak, but only that the
weak will never attack the strong in a situation isolated from the possible
intervention of allies. One can find, however, stronger versions of this hy-
pothesis. Many realists distinguish between revisionist states and status quo
states (how this distinction is operationalized is not always clear) and argué
that for revisionist states the greater their military superiority over a particular
rival the greater the likelihood that it will resort to military action to increase
their power still further. This hypothesis is reflected in the Athenians’ argy-

et
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ment to the Melians in the Melian Dialogue that “the standard of ; ti
depends on the equality of power to compel and that in fact the stron d(])“;::‘:
::;;y hz:;r;:l the[ ;);)Iwzrl Ito do and the weak accept what they have t(g) accepta"
ucydides, —411 B.C.]1954:V/89). It is implicit i i
deterrence. These often assume that thc)adversa::rs; ::ﬂzi;ql;lmz?\le;:;
that t.h.erefore military superiority (or at least parity) is not only a sufficient
condition for :_efemfnce (if A has superiority B will not attack) but also a
necessary condition for deterrence (i iori
ety B probably Wit sumy (if A does not have superiority or at least
There are enough situations in which the strong fail
oppom.mities to expand at the expense of the wcgak, lasmw[:ljl(ca:c:::)ar::tﬁfi: f
mco.retlca] arguments to disconfirm the second hypothesis. Even the wcake%
version .of the hypothesis is open to question, however, because it is not clear
that military superiority is sufficient for deterrence. The basis for the argu-
ment that militarily inferior states will not initiate wars is the assumption lﬁal
military capabilities are a nearly perfect indicator of the probability of victo,
in war and that states will not £0 to war if they expect to lose. There are olhg
factor?a.ffecting the probability of victory in war, of course (and military
Fapabllllles are not perfectly measurable in any case), but even if these are
included there are still logical problems with the hypothesis.4® It is more
reasonable to hypothesize that states act more on the basis of expected utilit
than on the basis of probability alone. That is, actors consider the likely costz
and.bf:pef_ils of war as well as the probability of victory. Actions, includin
the initiation _of war, involving a low probability of success can be nalionallg
unde.naken il their outcomes, though unlikely, involve substantial bcneﬁlz
and if the costs of defeat are somehow limited. In addition, the costs and
benefits of alternative actions must be compared to the costs ;nd benefits of
the status quo. Consequently, weaker states may initiate war if they have even
asmall c.hance of reaping substantial gains, or if the existing status quo is so
.unaltyra_c(.we that they feel that they have nothing to lose. These argunczents are
I}l{l;[;[hcn in th'e concept of “asymmetry of motivation” emphasized by George,
”976;nd Simmons (l?’?l) and Ficorgc and Smoke (1974), and in Jervis’
:314-317) emphasis on the importance of “intrinsic interests.” The im-
E::I;Ii(]:i‘:i:: bt::l:h the expected probability of victory as reflected in military
gl imeg::ed ei ex]::;ted. Ic.osts and benefits from war are integrated into a
o pected utility theory of war by Bueno de Mesquita (19814,
Although these arguments would seem to be rather obvious, there are many
"""i‘l’r:l:cnlt:dof'a pure power model that posit that a state’s military inferiority
el | e its initiation of war.‘lp fact, the pervasiveness of the capability
as led to numerous empirical studies in an attempt to test several
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variations of the basic hypothesis. Many of thc.sc a:eh:::nr:‘!::::zd cm;a):;c;:
i i i i | domains.

tudies covering fairly extensive tempora I hay :

fh:se studies elsewhere (Levy, 1989b), and here I will simply summarize the
Its. ‘ ‘

rcsXlthough some studies do support the dyadic preponderance hypothzs.s

(Weede, 1976; Garnham, 19764, 1967b; Organski and Kugler, 1980), much of

the evidence runs against it. This evidence suggests that the dyadic balance of

power between two states is a poor predictor of the Probablhty t:f wl:; bt::;;::n
them and that the balance of resol\;e T;gl beMr:::e ]Ign;g(-,r:va:; m::ct ° |93;
- s innes et al., : ’ : . :
2;':':“3;? Eaat::;:il(fllﬁnr%ﬂ. Siverson and Tcnn-efoss (l984=)“ll'li:zcl::lf::
equality of national strength, supplcr_nemed by major pc;\l\:::m s tor
weaker states, tends to reduce the likelihood of conflict esc x . hi leads
autious rejection of the power preponderance hypothesis.
meA:::;:::Ss lgfall(:c relative Jstrt:nglh of war ipitia(ors and dcfend:tti rgem‘:wr:tr:
similar conclusions. In an analysis of the nine wars be(w.et?:l. r::)rjof[;l)‘c; s
since 1815, Singer and Small (l974:2§4—289) ﬁr(l;ln(:: lt:::s;:lo lfamis T ihe war
was the weaker party in four of the nine cases. t O ihis and other
evidence they reject the “weakness leads l_o winl]rl -ptrop::st:: wa.rs. weno ce
Mesquita (1981a:Chap. 5) exlends the analysis to 1; f:rs:‘ri(:tims . Ho finds
that war initiators tend to be equal or stronger then t clfr ictims most of the
time (in 59 of 76 cases). Bul this still leaves nea.rly a ou' or all intiators
i aker party, which is more than sufficient to reject the hypo esis
:’::gmtiti‘ﬁa‘:; supclr’iori);y is necessary fo.r 'dc_lcrrf:ncc. Moreover, lzcalr:(l,a,::zl
ship between expected utility and war initiation is even s.lrobnglcr a:of more
stable over time, reinforcing the argument that tht? (?yaQIc a :::c absc;:](::e o
an insufficient predictor of the likelihO(l)d of wa;l::uanon in the
i i i s or resolve. _
COI_IFSI::::B:;OZI;); :hi::;al(‘)cfcli(:ir'z:frr: Son extended deterrence of agg;:ssni:r_l
against an ally. The evidence suggests l!lal altt!ough dctt?lm::)lllcznn(;agroxi:m
forced by the balance of military forces lmmccfllfately availa cd P e
to the targeted ally, the overall balance of mll.na.ry power 1::1": E:euhood p
tween threatener and defender has no systematic impact on hngprtp
military action and the defender’s polsgs;::m;n of :uc:g::; v;;;;_)’(.) s b 8D
inal impact (Huth and Russett, ; Russett, , ; , ol
;];:E;n::lanlﬁalivi empirical ﬁnding§ are reinforced by th;);ehf;o"r:;) ;::‘i:zc o
ies by Lebow (1981, 1984) and Stein (198_59., l?BSb), w ;]c e o
domestic incentives that often lead to the initiation of con |cA o P s
existence of a credible deterrent threat by the adversary. @ phasis
support to the argument by George and Smolse (1974? 'l!lat t peiie
conventional deterrence theory on the defender’s capabilities an
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ability to signal a credible commitment s mistaken, and that more attention
needs to be directed to the conditions affecting the initiator’s decision to
undertake military action. The conclusion of the majority of these studies that
astate’s military superiority is not a sufficient condition to deter aggression by
the adversary is of major significance for contemporary policy, and there is
little reason to believe that it has been significantly affected by the develop-
ment of nuclear weapons and delivery systems. !

Another theory that traces the causes of war to the dyadic power relation-
ship between two states, but one which emphasizes the perceptions of this
relationship rather than the objective balance of power, is suggested by
Blainey (1973). He argues that war is a dispute about the measurement of
power between two states and that wars usuaily begin when two nations
disagree on their relative strength, defined in terms of military power. If states
could agree on the “objective” balance of power they could predict the out-
come of the war, settle their differences on the basis of compromises propor-
tional to their shared expectations regarding the outcome of war, and therefore
svoid the costs of fighting.s2

Blainey's analysis is limited by a number of theoretical problems. One is
his implicit assumption that military power is fungible across different issue
areas (for example, that disputes over trade or ideology can be resolved by the
threat or use of military power), and thus his failure to consider the potential
use of other policy instruments as alternatives to war. This is a particularly
serious limitation for the contemporary era, where the applicability of military
power across issues has been severely restricted, especially for the advanced
industrial states. Blainey also minimizes the importance of the issues at stake
and implies that disagreements over the dyadic balance of power are equally
serious for everything from minor cultural disputes to major territorial dis-
putes. Another problem is the failure to include the expected costs of the war
into decision makers' calculations. Although the difference in perceptions of
relative power tap the relative costs that should be expected by each side, it
hils to tap the absolute costs that are expected from a war. By failing to
incorporate issues and costs, Blainey’s theory fails to incorporate simple cost-

?’encﬁl calculations regarding whether the expected gains from war outweigh
s expected costs.

Bueno e Mesquita’s Expected Utility Theory of War

Bueno de Mesquita’s (1981a, 1985) expected utility theory of international
ict is an ambitious attempt to construct a parsimonious and formalized
of decisions for war, to make operational the key theoretical concepts,

10 use statistical techniques to test the theory against the historical evi-

-
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dence.>* The theory purports to explain the necessary conditions for the
rational initiation of international war or other forms of serious international
disputes, but makes no attempt to specify sufficient conditions. Unlike most
realist ‘theories of war, which give primary attention to the great powers,
Bueno de Mesquita’s theory applies to all state actors. Key propositions
derived from the theory have been tested against the historical evidence for
the period from 1816 to 1980, and these empirical tests of the theory appear to
confirm most of the key hypotheses at relatively high levels of statistical
significance. The theory is recognized by some scholars as one of the most
important theories of the causes of war, whereas others criticize it for its
methodological limitations or its lack of theoretical or empirical content.
Some aspects of the theory are highly technical, and partly for that reason 3
thorough presentation and critique of the theory would not be appropriate
here. A briefer summary of the theory's key assumptions and some of the
more important propositions derived from these assumptions, along with
some of its limitations, would be more useful. The initial version of the theory
has undergone some important modifications, and these also will be men-
tioned. 54

Bueno de Mesquita (1981a, 1985) begins with a relatively small number of
key assumptions: (1) decision making on issues of war and peace can be
viewed as if there is a single dominant leader with the veto power to block
decisions for war but not necessarily the power to impose war against the
preferences of other internal actors’s; (2) decision makers can be treated as if
they are rational, expected-utility maximizers3¢; (3) differences in leaders’
orientations toward risk taking influence their decisions; {(4) uncertainty about
the likely behavior of other states in the event of conflict influences decisions
for war or peace; (5) the probability of success in a war or dispute is an
increasing function of a state’s (or coalition’s) military capabilities relative to
those of its adversary; (6) national power decays over distance; and (7) util-
ities are a function of the congruence of policy goals between states, as
refllected by their formal military alliances. Note that the first five assump-
tions underlie the deductive theory itsellf, while the last two deal with its
operationalization.

Rational, expected-utility maximizing with respect to war and peace deci-
sions would involve the following calculations. Leaders calculate their ex-
pected utility from a bilateral war on the basis of an evaluation of the costs and
benefits of victory and defeat, each weighted by its probability of occur
rence.’ They then calculate the additions or subtractions from their expected
utility that would result from the intervention of third parties in support of
their adversaries or themselves. The probabilities of victory and defeat are 3
linear function of the distribution of military capabilities, modified by a loss”

Thus, alliance patterns are a Surrogate measure of the similarities of interests
of states. Expecled-utility calculations are then made on the basis of these
factors.

It is important to note that Bueno de Mesquita (1981a:29-32) does not
assume that political leaders actually make all of these calculations. He
focuses not on their actual decision-making processes but instead on their
subsequent behavior. He argues that the validity of the theory is to be judged
by l!’lc empirical validity of the behavioral predictions of the theory regarding
foreign policy decisions rather than by the empirical accuracy of the assump-
tions of the theory. Thus, the rather controversial assumption that political
leaders act as if they are rational expected-utility maximizers.s8

Th_ese assumptions generate numerous propositions about international
conﬂ‘n.fl. The central proposition is that positive expected utility is a necessary
condl_tlon for the initiation of war: states will not go to war if they have
negative expected utility. Positive expected utility is not a sufficient condition
for war, hf)wever, so that states may decide not to £0 to war even if they
expect positive utility from doing so. There may be other policy options, for
example,'that are expected to bring even greater utility (although these are not
formally Incorporated into the theory). As we have seen, this expected-utility
hypothesis is more theoretically plausible than the dyadic power preponder-
ance hypothesis and, in fact, empirical tests show that it is more consistent
with the historical record (Bueno de Mesquita, 19814).

Becaus_»e utility functions are invariant under a linear transformation (one
can myluply all utilities by a constant value or add a constant), Bueno de
Mesquita (1981a) is free to set the utility of the status quo at zer(;, which he
does. 39 T.he necessary condition for war is thus that the expected outcome of
the war js preferred (o the status quo. This condition would seem to be
feasonable, for states that expect that war will leave them worse off than
::tsll:.tus quo sh(?uld be disinclined to initiate war. The problem, however, is
" Is formulation assumes that doing nothing leaves one at the status quo.

One expected that the consequences of doing nothing would not be the
Nce of war but instead an attack by the adversary, and that the expected
ty of an adversary’s initiation of war would be worse than the expected

utilj
wilig ' ion, it mi
Y of one’s own preemption, it might very well be rational to initiate war
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in spite of war's negative utility. This aspect of strategic interaction cannot
casily be captured in a decision-theoretic model such as expected utility
theory. It should also be added that the utilities in Bueno de Mesquita’s mode]
caplure only state interests. It is possible for a political leader to have bu-
reaucratic, domestic political, or personal interests that generate a net positive
expected utility for war, which would allow for the rational initiation of war in
spite of the negative utility in terms of state interests.

The basic positive expected-utility hypothesis and other hypotheses deriv-
ing from the theory are tested empirically using the war, capability, and
militarized interstate dispute data for 1816 to 1980 from the Corrclates of War
project. Empirical support for the basic proposition is extraordinarily high by
normal social science standards. Of the 76 wars initiated since 1815, 65 (86
percent) had positive or zero expected utility as defined by Bueno de Mesquita
(1981a:129-131), and only 11 (15 percent) had negative expected utility, a
statistically significant (p < .001) difference. The fact that some cases of war
initiation with negative expected utility have occurred suggests that positive
expected utility is not technically a necessary condition for war initiation but,
instead, that the likelihood of war initiation is a strongly increasing function
of expected utility (Bueno de Mesquita [19812:126—127] explains the anoma-
lous cases in terms of measurement error.) Moreover, the fact that the proba-
bility of war initiation for states with positive expected utility is still very low
(83 war initiations per 100,000 opportunities, if opportunity is defined on an
annual basis in terms of the number of dyads in the international system)
reinforces the notion that the theory does not specify sufficient conditions for
conflict. These and comparable findings for related empirical tests seem to be
robust and are valid for several different regions of the world and for both the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.5¢ Comparisons with pure power models of
war initiation (military superiority is a necessary condition for war initiation)
demonstrates that the expected utility model is more consistent with the his-
torical record (Bueno de Mesquita, 1981a:140-145). The statistical associa-
tions involved are considerably stronger and of a higher degree of significance
than is normally found in quantitative empirical studies of international con-
flict.!

‘The initial version of the theory included numerous other propositions. (1)
Nonaligned states cannot rationally attack more powerful nonaligned states.6?
(2) Great powers are more likely than lesser powers to fight in wars that arc
not of great significance for them. (3) Expectations of third state behavior
may have a critical impact on decisions for war. (4) If ¢'s positive expccw‘!
utility from a war with j is less than j's expected loss from a war with i, both !
and j prefer to negotiate rather than fight and war should not occur.6® Ak
though the preceding propositions are not particularly novel (but their axioms-

1-*—__—___
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tic foundation is), the theory does generate some counterintuitive proposi-
tions. (5) Under some circumstances a nonaligned state can rationally attack a
more powerful adversary even if the adversary is expected to attract allies
and it may also be rational for a state to attack the stronger of two aligned'
states. (6) Moreover, not only is it sometimes rational for allies to fight each
other, but conflict should be more common between allies than between
enemies .54

These other propositions also receive fairly strong empirical support fi
period from 1816 to 1980. Regarding the countcrimguiliv‘:: proposipuP:n re(:.at::
ing wars between allies, for example, it is found that allies fight each other
three times more frequently (five times in the European region) than would be
expected by chance on the basis of the number of allied states in the system.
The fact that these propositions are all derived from the same set of assump-
tions and integrated into a single framework makes the empirical results and
their theoretical interpretation all the more powerful. The power of the theory
is demonstrated further by its ability to resolve some contradictions between
balance of power theory and power preponderance theory regarding the con-
sequences of certain distributions of power and the role of alliances. It sub-
sumes contradictory propositions from these other theories into a single
framework that specifies the conditions under which the predictions of each
are true (Bueno de Mesquita, 1988).

In spite of its theoretical elegance and strong predictive power Bueno de
Mesquita’s (1981a) expected utility model has some serious theoretical prob-
lems, and many of these have been pointed out by the critics (Zagare, 1982;
Wagner, 1984; Majeski and Sylvan, 1984; Maoz, 1982a; Khong, 1984). These:
problems include the assumption that there are only two possible outcomes
war fmd peace; the failure to incorporate elements of strategic interaction an(i
possnble incentives for preemption; the failure to incorporate the costs of war
into the model®3; the interpersonal comparisons of utility; the strong tendency
lo treat conflict as a zero-sum game; the ad hoc treatment of risk orientation
lfld the assumption that all major powers are risk neutral; the application of
risk and. unFenainty to third-party intervention but not to bilateral conflicts;
the ambiguity of the identity of the initiator of a conflict, which is a ccntrai
:rlmponent of the theory; the tendency for a disproportionately large number

“f“? f:xpccted utilities for war to cluster around zero and the resulting
kensitivity of the results to small errors in the measurement of utilities; the use
of f0|.'ma| alliance commitments as a measure of utilities; and some rather
Nullng utility values in certain cases, which raise questions about the con-
ptualization and measurement of utility .66

Several of these problems are rectified, new theoretical questions are ex-

» and new propositions derived in later modifications of the theory by




248 BEHAVIOR, SOCIFTY, AND NUCLEAR WAR

Bueno de Mesquita and his students (Bueno de Mesquita, 1985; Morrow,
1985, 1987; Bueno de Mesquita and Lalman, 1986). Risk orientations have
been endogenously derived and fully integrated into the theory. The teq.
dencies toward interpersonal comparisons of utility have been eliminated ang
the tendency to treat conflict as zero sum has been greatly reduced. The
initiation and escalation of conflict under conditions of differing perceptions
as well as shared perceptions is analyzed, and the theory provides a potep.
tially useful framework for the analysis of the consequences of misperception_
The expected utility of the status quo has been made endogenous, and the
expected costs of conflict have been integrated into the theory. The di.
chotomous treatment of outcomes has been expanded, providing a usefyj
framework for differentiating among ‘war, intervention, and peace (Bueno de
Mesquita and Lalman, 1986), and a more generalized continuous-outcome
cxpected-utility model has been proposed (Momrow, 1985). The transfor-
mation into polar coordinates (Bueno de Mesquita and Lalman, 1986) has fa.
cilitated the fulter incorporation of the costs of conflict into the model and the
analysis of the dynamics of arms races. The. most recent development
is the application of a model of sequential games and incomplete information
to the analysis of arms races (Bueno de Mesquita and Lalman, 19885).

Thus modifications of Bueno de Mesquita’s expected-utility theory of war
have resolved some of the earlier inconsistencies and anomalies in the theory
and have generated new propositions explaining a wider range of empirical
phenomena. This is not to say, however, that all of the major problems have
been resolved. The assumptions that there exist a single dominant decision
maker who maximizes his or her expected utility, and that domestic and
bureaucratic political considerations as well as individual belief systems and
psychological processes have no impact on decisions for war, is open to
question. There is substantial evidence from the case study literature and from
some quantitative empirical studies, some of which we will cover later in this
chapter, that individual, societal, and governmental variables have played
critical roles in the processes leading to many wars.®? There is also substantial
evidence in social psychology that individual decision-making processes devi-
ate significantly from the rational models postulated by microeconomic theo-
ry. These bodies of evidence raise important questions regarding the descrip-
tive accuracy of the rational state-actor assumption and therefore of Bueno de
Mesquita’s expected-utility theory of war.

In the as if assumption, however, Bueno de Mesquita explicitly rejects the
relevance of the descriptive accuracy criterion. He emphasizes instead the
explanatory and predictive power of the theory, as reflected by the 1heofyt5
logically deductive structure and by the empirical accuracy of its key proposi-
tions. If we accept this for the moment (and we are by no means obligated 0

h-————-—-————-—-‘__t

The Causes of War: A Review of Theories and Evidence 249

do so), we are led back to the question of the theoretical content of these
propositions and the strength of their empirical support.58

The fundamental conceptual problem lies in the measuwrement of utilities.
The assumptions that one state’s utility for war against another is a function of
the similarity of their formal military alliances and that risk orientation can be
derived from a state's best and worst possible alliance portfolios provide an
ingenious way of measuring utilities with observable systemic-level indicators
and have therefore been useful in permitting an empirical test of the theory.
Conceptually, however, formal military alliances are an unsatisfactory mea-
sure of utilities or of risk orientation, and alternative measures need to be
constructed in the future. Alliances are formed in response (o threats to one's
military security interests and do not necessarily reflect the congruence of two
states’ overall foreign policies and the similarity of their interests.® A formal
military alliance is one component of a state’s interests, but only one, and is
neither a necessary or sufficient indicator of the congruence of interests and
policies between states,70

I suspect that Bueno de Mesquita would respond that the validity of al-
liances as a measure of utilities is an important question, but one that has little
relevance for the truth or falseness of his theory. He insists that “the truthful-
ness of a deduced relationship among variables in a world that complies with
the theory s assumptions is a logical, and not an empirical question.” Empiri-
cal analysis is relevant for the “usefulness” of a theory rather than its truth
(Bueno de Mesquita, 1981a:9-10).

I have some difficulty with the epistemology underlying this argument. A
theory is defined not only by its logical structure but also by its empirical
content. It includes not only “internal principles” but also “bridge principles”
linking the internal logical structure to the empirical world that it purports to
explain (Hempel, 1966:Chap. 6; Nagel, 1961). Expected-utility theory itself is
fot a theory of war but a mathematical model with a logical structure but no
c'mpirical content. Bueno de Mesquita has constructed a theory of war by
linking the abstract mathematical symbols of the expected-utility model with
e@in’cal phenomenon such as states and their dominant decision makers,
@lIIWy capabilities, military alliances, and so forth. In the absence of these
linkages the model has na theoretical content and provides no explanatory
power. Thus, the conceptualization of utilities in terms of alliance patterns is
n esseptial element of the theory, and the validity of the theory should be
l"dge-d In part by the validity of alliance patterns as indicators of utility.

This raises another point. Alliances are important not only in themselves
but because they are manifestations of deeper communalities of interests

°¢n states and serve as surrogate measures of those interests. An impor-
ant part of understanding the causes of war is to understand the nature of
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those deeper interests, and the specification of those interests would add
greater empirical content to the theory. More generally, the concept of utility
cannot be considered by itself to be an substantively meaningful independent
causal variable, and the usefulness of that concept is ultimately dependent on
the specification of the systemic, societal, economic, governmental, and indi-
vidual variables that influence the utility calculations of decision makers,

Because the measurement of utilities is central to Bueno de Mesquita’s
expected utility theory, it would be useful to confirm the validity of the
alliance indicator by demonstrating that it is consistent with other indicators of
the congruence of the policies and interests of states. Otherwise, there is a
danger that the operational hypotheses actually being tested may not be the
same as the hypotheses formally derived from the theory, and that the empiri-
cal findings may say something about the connection between alliances and
war but not necessarily about utilities. The possible use of a case study
methodology te confirm decision makers’ evaluations of the utility of war in a
number of well-selected and critical cases should not be overlooked. Case
studies cannot substitute for large-N correlational methodologies for testing
most hypotheses because of their restricted ability to generalize over many
cases. but their higher level of construct validity (congruence between the-
oretical concept and empirical indicator) suggests their potential use in con-
firming the validity of aggregate indicators.

The empirical findings in The War Trap are also affected in important ways
by the classification of initiators and victims and of winners and losers. Bueno
de Mesquita (1981a:99) conceives of the initiator as the state that had “the last
reasonable chance to avert” the military conflict, that is operationalized in
terms of the first state to engage in sustained combat on the opponent’s
territory. Although this appears to be a reasonable approach, the concept of a
initiator is extremely complex, and so many of the statistical tests hinge on the
proper identification of the initiator that further confirmation of the validity of
this indicator is necessary. The classification of victory or defeat for members
of coalitions is also difficult, as indicated by the classification of Poland as 3
victor in World War 1I and Serbia as a victor in World War 1. Confidence in
the strength of the empirical results would be greatly enhanced by a review of
the data and refinement of classification and coding procedures.

These limitations only partly detract from the overall contribution of Bueno
de Mesquita’s expected utility theory to the study of international conflict.
The core of the theory reflects the conventional idea that state behavior with
respect to issues of war and peace are based on careful calculations of 'h‘
costs and benefits of various policy options, which is a central assumption
realist international theory. The idea that statesmen think in terms of expect
utility is not necessarily new, but it manages to integrate power-based notions
that imply that statesmen think only in terms of probabilities with othef
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concepts that give primary (but not exclusive) e i i

tions (a'syr.nmctry of' motivation, balance of intlmzsia;:etzo;ﬂl;ufizzs:)ﬁ:;
icory-ls its formalization of these simple notion into a parsimonious, log-
ically :ntcgl:ated, and empirically testable theory of international beh;viogr
Other thOI.'lCS may provide a richer explanation of the conditions and roi
cesses ?eadm.g to war, but none combines as strong a combination of ri orF:)us
theorizing w1'th rigorous and systematic empirical research. The furthergdevel—
opmen! of this expected utility theory—including its integration into a game
theoretic framework to incorporate the strategic interaction between states
(Morro.w, l9§6), the use of a sequential model to capture the dynamic pro-
CeSSES mvolvllng both reputational effects and exogenous changes in relal:ive
power capabilities, the constsuction of alternative measures of utilities that
incorporate both cconomic ties between states and the domestic political
inle_rests of political elites, the refinement of other operational indicators, and
thg mcorpor:ftion of sufficient as well as necessary conditions for war—i; one
of the most important paths for future research on international conflict.

Theories of Power Transition and Hegemonic War

ORGANSKI'S POWER TRANSITION THEORY

One of Organski’s (1968) criticisms of balance of power theory nearly three
decades_ ago was that its conception of military power in terms of territory
populauon, armaments, and allies was basically static and ignored the role:
of internal economic development as a source of the changing military power
of stat.es. ‘Organski argues that this conception may have been valid prior to
the mlld—elghteenth century, but for the last two centuries the primary source
of natlonal_ power has been industrialization, which leads to differential rates
of economic growth between states and therefore to changing distributions of
pqwer in the international system. These changing power differentials are the
primary source of war, or at least of major war, in interational politics. They
:[msc Pnn'mn}y from uneven rates of economic development and secondarily
rom ms!ntutnonal arrangements and social processes that affect the efficiency
with which the 'state can extract human and material resources from society
::;dwaggmgatc it for. use in serving‘ state interests (Organski and Kugler,
umr.yChap.' 1-2). This forms the basis of Organski’s (1968) power transition
“930)? which has been further refined and tested by Organski and Kugler

Organski (1968:vii) summarizes the theory as follows
The overall patterns of world politics in the modemn era are caused by sharp

d'::mnccs in soci_al. economic, and political modemization among and within
ons. Differential modemization in tum causes shifts in the distribution of

4
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world power among states. |t is these changes that underlie the wars and other
conflicts of our era. The immensely complex paitemns that create these shifts in
power, the shifts themselves, and their consequences are not easily deflected by
diplomacy or military power.

Organski’s basic argument is that the likelihood of a major war is greatest
when the military power of a dissatisfied challenger begins to approach those
of the leading state in the system, for the challenger will usually initiate a war
to gain benefits, privileges, and influence commensurate with its newly ac-
quired military power.”" Thus the key condition for war is not the equality of
capabilities per se nor the changes in those capabilities but, instead, the
interaction effect between these two variables.”? Organski also concedes that
it is possible for world leadership to be transferred peacefully without violent
conflict, but argues that this rarely happens: “the major wars of recent history
have all been wars involving the dominant nation and its allies against a
challenger who has recently risen in power thanks to industrialization™
(Organski, 1968:376). Organski and Kugler (1980:Chap. 1) claim that their
theory is confirmed by an empirical test based on the Franco-Prussian War,
Russo-Japanese War, and two world wars.

The idea that changing power differentials are a primary cause of interna-
tional war, particularly major wars involving the leading states in the system,
is not really new. It can be traced to Thucydides’([431-411 B.C.} 1954:1/23)
argument that “what made the Peloponnesian War inevitable was the growth
of Athenian power and the fear which this caused in Sparta,” and scattered
references to the importance of uncven rates of growth can be found in a long
history of realist thinking on international politics. The dominant orientation
within the realist tradition, however, is balance of power theory, which
focuses on the existing structure of the international system as the primary
independent variable. Moreover, the condition of near equality is stabilizing
in balance of power theory but destabilizing in power transition theory. To the
extent that changing power differentials are explicitly recognized in balance
of power theory, it is the increasing power of the already dominant state.

leading to an opposing military coalition to block it from achieving a position
of hegemony. In addition, the argument that alliances generally play a mini-
mal role in the outbreak of major power war is also a distinct change in
emphasis from balance of power theory (Organski and Kugler, 1980:24-28:
Bueno de Mesquita, 1980a:377-380). Organski’s systematic attempt to con-
struct a theory of major war around the concept of power transitions driven bY
uneven rates of industrialization has led to a renewed emphasis on and sy%
temization of this old idea.

Organski's (1968) focus on industrialization as the primary source of
changing military capabilities and power transitions is somewhat limiting:
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pecause there were significant power tramsitions prior to i i ;
several of these have been analyzed by Gilpin (1981I)) and och::hrz.l;::sg:'zla::;;
and Kugler (1980) test of power transition theory, including the relevance of
the Franco-Prussian and Russo-Japanese cases, has also been criticized
(Bueno de Mesquita, 1980a:376-380; Thompson, 1983b; Levy, 1985a:353—
154). One aspect of the Organski and Kugler formulation that is panic;llarly
open to question is their argument that the weaker but rising challenger
initiates the war against the dominant power. It is not clear why the challenger
should fight rather than wait until the trends in underlying economic and
mi]im power—which Organski and Kugler (1980:Chap. 4) claim are
imeversible—propel it into the stronger position. An alternative hypothesis
suggests a more plausible mechanism by which an impending power transi-
tion may lc:ld t: war: the leading state may launch a “preventive war” in an
attempt to block or retard the rise o i ity i
e a[\)’a“able. f the challenger while that opportunity is
The theoretical importance of preventive war has been widely recognized
by political scientists (Vagts, 1956; Lebow, 1981; Gilpin, 1981:Chap. 5; Van
Evera, 1984b:Chap. 2; Levy, 1987). Its historical importance has alsoScen
mcogni@. For Thucydides (|431-411 B.c.] 1954:1/69), Sparta’s primary
nptivatlon was reflected in the Corinthians’ argument for war against Athens:
“instead of going out to meet them, you prefer (o stand still and wait till ym;
are attacked, thus hazarding everything by fighting with opponents who have
grown far stronger than they were originally.” Howard (1983:Chap. 1) sug-
gests that Thucydides’ explanation for the origins of the Peloponnesian War is
true for most wars: “The causes of war remain rooted, as much as they were in
the pre-industrial age, in perceptions by statesmen of the growth of hostile
power and the fears for the restriction, if not the extinction, of their own.”
Taylor (1954:166) suggests that “every war between Great Powers |in tt;e
1848-1918 _period] . . . started out as a preventive war.”” The importance of
dﬂl;lpgvctl:lwf: m?livation in the 1914 case in particular has attracted a great
atiention from histori ; ini i
96l 1975, Riter l9-,l;|)|)sltonans (Fay, [1928]) 1966; Albertini, 1957; Fischer,
rm()lne::i ctan find numerous ipstanc?:s, however, in which declining power has
e in(t) h[;r::vent!vc war, including Britain’s decline relative to the United
+ dean befalc nineteenth ccntury., Germiany's decline relative to Russia for
Union o ore 1914, and the United States’ decline relative to the Soviet
e n after World War 1l (Lebow, 1984). This raises the obvious question of
conditions under which power shifts lead to war and th iti
which ther 1 ' : . e conditions under
y do not. Organski (1968:376) suggests (without elaboration) that:

Warj ;
m:;,: most apt to occur: if the challenger is of such a size that at its peak it will
¥ equal the dominant nation in power; if the rise of the challenger is rapid,
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if the dominant nation is inflexible in its policies; if there is no tradition of
friendship between the dominant nation and the challenger; and if the challenger
sets out to replace the existing international order with a competitive order of its
own.

van Evera (19844:72-76) and Snyder (1985:160-61) argue that the likeli-
hood of war under conditions of declining power is a function of the magni.-
tude of the power shift, the offensive/defensive balance, and the expected
probability the adversary will initiate a war in the future. Levy (1987) expands
on this mode) and suggests that the probability of war is also affected by the
preventer's expected probability of victory with tolerable costs in a preventive
war now, decision makers' risk-taking propensities, the influence of the mili-
tary in the political process, and domestic political factors undermining both
the military potential of the state and the political position of decision makers.
He notes that there are in principle other policy options available to a leading
state in decline, including alliances against or negotiation with the rising
challenger as well as industrial revitalization as a means of reversing the
underlying sources of decline, and asserts that these considerations would
have to be incorporated into any comprehensive theory of preventive war.

The implications of Levy’s (1987) hypotheses are that the nuclear super-
powers are less likely than great powers of the past to succumb to the tempta-
tions for preventive war. First, although power differentials continue to
change, military superiority is more difficult to translate into political influ-
ence than in the past (at least for the leading states in the system), and
therefore the political consequences of military decline, while not negligible.
will be less than in the past. Second, pressures for preventive war in the past
have been influenced by perceptions that a future war with the rising chal-
lenger was very likely if not inevitable, but perceptions of inevitability are
much iess likely in the nuclear age. Another important factor in the past was
the perception by the declining leader that it had the ability to fight and win a
preventive war now with acceptable costs, but such expectations should be far
less likely in the nuclear age. Although all of these factors reduce the pres-
sures for preventive war, the magnitude of their impact is more difficult 10
determine.

LONG-CYCLE THEORY

The power transition hypothesis has been incorporated into several recent
theories of systemic change and hegemonic war in world politics.”> On¢ 15
“long-cycle theory,” which has been developed by Modelski (1978, 1987a.b)
and Thompson (1983c, 1988). They identify a globat political system origina”
ing in 1494 and characterized by regular cycles of world leadership, system
management, and global war over the last five centuries. Leadership in
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system is based on control over military capabilities of global reach (sea
power prior to the mid-twentieth century and air power since then). A world
wer emerges from a global war with monopoly control over sea power and
world trade, which allows it to structure the global political and economic
systems in its own interests and to maintain order in the system. The costs of
world leadership and the emergence of new rivals invaniably leads to a decon-
centration of power and a decline in the leader’s dominant position, and
ultimately to a new struggle for world leadership and a renewed period of
global war, a cycle that has repeated itself once every 100 hundred years.”
Long-cycle theory does not attempt to explain all wars in the system, but
only a restricted class of global wars, defined as those wars that determine the
constitution or authority amrangement of the global political system (Model-
ski, 1978; Thompson, 1983c).7> They are the result of a structural crisis in the
system and are basically succession struggles for leadership in the system.
Thus, their fundamental cause is changing distributions of power arising out
of states’ uneven rates of economic development.’® More specifically, they
result from the rise of challengers who threaten to gain a dominant position on
the European continent, which could provide the basis for a challenge to the
global position of the world power. These wars do not begin as direct contests
between the leader and challenger but instead as localized conflicts that esca-
fate (Thompson, 1983c:349), although the conditions under which localized
conflicts escalate into global wars have not yet been determined. The implica-
tion is that changing power concentrations in the global system arising out of
some form of uneven economic development is a necessary but not a suffi-
cient condition for global war. Note that the primary antagonism in the war is
not between the declining leader and the global power that replaces it, but
between the declining leader and the territorially based regional challenger.
Whatever the triggers leading from localized conflicts to global wars, the
regional challenger always fails, for several reasons.”” They do not augment
their land-based military power with military power of global reach. They fail
(at least before this century) to match the successful maritime powers in
oblaining inexpensive credit to meet their enormous military expenses (Rasler
and Thompson, 1983). Finally, they embark on expansion prematurely, be-
fore the power transition has been completed, and underestimate the serious-
ness of their threat to the global position of the world power and, hence, fail to
inticipate the expansion of the war (Thompson, 19835).78
Recent empirical research has provided some evidence in support of long-
¢ycle theory. Thompson has generated data on the naval capabilities of the
global powers over the last five centuries {Modelski and Thompson, 1988)
ind has used these data to test some key long-cycle propositions. Thompson
(1983a, 19865) examines the relationship from the perspective of the global
*¥stem, in which power is defined in terms of naval capabilities, and finds
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that concentrations of power are consistently associated with periods of peace,
as long-cycle theory would predict.” He also demonstrates that the conse.
quences of global wars are significantly different than those of other interstate
wars. In a study of the net impact of warfare on the economic growth of five
leading states since 1500, Rasler and Thompson (1985b) show that globa]
wars are more likely than other interstate wars to have a significant impact op
the economic growth patterns of participating states, winners as well a5
losers. These wars increase state spending, state taxes, and state debts apd
contribule to the organizational expansion of the state without significantly
expanding the material base for meeting the escalating overhead costs (Rasler
and Thompson, 1985a), although the net economic costs even of global wars
tend to be temporary. T hompson and Rasler (1988) also demonstrate that only
global wars, and not other major interstate wars, result in a significant recon-
centration of naval capabilities that provide a necessary foundation for SYs-
temic leadership in the world system.3¢

GILPIN'S THEORY OF HEGEMONIC TRANSITIONS

Gilpin's (1981) theory of hegemonic war and change is similar in many
respects 1o long-cycle theory. The theory is based on an extension of
hegemonic stability theory, which must be briefly examined. Hegemonic
stability theory argues that stability in an international political economy
requires the existence of a single dominant state. or *hegemon.” The hegemon
plays the leadership or system management role on the basis of its power and
its will to bear the costs of maintaining order in the system in accordance with
an informal system of norms and rules. In the absence of a leader to manage
the system, the extent of economic conflict in the system will decrease.
Similarly, the decline of a hegemon should lead to decreasing stability in the
system (Kindleberger, 1973; Gilpin, 1'75; Krasner, 1976; Keohane and Nye.
1977, Keohane, 1980, 1984).

A stable liberal, international political economy requires that the hegemon
be both the most powerful state politically and the most efficient economically
(Gilpin, 1981:129-131). Its comparative advantage leads it to prefer a liberal
system, and its political strength facilitates the structuring of the international
economic system along liberal lines to serve its own interests. On the other
hand, political hegemony without economic efficiency tends to result in an
imperial intemational system. It is precisely because of the historical rarity of
the conjunction of political hegemony with economic efficiency that lht?lt
have been so few liberal international systems. Thus, hegemonic stability
theorists limit themsetves primarily to two historical cases, the periods of Pax
Britannica and Pax American in the last two centuries, and have not beef
concerned with behavior in nonliberal hegemonic systems or nonhegemonic
systems,
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Most versions of hegemonic stability theory attempt to explain the degree
of stability in the world political economy rather than the frequency and
seriousness of war in the system; for this reason hegemonic stability theory is
not a theory of war and peace. This conclusion is reinforced by the fact that
most hegemonic stability theorists are quite explicit in defining hegemony in
terms of economic dominance and basically ignore the role of military power
or the distribution of military power in the system.®! There may be an implicit
assumption that a stable liberal economy contributes to international peace
and, in some cases, this argument is more explicit, as in Kindleberger's
(1973) discussion of the role of the world depression of 1929-1939 in the
processes leading to World War 11 and in other works as well. The theoretical
linkages are rarely developed, however, and the hypothesized linkages be-
tween economic liberalism and peace are left to classical liberal theorists, who
will be discussed later. Gilpin (1981) is one. however, who attempts to inte-
grate aspects of hegemonic stability theory into a broader theory of hegemonic
transitions and to extend the domain of the theory to previous historical eras
and to cases of dominant but nonliberal states.

Gilpin recognizes that power consists of both military and economic dimen-
sions and that these are not necessarily congruent, and gives greater emphasis
to land-based power than do Modelski and Thompson.82 National power is a
function not only of economic development but also of structures of political
and social organization and governance and of technological innovation in the
military, transportation, and communication sectors. Gilpin suggests that his-
toncally one state has often (but not always) been dominant. The hegemonic
state, such as Great Britain in the nineteenth century or the United States in
the twentieth century, has the strength and motivation 1o structure the interna-
tional political, economic, and cultural systems to serve its own interests. The
resulting system provides a secure environment for trade and investment for
ll states, from which they can benefit without paying the costs.

. Ultimately, however, the hegemonic power enters a period of decline while
m.'als catch up. The maintenance of a position of dominance brings increasing
mllitary and administrative overhead costs without a proportional increase in
s resource base. In addition, resources tend to be diverted away from pro-
ducnvg investment to the military sector for the purposes of protection, and
“Ile Mmaintenance of a lead in military technology becomes increasingly expen-
Sive as that technology diffuses to other states in the system that do not have to
Py the full costs of development or overhead. Wealth also diffuses, in part
because the same economic processes that initially favor the hegemon ulti-
ﬁ"::ly work to the benefit of others (for example, the multinational corpora-
Con). Pm.ductwny -declil‘:cs further as prosperity creates both conspicuous
ﬂat::mphon and domestic cartels with an interest in the maintenance of the

quo (Olson, 1982; Rogowski, 1983). Gilpin argues that attempts by the
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hegemonic power to reduce their commitments or expand their resource base
usually fail, and that a preventive war against the rising challenger may be one
of its most attractive policy options. More generally, the underlying cause of
hegemonic wars is the increasing disequilibrium between the existing System
of governance in an international system and the distribution of politica},
economic, and cultural benefits that follow from it, on the one hand, and the
actual distribution of power in the system on the other.

These and other theories of hegemonic war (Wallerstein, 1984; Vayrynen,
1983; see also Toynbee, 1954) generally share the view that the underlying
cause of major war is a power transition driven by some form of unevep
economic development and perhaps other internal variables. There has yet to
be a conclusive test of power transition theory or any of these hypotheses
relating to the conditions under which power shifts lead to war.®3 This is g
major gap in the literature because these hypotheses are important for contem-
porary policy as well as for theory. Uneven economic growth, changing
power differentials, and the rise and fall of major actors have been persistent
features of the international system throughout history. There is no reason to
believe those processes have ceased to exist in the nuclear age. Because the
consequences of systemic war would undoubtedly be far greater than ever
before, the question of the conditions under which power transitions can be
accomplished peacefully rather than through war, and what the rising state
and others can do to reduce the pressures on the declining leader for preven-
tive military action, are absolutely critical. Stated differently, a key question
is whether there exists an alternative to hegemonic war as a mechanism for
restoring an equilibrium between the existing patterns of governance and
influence in the system and the changing distribution of power.

Lateral Pressure Theory

Another theory in which national growth is an important variable, but lh.al
does not necessarily involve power transitions and does not formally restrict
itself to the class of hegemonic wars, is Choucri and North’s (1975) lateral
pressure theory of international conflict. Whereas much of the carlier work on
North's 1914 project focused on misperceptions and other dimensions of the
dynamics of crisis behavior (North, Holsti, and Choucri, 1976), the Choucn
and North study examines the dynamics of national growth and the cor_npct!‘
tive processes of interstate interaction that result. The basic argument is tha!
increasing population and advancing technology generate increasing domest¥
demands for resources, demands that cannot generally be satisfied by state
domestic resource endowments of by existing levels of foreign u'aflc. Re-
source demands generate “lateral pressure” for access to raw material$
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markets and often for political control over external populations and areas.
This lateral pressure often takes the form of colonial expansion, and when
several states adopt expansionist policies their interests are increasingly likely
to come into conflict. This generates an “intensity of intersections,” which
jeads to internal pressures to defend one’s expanding interests, which in turn
jeads to alliance formation and increased military expenditures. Alliances and
military expenditures lead to reciprocal actions by adversaries, and the result-
ing action-reaction process often escalates to violent behavior and possibly
full-scale war.

Choucri and North (1975) construct a simultaneous equation model to test
the theory and apply it to the period from 1870 to 1914. They measure
changing technology by a surrogate indicator, national income per capita;
jateral pressure by colonial area under a state’s control; and violence on a 30-
point scale using events data. They conclude that national growth is indeed a
primary determinant of the processes of national expansion, conflicts of inter-
ests, arms races, alliances, and violent conflicts, although there is some
variation in the imporgance of specific linkages for the six great powers prior
to World War L. En order to compare the dynamics of “war-prone systems”
with those of “peace systems,” Choucri and North (1972) apply their model to
Scandinavia and the Netherlands over the last century. They find that none of
the linkages from the pre-World War I great power model are strong in the
Scandinavian cases and, in particular, that overseas commercial activities
have not contributed to the growth of military establishments or led to war.
The absence of a link between economic expansion and the growth of military
establishments is found also in the case of Japan after World War 11, although
such links did exist for Japan in the previous seven decades (Choucri and
North, 1986). The existence of hypothesized linkages in war systems and their
absence in peace systems provide additional support tor the theory. There is
also evidence, however, that key linkages in the model also apply to the Sino-
Soviet-U.S. triangle in the post-World War Il pcriod, which has been peace-
ful so far (Ashley, 1980).

The significance of the theory derives from its recognition of the impor-
tance of the processes of national growth, the specification of the ways in
which it interacts with other variables, the integration of all of these variables
into a dynamic model, the construction of operational indicators for the key
theoretical concepts, and the testing of the model against the historical data.
In this sense lateral pressure thcory is an important advance over more static
theories of international conflict, and the simultaneous equations used to
Model the theory constitute an improvement over the correlational methods
tommonly used to test systemic-level hypotheses. There are, however, a
humber of theoretical and methodological problems with the model. The
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validity of several of the operational indicators is open to question. National
income per capita is a very weak indicator of technological development,
particularly given the availability of the Correlates of War capability data on
energy consumption and iron and steel production. Colonial area is a rather
limited measure of lateral expansion and misses some other important forms
of territorial expansion and intersections of interests (for example, the Austro-
Russian conflict in the Balkans prior to 1914).

This raises a more general issue. The assumptions that resource demands
are satisfied primarily through external sources and that these necessarily
involve colonial expansion require more justification. There is a failure to
consider the conditions under which free trade might be a viable alternative to
colonization as a means of economic growth. The phenomenon of the “impe-
rialism of free trade” (Gallagher and Robinson, 1953) is not capiured in the
model, and the relevance of the model to Japan and others after World War [1
and to the “trading state” {Rosecrance, 1986) in general is open to question. In
addition. no attention is given to the overall structure of power in the interna-
tional system and its effects on the feasibility of free trade. It may be that the
absence of a linkage between economic expansion and the growth of military
establishments can be explained in most cases by the existence of a leading
state that provides for defense costs and enables others to concentrate on
economic growth (for example, the U.S. nuclear umbrella facilitating Jap-
anese economic expansive).

The link between colonial expansion and war needs to be further devel-
oped, especially in light of the safety valve hypothesis that suggests that
colonial expansion may reduce the likelihood of major war by diverting great
power competition away from the core of the system to the periphery of the
system. The theory also fails to specify the direction of the colonial expansion
and the identity of the adversary in military conflict. Some very serious
colonial rivals prior to 1914 (Great Britain and France in Africa, Great Britain
and Russia in Asia) became wartime allies rather than adversaries, contrary to
the model (although the Franco-German rivalry in Northem Africa was also
intense).

Liberal Economic Theories of War

Liberal economic theorists going back to Smith and Ricardo have argued
that capitalist economies and an international market economy characterized
by free trade are the best guarantors of peace.’* As Montesquieu {[1750]
1949:], Bk.20, Chap. 1) argued, “peace is the natural effect of trade.” Man-
chester liberals believed that there exists a natural harmony of interests both
between and within states and that free trade and other liberal reforms would
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facilitate this natural harmony of interests and the maintenance of peace
(Silberner, 1946; Blainey, 1973:Chap. 2). Tariffs, quotas, and any other re-
strictions on the natural operation of the market mechanism reduces economic
prosperity and increases the likelihood of war, In addition, an international
market economy separates the pursuit of wealth from the pursuit of territory
{Buzan, 1984). The traditional utility of force for the acquisition of territory is
diminished if wealth is no longer based on territorial control. In relationships
between liberal states difficult questions of production, distribution, price,
and other dimensions of trade and finance can be resolved through impersonal
market forces rather than through intergovernmental bargaining. Thus, inter-
national economic disputes are less likely to become politicized under liberal
international economies. Because economic interests are more easily quan-
tified than political interests and conflicts of economic interests are more
conducive to negotiated solutions, the tikelihood that conflicts of economic
interests will increase the level of potitical tensions between states, and per-
haps even lead to a violent resolution, is said to be lower in relationships
among liberal capitalist states (Aron, 1968; Cohen, 1973). In addition. the
interdependence generated by free trade increases the vulnerability of all
states, the costs of any disruption, and hence the disincentives to use force.

The argument that liberal economies are more stable is made at the national
as well as systemic level of analysis. Liberals endorse the argument of Comte,
Spencer, and others that the underlying spirit of industrial societies runs
counter to the spirit of military societies (Veblen, 1915; Schumpeter, [1919]
1951) because industrialism brings prosperity to the masses as well as to the
husiness classes and diverts their interests from external expansion and con-
quest to making profits. People are “too busy growing rich to have time for
war” (Blainey, 1973:10), and the demands of industrial capitabsm require the
diversion of resources from the military sector to the cconomie sectors. War is
uneconomical because it results in depopulation, the destruction of industry,
increased taxes and debt, the loss of profits, the reduction of international
trade, and the general disruption of economic equilibrium, and generates a
broad coalition of interests opposed to warljke policies.

There has been no convincing empirical test of these liberal hypotheses
regarding the causes of war. The common references to the nineteenth century
and post-1945 period (along with the interwar period as a case for comparison)
10 support the liberal case fail to come to terms with more compelling alterna-
live explanations for the level of warfare in the system. It is true that the
chrger.lce of capitalist economic systems and an open international economy
:: the mnelce.nt!l century coincided with the most peaceful century in modemn

story, but it is not clear that the rise of an open international economic
‘¥stem was the cause and not the consequence of a stable security system
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{Blainey, 1973:Chap. 2).8% It has yet 1o be convincingly dcmonst?ted that
these economic considerations had a larger impact than the political a|!d
military structure of the international system created after fhc l_‘lapoleomc
Wars. Both liberal and nonliberal economic systems have hlstonc'ally be.en
too confounded with complex contextual factors to permit any simple in-
ference that one is necessarily less war prone than the other.

This conclusion is reinforced by Buzan's (1984) theoretical arguments that
although some features of liberal economic structures tend-to reduce the Ic.v.cl
of international conflict, other features arc destabilizing, just as mercantilist
economic systems have some tendencies that reduce the tcndcnc.y.f(.)r states to
resort to force as well as other characteristics that are more stablllzmg..Thus,
Buzan (1984:623) concludes that “liberal economic structure has"ncnhcr a
strong nor an unconditional constraining effect on the use oi: force, a.nd that
the impact of economic structure on international security is subordinate to
military and political factors. _

The systemic-level theories first surveyed locate the sources of war in the

structure of the international system within which all states exus.»l. ll. is as-
sumed that the internal characteristics of states have only a marginal impact
on their foreign policies, especially with respect to issues (?f war and peace.
As we have seen, there has been some recent interest in the mtelrnal £Cconomic
sources of national growth, but these affect war through their l.mpact on'thc
international distribution of military power. It does not roqun're a detailed
knowledge of international history to recognize, howevcr., th?t q:fferf:nt s.tates
in similar international situations, or even the same state in similar situations,
do not always behave in similar ways and that factors interrllal to states often
have a significant impact on their behavior with respect to issues 0!' war and
peace. Let us now tumn to several societal-level theories of war chusmg on the
political and economic structure of states, political culture anfi ldeolo.gy. and
the impact of public opinion and nationalism. In the fo!lowmg §ect|0ns we
will turn to an examination of governmental-level decision-making theones
relating to the issue of war and peace.

Societal-Level Theories

Attempts to trace war to conditions internal to states is'an .OId tradition 1;
the study of international relations. Plato argued that the |lk!:‘.|lh00d of‘WﬂI s-‘
minimized if the population is relatively cohesive and if their ec?nomlc sy
tem provides a moderate level of consumption: a loyal citiz,c?nry is necess:g
to deter external attacks, and a moderate level of prospenty both md“mc
one’s own marginal economic benefits to be gained from war and at the sa
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time reduces the potential economic gains to an adversary contemplatling an
attack (Haas, 1974:163). Shakespeare ([1598] 1845), in suggesting to leaders
that they “busy giddy minds with foreign quarrels,” recognized that internal
discontent can motivate political elites to initiate extenmal wars in order to
promote internal unity and to consolidate their own intemal political posi-
tions. Kant, Bentham, and other Enlightenment philosophers believed that the
warfare that had plagued Europe for centuries could be traced to the impera-
tives of aristocratic societies and argued that representative govermments are
more peaceful because they invest ultimate political authority in the hands of
those who must suffer the hardships of war (Kant, [1795] 1949; Waltz,
1954:Chap. 4). Marx and his followers have argued that modern war arises
from the economic imperatives of capitalist societies and the inequitable
distribution of wealth within them (Lenin, [1917] 1939). The importance of
religious and ideological differences between states has long been recognized,
and in the last century the destabilizing consequences of nationalism for the
international system have been emphasized (Wright, 1965).

Yet, of all the factors involved in the processes leading to war, these
societal-level variables have been given the least attention by modern political
scientists. Their importance is minimized not only in realist theories empha-
sizing systemic constraints on states, but also in decision-making theories
emphasizing the perceptions of leading decision makers and the interests and
bureaucratic processes of governmental organizations. Although individual
hypotheses linking war to societal-level variables have been tested, these tend
to be analytically isolated propositions that have not been integrated into any
general theoretical structure.6 In addition, while earlier social theorists were
quite interested in the question of war, that has not been true of post-1945
sociologists, although the threat of nuclear annihilation has aroused some
recent interest (Bramson and Goethals, 1968:202). This relative lack of inter-
est in societal causes of war by political scientists stands in marked contrast
with recent trends among historians, whose work over the last couple decades
has emphasized social and economic variables as among the most important
causes of war (Levy, 1988a; Iggers, 1984).

This survey of societal-level hypotheses begins with Marxist-Leninist theo-
ries of war. It then tums to recent research on the question of the relative war
proneness of democratic and nondemocratic regimes and, finally, to the role
of domestic politics and the scapegoat hypothesis.

Marxist-Leninist Theories of War

Thf- most comprehensive of all societal-level approaches to international
conflict can be found in Marxist-Leninist theory. Our focus here is on those




264 BEHAVIOR, SOCIETY, AND NUCLEAR WAR

aspects of the theory relevant to the question of the causes of international
war. In the Marxist-Leninist theory of imperialism, all international conflict
can be traced to the internal dynamics of capitalist economic systems.?” These
systems are not self-sufficient and have an inherent tendency toward stagna-
tion and collapse in the absence of an external stimulus. One problem is the
disequilibrium between production and consumption resulting from the inade-
quate purchasing power of the proletariat and ultimately from the inequitable
distribution of wealth in society. The surplus products resulting from this lack
of demand in the economy generates pressures for imperialist expansion to
secure external markets to absorb the surplus. This is the “underconsumption-
ist" theory of imperialism often associated with Hobson ([1902] 1954). A
related problem, one given greater emphasis by Hilferding ([1910] 1981) and
Lenin ([1917) 1939), is the existence of surplus capital resulting from the
declining rate of return on capital. This also generates pressures for external
expansion to secure better investment opportunities and higher rates of return
on capital. Lenin ([1919) 1939) and others (Magdoff, 1969) have also empha-
sized the need for raw materials as another source of external expansion is the
need for raw materials. The imperialist expansion of capitalist states for
markets, investment opportunities, and raw materials leads to imperial and
colonial wars to achieve those objectives.?®
It is often assumed that imperial expansion and wars lead ultimately to
interstate wars and great power wars.? One serious limitation of Marxist-
Leninist theory from the perspective of the causes of war is that the theoretical
linkages between imperialism and war have never been clearty specified or
empirically confirmed. The safety-valve hypothesis, noted earlier, predicts
precisely the opposite. There is little systematic empirical research on this
question,* although there has been much debate about the World War | case.
Marxists argue that World War 1 is a classic case of a war resulting from
imperialist rivalries (Lenin, [1917] 1939). Others argue that imperial expan-
sion served as a safety valve and that the crosscutting nature of the imperial
and European interests of the great powers dampened the pressures for war.®'
There may be a more direct path from capitalism to great power war in
Marxist-Leninist theory. Capitalist economic systems tend not only to impen-
al expansion externally but also to generate high levels of military spending
internally to serve as replacement markets to absorb excess capital and to
reduce the level of unemployment. This argument was initially made by
Luxemburg ({1913} 1951), who argued that the production of armaments was
the only means by which surplus capital could be recirculated into the econo-
my. The resulting “war economy” contributes to interstate war by triggcrin'g
arms races and generally increasing levels of international tensions. This
argument is not restricted to Marxist-Leninist theorists, of course. The inter
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nal dynamics driving lateral pressure theory (Choucri

similar, allhf)ugh Choucri and North hypotrlres(izc m::lﬂ::::cl;]iz::g‘elsngi)sta:s
any economic system and not only in capitalist states. The essential role of
mlhtary_ spen_dlng and “militarism™ in general in capitalist economies has been
emphasized in recent theories of the “military-industrial complex” (Mills
1956, Melman, 1970; Lens, 1970; Yarmolinsky, 1971; Sarkesian l972:
Roscn,_ 1973). The primary difference concems the extent to which ,the hy:
pomc§|zed behavior of capitalist states is believed to be inevitable; socialist
and liberal theorists of economic imperialism recognize the feasibility of
reform within capitalist states.

There are numerous critiques of the Marxist-Lenini i iali
{Schumpeter, [1919] 1951; Robbins, 1939; Aron, 19621, tgf:"l::yn(’fl‘g'_"‘;er\';:]i;“
|97l')): and only a few brief comments are possible here. Alth;)ugh i#larxiqt:
Lenm!st.lheory appears to provide an elegant and powerful explanation ‘of
imperialism, it does raise some empirical questions that have not been
rigorously and systematically investigated. If capitalist states by their very
nature generate surpluses, and if these surpluses lead to external expansion to
secure l.narkets and investment opportunities, then we should expect a high
cor!-elatlt?n between capitalism and imperialist expansion.9? Consider the
period since 1870 or so, to which the theory should be most applicable
I‘tlor)capltalist as well as capitalist states have been imperialist, capitalist impe;
:al;;m‘has nzt co'inciic!ed with the monopoly stage of capitalism as predicted
y Lenin, and a significant proporti itali i
o oaber camitali ft e proportion of capitalist exports has been directed

These theoretical and empirical problems in Marxist-Leninist theory raise
some doubts regarding the validity of the theory. These doubts are COI;']-
poundefi by the existence of alternative theories of imperialism that provide
Compet!ng explanations for the phenomenon in question. Perhaps the leadin
altemal!v.e theory of imperialism is some version of structural realist theors
emphasizing the anarchic structure of the intemnational system and the absence
of any m.ech'anism to prevent the strong from dominating the weak. Fror;1 this
:crspcclwe lmperialisrr.l is driven by the quest for power in the international
A)v'lsl:jm rather (_han the lnlemfal economic needs of the capitalist class. As the
o a::jal:; reminded the Melians, “the strong do what they have the power to
e |954fv‘7;a9];_ accept what they have to accept” (Thucydides, |431-411

Ai'flood' T'(amplc of such a theory is Waltz’s (1979:Chap. 2) discussion of
e [c):niz: I;m of gre:at power. Hc argues that the observed correlation be-
o co[:. alism and imperialism in the last century does not reflect a direct
oo I'IICCUOH- bc_:twcen the two. According to Waltz, the leading capitalist

ere imperialist not because they were capitalist but because they were
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the most powerful states in the system. In any historical era it is the great
powers that build the large imperial empires, and the greal powers are those
states that have most efficiently exploited their available resources and have
organized themselves most effectively for that.purpose. In the mo.dcm era,
Waltz argues, capitalism has been the most efficient form of economic organi-
zation. Imperialism results from the quest for power a.nd secun.ty by the. great
powers. Capitalism is neither a necessary nor a sufﬁcnen't condition f.or impe-
rialism, although it can play a contributory role along with other variables on
a causal chain leading to war. '
The theory of great power imperialism provides a more general explanation
for the historical tendency for the strong to expand at the expense ?f thc'weak
and, for this reason, is more powerful than Marxist-Leninist theories of lmpt:e-
rialism. It is a general theory applicable to any historical era and can explain
the imperialism of the ancient Roman and Persian empires as \:vell as t!le
imperialism of the nineteenth century great powers, whereas Marxist-Leninist
theory of monopoly capitalism is not applicable to the phenomenon of pre-
capitalist imperialism or noncapitalist imperialism."‘. o .
One interesting variant of the theory of great power lmpet?allsm is qubms
(1939) theory of “defensive economic imperialism.” Robbins was typical of
liberal economists who believed that states and individuals beneﬁ-t most u'nder
a system of free trade and the uninhibited operatiops of an international
market economy according to the law of comparative advanla.ge: A few
states—and, more particularly, a small numbell' of gmup§ within lhos'c
states—perceive that they can make short-term gains by erecting trade barri-
ers to lock out competition and by securing coloniFs for protected markets
abroad. Once the process is initiated it becomes difficult to stop, as othe.r
states act to prevent their rivals from gaining control of kt:y markets. Thel(;
motive in joining the scramble for colonies is not to reap gains from protecte
markets guaranteed by their own political control of colon!es abroad, but to
minimize their losses from being deprived of markets by nva! stafes.”
Like Robbins, Schumpeter ([1919) 1951) argues that imperial.lsm is contrary
to the interests of capitalist states or to capitalist classes within those states.
Whereas Robbins focuses on the systemic forces that lead states to adopt the
imperialist policies they would prefer to avoid, Schumpeter focu§es on thc
domestic incentives leading certain subnational groups to prefer imperialist
and policies. Because capitalist societies are more concemned with profits zm‘;|
economic prosperity than with imperial expansion and war, and because boﬂ:e
imperialism and war are bad for business, industrial wo?-k‘ers as well as
capitalist class are generally opposed to imperialist pollcu:s.. I‘tleverthele:;:‘»e-
capitalist states pursue imperialist policies because those policies serve :
interests of a military elite. This “atavistic™ warrior class first came to pow¢

e el
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in earlier feudal and aristocratic eras when war served as a useful instrument
for the development and maintenance of the state. This elite has continued to
maintain its power in part by using war and the threat of war to justify their
policies and maintain their positions. Although one can question many of the
details of Schumpeter’s argument, it is important because it was one of the
first to emphasize that under certain conditions the domestic political interests
of the individuals or regime in power may be as important as the national
interests of the state) in providing incentives for imperial expansion and war.
An alternative domestic political explanation for imperialism is Snyder's
(1988) theory of imperial overextension driven by coalitional politics and
strategic ideology. Snyder observes that states often expand beyond the point
at which their imperial interests can be supported by available resources. He
rejects both the Marxist-Leninist and Schumpeterian arguments that imperial
overextension can be explained in terms of the interests of any single domestic
clite, and he argues instead that each elite prefers some form of limited
imperial expansion but recognizes the costs of too extensive expansion. The
domestic coalition-building process among these different groups, especially
when interest-based arguments are reinforced and exaggerated by strategic
ideology, often generates a logrolled outcome leading to both external expan-
sion and intemal harmony. The consequences, however, are often a more
aggressive and expansionist policy than is desired by any single domestic
group, and the creation of more external enemies than can be managed by
existing national resources and diplomatic arrangements. Historical examples
supporting Snyder’s theory would include the coalition of iron and rye in
Germany before World War | and the phenomenon of social imperialism in
Great Britain prior to the war (Kehr, 1970; Fischer, 1975). Snyder’s (1988)
theory provides a very plausible explanation for imperial overextension and
perhaps imperial wars. Whether it provides an equally compelling explanation
for great power war is 2 different question requiring further investigation.
The analytically distinct sources of imperialism represented in the theories
just surveyed are not necessarily incompatible, however, and one cost of the
effort to assert the superiority of one paradigm over the other is the failure to
incorporate variables from different theories into a single integrated theory of
imperialism and war. The theoretical task of constructing an integrated theory
and the empirical task of testing these various theories against the historical

fecord are important ones for future research.%
Democracy and War

Whereas the liberal theorists discussed earlier argue that both the system of
free trade in an international market economy and the domestic characteristics
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of capitalist economic systems reduce the likelihood of war, another impor-
tant body of liberal theory emphasizes the pacifying effects of democratic
political institutions. Although many theorists make both sets of arguments,
and although democratic political institutions often coexist with libera]
capitalist economic institutions, the arguments are analytically distinct and
will be treated separately here. The Kantian argument regarding the pacifying
effects of republican political institutions is particularly interesting because it
has generated considerable empirical research in recent years, and these the-
oretical and empirical debates continue to be : :levant to the question of war in
the nuclear age.

Kant's ([1795] 1954) argument ‘s that republican regimes (characterized by
a constitutional and representative government and a separation of powers)
are more peaceful than nonrepublican regimes. People oppose war because
they recognize that they would suffer from it, and if they are in a position of
political power they can prevent war from occurring. Political leaders in
democratic states are accountable o the electorate and incur domestic political
costs for warlike policies. Those in authoritarian states, however, are immune
from both the personal and the domestic political costs of war and therefore
have less incentives to avoid warlike policies. In Kant's words (cited in

Doyle, 1983a:229),

If the consent of the citizens is required in order to decide that war should be
declared (and in this constitution it cannot but be the case), nothing is more
natural than that they would be very cautious in commencing such a poor game,
decreeing for themselves all the calamities of war . . . having to fight, having
to pay the costs of war from their own resources, having painfully to repair the
devastation war leaves behind, and, to . . . load themselves with a heavy na-
tional debt that would embitter peace itself and that can never be liquidated on
account of constant wars in the future. But, on the other hand, in a constitution
which is not republican, and under which the subjects are not citizens, a declara-
tion of war is the easiest thing in the world to decide upon, because war does not
require of the ruler . . . the least sacrifice of the pleasure of his table, the chase,
his country houses, his court functions, and the like. He may, therefore, resolve
on war as on a pleasure party for the most trivial reasons, and with perfect
indifference leave the justification which decency requires to the diplomatic
corps who are ever ready to provide it.

Bentham makes a slightly different argument, relying on the pacifying effects
not of domestic public opinion but, instead, of world public opinion (Waltz.
1954:Chap. 4). These arguments have been accepted by Thomas Paine.
Woodrow Wilson, and countless other liberal theorists.

One serious logical problem with this argument and, in fact, with any
national-level theory of foreign policy behavior, is that a reduced probability

The Causes of War: A Review of Theories and Evidence 269

of a pa.u.ticular state initiating a war does not necessarily imply a reduced
pmb.at?lllly of that state being involved in a war. Under some Ic)o);lditiom the
ur!wnllmgness to prepare for war or to resort to threats of force to dctcr\ war
will make war more likely by undermining deterrence and encouraging the
,dversa‘ry. At .thc systemic level, it has been argued that the institutional
constraints agmnst the effective use of threats of force, and even force itself
by dFmocmtlc regimes may contribute to war by preventing those states frorr;
gzag;ng a stabilizing role in a balance of power system (Wright, 1965:842—
”!he question of the likelihood of war is analytically distinct from that of its
seriousness, and many liberal theorists acknowledge that the low frequency of
war involvement that they assume to be characteristic of democratic states is
not matched by a comparable moderation in the seriousness of those wars lha‘(
do occur_. To the contrary, once begun, wars of liberal democratic states tend
1o be driven by ideological objectives, become transformed into crusades
calling for total victory and the unconditional surrender of the adversary, and
fought w‘ith unlimited means to achieve these unlimited ends. Thus Chu;chill
(speech in the House of Commons, May 13, 1901, cited in Gilben‘ 1967:21-
22).argued prior to World War | that “democracy is more vindi'ctive ihan
Cabinets. The wars of peoples will be more terrible than those of kings.”
Therefvore.. 1t1s commonly argued that because of its national “style” growi‘n.
.nul of its liberal democratic institutions and political culture, the United Statei
is vcr3.f reluctant to become involved in wars but, once forced into war, she
dtr:als itasa mqral crusade to “make the world safe for democracy” and ut‘te‘rly
19.;tjr;)-y the evil enemy who alone had caused the war to occur (Spanier,
Tl?c question of the historical validity of these hypotheses has attracted
co_nmdt?rable attention from researchers, many of whom have C()ndl;Cth some
fairly rigorous quantitative empirical studies of the rclative war pmnenelss of
democrallf: and nondemocratic regimes. Several of the early studies ;a\lrerc
;rqss sectnm:nal an.d focysed on the characteristics and behavior of all states
unng certain periods since World War [1.97 Although the consistent conclu-
Ston was that democratic states are no more war prone than nondemocratic
:::t,cs (Rummc-l, .l968; Wilkenfeld, 1975; Russett and Monsen, 1975), the
lion::);lhdo[nalgsas far t(.x_) narrow to allow for generalizations about interna-
Nl avior. In addition, most of these early studies failed to distinguish
N war involvement and war initiation.
ge::r:: ogcthcsc problems have be'en. corrected in recent studies, which have
Cr(l976{ ch based on more sophisticated research designs. Small and Sing-
e Con . umme! (1983), and Chan (1984) each cover the entire period since
gress of Vienna, and Babst (1972) and Doyle (19834, 19835b) go back
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to the late eighteenth century. Even though these scholars use slightly differ-
ent definitions of democracy, each is fairly rigorous within his own frame-
work and the results are fairly consistent. The evidence shows that the propor-
tional frequency of war involvement of democratic states has not been greater
than that for nondemocratic states. Moreover, the severity of wars (generally
measured by fatalities) involving democratic states has been no higher than
the severity of wars in which democratic states are not involved. Democracies
may be slightly less likely than nondemocratic states to initiate wars, but the
evidence is not yet conclusive on this question (Small and Singer, 1976:64—
66; Chan, 1984:638-639). :

Although democracies have fought in wars as frequently as have non-
democratic states, they almost never fight cach other. Moreover, in the world
wars volving any states, democratic states aiways fight on the same side.
Depending on precisely how one defines democracys, it is possible to find one
or two exceptions,” but these would be marginal deviations from a robust
conclusion demonstrated by rigorous and systematic empirical analyses. The
consistency of results for different operational definitions of democracy only
increases our confidence in the validity of the findings. This absence of war
between democratic states comes as close as anything we have to an empirical
law in intemational relations (Levy, 19884:662).

This finding is particularly interesting because it runs counter to many of

the leading theories of international conflict and war. Structural systemic
theories, which claim that internal political structures and processes of states
have far less impact on their behavior than the distribution of power (or
changes in such) and the structure of alliances in the international system,
clearly cannot account for the absence of war between democratic states.
Because many states with democratic political structures also have capitalist
economic structures, Marxist-Leninist theories would predict a higher than
average incidence of war between democratic states. Although the correlation
between democracy and capitalism is not perfect, the strength of the observed
empirical findings is clearly contrary to the thrust of Marxist-Leninist theory.
Following similar logic, we can conclude that liberal economic theories are
consistent with the absence of wars between democracies but would incor-
rectly predict a lower overall war involvement for democratic as opposed t0
nondemocratic states. These considerations suggest that ideology, public
opinion, and policy legitimacy have much greater impact on foreign policy
behavior in general and decisions for war or peace in particular than is nor-
mally acknowledged. From several different theoretical perspectives, there-
fore, the absence of war between democracies constitutes an empirical anom-
aly that calls for further research.1%0
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Domestic Politics and the Scapegoat Hypothesis

It is an article of faith of most liberal theorists that public opinion is
inherently peaceful and that if a state initiates a war it is usually because
political leaders choose war against the desires and interests of the public.
Marxist-Leninist theorists agree that war does not serve the public’s interest
but argue that it is used by the capitalist class to serve its own economic
interests. One can find, however, numerous historical examples of cases in
which the public appears all too eager for war. One example would be the
enthusiasm of people throughout Europe on the eve of World War 1, which
has been called “perhaps the most popular war in history™ (Farrar, 1983). In
some cases this popular enthusiasm for war may push political leaders into
adopting more aggressive and risky policies than they would have preferred
and thus be an important cause of the war. The pressure for war from public
opinion and the press in 1898 has often been viewed as a primary cause of the
Spanish-American War. Thus, May (1973:159) writes that because of domes-
tic politics President McKinley “led his country unwillingly toward a war that
he did not want for a cause in which he did not believe.”

The immediate increase in public support for the president of the United
States after the use of military force abroad, regardless of the wisdom or
success of that action, is well known and is often explained by the tendencies
of the public to rally around the flag, the president, and the party (Mueller,
1973; Brody, 1984). Presidents engaging in more conflictual behavior toward
the Soviet Union, for example, usually find their popularity ratings in public
opinion surveys to increase by 4 or 5 percent (Ostrom and Simon, 1985),
although these effects may be temporary. 10!

The ultimate source of these rally-round-the-flag effects is the rise of mod-
em nationalism and the tendency of the vast majority of people to center their
supreme loyalties on the nation-state. They tend to conceive of the national
Interest as the highest interest and to acquire an intense comnmitment to the
power and prosperity of the state. This commitment is strengthened by nation-
al myths emphasizing the moral, physical, and political strength of the state
and by individuals® feelings of powerlessness and their consequent tendency
to seek their identity and fulfillment through the state. Assertive and national-
Ist policies are perceived as increasing state power and are at the same time
Psychologically satisfying for the individual and, in this way, nationalism
contributes to war (Fromm, 1941; Breuilly, 1985).

There are other more specific theoretical paths leading from nationalism to
war. -lf the identity of the nation as a people sharing common ethnic and
linguistic ties and common cultural and historical origins does not correspond
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rfectly with the territorial boundaries of the state as a politic.:al orgamza.tnon,
E:lionalli,sm may contribute to war by creating shared incentives for natfonal
unification, national independence, the integration into the ftatc of nn_tIon'al
minorities living beyond state borders, the favorable resolutloq of t;m.tolnal
disputes and other historical antagonisms, an'd often the adoption (;q vio c::t
policics as a means to achieve those ends (Wright, 19§S:Ch'a;.). 2.7). a.tlona. -
ism can also contribute to war by creating or reinforcing mnhsn‘nsm, cither in
the form of the increased influence of the military in the poll_tlcal process or
the acceptance of military values as the dominant values in society (Be:’ghahrl\(i
1969; Vagts, 1959; Van Evera, 1984b). Germany before World War 1 wou
i int.
b :a(;?iall?s? sometimes generates public sentiment 'tl.\at prefers more
hawkish policies than those preferred by political-authontles. Mass p?lb'h-cs
tend to be less sensitive than elites to the security dilemma and the posmb!hty
that attempls to increase one’s security and power may actua_lly l'ESl.llt in a
decrease in security and power. Under certain conditions this can impose
serious constraints on decision makers who prefer more llmlled.foreign policy
objectives or the pursuit of those objectives through more .llmlted means.
Domestic political constraints of this kind may pmclude sngmﬁcal'\t‘ c':):np;o-
mises as viable policy options. For example, the po§51b|||ty ofa B_ntls e? |:
compromising with Spain to prevent their commercial a.nd naval nv:lcrg t(’) :h
early eighteenth century from escalating to war was basically prt:_c.luh y the
public's response after the Spaniards cut off the ear of a British seaman,
leading to the War of Jenkins’ Ear (l739-l74§). - ]
In spite of the widespread recognition of t.hc importance _of natlon:l ism tahn
jingoism, this phenomenon receives very little attc.ntlon in the lc-a‘ ing a:
oretical literature on international conflict and forc.lg-n policy dccns.non mbr-
ing. There has been very little research on the conditions under whlch. p: 'hlg
opinion contributes to war or to peace or on the !Jroccsses m{ough. whic |rl
occurs.'?2 Nor is there much work on the recnmal relationship bet_\\fec
political clites and mass publics on foreign policy issues, on the conflmo::;
vnder which political authorities are pushed or con:r»tramed by !hc pflblIC. amj
on the conditions under which they are able to mampulate. public attitudes an
preferences to serve their own conception of the national interest or even their
own nal interests. . _
mpe;::a that political leaders may embark on risky fm:engn vcntu:'es l;le 8::
attempt to achieve diplomatic or military gains that will he!p S0 chodin
domestic political problems is hardly a new idea. Four cent}mes ago
(11593] 1955:168—-169) wrote that “the best way of preserving a sm:f;.d o
guaranteeing it against sedition, rebellion, and cm'l‘ war is . . . tO ](c hat
enemy against whom they can make common cause, and Sumner wro

Y
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“the exigencies of war with outsiders are what make the peace inside” (Stein,
1976:143). This general proposition, often referred to as the scapegoat hy-
pothesis or the diversionary theory of war, has also been endorsed by numer-
ous modemn international theorists. Wright (1965:727), for example, suggests
that one of the more important causes of war is the perception that war is a
“necessary or convenient means . . . to establish, maintain, or expand the
power of a government, party, or class within a state,” and Haas and Whiting
(1956:62) argue that elites embark on foreign wars to create an outside target
to divert the attention of the people from the inequities generated by rapid
industrialization and social change.

The scapegoat hypothesis is theoretically grounded in the in-group/out-
group hypothesis in sociology. As formulated by Simmel (1956), the hypoth-
esis states that conflict with the out-group increases the cohesion and political
centralization of the in-group. Coser (1956) modifies the basis hypothesis and
argues that internal cohesion will be increased if and only if the external
conflict is related to a threat that is perceived to menace the group as a whole
(and not just part of it) and if and only if there exists some prior level of
internal cohesion. Group leaders are aware of the cohesive effects of external
corflict (but not always of the qualifying conditions), and sometimes act
deliberately to create or maintain extemnal conflict to serve their internal
purposes.

The in-group/out-group hypothesis has also been subjected to systematic
empirical research by international relations scholars. Most quantitative stud-
ies, utilizing research designs that correlate various indicators of the levels of
internal and external conflict, have found that there exists no relationship
between the two (Rummel, 1963; Tanter, 1966). More sophisticated studies,
which attempt to control for other variables such as the type of regime, have
found some positive but relatively weak relationships between internal and
external conflict (Wilkenfeld, 1973). More thorough reviews of this quantita-
tive literature can be found in Stohl (1980), Zinnes (1980), and Levy (1989a).
One serious limitation of this body of research is that most of these studies are
based on the period from 1955 to 1960, which is not only brief but also
happens to coincide with an extraordinarily peaceful period of international
politics, limiting the generalizability of the findings. 03

The findings of these large-N correlational studies are not fully consistent
with those of comparative historical studies or case studies of individual wars.
In his comparative study of the European state system from 1740 to 1960,
Rosecrance (1963) concludes that domestic instability and the domestic inse-
curity of elites was the primary determinant of international war and that this
¥as true independently of the political structure or ideology of the regime.
There have also been numerous studies of individual wars that have concluded
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that a primary cause of the war was the attempt by political leaders to solve
their internal political problems through risky foreign policies in the hope of
securing a diplomatic or military victory.'®™

This discussion calls attention to several significant puzzles in the literature
on societal-level sources of international conflict. One is the gap between the
general conclusion of large-N correlational studics that there seems to be little
connection between domestic and foreign conflict and the findings of many
individual case studies that the scapegoat motivation has an important impact
in the processes leading up to many wars. Although the generalizability of the
quantitative studies can be questioned because of their narrow temporal do-
main, and although there are alternative historical interpretations in each of
the relevant historical cases, the discrepancy is still puzzling. On a more
general level, there is a striking gap between the emphasis historians place on
societal-level sources of the foreign policy and war behavior of states and the
tendency of political scientists to minimize the importance of these variables.
Both of these gaps raise serious conceptual and methodological issues regard-
ing the linkages between theory, research design, and empirical findings, and
point to an important agenda for further exploration. 103

Decision-Making Theories

Decision-making theories focus on the individuals and governmental or-
ganizations that are empowered to make and implement policies on behalf of
the state. Although historians have long talked about the beliefs, preferences,
perceptions, and actions of heads of state and of their key advisors, as well as
the “cabinet politics” in which decision makers engage, it is only in the last
three decades that political scientists have begun to utilize systematic
decision-making frameworks as a theoretical guide to the analysis of foreign
policy behavior (Snyder, et al., 1954; Allison, 1971; Holsti, 1972; Janis, 1972;
Steinbrunner, 1974; Halperin, 1974; Jervis, 1976; Snyder and Diesing, 1977;
George, 1980; Brecher, 1980; Rosenau, 1966). Allison’s Essence of Decision
(1971) was particularly important because it was the first systematic applica-
tion of theories of organizational behavior (March and Simon, 1958; Cyert
and Merch, 1963) to the issuc area of foreign policymaking.

Most of the applications of burcaucratic and organizational models have
focused on defense spending, military procurement, or factors affecting the
conduct of war, rather than on crisis decision making relating to the causes of
war, although Allison’s (1971) study of the Cuban missile crisis is an excep-
tion. There is a related body of literature on the “military-industrial complex’
and on the ways in which the institutional interests of the military affect the
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processes of weapons development and military s i i ; -
man'. 1970; Yarmolinsky, [1971; Sarkesian, l%).mi;ullli;; :ﬁn T:slc
studies and quantitative work relating to the question of the relative impact of
internal organizational variables on arms races (Allison, 1977; Ostrom, 1977)

Much. of this literature on decision making and war is cm"cmd in ;{olsli'é
chaptFr in this volume and in subsequent volumes in this series. In this section
we will examine some recent literature that focuses on more direct and imme-
diate linkages between the organizational structure and processes of the mili-
tary and the outbreak of war. In the following section we will examine the
impact of misperceptions on the processes leading to war. Because the more
general literature on crisis decision making is covered in Holsti’s chapter in
this volume, it will not be covered here. Other psychological and organiza-
tional models based on the operational codes of clites (George, 1969; Rogers
1986), learning models (Etheridge, 1985; Leng, 1983), cognitive m'aps (Ax:
elrod, 1976), antificial intelligence (Mefford, 1987), and other models (East et
al.. 1978; Falkowski, 1979; Tetlock and McGuire, 1985; Hermann et hal
1987) will not be examined because they do not focus primarily on issues ot,'
war 'and peace and because of space constraints. This survey of decision-
making theories relating to war and peace is, is therefore, deliberately selec-
tive and incomplete. \

It should also be noted that in this section we are not dealing with complete
theories of the causes of war but, instead, with more restricted hypotheses that
may very well be important components of a more inclusive theory. Psycho-
logical theories of individual behavior are incomplete as theories of war in the
absence of a political theory that explains how individual goals and prefer-
ences are aggregated into the goals and preferences of the collective body
?vhnch makes and implements decisions for the state, and how the govcmmen;
interacts with the society within which it is embedded. A theory of foreign-
pt?ilc.y decision making on issues of war and peace in turn must be subsumed
within a'larger theory of international politics and strategic interaction in order
to explain how actions of one state result in the phenomenon of war involvin
wo or more states. ’

Organizational Politics and Processes

: Two related bodies of literature will be examined in this section. One
d:cﬂc“:ms the hypolh'esized linkage among military organizations, offensive
mob'lpcs" and war. The other concemns the potential impact of rigid military

ilization and war plans on the processes leading to war. Both utilize

‘entain concepts from izati
' organizational theory, and both incorporate s
stemic-level variables. 106 e o
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ORGANIZATIONAL INTERESTS, OFFENSIVE DOCTRINES, AND WAR

Just in the last several years there have been a number of theoretical and
empirical studies linking the nature of military organizations, military doc-
trine, and war. The general argument is that military organizations prefer
offensive doctrines and that offensive doctrines increase the likelihood of war,
Several arguments have been advanced as to why military organizations
should prefer offensive doctrines (Posen, 1984:47-51; Van Evera, 1984},
Snyder, 1984b:Chap. |; Levy, 1986:215-218). First, the implementation of
offensive doctrines and war plans requires larger numbers of troops and
weapons systems, greater logistical support, and often more sophisticated
military technology than do more static defensive strategies. For this reason
offensive doctrines tend to require larger organizational budgets and man-
power, which are high-priority goals in nearly all organizations and generally
increase the influence of the organization. Second, offensive doctrines and
plans also contribute to one’s ability to seize the initiative, structure the battle,
and thus fight the war on one’s own terms, which serves a key organizational
goal of uncertainty avoidance. It is also argued that the organizational autono-
my of the military is greatest when its operational goal is the rapid and
decisive disarming of the adversary by offensive means. Finally, the prospect
of decisive victory through aggressive action tends to enhance military morale
and prestige.'®7 Once in place, and whether driven by the internal interests of
organizations or external national security needs, offensive doctrines and war
plans contribute to war by increasing the incentives to strike first; fueling arms
races, tensions, and conflict spirals; encouraging aggressive policies; and
increasing the destructiveness of war (Van Evera, 19844:63-79; Posen,
1984:18-24).

These arguments have been applied to the 1914 case. Snyder (1984a:108)
argues that the offensive doctrines and war plans of 1914 “were in themselves
an important and perhaps decisive cause of the war,” and Van Evera
(19844:58) argues that “the cult of the offensive was a principal cause of the
First World War.” In World War 11, by contrast, the defensive character of the
British and French doctrines contributed a great deal to the sitzkrieg or “phony
war” after Hitler's attack on Poland (Posen, 1984). Each of these authors
applies the theoretical generalizations and historical analogies to contempd-
rary debates over offensive, defensive, and deterrent doctrines at the conven-
tional as well as strategic levels. _

The application of these theoretical generalizations and historical analogics
is not without its problems. The distinctions among offensive, defensive,
deterrent doctrines is not always clear, and strategic nuclear deterrence con-
founds the traditional distinction between offense and defense. The importa™
distinction between an incentive or policy of striking first and a strategy ©
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deep penetration (Levy. 1984a) is rarcly recognized.! The distinction is
important because the former increases the probability of war but the laltc}
does not. Deep termitorial penetration was associated with the offense in 1914
but would be associated with deterrence today, so that some hypotheses about
the consequences of offensive doctrines that are reasonable for the 1914 case
may not be applicable for the superpowers in the nuclear age. It is not clear

for example, that the nrilitary prefers offensive doctrines and war plans in lh(;
contemporary era, '

RIGIDITY OF MILITARY DOCTRINES AND WAR PLANS

A related and overlapping literature traces crisis instability to the rigidity of
military routines and war plans rather than their offensive character. This
literature is 'Tm so much a well-developed body of theory as it is an applica-
tion of certain concepts from organizational theory to the 1914 case and to
command and control problems in the nuclear age. Although it is not clear
that these processes arc important in other cases,'' the historical importance
of the 1914 case and its relevance for the present makes this an important body
of literature, and a brief survey would be useful.

Rigid military mobilization and war plans may be the product of technical
military and logistical constraints, systemic imperatives and alliancc politics,
the vested interests of organizations, administrative arrangements, cognitive
rigidity, and other factors (Snyder, 1984b; Levy, 1986). One important conse-
quence is that once initiated, the process becomes difficult or impossible to
delay, stow, or modify, and it may be impossible to switch from one mobili-
za(io.n plan to another. This means that once begun, the mobilization process
acquires a momentum of its own, precludes the intervention of political lead-
ers, and generates an inevitable slide toward war. There may be little oppor-
tunity for statesmen to interrupt the process and pursue diplomatic alternatives
that might preserve the peace. Many historians and political scientists argue
lhaf the rigid military mobilization plans and railroad timetables of 1914 were
:n Im.p'ona.m cause of World War | because they created a situation in which
mobilization means war” and in which it was very difficult to slow or reverse
‘lht process (Taylor, 1969; Albertini, 1957; Fay, {1928) 1966; Van Evera,
:::::; IS:z:::r.a::IS:b; LeYy‘, !9'86).. Recent work suggests that certain organi-

and rigidities in U.S. command and control procedures

may gcn;r_me dynamics similar to those of 1914 (Bracken, 1983; Blair. 1985).
" :: :)d:'l:(l:::;rﬂ: inabi!ity tlu rpqlif ya plaq or switch fr(.ym one maobilization
whsiioe plan b:cy serious y.hmllt the feas[bnhly of pamal. mobilization as a
ol mobiliza“(; - ause once imp emented ll. coulfi not easily be replaced by
n if circumstances warranted it. This leaves statesmen with no
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intermediate military option that would allow them to demonstrate their re-
solve without at the same time provoking a dangerous escalation by the
adversary. Statesmen arc deprived of the ability to fine tune their threats in g
way that achieves an optimum balance between the twin objectives of coer-
cive diplomacy and crisis management. This is an essential requirement for
crisis management (George, 1984), and its absence in the Russian and Ger.
man cases in 1914 was an important factor in the escalation of the conflict
(Levy, 1986, 1988d). There are similar concemns that organizational rigidities
may preclude U.S. and Soviet leaders from using military alert levels as a
fine-tuned and easily manipulable instrument of signaling and influence in the
nuclear age (George, 1984; Sagan, 1985; Allison et al., 1985).

There is a related set of hypotheses regarding the consequences of low
levels of political-military integration (Posen, 1984), which refers to the con-
gruence between the foreign policy goals of the state and the military means
available to achieve those ends. Because of organizations® interests in autono-
my and the tendency toward “factored problems” (Cyert and March, 1963),
the technical specialization of the military and the general lack of civilian
expertise, and the military’s use of its control over information to enhance its
autonomy, military organizations tend to focus on the military aspects of
policy and to minimize its political component. There is a resulting danger
that military doctrine will follow a “strictly instrumental military logic™ and
ignore important political considerations, particularly in the absence of strong
civilian intervention (Posen, 1984:58). Many argue that in Germany in 1914,
for example, the military plans were constructed without consultation with
political decision makers and with total disregard for political considerations
(Ritter, 1958; Taylor, 1969; Tumer, 1979; Snyder, 1984b). The German
Schlicffen Plan required movement through Belgium because it facilitated the
invasion of France, which made British intervention, and thus a world war.
inevitable.

The problem of low political-military integration is compounded if political
leaders are ignorant of the details of military plans, because they may not
realize the extent to which they lack the military options to support their
foreign policy objectives. This ignorance was an important source of escala-
tion in 1914. Whereas the military perceived mobilization as a means of
preparing for a war that they perceived to be inevitable, political decision
makers generally saw it as an instrument of deterrence or coercive diplomacy-
They had little conception, until it was too late, that they lacked the means 0
support a coercive or deterrent strategy based on a fine tuning of military
threats, or that their room to maneuver had been severely restricted. As 2
result, they did not realize that actions taken in all sincerity to avoid war whik
prescrving vital interests only made war more likely (Levy, 1986:209—2“”'
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Thus, Ritter (1958:90) concludes that “the outbreak of war in 1914 is the most
tragic example of a government’s helpless dependence on the planning of
strategists that history has ever seen.” Similarly, there are concerns that U.S
and perhaps Soviet political leaders may not be fully aware of the extent to
which existing rules of engagement leaves some authority in the hands of
military leaders, restricting the politicians’ ability to fine tune their threats in a
nuclear crisis (George, 1984:227-228; Sagan, 1985:132-135).

George (1984) suggests several conditions conductive to effective crisis
management. In addition to the limitations of one’s political objectives, these
include presidential control of military options, pauses in military operations,
availability of discriminating military options, and coordination of military
movements with political-diplomatic actions and with limited political objec-
tives. The discussion of the World War | case demonstrates that rigid military
mobilization plans contributed to the violation of every one of these require-
ments and suggests that this had profound consequences for the escalation of
the July crisis to war. Although it is uncertain how frequently this particular
causal path to war occurs in intermational politics, the severity of its conse-
quences when it does occur and the potential resemblance of its antecedent
conditions to certain conditions in the contemporary world makes it worth
examining in more detail.

Misperception and War

The idea that wars are caused by misperceptions is very attractive in many
ways. /! For those who believe that the human and economic costs of war
ﬁ'?(!uently far outweigh any benefits that it might bring to thc states that
I!IIllale them, a theory based on misperception provides a satisfying explana-
llqn of how wars might occur in spite of their asserted irrationality.
Mlsp?rccption—bascd theories are also appealing to those who are frustrated by
theorics that trace war to inexorable systemic and societal forces that are for
Fhe most part beyond the ability of policymakers or citizens to control or
wfluence. Perceptions and misperceptions are often viewed as variables that
e more manipulable by policymakers and therefore more useful for a policy-
ftlleva_nl theory. In addition, scholars have been influenced by numerous
historical cases in which misperceptions are so blatant and so consequential
that many have concluded that the war would not have occurred in their
:msencc. One‘ can argue, for example, that Argentina would not have at-

Pted to seize the Falklands/Malvinas from Great Britain had she antici-
Ped that Great Britain would respond with military force (Hastings and
- K"S. 1983), or that the United States would have crossed the 38th parallel

orea had she anticipated Chinese military intervention (George and
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Smoke, 1974:Chap. 7). The “traditional” intcrpretation’of. “.Iorld. War l.ls that
it was an “inadvertent” war driven by misperceptions, ngu'l _mlway limeta-
bles, and blunders as well as by underlying strategic necessities (Fay, ll_9zs]
1966; Tuchman, 1962). Although this interpretation of YVorI'd War 1 is o
longer the dominant one, it has sensitized generations qf hls.(onans and politi.-
cal scientists to the potential importance of misperceptions in the outbreak of
war. . .

The role of misperceptions has probably been given greater chphams by
historians than by political scientists, in part because of the Iat(f:r S concem
for parsimonious theories and because of the enormous con!plcxlty afifled by
the introduction of misperceptions to a theory of mtematlonal.polmcs..ln
addition, the analytical problems associated with the conf:t_:pt of n.nspfm:epuon
are extraordinarily difficult. Recently, however, poll('lcal. SCICI’IEIS[S h'f"e
given much more attention to the question of misperception in foreign pollf:y
decision making, especially with respect to issues of war and peace (Jervis,
1976, 1983, 1988a; Lebow, 1981; Stein, 1982; Levy, 1983b; Snyder, l9s.4b;
Van Evera, 1984b). Much of this literature has focused on .thc psychologlcnl
processes generating misperceptions and has built on work in social psychol-
ogy (Nisbett and Ross, 1980; Janis and Mar.m. 1977, K_ahneman e.t al.,
1982).112 Less attention has been given to the linkages l‘cadmg frt?m misper-
ception to war or to the difficult analytical !)roble'nfs mvoI\:ed in dc?ﬁmng
misperception. Since Holsti’s chapter on crisis decision _makmg in this vol-
ume and other chapters in this series on judgment and choice processes deal at
length with the sources of misperception, the slrcs.s here will be on the
linkages from misperception to war and on the meaning of the concg?pt.

There are many different forms of misperception, and these contribute to
war in different ways and under different conditions. In facl..under some
conditions many of these misperceptions contribute to the mamh?nancc_: :f
peace rather than the outbreak of war. Instead of examining all possible kl:n;
of misperceptions, we will focus primarily on th'osc that h:avc the gl_'ealcst“hc

most direct impact on decisions for war. These mclt.ldc misperceptions 0 o
intentions and capabilities of both adversaries and third states, as well a: ot;‘ o
forms of misperception that affect decisions for war or peace throug
impact on these variables '3 o

"l)‘he exaggeration of the hostility of the adversary’s intentions is onc (:‘f:f:;
most common and most important forms of mispcrccpuop. Here it is use ;Iroci
distinguish between short-term and long-term misperccpno'ns. Each can ngcrm
the outbreak of war, but through different causal mechanisms. In shori- i
crisis situations, the cxaggeration of adversary hostility can I.ead to the cllP(ec
tation of an adversary attack and a decision to act preemptively to g::f:h .
advantages of striking first and to minimize the costs of a war wht
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reeived to be inevitable. If in such a situation each adversary actually

fers other options to war, these misperceptions of adversary intentions
would be'a primary cause of the war. There is substantial evidence that most
of the great powers exaggerated the hostility of their adversaries® intentions in
the 1914 crisis, leading many scholars to conclude that these misperceptions
were a leading cause of the war (North, 1967; Fay, 1928; Snyder, 1985; Van
Evera, 1985).114

The overestimation of the hostility of adversary intentions can also be
important over the long term. They lead to a greater effort than necessary to
increase one’s own military capabilities in order to deter aggression or lo
prepare for war in the event deterrence fails. This generally induces the
adversary to respond in a similar manner, generating increased tensions and
an increased likelihood of a conflict spiral, arms race, and perhaps even war.
The diplomacy in the decade leading up to World War I is often characterized
in terms of such an action-reaction cycle, as is the diplomacy leading up to the
Seven Years' War in North America (1756-1763), which Smoke (1977:Chap.
8) describes as involving “no offensive steps by any player at any time. !5 [
addition, a declining state’s exaggeration of the permanent hostility of a rising
challenger may erroneously convince the declining power that a future war is
inevitable and thus increase its temptation for a preventive war under more
favorable circumstances now (Levy, 1987).

Itis also possible, although perhaps less common, for states to underesti-
mate the hostility of the adversary. This can increase the likelihood of war,
but through different causal paths. Underestimation of the adversary’s resolve
ina crisis often leads to the erroneous expectation that the adversary will back
down, which may reduce one’s own incentives to compromise or even lead
one to undertake additional coercive measures. The result is often the harden-
g of the adversary's resolve and the generation of a conflict spiral and
increased likelihood of war, as demonstrated by Lebow's (1981:Chap. 4) case
studies of 13 brinkmanship crises. Over the long term, the underestimation of
the hostility of the adversary leads to complacency and lack of preparedness,
which against certain adversaries can increase the likelihood of war by under-
mining deterrence (Levy, 19835:89-90). The :issumption, of course, is that
xctions and policies undertaken to reinforce deterrence would have been suc-
@ssful. This is probably not the case with respect to the appeasement of Hitler
ior to World War I1. It is much more plausible that deterrent threats would
¥e been successful in the cases of the U.S. underestimation of the hostility
o North Korean intentions toward the South in 1950, Israeli complacency in
1973 (Stein, 19855), and British underestimation of the hostility of Argentine
Mentions in 1982 (Hastings and Jenkins, 1983).

her forms of misperceptions are important because of their effect on the
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misperception of adversary intentions. One is lhc_: mi-spcrccptlon of. th(; ;:;;r
sary’s value structure and how she defines her_ vital mt?rests ( lerv:i. :5~
6, Levy, 19835:90). This is related to the misperception oI: thc. versary's
definition of the situation and the nature of the threats that s:lua.tlon poses t'o
her values, which in tum is related to the adversary's perceptions of one’s
own intentions and capabilities and the threats that they ?ose Su?h misper-
ceptions bias one’s expectations regarding the adversary's likely mtu'mons,
her response to one’s own actions, and hence the conseqflcnces of one’s own
actions. The U.S. misperception of Chinese resolve during the 1950 Korean
crisis, and hence of the intensity of the likely Chincstf response to the U S,
expansion of the war, derived largely from the US failure t? understand the
importance to China of preventing the establishment on s bort!,c;s of a
unified Korean regime under U.S. influence (George and Smoke, 19 .Ch?p‘
7). Similarly, the United States exaggerated the effcc'twelress of a :loemwe
bombing strategy against North Victnam by upderesuma_ung the v uc|lhnt
country placed on unifying the Vietnamese nation 1'u?der its own corftm .
An important dimension of the adversary’s deﬁn.mfm ol" the sm:;:(:-n, but
one given insufficient attention in the literature, is its View of_ uture.
Decision makers’ “field of expectations” about futurc lzeallty- (Smoke
1977:270) may be as important as perceptions of present .reahty.. Mlspcrtfep-
tions of the adversary’s future expectations can lead to serious misperceptions
of her current intentions. The failure to recognize that the ad\.rcrsary perceives
that the future is bleak, and hence that the present status quo Is unsatisfactory,
can result in the failure to appreciate her incentives to undertake what wm;ld
otherwise secmn to be unlikely actions now, including war. Qne rcasond or
U.S. misperceptions of Japanese intentions in 1941 was the failure to under-
stand how bleak the continuation of the status quo |ookefi to the lapx:]ncse
(Russett, 1967). A related point is that the failure to recognize .that'thc arv;:
sary sees itsclf as a declining power results in an undercstimation 0
likelihood that it will initiatc a preventive war (Levy, 198?). . o
The adversary’s value structure and definition of t_he situation may alhe
include an important domestic component, and a fa,lurc t? recogm'::"s o
importance of domestic considerations can _Iead to serious mnspen:uc‘pl:: e
adversary intentions. The failure to recognize the seriousness of e e
and future domestic threats to the political security of the adversary s m(giml-
may be particularly important in this regard and may lead to an undcn::edm
tion of the likelihood of external military action that wquld not be expec
the basis of national security interests alone. The failure to n:_cogmwo -
domestic pressures can lead to the usc of force in spite of the exnst:::‘e
otherwise credible deterrent threat is emphasized by Lebow ( 1981) )
(Stein, 1985a, 1985b).16 A related point concerns the nature of the

The Causes of War: A Review of Theories and Evidence 283

sary’s decision-making process. There is a tendency to perceive that the
adversary’s political processes are more centralized than they actually are and
to impute excessive intentionality to the actions of the adversary (Jervis,
1976). The failure to recognize that certain hostile actions may be the product
of bureaucratic infighting or domestic politics and do not necessarily indicate
a sustained policy of aggression may lead to overreaction and a conflict
spirat.'!?

Another secondary category of misperception, which can affect one’s ex-
pectations of the likely outcome of war and in this way expectations regarding
adversary intentions, is misperception of the kind of war the adversary intends
on fighting (Jervis, 1983:7-8). The adversary may recognize that it would
almost certainly lose an all-out war but nevertheless perceive that it could
secure its objectives through more limited forms of military action. Japan, for
example, believed that the United States would fight in response to Pearl
Harbor but that it would not fight an all-out war, preferring to ncgotiate and
agree (0 Japanese hegemony in East Asia. Similarly, Hitler believed that
Britain and France would fight over Poland but terminate the war after an
initial German victory. Although it is difficult to argue that correct percep-
tions, particularly in the second case, would have made a difference, there are
other situations in which these misperceptions can contribute causally to the
outbreak of war. They can induce complacency and a failure to reinforce
deterrence and readiness against a fait accompli or limited military action.
Isracl, for example, probably could have deterred an Egyptian attack in 1973
had it recognized that a limited move across the Suez Canal into the Sinai was
perceived as a viable option by the Egyptians, whereas an all-out war against
the Israclis was not (Stein, 19854, 1985b). Erroneous perceptions of this kind
can also lead states to undertake coercive measures under the false assumption
that the adversary has no military options at its disposal, and those coercive
measures may provoke the adversary into an attack. Some interpret U.S.
economic sanctions against Japan in 1941 in this way. This point is consistent
with the more general argument of George and Smoke (1974) that deterrence
Can fail in a varicty of ways, that the adversary can often “design around™ a
deterrent threat, and that strategies of coercive diplomacy and crisis manage-

Mment require a range of usable military options (as well as diplomatic incen-
tives) 118

_Misperceptions of adversary capabilities may be as important as mispercep-
‘fOns of intentions. The underestimation of the adversary’s capabilities rela-
U (0 one's own is cntical and historically common, as Blainey (1973),
o (1981), and others have demonstrated. Statesmen tend not only to

BBerate the likelihood of victory, but also to underestimate the duration
*d the costs of the war. In August 1914 Kaiser Wilhelm stated that the war
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would be over “before the leaves have fallen from the trees,” a belief that wag
shared in each of the major Furopean capitals (Tuchman, 1962:142; Farrar,
1973:3-7), after his victory over Poland, Hitler told his.gcncrals that *3
campaign against Russia would be like a child’s game in a sandbox by
comparison” (Speer, 1970:238); and numerous other cases of compam§ly
extreme misperceptions have been identified. The existence of 'such mis-
perceptions does not necessarily mean that they had a causal' |mpact: of
course. and the problems involved in inferring causality are admittedly dlfl.' -
cult (Levy, 1983b; Stein, 1982). There are numerous cases, however, in
which historians have concluded (although not without controversy) that mis.
perceptions of relative capabilities did have an important impact on the pro-
cesses leading to war. With respect to the Peloponnesian War, for example,
Kagan (1969:355) argues that “all of the leading statesman expected a shon
war. . . . They all failed to foresee the evil consequences that such a war
would have. . . . Had they done so they would scarcely have risked a war for
the relatively minor disputes that brought it on.” In spite of similar conclu-
sions by historians in other cases (Farrar, 1973), the cqnccptual and meth-
odological problems involved in reaching such conclusions have yet to be
resolved. '

The overestimation of one’s relative strength includes mispercepnqns of
military potential in a protracted war as well as immediately available n.ulitary
capabilities. The adversary’s military potential might also be m'lderesumated
through the misperception of the impact of the war on the cohesiveness of t!m
adversary’s population and on the adversary's morale, and hence on the abil-
ity of the adversary's leadership to mobilize additional resources for the war
cffort (Levy, 19835:83). It is particularly common for sl:.!le:smen to assume
erroneously that certain disenchanted ethnic minorities wnh.m lhe' adversary
state will rise up against the regime in power or even join the invading army in
the event of war, leading to an excessively optimistic evaluation of the mili-
tary balance. This is illustrated in the case of Iraq in her war against Iran,
Hitler in his invasion of the Soviet Union, and numerous other cases. '

It is also possible for decision makers to ovcreslimalc. the adversary’s
capabilitics relative to one’s own. Although such misperceptions of.ien lead to
a more conciliatory policy and peace (unless this passivity is mistaken for
weakness and encourages aggression by the adversary), they can al§q !ead to
war, but through different causal paths. Because adversary capabilities are
often used (consciously or otherwise) by statesman as an indicator of adver-
sary intentions, overestimation of adversary capabilitics may lead to 'an exag-
geration of the hostility of his intentions, which can trigger defensive mea-
sures, arms races, conflict spirals, and perhaps war.

Decision makers’ expectations of the likely outcome of war and, hence.
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their decisions regarding the initiation of war, are affected not only by their
perceptions of the dyadic balance of military power between themselves and
their adversary, but also by their expectations regarding the likelihood of third
state intervention and the impact of that intervention on the outcome of the
war. Thus, misperception of the intentions and relative capabilities of third
states constitute important forms of misperception. There is a common ten-
dency to exaggerate the likelihood that the adversary’s friends will stay neu-
tral while one’s own friends will come to one’s aid {Blainey, 1973; Levy,
1983b:91-93). This helps generate the false expectation that a contemplated
war can be “localized” and won with minimum costs, and this military over-
confidence can be an important cause of the war. There ts also a tendency to
underestimate the relative military capabilities of potential enemies and con-
sequently to minimize their impact on the outcome of the war should they
intervene. Hitler’s belief that the United States would probably not intervene
and that if it did it would have only marginal impact is one example (Shirer,
1959:1170). Thus, an erroneous sense of military overconfidence generated by
misperceptions of the intentions and capabilities of third states can under
certain conditions, contribute to decisions for war, 1® As in the case of adver-
saries, misperceptions of the value structures of third states, their definition of
the situation, and how they perceive threats contributes to misperception of
their intentions.

Although numerous scholars have concluded that misperceptions have had
an important role in the processes leading to numerous wars. it is not an easy
task to define exactly what a misperception is, determine what historical
phenomena should or should not be classified as misperceptions, or to evalu-
ate the causal impact of misperceptions relative to that of other variables.
Although considerable progress has been made since some of the earlier work
on misperception and war {White, 1968; Stoessinger, 1978), some central
analytical problems have yet to be solved. Lebow’s (1981:90) statement still
holds: “Nobody has been able 10 provide a clear, empirically useful and
generally accepted definition of the concept.”

One problem is whether misperception is best conceptualized as an out-
tome or as a process (Jervis, 1976, 1988a). Is a misperception simply a
perception that is inconsistent with “ohjective” reality, or is misperception
best conceptualized as reflecting a decision-making process that deviates from
4 standard rational mode! of information processing? It would make sense to
focus on the accuracy of perceptions and define misperception as a discrepan-
¢y between the psychological environment of decision makers and the opera-
tional environment of the real world (Levy, 1983b; Sprout and Sprout, 1965).
Itis not easy, however, to determine an actor's perceptions with any degree of
Precision, much less the accuracy of those perceptions, given rather serious
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methodological problems involving data availability and access. Even if we
have complete access to all the documents, however, the question of inten.
tions may still be unresolved. The release of nearly all of the official docy.
ments of most of the Breat powers in the 1914 case, for example, has noy
precluded a continuing debate about German intentions in 1914 (Fischer, 1961,
1975; Koch, 1972; Moses, 1975). Decision makers’ diplomatic, bureaucratic,

der to influence others’ perceptions and behavior must be considered in evaj.
uating the validity of the evidence, and their concern for their image in history
must be considered in using later autobiographies as evidence. Problems of
interpretation are compounded further by the fact that perceptions may vary
for different actors and may change over time.

The identification of an actor's perceptions of another actor’s intentions, gs
well as the actual intentions of the second actor, is particularly difficult ang

own intentions (Kahneman et al., 1982; Nisbett and Ross, 1980). Moreover,
their intentions may change over time. The problem of purposive behavior s
compounded for collective decision-making bodies, where different aclors
have different preferences, where there is often no transitive preference order-
ing for the collective decision-making body as a whole, and where resulting
decisions are often determined by unpredictable political trade-offs and by the
social-psychological dynamics of small-group behavior (Allison, 1971; Janis,
1982).

The determination of the accuracy of perceptions of relative capabilities is

o difficult. Indicators of strength include not only relative objective indica-
tors of numbers of troops, weapons systems, and the like, but also estimates
of the impact of leadership, training, and morale and other more subjective
factors. The ultimate measure of the accuracy of perceptions of relative mili-
tary capabilities is the test of an actual war, which reflects the impact of both

The uncertajnties inherent in any war raises an important conceptual prob-
lem relevant 1o the determination of the accuracy of perceptions of
capabilities. Because of uncertainty, perceptions of relative capabilities are

pected probability distribution of the expected outcomes of war. Perceptions
of adversary intentions should be conceptualized in a similar way, as a proba-
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bility distribution of expected behaviors of the adversary. Low probability
outcomes (regarding adversary behavior and the outcome of the war) will
occasionially happen, and when they do it should not necessarily be inferred
that & misperception occurred. Thus, Levy (19835:95) asks how we can distin-
guish between misperception and bad luck. Is jt meaningful to say that the
Spanish misperceived the military balance in launching the Spanish Armada
in 1588 when, in fact, unfavorable winds had much to do with their defeat?

comes very problematic 120

One possible way around this dilcmma is the use of a “third-panty” criterion
as a substitute for a truly objective measure of the accuracy of perceptions. In
assessing the accuracy of X's perception of the intentions and relative
capabilities of Y, it is useful to examine how other states (or other actors in
different roles within the same State) perceive Y. If most other actors share
X's perceptions of the intentions and capabilities of Y, then one probably
could conclude that those perceptions are “correct”; if not. one could conclude
that misperceptions were involved. The careful use of the third party criterion
isa way of controlling for motivated biases and inferring whether perceptions
(whether “correct” or ““incorrect™) are a rational judgment under conditions
of uncertainty or whether they reflect motivated biases resulting from histor-

political needs of the Argentine military clite.

There is no Buarantee, of course, that the third party criteria can fufly
control for all motivated biases. The perceptions of various actors could be
diSproponionalcly influenced by the views of one “leader” rather than emerg-
ing from a number of independent assessments of the evidence, in which case
the congruence of perceptions must be discounted as an indicator of their
curacy. There was a transnational “cult of the offensive” prior to World

War | that led nearly all military and civilian elites to perceive (incorrectly)
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question may base its beliefs on different information than do third parties (if
a state is more directly engaged in an issue it presumably would have ap
incentive to devote more resources to the collection of inteHigence), and it jg
not clear whether the variation in beliefs is due to motivated biases or asym.
metrical information. 122

Intractable problems such as these lead Jervis (1976:7; 1986) to suggest tha
the analyst focus not on the accuracy of perceptions but instead on the qucs-
tion of “How was it derived from the information available?” The implication
is that decisions based on a sensitivity to risks and uncertainties and a reasop.
able use of information available or potentially available given resource angd
time constraints should not be judged to involve misperception, even if such
decisions lead to an undesired outcome. The criterion for evaluation is how
closely the actual decision-making process conforms to a “rational model” of
judgment and decision under conditions of risk and uncertainty. The precise
operational criteria by which deviations from a rational model would have to
be specified, since the rational model is an ideal type that is never perfectly
satisfied in practice and because there are several models of “bounded ration.
ality” representing different degrees of departure from the ideal type (Simon,
1955; March, 1978). Note that in this approach the explanation of decisions
and behavior is shifted from misperceptions, which can no longer be identi-
fied because there is no standard against which they can be measured (Levy,
19835:78-80), to psychological, organizational, pofitical, and systemic vari-
ables that explain departures from a rational decision-making calculus. In this
formulation (although Jervis does not phrase it this way) misperceptions are
an intervening variable between these prior conditions and processes and
certain policy outcomes. Misperception itself is an unobservable hypothetical
construct, but one that has observable behavioral antecedents and conse-
quences.

The question of how to define and tdentify misperceptions is just one of
several conceptual and methodological problems involved in the analysis of
misperception and war. Another is that the existence of misperception does
not necessarily affect an actor’s decision, so that the causal impact as well as
the existence of misperception must be established (Stein, 1982; Levy,
19835).'23 Hitler clearly misperceived the intentions of Britain and France
when he invaded Poland in 1939 {Taylor, 1961), but it is more questionable
whether those misperceptions had any impact on his decision.

An analysis of the causal impact of misperception on the outbreak of war is
complicated by the problem of finding adequate comparison groups for the
purposes of a controlled scientific analysis. The ideal research design would
require not just cases of misperceptions accompanied by war, but also cases of
wars thal occur in spite of the presence of relatively accurate perceptions.
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cascs of misperceptions that fail to result in war, and cases of accurate percep-
tions associated with nonwar. As Jervis (19884a) notes, there has been less
research on cases of nonwar than on cases of war,'?* and cases of mutually
accurate perceptions are relatively rare. In the absence of these comparison
groups it is difficult to show either that the presence of misperception contrib-
uted to war or that war would not have occurred in the absence of mispercep-
tion. Even with such comparison groups the problem of dealing with the
confounding effects of systemic, institutional, and societal variables and of
determining the relative weight of misperceptions in the processes leading to
war would remain.

Still another problem is that misperception can contribute to peace as well
as lo war. A state that erroneously perceives that the dyadic balance of
military power favors the adversary may, for that reason, rcfrain from initiat-
ing a war that it otherwise might have desired. A declining siate that er-
roncously perceives that its rising adversary will be concihatory once it
achieves superiority may rcfrain from initiating a preventive war that it might
otherwise find desirahle. This makes it all the more necessary 1o differcntiate
among different kinds of misperceptions and the distinct causal paths through
which they affect decisions for war or peace, which [ have tried to do here.

In part because of the severity of these conceptual and methodological
problems, there has been relatively little systematic empirical research on the
more general theoretical question of the causal impact of misperceptions and
their importance relative to that of other variables. This is true in spite of the
historical evidence suggesting that misperceptions of the intentions and
capabilities of adversaries and third states frequently occur and that they may
be important in a number of individual historical cases.

Implications for the Nuclear Era

As noted earlier, there is a signiflicant gap between the theoretical literature
on the causes of war and the writings of contemporary strategists. Those who
theorize about the causes of war have made little attempt to adapt their
theories of war to the nuclear age, and contemporary strategists have made
little effort to base their strategic theories and policy prescriptions on tradi-
tional theory and historically confirmed propositions. Many of the first group
tngage in what Morgenthau (1967} and Jervis (1984) call the “conventionaliz-
aion” of nuclear weapons. This refers generally to the attempt to understand
the contemporary world through the intellectual tools of the prenuclear cra,
ind 1nore specifically to the assumption that nuclear weapons represent a
fuantitative but not qualitative change in the nature of military technology . If
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this were true, the only change in a theory of the causes of war would be g
change in the parameters for military technology variables and for the interac.
tion effects involving military technology.

It is not possible in our limited space to provide a complete and systematic
analysis of the extent to which the nuclear revolution has affected the causey
of interstate war. This is an extraordinarily difficult question for which there
is unfortunately no definitive empirical evidence by which theoretical propo.
sitions can be tested. The literature provides little guidance here. Much of this
literature focuses on the question of the general effects of the nuclear revoly.
tion on world politics rather than on the more specific question of how it hag
affected the causes of war. With regard to the second question, scholars are
strongly divided. As noted earlier, some insist that nuclear weapons and
associated long-range delivery vehicles have had a significant causal impact
in reducing the likelihood of a war between the superpowers, while others
insist that the effects have been minimal. Here 1 will develop an argument
based on the current state of my own thinking on the question, as influenced
by Schelling (1966), Jervis (1984, 1988b), and others. These views should be
regarded as tentative until a more comprehensive and systematic study can be
undertaken and until a rapidly growing literature can be assimilated. 125

Although there can be little doubt about the increased destructiveness of
nuclear weapons or the scale or speed of that destruction, at a slightly higher
level of abstraction the most important change in military technology con-
cemns the capacities of the states to defend their populations from extemnal
attack, as emphasized by Brodie (1946), Schelling (1966), Art (1982), Jervis
(1984, 1989), and others. To put it simply, population defense was possible in
the prenuclear era but not in the nuclear era. That is, throughout most of world
history it has been technologically feasible and financially practical for the
strongest states in the system to defend their populations from external mili-
tary attack. The capacity to defend was a function of the dyadic balance of
military capabilities between two adversaries, as modified by the offen-
sive/defensive balance of military technology, loss of strength gradients,
geographical considerations, and other variables. People were only vulnerable
if their military forces were defeated on the battlefield, allowing their ter-
ritorial frontiers to be penetrated by enemy forces. A sufficiently decisive
military victory was necessary to inflict pain on the adversary population
(Schelling, 1966:Chap. 1).

This is no longer true. As a consequence of the development of nuclear
weapons and long-range delivery systems, population defense is no longef
feasible even for the superpowers, at least for the present and for the near
future.'?6 Because it is now possible for strategic forces to strike dircclly.ﬂl
enemy populations without first defeating their military forces, military vic-
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tory is no longer necessary to inflict pain on enemy populations and to protect
one’s own population from the miseries of war (Schelling, 1966). As a result,
the direct link between disparities of strength and capacity for defense has
been weakened (Art, 1982). Even the strongest states in the system can be
utterly devastated by war.

The consequences of this change are enormous. Historically, the capacity
for population defense meant that it was possible for a state, if it were
sufficiently strong, to defeat its adversary’s military forces, take what it
wanted, and use threats of further force to compel the adversary to relinquish
other assets and to change its behavior in desired ways. At the same time,
one’s own costs could be limited (o the military costs of prosecuting the war
and tolerable level of economic and social disruption at home. Thus, war
could be rational, in that a state could be better off fighting than not fight-
ing.!?” It could achieve a military outcome that could be transiated into
political gains.

Although such a positive expecled outcome (relative to the status quo) is
not totally inconceivable today, it is far less likely than in the past, at least
with regard to an all-out nucléar war. It is hard to imagine a situation in which
a superpower could cmerge from such a war in a better overall position than it
would if it had avoided fighting, even at the cost of making significant
political concessions.!2% It would be little consolation if its adversary had
suffered even greater damage. Even if one's power position relative to the
adversary were to improve, it is hard to believe that the benefits of that would
be sufficient to justify the death of tens or even hundreds of millions of its
citizens, the destruction of most of its economic infrastructure, the long-term
ecological as well as medical effects of the war (Chivian et al., 1982; Pefer-
son, 1983), the wrenching disruption of its social structure, the destruction of
its culture and heritage, and other effects. 129 As Charles de Gaulle noted, after
a nuclear war the “two sides would have neither powers, nor laws, nor cities,
nor cultures, nor cradles, nor tombs” (in Jervis, 1989). For these reasons, the
concepts of victory and defeat become probiematic for an all-out nuclear war.
All major participants would almost certainly be losers. As Ronald Reagan
and Mikhail Gorbachev have affirmed: “A nuclear war cannot be won and
must never be fought” (New York Times, 22 November 1985).

By eliminating the capacity for population defense in the nuclcar age and
almost certainly making victory in war impossible, the nuclear revolution has
had enormous consequences for the nature of the political interactions be-
tween states in the international system. On the most general level, the imper-
ttive of avoiding nuclear war and the significant risks of escalation to nuclear
“ar have created historically unprecedented incentives for cooperation be-
tween the Superpowers (George, 1988), at least at the strategic level, and have
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significantly reduced the likelihood of a major war between them. Situations
that would have led to a major war in previous historical eras have had a
peaceful outcome in the nuclear age.'*® But it has also created a number of
paradoxes.

One paradox is that while mutual vulnerability has created incentives to
avoid conflictual outcomes, at the same time it has created incentives to
attempt to exploit an adversary’s fear of mutual conflict to extract political
concessions. The basic purposes of strategic doctrine have changed in funda-
mental ways. The traditional concern to maintain some reasonable balance
between maintaining a capacity to fight a war and an ability to deter it has
shifted significantly in the direction of the latter. In Schelling's (1966:35)
words, “Military strategy can no longer be thought of . . . as the science of
military victory. It is now . . . the art of coercion, of intimidation and deter-
rence. "1}

Another paradox created by the nuclear revolution is what Snyder (1965)
and Jervis (1984:31) call the “stability-instability” paradox, which concemns
the consequences of stability at the strategic level for stability at other levels
of violence. If stability at the strategic level is ensured because of the balance
of terror, threats of escalation to the nuclear level are too costly to implement.
Consequently, they are not credible and therefore not useful for deterrence at
the conventional level, undermining stability at the conventional level. On the
other hand, there is a small chance that any conventional conflict might
escalate, whether through the conscious strategy of using a “threat that leaves
something to chance” (Schelling, 1960:Chap. 8) or the risk of loss of control
or inadvertent escalation. This risk, in conjunction with the enormous costs
involved, might be sufficient to reinforce deterrence and stability at lower
levels. It is not inherently obvious which of these propositions is correct, and
behavior under such conditions of uncertainty is not easily predictable. It
depends in part on how the superpowers calculate both the magnitude of the
risks involved and also the extent to which they can be controlled over the
course of the crisis (George and Smoke, 1974). Past U.S.-Soviet behavior in
issues directly affecting each other’s interests has been sufficiently cautious,
however, as to support the hypothesized deterrent effects of strategic stability
at fower levels.

It is not possible here to explore these paradoxes in greater detail or to
provide fuller justification for my arguments concerning the consequences of
nuclear weapons. Nor is it possible to examine the questions of the possibility
of a “limited” nuclear war, the proclivities of superpowers to intervene with
military force in smaller wars, or the likelihood that such conflicts might
escalate t0 a major superpower conflict. These were not the primary tasks of
this chapier, and other papers in this serics give greater atiention to these
questions.
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There is one question. however, that requires some additional comment. In
spite of recent efforts to think rigorously and systematically about the impact
of the nuclear revolution, and in spite of the general belief that the probability
of a war between the superpowers is very small, much less attention has been
devoted to the question of the conditions or processes under which such an
admittedly low probability event might still occur, 132

I argued that a situation of mutual overkill means that it is almost certain
that the costs of an all-out nuclear war will exceed any possible benefits from
that war, that political leaders recognize this, and that consequently they
would prefer peace, even peace with significant political concessions if they
were ever faced with such a stark choice. This does not mean, however, that
they would never rationally initiate a nuclear war. A preference for peace does
not necessarily entail a preference for a strategy of noninitiation, however, for
such a strategy could result not in peace but instead in a war initiated by the
adversary rather than by oneself. If one superpower werc ncarly certain that
such an attack would occur regardless of one's own actions, it might choose to
preempt and initiate a nuclear war. Of all the causal sequences that might lead
to an all-out nuclear war, the one involving preemption is the most likely.
This directs our attention to the conditions under which preemption might be
perceived as a viable option.13?

The basic condition for preemption is a prisoner’s dilemma situation in
which each side has an incentive to strike first. The prevailing characteristics
of military technology—the potential for enormous destruction, the invul-
nerability ol a significant proportion of retaliatory forces, and the incapacity
for population defense—guarantee a viable second strike capability, 34 which
in turn eliminates any incentive to strike first. Such a condition could obtain in
a crisis situation only if military technology were to change in such a way as
to undermine the invulnerability of retaliatory forces or to create a population
defense that is viable against a limited retaliatory strike. Such a scenario is
unlikely in the foreseeable future, but it is not impossible.

Even in the absence of an objective incentive to strike first, it is conceivable
that political leaders could come to the erroneous conclusion that war is
inevitable, and that while the consequences would be devastating, war would
be less devastating if the initial blow were struck by oneself rather than by the
adversary. The specification of precisely how these beliefs could arise is an
essential component of any theory of nuclear war. Two variables seem to be
particularly important: perceptions of the inevitability of war (which would
involve misperceptions of adversary intentions), and misperceptions of one's
own military capabilities relative to those of the adversary. | have argued
earlier that both of these processes are theoretically important and that they
have occurred in numerous historical cases. Many of the sources of such
beliefs and misperceptions continue to operate, including the anarchic struc-
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ture of the intermational system, the ideological and cultural differences l'hal
distort states’ perceptions of cach other, and many of the psychok?glcal
processes—especially under conditions of stress—that lead to distorted infor-
mation processing. These factors are inherent in the structure of lhe'intema-
tional system and in the human mind, and there is little reason to believe that
they will cease to operate in the nuclear age.

Although these factors are unlikely to disappear, new developmen!.s may be
altering their likely impact. One is the widespread belief among political elm.u
that the objective probability of an all-out war between the superpowers is
much lower than in previous historical eras. For this reason, it is far more
difficult for the self-fulfilling prophecies discussed sbove to get mﬂed: '_l‘lm
effect is reinforced by the psychological tendency for political and military
leaders to reduce their expected probability of an all-out war because the cost
of that event would be so great. Psychological research has shown that esti-
mates of the likelihood of events are not made independently of the value of
those outcomes, so that statesmen have numerous mechanisms of wishful
thinking, avoidance, and denial to lead them to lower the expected likelihood
of an outcome with very negative consequences (Nisbett and Ross, 1980). The
result is to reduce the liketihood of self-fulfilling prophecies regarding the
inevitability of war. That likelihood is not zero, however, and one o.l' the mosl
urgent tasks for future research is the identification of the conditions and
processes under which war comes to be perceived as incvitable. .

Misperceptions of the relative military balance will undoubtedly continue

to occur, as they have throughout history, but the consequences of .those
misperceptions are more difficult to predict. As emphasized earlu.:r. misper-
ception can occur without having a causal impact on decisions. It is probable
that decision makers today as compared to those in the past will have much
less confidence that a certain degree of military superiority can be tnnsialf:d
into military victory with acceptable costs. The potential costs of a mis-
calculation are so great that even a relatively small risk of error almo.st
certainly will be sufficient to induce caution. Admittedly, however, this again
raises the question of the risk orientations of decision makers, for highly _nsk-
acceptant actors might behave differently. The situational and disposm.onal
factors contributing to extreme risk acceptance, particularly in the domain of
extremely low probability events involving extraordinarily high costs, is an-
other urgent ares for further research.

For these reasons it is reasonable to conclude that the likelihood that states-
men in a crisis sitaation will come 10 believe that war is incvitable, that they
have military superiority that assures viclory with acceptable costs, or that
their second-strike capability is no longer viable, and that therefore they have
an incentive to strike first, is considerably lower in the nuclcar cra than 0
previous historical periods.
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There are, of course, other conceivable paths to nuclear war. One would be
a mode!l of crisis-induced stress, flawed decision making, loss of control, and
inadvértent war (Lebow, 1987), based on the literature on the psychological
and organizational determinants of crisis decision making. Space constraints
have precluded a detailed discussion of that literature (see Holsti’s chapter in
this volume) and, therefore, of the loss of control/inadvertent war sequence,
but the question of nonrational escalation to nuclear war is an important area
of ongoing research. There have also been recent efforts to construct models
of crisis escalation based on assumptions of rationality (O'Neill, 1986; Maoz,
1989:Chap. 4; Brams and Kilgour, 1989; Powell, 1987). Some of these mod-
els are particularly interesting because they show how rational behavior at
each step of an escalating sequence can lead to outcomes that are highly
undesirable for all parties involved.

The analysis of the impact of the nuclear revolution on other causal se-
quences leading to a major war between the superpowers is more difficult. It
is probably truc that the likelihood that other causal sequences will lead
directly to decisions for war has been significantly reduced because of the
imrationality of initiating a war for any purposes other than preemption. There
is little reason to believe, however, that these traditional causes no longer
operate in such a way as to create tensions and even crises between states and
occasionally to bring them to the brink of war (Jervis, 1989:Chap. 1). Conse-
quently, the importance of the causes of war surveyed here may now lie
primarily in the way that they generate crisis situations in which preemption
can be perceived as one possible policy option.

Conclusions

We have examined structural systemic theories, societal-level theories, and
decision-making theories; general theories, middle-range theories, and bivari-
ate hypotheses; and formal axiomatic theories and more traditional conceptu-
alizations. We have also examined some of the evidence relevant to the
validity of these theories, ranging from large-N correlational analyses to con-
trolled comparative studies and individual case studies. It is hard to avoid the
conclusion that there is little agreement on the identity of the most important
causes of war, the methodology through which these causes might be discov-
tred, the conceptual framework that might permit the integration of these
factors into a general and logically consistent theory of war, or even the
criteria by which one theory might be said to be better than another.

Instead, we find a number of dilemmas. Many of the hypotheses linking a
Certain variable to war can be paired with equally plausible hypotheses linking -
that same variable to peace. This is true not only for hypotheses deriving from
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fundamentally different research paradigms, such as libcral. and Marxist-
Leninist theories regarding the impact of capitalist cconomic systems on
peace and war, but also for those generally associated with the same ph:m.-
digm. The realist paradigm, for example, includes both the parity hypot sis
and the preponderance hypothesis, and some balance of power mconl;t:o c?rtn-
tend that multipolarity is stabilizing while other balance of power I !':s_s
argue that it is destabilizing. Because of these theoretical amblgult?cs it is
perhaps not surprising that empirical research .has den.ionstnted that in sc:::e
historical periods certain variables are assocm.ed w:t!\ peace but in other
historical periods it is associated with war. It is (_)I:fvmus that um?cr so(rlne
theoretical conditions a particular factor has stabilizing cffects while under
other conditions it has destabilizing effects, but there hn:s bufn too little
theoretical and empirical research directed toward the specification of these
itions. 36 . _
Cm’:’(::i(s failure to specify the conditions under whi'ch many important mlatt}llon-
ships hold is compounded by the problem of oqmﬁnahty—thc_ fact that there
are several distinct sets of conditions and causal sequences leading ?0 the same
outcome: war. Whereas some wars appear to result ﬁ.'om t'he dchbera_te and
careful calculation that the use of military force will bring sirategic and
economic gains with minimal costs, other wars appear to be the productlt')t.' anI
inadvertent process of escalation involving the loss (_)f conlrol- t?y po ItlFa
teaders and the absence of anything resembling a rational dec:§|0n—mz-lkmg
process. In the attempt to devise a general theory ot: war appl'lc.able in al:
cases, there has been too little work attempting to identlfy these d1§tlncl can.;sa
sequences or the conditions under which each is most likely to arise. T:i ac:
that many variables accur in more than one of these causal sequences ma csll
all the more difficult to test hypotheses regarding the causes of war, for' simple
correlational analyses that fail to incorporate i_nteractlon effects wnhfkey
variables or capture the dynamic sequences leading to war are doomed from
mc’[‘:::: is also the opposite problem, multifinality, in which a single set (l)f
conditions or a single causal sequence can have more than one Posmbc
outcome. Given a set of preferences or national interests and a set f’f interna-
tional and domestic constraints, war may be but one of several possible mean:
or strategies selected to optimize those preferences. th.lher war or ;oar:d
other policy is selected is determined by a number of specific co.ntextu .
perhaps psychological variables. Such variables have not been u'nr.orpom‘cs
into most of our theories of the causes of war, however, and these theon
consequently are unable to specify with much precision when war as ot[;‘p(:'hc
to other policy options will be selected (Most and Starr, 1?8.4). Recall a[ion
theory that claims to have the highest degree of empirical confirmation,
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Bueno de Mesquita’s (1981a, 1985) expected utility theory of war, attempts to
" specify necessary rather than sufficient conditions. It attempts lo predict only
when war will nor occur, not when it will occur. More general structural
realist theories, such as Waltz's (1979) version of balance of powcr theory,
specify even broader limits within which behavior is likely to fall, and conse-
quently have less precise predictive power.

One reason for the absence of serious efforts to increase the level of preci-
sion of explanation is the concern by many political scientists for general,
elegant, and parsimonious theories of behavior. There is a trade-off between
explanatory completeness and parsimony, with the inclusion of additional
variables increasing explanatory power but, in the process, also increasing the
complexity of the theory and making it far more difficult to apply in a wide
variety of historical circumstances. To the extent that factors idiosyncratic to a
particular case need to be included. the possibility for a general theory of the
causes of war is greatly restricted. There is no single answer as to how this
trade-off between explanatory completeness and parsimony should be made,
in part because of the different purposes for which theory can be used.

From the perspective of the policymaker, however, elegant and par-
simonious theories lacking in more specific diagnostic power are of much less
value than contingent generalizations that aitempt to specify the likely out-
comes of particular classes of situations, even if the emergence of thosc
situations is not explained and even though these generalizations are not
universally applicable (George and Smoke, 1974; George, 1976). The empha-
sis on general theory has distracted attention from the kinds of middle-range
theories that might generate such conditional generalizations. This concern
for general theory alfects the policy relevance of the international conflict
literature in another way, by contributing to the bias toward structural sys-
temic theortes that may be parsimonious but that tend to be based on variables

that are not casily manipulable by policymakers.

We have seen that the utility of the traditional theoretical and empirical
literature on the causes of war for policymakers is also diminished by the
general failure of scholars to adapt traditional theories of war to the nuclear
age and by the failure of contemporary strategists to ground their strategic
theories and policy prescriptions more solidly on empirically confirmed
knowledge about the behavior of states in previous eras. Both the
Propositions—that little has changed in the nuclear era or that everything has
changed in the nuclear era—are undoubtedly incomect. The truth, presum-
ably, is somewhere in between. We still live in a decentralized, anarchic state
System in which there are certain propensities toward war deriving from
Systemic, societal, institutional, and psychological pressures. At the same
time, the development of nuclear weapons has profoundly altered the cost-
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benefit calculations of political leaders. This dilemma is caplur?d by Howard
(1983:21). He states that “the causes which have pr'odu(:,ed \_.var in the past au:
operating in our own day as powerfully as at any time in hn.t_;tory. a)lfct Ior:
following page insists that decisions for war are based on rauonaF calculations
and that “the odds against such a course [of going to war} I?cneﬁtlng their state
or themselves or their cause will be greater, and more evidently gn:al‘er, t.han
in any situation that history has ever had to rec0|"d." The task for theorists is to
incorporate both sets of considerations into an integrated and comprehensive
theory of war in the nuclear age.
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1. One analyst estimates that there were appmximalfly 860 wars between 1100 A.D.
and 1925, involving about 35 million deaths (SDrOkITI. 193.'{). That doesnol even
include World War 11, which resulted in roughly 50 million mnllltary and civilian deaths
(Beer, 1981:38), or the large number of international and civil wars over the last half

century. o .
2. ?; is estimated that global military spending reached $900 billion in 1987 (Sivard.

1987). ' o

3. This discussion is not meant to suggest that the social saenuﬁc.rescarch l|-1al
influences policy necessarily represents the dominant view of the academic community
or that it utilizes this research in the appropriatc way. .

4. The better of these reviews include Waltz (1954), Brodie (I97:!:Chap. .
Blainey (1973}, Gallie (1978}, Nelson and Olin (1979), Bueno de Mesquita (1980a),
Zinnes (1980), Brown (1987), and Vasquez (1987). . .

S. It has been increasingly common over the last decade for theoretical and.emg;l; :
cal studies of war to begin at this point in history (Wright, 1965; Mode.lskl. I' s
Levy, 1983a; Modelski and Thompson, 1988; Kennedy, 1987). Most wars in prewc:;e
eras have far less relevance for contemporary theory or policy, the most nota
exception being the Peloponnesian War. _ -

6. Great powers are differentiated from other states on the basis of lh.ﬂr mlllr_:;)'e
power and potential and their ability to project that military power fof use in o_l’fe"m[s
as well as defensive operations; their more cxtensive interests, including their inte
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in the structure and stability of the intemnational system itself: their perceived status;

and their regularized patierns of interaction with other great powers. Although there is

some agreement regarding the identity of the great powers in the past, the concept and
therefore the identity of the great powers has become somewhat more ambiguous in the
nuclear age (Levy, 1983a:Chap. 2). ]

7. Here war is defined as substantizl armed and violent conflict between the orga-
nized military forces of independent political entities (Levy, 1983a:Chap. 3), with
“substantial” being defined to include a minimum of 1,000 battle casualties (Singer and
Small. 1972) among the great powers.

8. The numbes of colonial or imperial wars is difficult to count precisely because
their small size blurs the distinction between wars and lesser forms of violent conflict
and because their protracted nature often makes it difficult to define when one war
stops and another starts. One estimate is that there have been about 90 imperial or
colonial wars since 1500 (Levy and Morgan, 1984).

9. For compilations of small wars from the 1815 (o the present, se¢ Small and
Singer (1982). Other compilations for the post-1945 period include Butterworth (1976)
and Kende (1971).

10. There do not appear to be any significant cyclical trends in the frequency of war
of various types (Sorokin, 1937:352-360; Singer and Small, 1972:205-207: Singer
and Cusack, 1981), but therc is evidence that the magnitude or severity of war has been
somewhat cyclical over the tast five centuries (Singer and Small, 1972; Modelski,
1978: Thompson and Zuk, 1982). Goldstein (1985, 1988:Chap. 11) in particular empha-
sizes the cyclical nature of major warfare. Because of the historical. theoretical, and
policy relevance of general wars (also referred to as hegemonic, global, or systemic
war), the question of whether they have followed a cyclical pattern has attracted
particular attention. Modelski (1978, 19875) and Thompson (19834a) insist that there
are [00-year cycles of global wars over the last five centuries, and the latter has
presented some fairly strong supporting evidence (Thempson and Rasler, 1988;
Thompson, 1988). However, their data base excludes some important major land-
based wars that involved nearly all the European great powers and had enormous
consequences for the structure of the system (for cxample, the Thinty Years' War), arid
the inclusion of these would undercut the notion of regular cycles (Levy, 1985a).

I1. There are sociological as well as intellectual reasons for the great power bias
among scholars. A disproportionate amount of scholarship on war and intemational
relations is done by scholars in states that are currently or were historically great
powers. These scholars compound the bias by failing to acknowledge some sigmificant
schotarship in smaller and non-Western states (Holsti, 1985).

. 12. The World War I analogy may be particularly misleading because the prevailing
views of historians (but not political scientists) regarding the causes of the war have
thifted in the last two decades. Whereas a significant number of political scientists still
"egard World War I as the classic case of an inadvertent war that was sought by none of
the leading great powers (Holsti, 1972), many historians now accept some version of
the Fischer (1961, 1975) thesis that Germany deliberately aimed for war in order to

ome 2 world power and to solve her domestic socioeconomic crisis (Kaiser, 1983;
Berghahn, 1973)
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13 One of the better cfforts here is Smoke’s (1977) historical study of hypotheses
on escalation. . o

14. Although most studies of intervention have been focused on specific historical
cases, there has been a growing body of literature that aims at more gencral hypoth-
eses. Some of these have been limited to particular states (Tillema, 1973, Du.nel, 1985,
Schmid. 1985) and some constitute one part of larger studies of the coercive use of
force short of war (Blechman and Kaplan, 1978; Kaplan, 1981). There arc a number of
data bases for the study of intervention (Eckhardt and Azar, 1978; Pearson, 1988).

15. Depending on the classification of China in 1950, the Korean War might be one
such case. ‘ .

16. Of the 10 general wars of the last five centuries, the following clearly mvoh‘lcd
escalation from local conflicts or civil wars: War of Dutch Independence, Thinty
Years' War, Seven Years' War in North America, the French Revolutionary wars, and
World War L. In an earlier era, the Peloponnesian War also arose from the escalation of
several local conflicts.

17. Some exceptions include Stol) (1982), Huth and Russett (1984, 1988), Huth
(1988), and Morgan and Ray (1988). B B

18. This is not to say that individual belic systems, personalities. cognitive pro-
cesses, and the like are not important causes of war. Their importance can be deter-
mined, however, only il they are considered separately rather than being aggregated
into an all-inclusive and residual concept of human nature. .

19. Fay's (1928) two-volume study of The Origins of the World War m<_:|udes one
volume on underlying causes going back to 1871 and one volume on immediate causes
beginning with the assassination of the archduke. ‘ . .

20. The leading alternative paradigms include liberalism and Marxism-Leninism
(Gilpin, 1975; Holsti, 1985). . .

21. The actors necd not necessarily be nation-states but, instead, can be the dynastic
states of sixteenth or scventeenth century Europe, the city-states of ancient Greece of
the ltalian Renaissance, or any territorially based political entities. .

22. Few realists deal directly with the problems created by the assumption that
states have well-defined interests that can be expressed as a transitive plefe!'cnce order
(if A is preferred to B and B is preferred to C, then A is preferred 10 ©), pamcularly tpe
logical problems involved in establishing a social preference order for any collecuv!ly
(Arow, 1951; Ordeshook, 1986:Chap. 2). Exceptions include Bueno de Mesquita
(1981a) and Morrow (1988). _

23. The as if assumption is an important one and [ will return to it later.

24. Realists who focus on the international political economy rather than the inter-
national security system give far more emphasis to economic dimensions of powef
(Gilpin, 1975; Krasner, 1976; Keohane, 1984). _

25. Wolfers (1962:Chap. 1) is most explicit about this and compares states In the
international system to individuals in a house on firc; one does not need elaboraic
psychological theories to predict their behavior. ' )

26. Most states that have the means to do so prefer lo provide for their own securty
rather than rely on allies, becausc allies naturally give priority to their own interests.
which are rarely fully congruent with one’s own. Most alliances have historically bee?
short-term solutions 1o immediate security threats rather than long-term solutions to

one’s security needs (Liska, 1962). The nature of the trade-offs between the accumula-
tion of military capabilitics and the formation of alliances for the purposes of enhanc -
ing one’s security is an important research question that only recently has begun to
receive serious attention (Wagner, 1986). The trade-off between increased security and
the loss of autonomy resulting from alliances is analyzed by Morrow (1987).

27. This reflects the more general problem that what is rational for the individual
may not be rational for socicty (Barry and Hardin, 1982; Schelling. 1978), which gives
rise to the problem of collective action (Olson, 1965: Hardin, 1982). There have been
pumerous attempts to describe these types of situations with prisoners’ dilemma mod-
els (Rapoport and Chammah, 1965; Schelling, 1960; Snyder and Diesing, 1977; Ax-
clrod, 1984; Brams and Kilgour, 198R), but these are discussed elsewherc in this series
and will not be treated here.

28. Alternatively. if onc state is inuch more committed to peace than another—and
particularly if the former is more sensilive (0 the dangers inherent in the sccurity
ditemma than its rival, leading it to fcar the consequences of firmness more than those
of conciliation—anarchy and the security dilemma may facilitate the exploitation of
“peace-loving” states by rival aggressors.

29 Thus, Manshach amt Vasquez (19R1) suggest that attention be shifted “from the
issuc of power to the power of issues.” For the importance of issues, sce Keohane and
Nye (1977), Zimmerman (1973). and Vasquez and Mansbach (1984). The importance
of linkages between issucs in strategic interaction has also been neglected (Morrow,
1986; Morgan, 1988).

30. It should also be cmphasized that not all who recognize the importance of
international anarchy arc realists as defined here. The “idealist” tradition, often associ-
ated with classical liberalism, acknowledges that the anarchic structure of the system
exacerbates the misunderstandings that frequently arise between states and suggests
that the ultimate solution to the problem of conflict in the world is to replace the
anarchic system with world govemment. A central issue that separatcs realists from
idealists. however. is that the former see the world in zero-sum terms and recognize
that genuine conflicts of interests do exist, whereas idealists assume an underlying
barmony of interests in a nonzero-sum world (Gilpin, 1975:Chap. ). For more on the
realist-idealist debate see Jacobson (1960:Chap 4) and Wollers (1962:Chap. 6).

31. There are some recent exceplions that attempt to derive logically consistent
balance of power modcls from a small set of axioms, but these assumptions are quite
restrictive. and these models have not been tested against empirical reality (Zinnes,
1967, Wagner, 1986; Niou and Ordeshook, 1986, 1987).

32. Kaplan's {1957} essential rules of a balance of power system, for example, have
been widely criticized for their inconsistency {Riker, 1962:159-187).

33. Although a major difference between balance of power theory and power
uansition theory is the latter’s emphasis on the internal sources of military power and
decmphasis on the importance of alliances, there is a general recognition by balance of
power theorists that internal balancing may be important, particularly in bipolar sys-
tems (Waltz, 1979:Chap. 8). Bueno de Mesquita (1980a:370) is wrong to suggest that
balance of power thcory excludes internal increases in military power as a balancing
mechanism or as a means by which the international distribution of power is altered.

34. Any discussion of threats of hegemony or dominance must specify the geo-
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graphic scope of the system under consideration and the basis of power in lhe_ system
(Levy, 1985a), but this is not always made explicit. Balance of power theories C0lil~
ceive of power primarily in terms of land-based military power and of hegemonic
threats in terms of dominance over the European continent. The great powers have
historically perceived the most serious threats to their security as emanating from land-
based continental powers rather than sea powers, regardiess of the global sttengll.m of
the latter. Thus, it was the rising power of Germany in 1914, and not that of the Umle.d
States, thal was perceived by the other great powers as the primary _thlcll to their
interests and, consequently, it was against Germany rather than the United States that
great power blocking coalitions were formed. -

35. Other general wars involving nearly all the great powers may have occum:(.i ||3
spite of the absence of any clear threat of hegemony, including the War of Jenkins
Ear/Austrian Succession {1739-1748) and the Seven Years’ War (1755-1763). Sec
Levy (1985a). »

36. Relatively isolated regional subsystems may share some of the chancte'nshcs of
great power systems, and many balance of power propositions may be applicable to
such systems. '

37. Similarly, theories that specify the maintenance of the. mdcper‘rde.nce. of states as
the goal of balance of power systems do not see the partitioning or ellmmm(?n of small
or even medium states as undermining the stability of the system (Guh'ck. 1955;
Kaplan, 1957:23-24). Propositions about the relationship between the dyadic balance
of power and the outbreak of war between pairs of states, however, may bc as
applicable to secondary states as to great powers. On balancing and bandwagoning,
see Walt (1987).

8. He(gcmonic stability theory (Kindleberger, 1973; Gilpin, 1975, ‘Kr.asne.r. 1976;
Keohane, 1980, 1984) also deals with the relationship between power distributions and
international stability. In contrast to scholars involved in the puilylpt_ept..tnd?rancc
debate, however, it defines the independent variable in terms of the fllstnbullon of
economic power in the intcrnational system and the dependent vu-'iable in terms of the
stability of the international political economy. Thus, it dcals. w'llh a different set of
theoretical questions and will not be discussed here. Only Gilpin (1981) anefnpls to
extend hegemonic stability theory to the international security system, and his work

will be discussed in the section on theories of hegemonic war. _

39. This has been done in some of the quantitative empirical literature (Singer et
al., 1972).

40. One exception is Bueno de Mesquita and Lalman (1988a). o

41. Many of the hypotheses as to the systemic cffects of polarity are sirnilar to those
of the effects of the size of the system. If size is defined as the number of grc.al power-'a
in the system, the size of the system is analytically distinct from the distribution t_Jf
power. It appears, however, that regardiess of precisely how the size of the system 1S
defined, there is no evidence of a relationship between the size of the system and the
frequency or seriousness of war in the system, either for the post-1813 period (Ostrom
and Aldrich, 1978) or for the last five centuries (Levy, 1984b).

42. The debate over bipolarity and multipolarity generally ignores the phenomelfﬂ"
of unipolarity, probably because balance of power theorists assume that balancing
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mechanisms work effectively to prevent any single state from achieving a position of
dominance.

43. Note that the concept of risk orientation has a specific technical meaning: it is a
measure of the shape of an actor’s utility function. Utility functions are linear for risk-
neutral actors, concave (downward) for risk-adverse actors, and convex for risk-
acceptant actors (Ordeshook, 1986:46). Faced with the choice of (1) a gamble involv-
ing two possible outcomes with an expected value of x (for example, a 50-50 chance of
nothing or $100, with an expected value of $50), and (2) a certain return of $50, risk-
neutral actors are indifferent, risk-adverse actors prefer the certainty equivalent (x) of
$50, and risk-acceptant actors prefer the gamble. For a good application to internation-
al relations, see Momrow (1987). .

44. Contrary to Bueno de Mesquita (1981b), at extremely high levels of power
concentration, where the threat of hegemony is for all practical purposes a sufficient
condition for the emergence of a blocking military coalition to oppose the threatening
state, it is unlikely that risk propensities have more than a marginal impact.

45. A word is in order regarding the data bases utilized in these studies. AN
quantitative cmpirical studies of the systemic distribution of powcer and war, and in fact
nearly all studies of war over the past century and a half using aggregate data, are
based on the Correlates of War data generated by Singer and Small. See Singer (1972)
for a summary of the Comelates of War project, Singer and Small (1972) for the war

data and a discussion of the procedures by which they were generated, and Levy
(19834, 1988b) for an extension of the war data back to the end of the fiftcenth century.
See Singer and Small (1966a) for the alliance data and Levy (1981) for an extension of
the alliance data back three centuries. An overview of the capability data can be found
in Stuckey and Singer (1973) or Singer (1988). The six Correlates of War capability
indicators include two demographic measures (total population and urban population),
two industrial indicators (energy consumption and iron or steel production), and two
military measures (active armed forces personal and military expenditures), all equally
weighted (Singer, 1988), :

For good critiques of the project see articles by Job and Ostrom, Duvall. and Starr in
Hoole and Zinnes (1976), and for a recent summary of the project’s findings see
Vasquez (1987). Note that the most recent stages of the Correlates of War project are
the Militarized Interstate Dispate (MID) project and the Behavioral Correlates of War
(BCOW) project. For summaries of the projects and of their data, sce Maoz (1982a).
Gochman and Maoz (1984), Gochman and Leng (1988), and Leng and Singer (1988).
One important macrohistorical rescarch program in international relations that uses
aggregate data methods but not the COW data is long cycle theory, which relies on the
sea power data of Modelski and Thompson (1988).

46. Levy’s (1985b) quantitative study of the relationship between polarity and war
over five centuries incorporates the bipolar period of the early sixteenth century. He
finds that unipolar systems have historically been the least stable, bipolar systems have
been the most stable, and multipolar systems have been of intermediate stability,
suggesting a curvilinear relationship between the distribution of power in the system and
the outbreak of major war. The value of the historical scope of the study is diminished,
however, by the failure to use operational indicators in the measurement of polarity .
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47. This argument requires the assumption that likely vic'fims fo: l::gs::n nx
more likely to have allies than likely aggressors, or that the ():Ih::, ;)se e o
likely to intervene militarily than are allies of lggrﬁ.sors. dem“::c  Bre ek
helps deter an attack by A against B could undermine thtf: oy o ek
against A. Most balance of power lhcorists'urgue. that de :::s: L fianccs ars more
common than offensive alliances, that offens[ve alliances te. :o '] st
ble, and generally that alliances are more easily formed against a uc;m(ks mmpn[.(e _—
to achieve positive gains (Liska, 1968). Note %hat many .“mf:,, e e oot
the obligation to come to the aid of one’s a!ly is dependent ond ' !f.d e
by an outside state. This formal obligation is n:u.nfmed by (and, in fact,
in anticipation of) domestic political considerations. o .
" :!'; lcNth Sabrosky's (1980) finding that states tend to honor their alliance commit
ments more in the twentieth century than in the m.neteen.th century. hical advan-

49. Other factors affecting the probability of victory include _geoglr;f' D ar
tages; the degradation of military strength over distance .(.Bouldmi, b : .
Mesquita, 1981a), the offensive/defensive balnncF of military techn 19%‘. > amki

1977, ch;y 19844), and political and administrative factors (Knorr, ; Org
ler, 1980:Chap. 2). . _
a"(:()Ku[gmrom: attempt (o resolve these conflicting findings, fccho;gar:l( l:::e)r.esﬁ
s, i these studies have inadvertently -
51. There is some danger, however, that. d :
mated the importance of the balance of military power and pc-)tcnl.lnl th:t::egl:ns;c!'t:;:;:
biases in their research designs (Levy, 1988¢, 19895). The estimation ol e me 5] titude
of ;hcsc biases is an enormously difficult task, but an important one for
E h. _ -
*eag Blainey (1973) recognizes that other variables may have a .r,econdznrt);e rﬂ:c:::)ef
on‘lh;: outbreak of war. The most important of these are expu:latlonf of the av |oa"d
outside states, perceptions of unity or discord within the aldvcrsancs. lhcb.slc')tcu:) [
cholo ical'impacl of one’s recent wars, nationalism and |dco.logy. the abi ity e
cl::znomygto sustain the envisioned war effort, and the personality and expericnces
isi akers. o _ n
keglde'(s)mmen :;ilsc:ssion is necessary regarding my classification of this as a syﬁlemt::.
levclvlheory Bueno de Mesquita has constructed a theory of the fon:ltgn p:(,I;ydocs
i ici i f two or more states,
iof of a single state, not of the strategic interaction of
:‘:):'::a?ly gcnfrate propositions about systemic outcomes and 'zrchetshs:s;.l ;::"l_‘cr::i(;:
i , 1 am using the levels of analysis as a framework for ! ;
f):ﬂt'l:‘ ::":pe::;cn: van‘abfe. Because a theory is defined not only by n: '?98;‘;:'

structure but also by its empirical content (Hempel, 1966:Chap. 6; f_‘iag:".zed m‘i

because all of the varisbles in Bueno de Mesquita’s theory are operation e theory

measured with reference to systemic-level indicators al:ld dau;. an:l_ct:lecl;:s;:m o

isi i [ have classifi

basically black-boxes all decision-making processes, . 138 iy

w::;,co(:er systemic-level theories. Bueno de Mesquita explicitly com;;ia.n:s; :::cted

pected utility theory with balance of power theory, and 9thcrs regan: ‘“:cmntional
utility as a formalized and operational version of a realist theory of in

litics. _ ' .
po‘;;cl have bencfited from Jim Morrow’s comments on this section of the pape
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55. The assumption of the exj
the simplifying assumption that

maker with Tespect to war and peace issues is an important theoretical and empirical
question,

56. The rationality assumption postulates that individuals have a consistent set of
preferences, that they know the intensity (utility) of those preferences, and that they
always choose the strategy that maximizes their expected utility (the sum of utilities of
cach possible outconic, each weighted by its probability of occurrence).

57. Recent modifications in the theory allow for intermediate outcomes betwecn
victory and defeat (Mormow, 1985).

58. There is an important debate regarding both the empirical accuracy of the
rationality assumption (Kahneman et al_, 1972; Nisbett and Ross, 1980): Tversky and
Kahneman, 1981; Hogarth and Reder, 1987) and the question of whether rational
chotce theories should be cvaluated by the accuracy of their assumptions or the
accuracy of their predictions (Friedman, 1953; Hogarth and Reder, 1987). This debate
is primarily among economists and social psychologists, but it is beginning to attract
more aftention in the political science literature (Moe, 1979).

59. One technical law in The War Trap is thal Bueno de Mesquita not only sels the
utility of the status quo at zero, but also sets the utility of winning at + | and the utility
of losing at . This js mathematically incomrect, for utility theory provides only two
degrees of freedom here (Wagner, 1984). The substantive implication is that the status
quo is always midway between winning and losing, which may not be true. This
problem is corrected in Bueno de Mesquita (1985), where a value for the status quo for
each state is calculated from its risk orientation.

60. As we have seen, many of the Comelates of War studies of the relationship
among the outbreak of war and power concentrations, alliances. and rclated balance of
power variables find that many of these relationships reverse direction in the nine-
teenth and twenticth centuries (Singer et al ., 1972; Singer and Small, 1914).

61. Note one consideration precluding a direct comparison of the empirical (it of

which is much Jess demanding.

62. This is not technically comrect, for it does not capture (he utility of various
Yicomes to the weaker state. If the utifity of victory is sufficiently great, and if the
tosts of defeat are not too great, the expected utility of war can be positive even if

most likely outcome is defeat. Bueno de Mesquita's proposition is consistent with
historical evidence only because of the tendency for utilities 10 be defined in zero-

Sum terms in his theory (about 70 percent of the cenflicts included in The War Trap are
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zero sum). This limitation in the theory has subsequently been corrected (Bueno de
Mesquita, 1985). ‘ o
6?. This proposition is based on the troublesome ssu.mqnon of the pOSSlblllliy 0:'
interpersonal comparison of wtilities. This assumption is eliminated from later ;ersM (:;
of the theory and appropriate modifications in the theory are made (Bueno de
uita, 1985). ’ _
! :54 There are two reasons why a war between allies shoufld be common, ‘accord:::
to Bueno de Mesquita (1981a:73-83). One is that intervention by lhud pame:.tl)]!i\es ©
side of the victim is reduced considerably if the atmcker.lnd vu:tlm. ne . ,f
reducing the risks for the attacker (consider U §. inaction during the 50le invasion o
Hungary in 1956). Another argument, which I find much _Iess corr!pellmg. is that :ny
future changes in the relationship between the two parties is more likely lP be negative
rather than positive (since the congruence of interests reflected by lh.e nlha.noc ls_mon:
likely to decline rather than improve), providing the stronger aily with an incentive to
act preventively.
ﬁg.rc Bueno de Mesquita (1983) has constructed a separate model of the r.;;)est:‘ of w?tra_
Although these costs have not been fuilly integrated into the theory, Bueno esqui
nd Lelman (1986) have made some progress here.
) 66. A more serious charge in a very good review by Wagner (1984) that the theory
’ . . . s-
itself is ad hoc and cannot be formally derived from its nssumpuon. '
' ‘;7 T;e unitary actor assumption may be more accurate for decisions undertaken
once -wnr is underway, given the unifying effect of war itself, but even that may be
btful (Ikié, 1971; Mayer, 1959), o )
dogs. uMiv view of the reasonableness of the as if assumption is ba_scd ona Lakalos'lan
view of scientific progress (Lakatos, 1970). The as if assumption is not 109 damngnlrllg
to a theory if and only if there does not exist an alternative theory th-at pro;u'les eq::) r:
iri icti is also based on assumptions that are
accurate empirical predictions and that is a d on : ' eats
i iri ity. If such a theory exists, it constitutes a theore -
congruent with empirical reality. 8 the basedd o calty
in i hift with respect to the theory
and empirically progressive problem s A g
i i the accuracy of predictions
ions. It is not easy, of course, to compare
;?:;::rrnell):l theories trying to explain slightly different phenorrlnena. as ‘Kuhn ( 19[6[2(:
recoghizes in his concept of the incommensurability o_f ‘pandlg.n?s. Wllh_ respec o
Bueno de Mesquita, my view is that the nature of the political decmon.-makmg procd: ;
is an important component of a theory of the causes of war and u'm his refusnl to ea
with that question can be justified only by the absence of alternative theosies thatts::
reasonable precise and accurate predictions. | would expect, however, that new e
ries providing comparable predictions but based on more reasonable assumplions
emerge in the future, so that Bueno de Mesquita’s as if assumption will become
i ingly more difficult to justify. -
mcﬁr;.“(:l‘;eypmblcm concerns the assumptions that the Singer and Small u%.(::s)
categories of defense pacts, nonaggression and neutrality pncls. and ::Lcl:'l::fom
constitute an ordinal scale reflecting a decreasing o!'der of commitment appre-
of similarity of interests, and that consequently ordinal statistical _met!nods are P
priate. There are some reasons to doubt the validity of the ordinality assump
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mistrust and suspicion and where Some symbolic form of reassurance is desirable,
Entente pacts, which involve “consultation” and “‘cooperation” in the event of 3 crisis,
do not formally specily the conditions under which military force will or will not be

higher degrees of congruence of interests than many formal military alliances (Levy,
1981:587-588).

70. Although Bucno de Mesquita argues that the congruence of states” alliance
patterns reflects the similaritics of their policy goals and therefore one state's utility for
another’s policy, jt might also be possible to conceive of alliances as revealed prefer-
ences regarding whom one s willing to fight for. These two conceptions are not
necessarily consistent, however.

Another operational problem concems the assumption that alliances with all states
are equally important for the purposes of calculating the Congruence of alignment
patterns between states, regardless of the military strength or Strategic iocation of the
states involved. Finally, the measurement of utifities in lerms of alliances creates a
problem if alliances are also used as independent variables in the theory.

71. This argument is simifar i many respects o Galtung's (1964) rank-
disequilibrium theory, which is a general structural theory designed 1o cxplain aggres.
sion in any social System. Galtung views the international System as a multidimensio-
nal sysiem of Stratification and argues that aggression is most likcly when an actor’s
nankings on different dimensions of status in the system are nonconsistcnt, Ranpk

disequilibrium BiVes rise 10 a sense of self-righteousness and the motivation toward
quilibration and als, provides the resources Decessary for the struggle. He concedes,
however, that rank disequilibrium js not a sufficient condition for aggression, for the
existence of altemative means of equilibration and the absence of a cultural experience
with violent aggression may be inhibiting factors. For an attempt to apply a staqys
inconsistency model 1o the specific problem of intemationa) war, see Wallace (1973),

72, Note the contrast with balance of power theory, which Suggests that major war
is least likely under conditions of rough parity,

73. The most useful definition of hegemonic war (also referred (o as global, gener-
al, or systemic war) s provided by Gilpin (1981:199-200); it is a direct contest
between the leading power or powers and a rising challenger over the nature and

» and involves all of (he major states and most of the minor states in the system.
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74. Modelski and Thompson identify Portugal as lbf W(')ﬂ:l_he po:c;l: l:::: ::;I::Lh
century, the Dutch in the seventeenth century, the I?nhsh m g
teenth centuries, and the United States in (he.lwcnnf:th ce;m.:t:‘vj.a | wacfars the Hatise
75. Long cycle theory identifies the following penodsssg %609) ot Louis
Wars (1494-1517), the War of Dutch independence (1 | - w,;s T 5 H15), and
XIV (1689-1715), the French Revolulionar:vg;l;c: Napoleonic
‘he_’;’WUng(:: i:;:;{:‘;‘:;;e:;:?‘w(:g ::;t the dynamics of poweft concentration and

uneven development, but ina
deconcentration may be affected by factors other than e tnc. of

recent paper (1986a) emphasizes the importance of the emergence an
leading cconomic sectors. )

i arlier

. The one exception, although one from an ¢ i .

vi:t;’)ry of the Ilnd‘l:ased military power Sparta over Athenian sca power in the

i wal' . N N
PC!JOBPOI;;S:::C the rising regional challengers in the .long cycle ?afadl‘gmd:jre |den't|:<i:l;:{
to lhé declining leaders from a Eurocentric ﬁl::c::: ;m::z;?gd :;1 |1libast:d“B = mill

, Kennedy's (1987) argument reg ‘ i
:2) ::::m States in decline tend to divert CXCC.SSIVC r.csourccs r:emm “(: :,c:sm::,:z
sector to the military one, which only hastens their declme._All 1 m:: . e
been won by the state able to marshall the greatest €COROMIC TESOUTCES. \

i i ion.)

“an War from an carlicr era is an exccption.) o .
Pc!l(:)po;“:c:rlnthe Singer, Bremer, and Stuckey (1972) finding th.at parity is associated
with 'pcace in the ninetecnth century and with war in the twentieth cc:nt'.l'l:;y‘.(he Mod.

80. These findings are particularly significant in Jight of -the concem  Mod
Iski.and Thompson definition of global war in terms of its systemic corl;::l]t sroes
:nay introduce an element of circularity into the deﬁnmonl lof .glob:‘l :':r‘;ars i in e
ive and theoretically imporia
sion of some cnormously dcslmcnjfe a ° I
clx:::of lobal war (for example, the Thinty Years Waf, War of the 'All.sh"l-a::or e
e nfl Seven Years' War), and thus inadvertently bias the analysis in fa
sion, a . |
poi. hesi 85a).
sized 100-year cycles (Levy, 19 N
hySI Keohane (1984:39-41). for example, states c;phq::,yd to ot cnous
. ilitari i Idwide,” but
need not be militarily dominant wor " bu ' .
Fl:::::y power to prevent the incursions by others into its economic ;Eh;sre War 253
82. For example, Gilpin includes the primarily .lnnd-bafed Thirty o s
he momc war and France as the leading power in the cighteenth century. gt
(I;:I'Z(l)) list of hegemonic wars is similar to but not perfectly congnient wi
i and Thompson. o on
M:;el';,: diff'lcultypis:tcsting power transition theories 15 thch::;c?c:. oaf"zo;::r: oo
powel' iliti i than the elski
bilities over the last five centurncs other and "
{1988) c::: ,;owcr data. A more serious problem concems the partial ut\’cl::nw\n: i
ili i hn, 1962). This incommensura
rability of the theories themselves (Kubn, _ . Y e
::oducttyof differences among the theories with rtsp?cl to assumpll::!n;e 7‘, D on
geographical scope of the system and the basis of power in the system, et fimition
hegemony and the identification of the leading state and tht:‘c'hnllc:;l'g-.:rt;i e e war
and identification of hegemonic wars, and the specific conditions that tNgg

international system, is the

hat “the hegemonic
h

Another complicating factor is the tendency to define hegemonic wars in terms of their
systemic consequences. This confounds cause and effect, results in lists of hegemonic
wars that are tied to theories in nearly tawtological ways, and greatly complicates an
independent empirical test of hypotheses on hegemonic war (Levy, 1985a).

84. This represented a significant departure form mercantilist theory, which argued
that war and commerce were mutually reinforcing during the sixteenth through eigh-
teenth centuries (Howard, 1976:Chap. 3),

85. Similarly, the inference that the military conflict in the 1930s and 1940s was the
consequence of the decline of free trade and the risc of economic nationalism seriously
underestimates the importance of the role of Hitler. Nazi ideology. the German deter-
mination to overtum the harsh Versailles peace settlement, and other political factors.
The attribution of “long peace™ between the great powers after World War I 1o the
system of free trade under U.S. leadership underestimates the deterrent cffect of
nuclear weapons and the importance of the absence of territorial conflicts or other
conflicts of intrinsic interests between the superpowers (as opposed to conflicts over
power and other general intcrests).

6. One examplc of this is the quantitative literature that examines the relationship
between national attributes and the war behavior of states (Rummel, 1968).

87. Marxist-Leninist intemational theory was developed primarily by Lenin ([1917]
1939), who borrowed from Hobson (11902) 1954), Hilferding (11910} 1981). and Lux-
emburg (11913} 1951). Lenin links imperialism not with capitalism in general hut with a
particular stage of capitalist dcvelopment: “imperialism is the monopoly stage of
capitalism” (as opposed to capitalist free competition) and is defined by five basic
features. These include the coneentration of production and capital into monopolics;
the merging of hank capital with industrial capital. Icading to the dominance of
“finance capital” under a financial oligarchy; the distinctive timportance of the cxport
of capital as opposed to the export of commoditics: the formation of international
capitalist monopolics that share the world among themselves; and the territorial divi-
sion of the world among the biggest capitalist powers (Lenin, [1917] 193:88-89).
Imperialism has also been defined more loosely to include more general forms of
economic, political, and even cultural penetration across state boundaries: military
conquest and occupation; and more general relationships of dominance and depen-
dence (Cohen, 1973). Many theories of imperialism arc weakened hy the ambiguity of
!his central concept. My use of the concept here refers to the hroader definition of
imperialism.

For some good treatments of Marxist-Leninist theorics of war, sce Lider (1977,
1979) and Semmel (1981).

88. One analytical problcm here is that it has never been demonstrated that formal
mlitical control is necessary for international trade. The greater cconomic efficiency
of free trade may outweigh whatcver other advantages are offered by political control.
Whether states attempl 1o increase their wealth through commerce or conquest (Rose-
Crance. 1986) cannot be determined by strictly economic considerations but also in-
¥olves questions of the structure of the international political and economic systems
and political factors intcrmal to the state.

89. Lenin ([1917] 1939:Chap. 6) is more careful and emphasizes that the great
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power dimension of the conflict does not arise until lhe'world has been terrt;::;lz
divided among the major capitalist states (of monopolics), at which poin!
ion becomes zero sum. o
ex[‘-’;l(l)'.‘s';\)::hough there have been few systematic studies of thc re_latwc;k.ellht::d of
capitalist and noncapitalist states initiating or othcrwise becoming mvc?lv ||:c :‘0& ::
will see in the next section that recent rescarch has demonsfn.t?d that libera e
ic states rarely fight each other and are no more likely to initiate war otl%“o(her\w.r0 b
involved in war than are nondemocratic states (Run:lmel, 1983': Chan, ).h‘
extent that liberal democracy coincides with calzita.h?ttccononuc structures, this em-
irical generalization runs contrary to Marxist-Leninis umry_ -
plr:)cl.l 'lg‘lele lack of congruence between the primary col.omal nvnlne.s Ho'-‘-uﬁ..:r
and the military alignments of the war is inconsistent with the Mmlsl-bemn.ls An rﬁc-
pretation of World War 1. (The rivalries between Great Britain and France in .,:1
and Great Britain and Russia in Asia were as serious as those.between Genmmry'e ,
both Great Britain and France in Africa.) Further c-loubts are ra|?ed by the me:v c,-:,;
ing importance of military and strategic considerations Cfmfn.)tmng t:;:gre: Eos‘em in
1914, particularly the growth of German powef ad the mabll.lly of “ sta : :1 fem 10
accommodate it, the imperatives of the alliance system, thg instability fcren.k. ¥_‘ ™
ideology of the offensive and perceived inccnl.ives of the advantages of strt :n:: sme,;
and the hostile images and serious misperceptions held by many liumpera::1 s ; csmen
(Fay, 1928; Albertini, 1957). For an emphasis on the cconomic causes of the war,
illi ardach (1977).
Zﬂ‘;lza.c u;r::::e? ;?:v:'nl poinl(is whether capitalist states always genen.lle surplus?s
that cannot be absorbed domestically. Regardless of the CWS of its erc:no::':;
assumptions, Marxist-Leninist theory undetcstirm.les 'the political lendencybtl) la:: o
ist states to undertake the reforms necessary to maintain an adequate and stable leve
. m 'on' . . . .
'"‘;f;““c ::nlsr:e :’I:al most of the major capitalist states duﬁ!lg this period did ;:g::ie :n
imperialist activity to onc extent of another, although Swnzerlnnt.l and ‘ll';f : S; lesno'
vian countrics provide notable exceptions. Many of the leading |mper:'a Ils fos of
this period, including Russia, Ttaly, Japan, and Portugal, expotted very ittle car{mis'
their colonies and in other respects as well could h.a:.dly be described as capi ].
Most of the capitalist states pursuing imperialist pOlIFIes did not tea.ch the mne(:::o ur:
stage until after the peak of their imperialist expansion, and late n.meteen cenn)
imperialism was not dominated by monopolies (Aron, 1968.). lndustrn! p|'odn|:‘::l ng ond
financial capital were more concentrated in Germany than in Great B'm:mnhe r:‘ e
(Cohen, 1973:66), but Germany was the last major European state to join { s:r[; i
for colonies. Regarding the destination of capital exports, less than a quarter 0 |:n‘,¢s
exports and less than 10 percent of French and Geﬂl'lll'! ex‘por(s went to their col o
(Cohen, 1973:63), just as today the vast majority of c?puahsl exports of commerce -
capital goes to other capitalist states. The single major outlet for British exp(:ts -
the United States, and most French and German exports went to Russia, Aus
Turkey. )
Hu;f,n?‘l'\:r:d are var?aiions of Marxist-Leninist theory that do n.ncmpl .to ?xpln;l;‘“:
phenomenon of imperialism in the era prior to mo_dem industn.ll f:nplta.llsfn. i
focus more generally on the dynamics of class conflict and explain imperialist expan
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sion in terms of the efforts of the ruling class to advance their own economic interests
st the expense of the weak both at home and beyond their borders. Some scholars, for
example, trace the origins of the Peloponncsian War to Athenian economic imperial-
ism (Comford, 1907; Green, 1970). Wallerstein (1974) adopts a more systemic per-
spective, identilying a capitalist world system dating form the sixteenth century and
tracing imperialism to the core-periphery division of Jabor and the struggle to monopo-
lize world trade.

95. Although some have likened Robbin’s argument to an economic security dilem-
ma created by the anarchic structure of states, the model does not fit perfectly. Because
one can relatively quickly respond to a rival’s efforts to set up protected colonial trade
zones with one’s own, the advantage of being the first to defect from cooperative free
trade amrangements are marginal. This would be an iterated prisoner's dilemma game,
which under certain conditions generates cooperative behavior (Axelrod, 1984). A
more plausible explanation is that the preference structures of all states do not fit the
prisoner’s dilemma model. Economically less efficient states cannot compete with
more efficient states and those with greater resources, cannot rely on the law of
comparative advantage and their trading pariners’ good will in bad diplomatic times as
well as good, and prefer politically more secure markets, investment opportunitics,
and sources of raw materials to a cooperative free trade outcome. Only wealthy and
efficient insular states {(for example, Great Britain and then the United States) or those
with security guarantees from such states are militarily secure enough to reap the
economic benefits of free trade.

96. Snyder (1988) is one who attempts to integrate strategic, economic, and domes-
tic political variables into a theory of imperialism, and Doyle (1986) is another.

97. Many of these studies were part of a larger research program on the relationship
between national attributes in general and foreign conflict behavior. Hypotheses that
certain political cultures, ideologies, or religions are more warlike than others have
found little support in tbe quantitative empirical literature (Richardson. 1960:Chaps.
7-9; Haas, 1965; Rummel, 1968; Tanter, 1966). Attempts to trace war to differences
between societies in their religions. languages, ideologies. and other characteristics
have been slightly more successful, generally finding positive but weak relationships
between societal differences and war. Most of the hypotheses under consideration,
however, are basically ad hoc in nature and have not been integrated into a more
comprehensive theoretical framework and, as a result, it is not clear how the findings
should be interpreted. One problem is the lack of much attention to the causal mecha-
nisms involved in the processes leading to war. Do societal differences contribute to
war by gemerating conflicts of interests, or by creating misleading images of the
aversary that lead to misperceptions of adversary intentions and a conflict spiral?

98. Rummel’s (1983) research suggests that democratic states have been less war
prone than nondemocratic states, but this finding is biased by his exclusion of extra-
systemic (imperial) wars, his tendency to focus primarily on democratic pairs or
fondemocratic pairs rather than mixed pairs of states, and the restriction of most of his
nalyses to the 1976 1980 period (Chan, 1984).

99. The War of 1812 might be onc, had Great Britain been classified as democratic
 that (ime.

0. One question is whcther the nonoccurrence of war between democracies can




12 BEHAVIOR, SOCTETY, AND NUCLEAR WAR

i ies in t
be “explained” statistically. given the relatively small .numbcr ::’ddem:snl w-::;
system, particularly for the first 100 years of the post-Vienna penod. | e lhe'p(m_
a fairly targe percentage of all democracies over the :aslhle'l()uy::;cgltimsg et ol
i i i ith ¢ ¥ .
World War Il period and being associated wi tate
democracy-peace inference be spurious and derive fml':q'he stabilizing effects of
[ i i ithi free world?
bipolarity and American dominance within the .
IpI((])l. 'l)"hcre is some evidence that rally-round-the-flag ct’fec.ts folr U.)S."p;:t:::
lcaders have half-lives of perhaps less than 2 mont?s (Rusﬂs:u'. th:s 0:.)] l;::r;ms he v
on, if i igni i iety, if important nati
drags on, if it has a significant impact on socnety_, N ove unambiguous
cei d if the war effort is not perceived (o " .y
perceived 1o be at stake, an ‘ P retors Imvtved L
ffective, the war will have detrimental effects on political le ny
icni::i;ﬁng the war. This is demonstrated by Cotton’s (1986) ql:::l:l:nvc etr:\;:'r;c:;;:;d‘:
i i however, whe! se pal
of five U.S. wars since 1898. 1t is not clear, hethe
other states. The beneficial effects of war for the regime :nl ::wzlrth::hblehcn}::;
i i’ in its war agains .
extended, as illustrated by Khomeni's Iran in 1 _ BN e foct
'di initi imit the relevance of this case. Note tha
than Iran did not initiate the war may limit t - : t
ir:ponant consideration for our purposes is not the regclion of the pul?ll_l‘:: :)ul d[::;“c;:
teaders’ expectation of that reaction in the period prior to the war. . :l:m ofyw of
political leaders to minimize the likelihood that forceful extemnal acuo;;s on of wa
will actually escalate to war and their tendency to ela;;g}gecr:lc th;: plr::; 1;;3; o) wou“;
ictori i lainey, :Chap. 3. .
victorious, and relatively costless war (B ey, ' .
thIp explain the tendency toward scapegoating in spite of detrimental effects over
time. ‘
lmle(}Z Exceptions to this gcneral neglect can be found in .:he recent work l‘)y Lct:o;
(1981 ‘|985b). Stein (1985a, 1985b), and Lebow and Stein (1987) on the impac
tic politics on deterrence. . '
d"’l'(';; lCTI[::: similarity in these studies is because they were all highly ml:lu:;nccdpby
Rllmn;el's (1963) research design and specific indicators, and many u‘s;,;ns a(tiailc:rr
more detailed critiques of these studies. see Scolnick (1974), Mack (1975). an y
989a). A 4
‘ |8040) These include the Falklands/Malvinas War (Hasnn-gs and Jenkms&: 1.9833)4
World-War I (Kehr. 1970; Fischer, 1975; Mommsen, 1973: Kmser..l%}),stz.eChnmcs)
War (Anderson. 1967), and the French Revolutionary wars (Blanning, 1986:Chap. D).
‘ i f the arguments.
See Levy {1988a) for a brief summary of sor‘ne of
!:05. ;or a more thorough critique of the diversionary lheory of war.anld an att:;nx
to specily some of the conditions under which scapegoating is most likely, see
1989a). - -
( 106. These bodies of literature generally build on the work of Ma{ch.an:lst;‘n;-
(1958), Cyert and March (1963), Allison (1971), and other ca‘rly orgaplu-uonl o
ists. Tiley give little or no attention to recent developments in orgamuuon: ’ ;
For surveys of recent developments see Pfeffer (1982), Perrow (1986), an armo
and Mayer (1986). . . it
107. yMy own view is that only the first of these arguments 15 plausnblc(.’:::gﬂd‘
apart from budgetary considerations equally piausiblle mgumefus can be r:r et
ing the advantages of defensive doctrines for advancing organizational goals
tainty avoidance, autonomy, and morale.

06 C ooy g v v e G OIS G VIO« b

108. A doctrine may call for no first strike but a strategy of decp territorial penetra-

tion if one is attacked, as in Isracli doctrine in 1973 and German military docteine in the
1870s and 1880s (Langer, 1964).

109. Note that instead of offensive doctrines increasing the likelihood of war, the
relationship may be reversed. The anticipation of war may lead to the formation of
alliances for protection, which may lead states to adopt offensive military doctrines:
the defense of one’s allics often requires a doctrine calling for deep territorial penetra-
tion (France and Russia in 1914), and a state facing a two-front war may adopt a
doctrine calling for the precmptive move against and quick defeat of one enemy before
the other can enter the war in full force (Germany's Schlieffen Plan in 1914) (Levy,
1986:203-207, 19884; Sagan. 1986).

NO. Some of these hypotheses and analogies are probably also applicable to cases
of Israeli mobilization, although the rigidity of Esraeli mobilization plans derives from
socictal and economic constraints as much as strictly military considerations. There
has been little systematic work on this question by political scientists (Horowitz,
1987).

HI. This section js bascd in pant on two of my carlier articles on misperception and
war (Levy, 1983b, 198Y¢).

112. Among the factors emphasized by political scientists are tendencics to exhibit
aoverconfidence, to ignore value trade-offs, to assimilate new information into preexist-
ing belief systems. to overrely on historical analogies in general and past successes in
particular. and to engage in wishful thinking, bolstering, cognitive dissonance. and
similar patterns of behavior.

113. This framework is bascd on the coneeptualizations in Levy (19835, 1989¢) and
Jervis (1983, 19884a). For a discussion of types of phenomena that should nor be
classified as misperception, including beliefs and images, see Levy (19834).

114. See Note 12.

115. For an alternativc interpretation see Higonnet (1968).

116. It is more difficult in these situations for the analyst to make a causal link
between misperception and war. for it is not clear that correct pereeptions would lead
to actions that would aveid war

I17. These wmisperceptions can cut both ways. |zar Nichalas correctly perecived
that Prime Minister Aberdeen had peaceful intentions on the eve of the Crimean War
but erroncously perceived that he would be able to impose his views on a more
hawkish cabinet (and stay in power).

118. The research of Huth and Russett (1984) and Huth (1988) on extended deter-
rence is relevant here. They find that the likelihood of attack is more affected by the
local and immediate balance of military forces (proximate to the target) between the
Potential aggressor and the defender than by the overall balance of military forces or
the ultimate military potential of the two adversaries.

119. It is often argued that Germany's perception that an Austro-Serbian war could
be localized in the Batkans without Russian intervention and that Britain would not
inlervene in a continental war were important factors leading Germany 1o encourage
the Austrian actions that precipitated the war (Lebow, 1981; Levy, 19884). Similarly,
Corinth’s war against Corcyra, which led to the Peloponnesian War, was predicated on
the erroneous assumption that Athens would not intervene (Kagan, 1969:351).
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120. Whether political decision makers do in fact treal their perceptions of adver-
sary capabilities and intentions as subjective probability estimates is an interesting
research question. There may be a tendency, perhaps deriving from the avoidance of
value trade-offs, overconfidence, bolstering, and gencrally from the use of a limited
npumber of heuristics, for actors to deny the probabilistic nature of their estimates of
adversary intentions and capabilities (Kahneman et al., 1982; Nisbett and Ross, 1980).

121. In this sense the third party criteria involves both accuracy and process crileria,

122. Jervis (1976:7) favors the careful use of the third-party criterion whereas
Lebow (1981:91) is more skeptical of its utility. For an application of this method to the
important question of German perceptions of British intentions in 1914, see Sagan
(1986).

123. Stein (1982) uses a game-theoretic framework to analyze the conditions under
which misperception affects behavior and concludes that “misperception creates con-
flict only in a narrowly circumscribed range of situations." It is possible, however, that
this nammow range of theoretical conditions actually occurs quite frequently in interna-
tional politics, but this is an empirical question requiring further research (Levy,
19835:99fn).

124. This is changing. as more scholars within both the quantitative and qualitative
traditions are dealing with the question of the conditions under which crises do and do
not escalate to war and include cases of nonwar as well as war.

125. The following discussion is concerned with the nature of a major war between
nuctear states. The nuclear revolution has had far less impact on the nature of watfare
and the causes of war among other states, but space constraints preclude a more
thorough examination of that question here.

126. The decline of population defense in fact has nol been quite so sudden.
Militarily powerful states have never been able to provide absolute protection for their
citizens, and terrorist attacks across state territorial borders have occurred for mitlenia
(Bell, 1975; Laqueur, 1978). The feasibility of population defense began to erode
much more rapidly in this century, cven before the development of nuclear weapons,

with the emergence of technology and doctrine of strategic bombing in the 1920s and
1930s. This was recognized by Douhet ({1921] 1942) and other “air power” theorists at
the time and emphasized by numerous theorists carly in the nuctear age (Herz, 1957
Brodie, 1959; Quester, 1966). German “buzz bombs” and U.S. firc bombing were
intended more to intimidate the enemy population and destroy their morale than to
weaken their military forces, and these actions were possible prior to military victory.

with only conventional explosives, however, such weapons were not decisive, and the

outcome of the European war was decided in the old-fashioned way, by military forces
on the battlefield, not by political bargaining based on coercive threats. It was not until
the lessons of Hiroshima and Nagasaki began to sink in that it became clear that
something new had occurred and that the erosion of population defense would have
profound political implications.

127. This is different from the assertion that war has always been rational for at
least one belligerent.

128. If political decision makers ever perceived their alternatives as being (1) 8!
nuclear war or (2) political concessions so extensive as lo negate the state’s very

-out
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existence as a sovercign territorial entit i i
i Y. their choice might be less predictabl

:;I:::::: (:jf, ;:n: hiupemolt‘;redrs over the last four decade gives every reisonlcto b:l}::::c

. y would do everythi i i ing thei '
o ey woule rything possible to avoid confronting their adversary

129. it is qui i
hicm‘:hM:r:ol\;cr, it is quite Posmblc that one's overall position in the intemnational
. y wou actually decline relative to that of nonsuperpowers wh 1

directly impacted by the war. T e

130. Examples might include the Berlin cri
e o erlin crises of (958 and 1961 and the Cuban
Othlerlw;n;e funcllllon of military force in intemational politics has been transformed in
oner Z :s '\:fc . As.An (1980:15) argues, for nuclear states “nuclear weapons have
h.nc:ln:'eclentec func:jmn (;f defense, ruled out physical nuclear compellence, en
nce and nuclear swaggcering, and left wnclear the utili ceful
nuclear compellence.” Here “defense” : et and e of i
. se” refers to the deployment and ili
force to block an enemy attack, minimize : foght the war o
. e the damage to oneself, and fight the
- N ) ) 1
suc;::'s;s]fu'I C(’n;clusmn. Compelence refers ta the use of force or the lhfcul of \f:,::‘cot::
EZ,CLZ,J," afversary 10 change his behavior. Art thus argues that the usc of force by
fuclear I;;S or compelient purposes is no longer viable, but that the utility of threats
tonee compellent purposes ?which Ant misleadingly calls “peaceful” cnm-
pc.n fm not yet clear. Swaggering refers to the possession or demonstration of
m:lggry orce for the purposes of enhancing prestige
. One such effort 10 go be i the i
' yond the question of the likeli a may i
thall of its more specific causes is Jervis (19884) elihnod ol major war o
33. For studies of the incentive pti
s for preemption see Schelli 19¢ i
(I‘)[';?. Wagner (1983). Snyder (1985), and Betts (1985). e (. Jervi
- A second-strike capability involves the high liketihood that one has the capaci-

ly to absorb an initial first strik i i
gt strike by the adversary, retaliate, and inflict unacceptable

135. Res i iz : i
el Rt{%:arch in social psychfvlngy suggests that risk onientations are highly unpre-
T \::t l"e%ani to events with probabilitics approaching sero or ane ‘K:tlmcman
rsky (1979). who prescnt considerable evidence that uxhividuals tend 1o be risk

av . - .
hesem:e::it: ni:specl to gains and risk acceptant with respect to losses. concede that
o NCICS may reverse at very Jow probabilities, as the example of i
e ple ol insurance
meld3£t ITwo cxc.:cplions, from rather different methodological perspectives. come im
smemei 11 lil:))nmlgd;. Onc is George's emphasis on the development of L:undili()nal
loag) oo s (George and Smoke, 1974). The other is Bueno de Mesquita’s (1981a
ot pt to resolve many of these inconsistencies by subsuming apparcntt ‘
ictory hypotheses under a single expected utility framework P ’
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