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CHAPTER SEVEN

Long Cycles, Hegemonic
Transitions, and the Long Peace

Jack S. Levy

The half-century period since World War 11 has been violent in many
respects. It has witnessed numerous military conflicts involving small
and medium-size states, including interstate wars, wars of national lib-
eration, civil wars and revolutions, other forms of internal violence, and
transnational terrorism. It has also witnessed several superpower mili-
tary interventions in weaker states and a few rather serious international
crises between the superpowers (see Singer, and Brecher and Wilkenfeld
in this book). But this period has not witnessed a major war between the
superpowers. It is the longest period of relative peace among the great
powers in the last five centuries of the modern system, and is now often
referred to as “the long peace” (Gaddis, 1987). If the record of the past
is projected into the postwar period, we certainly would have expected a
war between the leading states in the system by now. One calculation
suggests that the probability of no war occurring between the handful of
leading states in the system (the great powers) during a forty-four-year
period (e.g., 1945-1989), given the experience of the past five centuries,
is about .005 (Levy, 1989d).t Thus the long peace is truly an historical
aberration, and this has led to a lively scholarly debate on how we might
explain it.

The most common explanations for the long postwar peace refer to
the role of nuclear weapons (Mandelbaum, 1981; Waltz, 1981; Gaddis,
1987b and in this book; Nye, 1987; Jervis, 1989); the bipolar structure
of the postwar world (Waltz, 1979; Gaddis, 1987b and in this book); the
increasing economic interdependence among the advanced industrial
states (Keohane and Nye, 1989; Rosecrance, 1986; Rosenau, in this book);
the emergence of a U.S.-Soviet security regime, norms of cooperation,
and crisis management procedures (George, et al., 1988; George, 1984
Johnson, in this book); changing attitudes toward war and the declining
legitimacy of war in the Western world (Knorr, 1966; Mueller, 1989; Ray,
1989; Weart, 1988); and long cycles of hegemonic stability and decline
(Keohane, 1980; Gilpin, 1981; Modelski and Morgan, 1985; Thompson,
1988; Goldstein, 1988).2
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[l s this last set of theories that is of interest here. My Lasl\( is t(:
analvze the extent to which theories of long cyeles and of h("ge mm;:
<tability and decline can explain the l(m;:‘peu'cc hetween thcf S‘up(’l ptl):)lV(; hP
and provide plausible forecasts of the likelihood of a 111.1.1_1(){} -W{: o ..m-‘
future. T will not a=sess the eole of nth‘e‘r ca.usnl fn(‘.tms.. o1 .(it,;] .
analvzed elsewhere in this volume, and for this reason 1 w1-ll n(.)t‘ (,1 }‘e\]fu}“
1o offer a comprehensive explanation for the_ l(fng }')():LétWﬂl pe,:l‘ui.lq ul
explanation requires a moere complex analvsis involving nunjunn;i “:m.
ables and cast within a larger theory of the causes ‘of peace 121] ) mé
which goes far bevond the purpese of this study, My alm‘l:‘-‘- t‘o 150 f\ibe;liit
hypothesized explunation for the lnng peace and to as:;]efw:: its p‘m;abimy};

. Explanations of the long peace 'f“"“ a long cyc'le/' ege@forfli.hmh o
perspective are based on extrupnlut_mns !mm earliel ‘el afstl(p vhich the
theary is presumed to be teue. and for .lhl.\‘ reason 'pe‘ut 0~] 11;3 8 ly(f‘ ol
necessarily involve an analysis of the historical validity Of. 1eg}e:m01'1 cand
evelical theories, Because these th(ﬂnrivf‘. are ('fnncel‘rl.e(l with t’ de plef,te e
or ahsence of a great-power or hegemonic war mvl()lvmg the lefil mr.gkb .aw{_
in the system, T use the term “lobg peace™ in this sense, vs;ﬁhl e ac an;)fu]
edging that in other respeets the postwar era has been- far from lie ::larh;

" Befare we hegin, it is useful to note th;;It there are twnl.}?r 1(,(L)ne Y
important versions of the realist them'_v' of mterl'mtmnal p‘() 1 flc&le rmar‘-
halance-of-power theory, which emphasizes the 1mp0rt:‘:mc€(‘1‘(1J g ar
chic structure of the international system, .the seuu_‘l-t_v 'Jemma, ne
destabilizing effects of dangerous mncent_ratl(ms of mllltaly power, ’EIl‘he
the effectiveoness of balancing behavior in pr?ventlng he;;zer:otny. .qu.
central proposition of lmlmme—nf—pt')wur thor_)r:\' s that 1f.m?c s aoieg: thé
so strong that it threatens to gain a D()Slt‘.l()n of clurrurli{n.cer ver the
international system, other great powers will form a blo}tl.‘lng_, (,Oeilc ton
to prevent the expansion of the threatening state, and a lt{_{e?nor;]iemr_
will follow, “ITegemonic theories,” on t}?v other hand, en?p_ hasize in.a(”

chies of power and informal systems of norms {111(1 order m.ya I;Dh] A l)é
anarchic system. The concentration of power in the handlb ud.a rsgtgte

hegemanice power is stabilizing for the sys%em‘because \L;l\,]rﬁ .ea ~“[l)§1;mce-

uses its power to manage the svstem to maintain order. e'n'easqumdent
of-power theorvy hvpolhesizes that the threat of hegemony 1}*15 a f hetent

condlition for a counter-coalition of olher-gl'(‘m powers and t.‘el.e f)r[f o a

goneral war, hegemaonice theory hypothesizes that hegemony‘ is a hL.l (1116

and perhaps necessary condition ['nr. the qbsence 0f a major ‘:’gl ’ \g;,

1989h).+ We will examine several versions of hegemonic theory in this paper.

HeGEMONIC STaBILITY THEORY
There are several forms of hegemonic theory, but the one receiving

4 : . : ] > s ole 1s
the most attention in the international relations liter a.tureczi as 'ai}‘:vl(]*il o
howomonie <tahilite theory, The theory, often associated wi ~1ip
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{1975), Krasner (1976), Keohane and Nye (1989), and Keohane (1980,
1984), attempts to explain stability in one particular kind of international
political economy — a liberal one characterized by the free play of inter-
national market forces in trade, investment, and finance. A necessary
condition for stability is the existence of a single dominant state which
is both willing and able to use its power to create and maintain a set of
political and economic structures and informal “regimes” that maintain
order in the system. This requires that the “hegemon” be the most pow-
erful state politically and the most efficient state economically, that it be
committed to a liberal order and have a domestic structure conducive to
it, and that other leading economic states share similar interests in a
liberal order (Ruggie, 1982:382-84; Gilpin 1981:129-31, 1987:72-73). In
the absence of a hegemon to help provide collective goods and manage
the system, the system will be conflictual and unstable. Hegemonic sta-
bility theorists view the United States as a declining hegemon and fear
that with declining American leadership the international political econ-
omy will become increasingly unstable. Much of the literature on inter-
national regimes is concerned with the question of how to create inter-
national institutions and norms which facilitate stability and peaceful
change in an era of declining hegemony {Keohane, 1984).4
Although it might appear that hegemonic stability theory provides a
straightforward explanation for the long peace, that conclusion is mis-
leading. Most versions of hegemonic stability theory define hegemony in
terms of dominance in economic production, finance, and/or trade, while
the role of military power is generally ignored or deemphasized (Krasner,
1976; Keohane, 1980, 1984).5 The theory attempts to explain the degree
of stability in a liberal political economy rather than the incidence or
seriousness of military conflict and war, and for this reason hegemonic
stability theory is not a theory of peace and war and cannot explain the
long peace.6
Hegemonic stability theory implicitly assumes that a stable liberal
economy contributes to international peace and that its absence makes
war more likely. This was originally proposed by Manchester liberals
(Silberner, 1946) and is illustrated by the argument that the decline of
economic liberalism resulting from the great depression of 1929.1939
contributed to the origins of World War II (Kindleberger, 1973). But the
precise causal linkages between economic stability and international war
have not been theoretically specified or historically confirmed. Liberal
economic systems have some destabilizing as well as stabilizing features
with respect to international security issues (Buzan, 1984), and there has
been little empirical work to demonstrate which of these features domi-
nates and under what conditions. Most analysts have concluded that
economic structure is less important than military and political factors
for decisions regarding war and peace between the great powers (Buzan,
1984; Levy, 1989b), though admittedly much more work needs to be done
on both the theoretical and empirical levels.
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Thus, although hegemonie stability theoxj_v might be able to exgla}:n

the international econamic stability of the'* 'flrs_t quarter-century o the
war system and the increasing instability in tha@ system since the

P.(L-[v 1970s. the question of the long peace falls outside of the scope of

;I:(] theorv. For an explanation of the long peace we must turn to other

versions of hegemaonic theory.

ORGANSKI'S POWER TRANSITION THEORY

A. F. K. Organski’s (196K: Chapter 14) power transiti_on theory incor-
prates two ideas that have become central in later thgorleg of bege:mom(;
cange and war: (1) the destabilizing effects of changing dlStrlb}lthnS.O
militaty power and potential in the international system, which arise
from industrialization and other sources of different}&}l rates of g'r_owth,
and (2) the stabilizing effects of concentrations of mlllfcary power in the
hands of a single dominant state. Organski views the international sys-
tem as characterized by one dominant power on top and a handful of
weaker great powers below, along with other medium and smaller statgs
and dependencies. Whereas balance-of-power theory focuses on gtatlc
distributions of military capabilities as a key independ(lent 'var_lable,
Organski emphasizes the interaction effects bgtween th(? dlStI‘lbL-lthD of
cu]iahilities and changes in relative capabilities: a major war is most
likely when the military power of a dissatisfied challenger begins _to
zfl{)])):()a(:h that of the leading state in the system. The cha!l('enger will
usually initiate a war in order to accelerate the power transition and. to
;1ssur(: for itself the benefits, privileges, and influence commensurate with
its newly acquired military power, though it is conceivable (bu.t rare) that
the declining leader will initiate a “preventive war.”? Organskl. (}968:376)
acknowledges that it is possible in principle for power transitions to be
aceomplished peacefully, but argues that this rarely happens. He empha-
sizos instead that “the major wars of recent history have all been wars
invalving the dominant nation and its allies against a challenger who
has recently risen in power thanks to industrializatiqn.” . .

Although Organski does not discuss the implications of his :.mal)'/s1s
for explaining the long peace or projecting into the future,8 the implica-
tions of his power transition theory are fairly clear. Peace f(?r the ﬁrgt
quarter-century of the post-1945 era is explained by Amerlcar} domi-
nance. After that, given the gradual but continued American decl.me and
the rise of the Soviet Union and other states, conditions became increas-
ingly ripe for a hegemonic war. The key que'sf:ion for the purposes 0?
prediction and explanation concerns the deﬁmt{on and measurement o
power (and the aggregation of its many dimensions). Were we to accept
the conventional wisdom that the Soviet Union began to appr(.)ach the
United States in overall military power (though not in economic power
or political influence) somewhere in the 1970s, power transition theory
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presumably would have predicted that conditions have heen ripe for a
hegemonic war during the last two decades.?

Although some of the concepts and hypotheses in Organski’s power
transition theory have been very influential, and although his contribu-
tion should be more widely acknowledged, subsequent theories of hege-
monic transitions and war are more fully developed and give more atten-
tion to the implications for the contemporary era and for the future ¢
Let us turn now to some of these more recent theories of hegemonic
change and war.

GILPIN'S THEORY OF HEGEMONIC TRANSITION
AND WAR

Robert Gilpin (1981) attempts to integrate some notions of hegemonic
stability theory into a broader theory of hegemonic expansion, decline,
transition, and war. Like Organski, Gilpin incorporates military, political,
and economic dimensions into his conception of power. He also recognizes
that tbe hegemonic state is not necessarily liberal in character, and
extends his analysis to sovereign state systems in general. He argues
that the hegemonic state has the capability and motivation to structure
the international political, economic, and cultural systems in a wav that
serves its own interests — by providing a secure environment for trade
and investment, by constructing a stable system of international security
which helps avoid destructive wars, and generally by maintaining the
status quo and its own position of dominance.

The hegemonic state cannot maintain its dominant position indefi-
nitely, however. Although control over an international system provides
an expanded resource hase to the dominant power, it is also costly to
maintain. These protection costs include expenditures on military forces,
the financial support of allies, and the provision of collective goods nec-
essary to maintain an international economy. The maintenance of a lead
in military technology becomes increasingly expensive as technology dif-
fuses to potential challengers who do not have to pay the full costs of
research and development. Economic wealth also diffuses, in part because
the same economic processes that initially favor the hegemon ultimately
work to the benefit of others. In addition, prosperity and affluence invari-
ably generate both greater demand for consumer goods and services and
the emergence of domestic interests with a stake in the status quo (Olson,
1982), which work to inhibit innovation, reduce productivity, and ulti-
mately to undermine the economic foundations of military power. Gilpin
argues that the resources devoted to protection and consumption tend to
rise at the expense of productive investment and long-term economic
growth. Moreover, the perception of military decline invariably leads to
even further diversion of resources from productive investment into the
military sector for the purposes of protection, which only accelerates the



152 The Long Postwar Peace

decline in preductivity and long-term military potential (Gilpin, 1981:
Chapter 4: Kennedy, 1987). .

As a result of the decline of the hegemonic power and the ascension
of other great powers, a disequilibrium arises between the actual distri-
bution of power in the system and the existing distribution of political,
economic, and cultural benefits of an international system that the hege-
mon helped to create while at the peak of its power. Historically, the
primary means of resolving this disequilibrium is a hegemonic war that
brings the distribution of benefits in the system into line with the new
distribution of pewer. The hegemonic war generally results in the defeat
of the declining hegemon and the rise of a new hegemonic power, which
then uses its power and influence to restructure the system to serve its
own interests. This ushers in a new cycle of growth, expansion, decline,
hegemonic war, and system change (Gilpin, 1981: Chapter 6).

It is conceivable that such a disequilibrium in the international sys-
tem could be resolved through peaceful change, and Gilpin makes it clear
that the future of mankind depends on finding a substitute for hegemonic
war as a mechanism for systemie change in world politics. He argues,
however, that historically there are no examples of declining hegemons
who willingly conceded their dominant position to a rising challenger
to avoid war, and no examples of rising challengers who refrained from
insisting on a restructuring of the system in order to accommodate
their changing economic and security interests (Gilpin, 1981:208-9;
Kennedy, 1987).

Thus, Gilpin’s theory of hegemonic war and change in world politics
provides an alternative explanation for the long peace. World War II
resulted in the defeat of Germany (the rising challenger) and the transfer
of the role of leadership from Britain te the United States. It restored
equilibrium to the svstem and enabled the United States as the new
hegemonic power to use its power and influence to restructure the new
system in a way that maintained order and served its own economic and
s‘ecurity inlerests (through the creation of a liberal international economy
based on the Bretton Woods system and a security system based on NATO
and a worldwide network of alliances). The absence of a major war is
explained by the persistence of American dominance and the basic equi-
librium between the distribution of power in the system and the distri-
bution of political, economic, and cultural benefits in the system. Though
American economic and military dominance began to erode by the early
1970s (Keohane and Nye, 1977), that decline has not been so rapid as to
create conditions conducive to a new hegemonic war,

In terms of Gilpin’s theory, however, the contemporary system %s
moving in a dangerous direction. The decline of the relative economic
and military superiority of the United States continues, and Japan,
China. the Federal Republic of Germany, and — at least until recently
— the Soviet Union, have continued to gain in strength. This has created
an increasing disequilibrium between the emerging system of decon-
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centrated power and the system of henefits established at the peak of
American hegemony after World War I1. The danger is that one or more
of the potential challengers will hecome so dissatisfied with the status
quo that it will insist on a share of the benefits of the system congruent,
with its newly acquired power, and he willing to resort to violence if its
ohjectives cannot be satisfied hyv peaceful means. !

Although the implications of Gilpin’s theory for the future are rather
pessimistic, he concludes with a more pusitive assessment of certain
developments that might make it possible to resolve the current disequi-
librium in the system without resort to hegemonic war, These develop-
ments include the restraints induced hy the existence of nuclear weapons;
the pluralistic nature of the political, economic, and ideological cleavages
in the system (so that they are not mutually reinforeing); and the mutual
benefits of economic cooperation (Gitpin, 1981:211-30).

Gilpin’s introduction of these qualifications raises some difficulties.
First, his optimistic conclusion would he more convincing if he had iden-
tified the alternative mechanism that might replace hegemonic war as
the vehicle for systemic change. More important, pluralistic cleavages
and beneficial economic cooperation are not untque to the contemporary
system. To the extent that they have a pacifving effect it is possible that
these variables, and not hegemonic order, might explain peaceful periods
of the past. It is incumbent upon Gilpin to incorporate these factors into
the theory and explain why they should have a greater pacifying effect
in the future than in the past.

The introduction of the deterrent effects of nuclear weapons, while
certainly plausible, also raises a problem. If mutual deterrence might be
sufficient to avoid a hegemonic war in the future, then perhaps it has
also had a stabilizing effect during the past four decades. That is, the
explanation for the long peace may have less to do with a particular stage
of the hegemonic cycle than with the balance of terror. Thus. to a certain
degree, Gilpin undercuts the explanatory power of the theory hy adding
some ad hoc hypotheses in the last chapter.!2

The implications of Gilpin’s theory for explaining the long peace and
particularly for projecting the future is open to question for another
reason. One problem is that Gilpin provides no separate indicator of when
the disequilihrium in the system reaches such a point that the conjunction
of the demands of a rising challenger and the concessions offered by the
declining hegemon will lead to a military conflict which expands into a
hegemonic war. It is unclear, for example, whether American decline
relative to its leading adversaries has proceeded so far that the theory
would predict conditions conducive to a hegemonic war. In the absence
of a well-defined operational indicator of disequilibrium the theory
cannot be convineingly tested against historical experience and cannot
be used for predictive purposes.1s

Although Gilpin illustrates his theory of war and change with a
variety of examples from different historical eras, he fails to demonstrate
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that all hegemonic wars result from systemic disequilibrium or that such
disequilibrium always leads to systemic wars.14 Disequilibrium creates
conditions conducive Lo a hegemonic war but requires an additional trig-
ger before a hegemonie war actually occurs. In this sense Gilpin is pos-
iling a necessary but not sufficient condition for hegemonic war. The
problem of an operational indicator of the necessary condition still exists,
however, and in the absence of such an indicator it is not possible to
conduet an empirical test of the theory or to make any predictions as to
the point at which conditions are ripe for a hegemonic war. This question
cannot be answered by a cyclical theory unless it includes a fairly precise
specification of where the system is on the cycle. This is provided by two
versions of long-cycle theory, to which we now turn.

MobpELSKI'S LoNGg CycLES OF WORLD LEADERSHIP

George Modelski (1978, 1987a) and W. R. Thompson (1988) have
constructed a theory of long cycles which posits regular cycles of system
management and global war in the modern global system since its origins
in 1494, and emphasizes the importance of seapower (airpower after
1945) as the basis of power in the system. There are four successive
stages of the long cycle: global war, world power, delegitimation, and
deconcentration. A glohal war arises in a period characterized by extreme
disorder in the global system and the absence of sufficient political
resources to restore and maintain order. The long and intense global war
results in the emergence of a “world power” with monopoly control over
seapower. The reconcentration of power and the legitimacy of the new
global order are confirmed at a comprehensive peace settlement after
the global war, which ushers in the world-power phase of the long
cvele. The world power uses its monopoly control over seapower and
world trade to set up a structure of property rights, provide for peace
and security, and regulate the global economy. The costs of the world
leadership role and the rise of new rivals lead gradually to a relative
decline in the dominant power position of the world power, and to the
emergence of nationalistic challenges to the existing global order and
a questioning of the legitimacy of that order in the third or delegitima-
tion phase of the cycle. The decline of the world power and the legit-
imacy of the existing order continue in the fourth or deconcentration
phase of the long cycle. This further reduces the political resources
needed for the management of an increasingly disordered system, gen-
erates a new struggle for global leadership, and gradually leads to a
renewed period of global war (Thompson, 1988:51-52).

Modelski and Thompson argue that this cycle has repeated itself once
everv hundred years. The periods of global war include (1} the Ttalian
Wars (1494-1517), from which Portugal emerged as the world power; (2)
the War of Duteh Indenendence (1585-1609), leading to the rise of the
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Netherlands as world power; (3) the Wars of Louis XIV (1689-1715), which
gave way to British leadership; (4) the French Revolutionary and Napo-
leonic Wars (1792-1815), which renewed the world-power role of Britain;
and (5) the two World Wars of this century (1914-1939), which marked
the transition of the United States to world power.

The fundamental cause of global wars is changing distributions of
power (seapower), which result primarily from uneven rates of economic
development among states. Global wars are the consequence of the rise
of challengers who threaten to gain a dominant position on the European
continent and thereby gain the resources that might allow them to chal-
lenge the naval dominance of the world power in the global system, and
in this sense are essentially succession struggles for leadership in the
system. Global wars do not begin as direct contests between leader and
challenger, however, but rather as localized conflicts which escalate into
global wars (Thompson, 1983c:349). The primary contest is not between
the declining world power and the state which succeeds it, but instead
hetween the declining leader and the territorially based regional chal-
lenger. The causes of both the localized war and of the escalation to
global war have yet to be specified by long-cycle theorists, but the con-
sequences are clear: the defeat of the regional challenger and the tran-
sition of leadership to a new world power, usually an ally of the declining
world power.15

Several key aspects of long-cycle theory have received support in
recent empirical research. Using the Modelski and Thompson (1988) data
on the naval capabilities of the global powers over the last five centuries,
Thompson (1988: Chapter 9) empirically confirms the long-cycle hypoth-
esis that concentrations of seapower capabilities are consistently associ-
ated with periods of peace. Thompson and Rasler (1988) demonstrate
that global wars are much more likely than other wars to result in a
significant reconcentration of capabilities, which serves as the basis of
systemic leadership for the new world power. Thompson (1988: Chapters
6-7) has also developed a measure of the concentration of leading eco-
nomic sector technology in the hands of the systemic leader. This measure
is highly correlated with the naval concentration indicator and further
validates the measurement of the dominance of the world power. The use
of the naval concentration and leading sector indicators provides inde-
pendent measures of the position of the system along the four phases of
the long cycle, and facilitates a more precise specification of the conditions
conducive to global war than does Gilpin’s model. This allows for a more
definitive explanation for the long peace as well as more precise projec-
tions into the future.

The theory suggests that a global war has not occurred in the last
four decades because the system has been in the world-power phase and
recently the delegitimation phase of the long cycle — where structural
conditions in the system are not conducive to a global war and where the
world power is still able to provide order in the international political,
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cconomie, and security svstems. Forty years into the long ;‘_vclet,“ the
position of the Thifed States in the s_vstm.n ;a stronger lhan t atho lany
previous world power at a comparable |)(_nnt' in system time, bot‘.t.a ()n.g
naval concentration and leading sector indicators, and that position is
eroding only stowly ('Thompson, IHHH:Z'TI'T-HU)‘ e
As the United States’ position contlinues to grqdv. h()weverl,la(li] t}:l,
the system-management funclion fails to he ::at]s{z'actonly- [_1111‘]'1 0‘131 e
visks of global war increase. The fact that the‘leadlnﬂ Doh.t.lca.};n;ll itary
challenger (the Soviet Union) and the leadn’lg economic L at e;llgzg
tlapant are not the same may extend the thll*at{nn of the cm;:n phas
of the evele, hat not forever. Thompson (1988:276) notes that the Elive:)ra‘ge
interval between global wars has heen eighl.y vears, and on this }?:‘ul}-’i
prajects the vear 2025 as the first appmxnn.atmn of the pomt] zli)t rv ic
structural conditions would be most ccmdu‘cwe for the next globa ]wlz:ri
Maodelski (1987h) makes a similar calculation and argues that a globa
qar is a real threat hy the vear 2030. _
" m;;mln] {; long-cvele perspective, nuclear deterrence has contrlbuted
litile to the long peace. and in the future will net be an adequate sub_stl-
tute for global war in providing for the system-management ful}ctlc;n.
Deterrence theory is flawed because it does not relat.e. the nle(.:essﬂ‘)f 1or
or effectiveness of deterrence to the nature of the polltlcal-m‘flltary IS a-
tions in different phases of the long evele. Detc-rropce l}as worked hl'n
the world-power phase of the current long evele primarily becausel.ttt;s
is the most propitious phase of the cvcle, but detgrrence has had li lei
causal impact hecause il has been unnecessary, given an ample su})ph)
of order. Deterrence is necessary during the deconcentrqtlon phase of the
cvele when the system's management capabilities deteriorate, but deteri
rence is unlikely in the long term to overcome the gtrong Strutl:tura
tendencies toward global war in that period. It has failed ‘t() do so in the
past, and it is unlikelv 1o do so in the future (Modelski and Morgan,
gRA
1‘)8';:1' Modelski's 119874t explicitly functionalist pgrspective, past global
wars have served the essential function of providing a.selectlon mech_a-
nism for the next world power and therefore -the hasis for leadersblg,
management. and order in the system. Modelski and Thompsqn (1988.ﬁ -
501 hoth coneode, however, that there might\ be rlﬂlternatlve mecha-
nisms or institutions that could perform these functions for the system.
Modelski (1987:0 argues that the evolution of thg global .‘.3ystem Fhrougg
the phases of several long cyeles is characterized by mrlovatlt?nt.tarie
learning, and that this provides some encouragement that a su}? itu °
mechanism for global war might he diseovered for phe future. ] e aT
Thompson warn, however, that in the ahs??nce of the dlscoyery and imp ed
mentation of such an alternative mechanism for .leadcrshlp s.el'ectl_on an
system restructuring. there is little reason to believe that c1v1hzatll?n lCar;
escape from the regular cycles of global war that have plagued the las
five centuries of the modern world.
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The Modelski/Thompson long-cycle theory is one of the most impor-
tant rescarch programs in the international relations field, and it con-
linues to move forward hoth in its theoretical development and in the
empirical confirmation of many of its key theoretical propositions. There
are many reasons, however, why we can enly have limited confidence in
the theory's explanation for the long peace and its pessimistic projection
for the future. One problem concerns the dependent variahle that we are
tryving to explain. Because our concern is with the ahsence in the recent
past and the avoidance for the future of an enormously destructive war
between the superpowers, the proper historical referent to serve as the
hasis for the explanation of the long peace and forecast for the future js
the most destructive great-power wars in the past. More specifically, it
is the set of gencral wars in the last five centuries of the modern inter-
national system involving nearly all the great powers, extended duration,
enormous casualties, and profound consequences for the international
system and the states within it (Levy, 1985). The glebal wars of long-cycle
theory are only a subset of this broader class of general wars, and for
this reason do not provide an adequate data base for the explanation and
prediction of cataclysmic wars in the nuclear age.

Because of long-cycle theory's focus on naval power (and, more
recently, innovations in leading economic sector technology) as the pri-
mary basis of power in the international system, and because il treats
the European system of the past simply as a regional subsystem embed-
ded in a larger global system, lon g-cycle theory ignores some very impor-
tant and very destructive European wars (Levy, 1985; Rosecrance, 1987).
Several of these wars were at least as destructive as the global wars of
the time and had equally important consequences for the structure and
evolution of the international system as a whole. The Thirty Years' War
(1618-48/59), for example, involved six of the seven great powers (all but
the Ottoman Empire), and in terms of its impact on society was one of
the most destructive wars in European history (Parker, 1984:208-15).
Politically, it marked the end of Spain’s reign as the dominant Eurcpean
power, completing a process initiated by the War of Dutch Indepen-
dence/Spanish Armada, and ushered in an era of French dominance on
the continent. It marked the end of the age of religious wars, settled the
question of religion within the Holy Roman Empire, and assured that
Northern Europe would not be dominated by Catholicism. The Peace of

Westphalia is often taken as the formalization of the modern state system
involving the sovereign equality of territorial states, the codification of a
system of international law, and the beginning of a system of permanent
diplomatic representation. If ever there were a war and associated peace
treaty that restructured the international system, it would be the Thirty
Years’ War and the Treaty of Westphalia. This war is identified as a
general or systemic war by nearly all analysts (Gilpin, 1981; Wallerstein,
1984; Levy, 1985; Midlarsky, 1988; Doran, 1971, 1983), but is excluded
by Modelski and Thompson.
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questions about its ability to explain the long peace or to provide forecasts
about the future. Had anything on the scale of the two mid-eighteenth-
century wars and particularly the Thirty Years' War occurred in the last
four decades, it is unlikely that we would continue to refer to this period
as the long peace. It would be little consolation in the future if we were
able to aveid a “global war” only to suffer through something comparable
to the Thirty Years’ War.

The explanatory power of long-cycle theory, with its conception of
power primarily in terms of naval power in the global system, can even
be questioned in the cases of global wars. The theory defines the decline
of systemic leadership based on a monopoly of naval power as a necessary
condition for global war. This gives far too much emphasis to the impor-
tance of naval power relative to land-based military power and to the
global system relative to the European system. The causes of World War
L, for example, had less to do with the global system than with the fate
of Austria-Hungary as an independent great power {and Germany's only
major ally) in the face of internal decay, with Germany's fear of the rising
power of Russia and her doubts regarding the ability of the German army
to hold its own in a European war by 1917, with systems of rigid alliances
and mobilization plans which created incentives for preemption in any
crisis, and with the domestic crisis within the German Empire (Albertini,
1980; Ritter, 1970; Fischer, 1961, 1974; Fay, 1928; Joll, 1984: Levy, 1991).
If the breakdown of leadership and system management were relevant
in the origins of World War I, it had far more to do with the collapse of
the Bismarckian system than the decline of Britain's naval power and
share of world trade.

This argument can he generalized. The primary cause of the great
wars of the past, whether they be general wars or the more restricted
class of global wars, has been the perception hy most of the great powers
that one state was threatening to gain a dominant position in Europe.
The great powers have always perceived the most serious threats to their
interests as coming from the great land powers of Europe — which could
threaten their territorial integrity — rather than from the more wealthy
naval and commercial powers. This is why the great European military
coalitions have always formed against the most threatening continental
power rather than against the leading naval power.17

Thus a traditional balance-of-power perspective may offer a more
convincing explanation than long-cycle theory of the most significant wars
of the past, whether they be general wars or the more restricted class of
global wars.1® This is not to say that with the expansion of the Eurocentric
system into a truly global system in the twentieth century a balance-of-
Power perspective provides an equally compelling explanation for the long
Peace or projections for the future.!® But it does suggest that the validity
of long-cycle theory’s explanation of the long peace or the accuracy of its
Projections into the future cannot be based on the presumed validity of
its explanation of the great wars of the past.20
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Even if long-cvcle theory provided a satisfactory explanation .of the
major wars of the past, it is not clear that one could extrapolate directly
into the future. The development of nuclear weapons and long-range
delivery vehicles has produced a quantum jump in .th(_a co.sts of al.l-out
war, which makes any major effort to overthrow an existing 1n.ternat10nal
order through the use of military force far less lvikely than in the past.
The declining utility (but not obsolescence) of military force for the great
powers, particularly against each other (Knorr, 1966; Mueller, 198?’), has
been paralleled by the increasing viahility of a “tradmg strategy” as a
means of influence in the international system, as ev1dencgd by the
growing influence of Western Europe and particularly Japan since 1945
{Rosecrance, 19861.2! Faced with a new cosl-benefit ca]Fulus, .1nvolv1ng
both the enormous costs of nuclear war and the opportunity for mqreased
influence through the expansion of their international trade aqd finance,
states intent on restructuring the global political and economic systen}s
will be less likely to adopt the military expansien route thap in the past.22

The failure of long-cycle theory to recognize the restrauyng effects of
the balance of terror on the behavior of the superpowers (w1Fh respect. to
each other) reflects a more general problem with most cychcgl theories
of peace and war: they overemphasize the importance of. cyclical trends
and minimize the importance of long-term secular trends in wa_rfare. The
development of nuclear weapons systems and long-range del_wer:v sys-
tems is only the most recent manifestation of a secular decline in the
frequency of great-power war over several centuries (Levy, 1982; Muell.er,
1989), and it is important that this tendency (or at least the upderlymg
conditions which produce it) be incorporated into any explanation of the

long peace.23

GOLDSTEIN'S THEORY OF LoNG CYCLES

Joshua Goldstein’s (1988) theory of long cycles incorporates long
waves of economic stagnation and expansion in the worlq economy, the
rise and fall of hegemonic states, and the occurrence of major wars 24 H?S
method is inductive. He first establishes the existence of long economic
waves of {ifty-year duration and of comparable cycles of war over the last
500 years, establishes the empirical associations between‘tbem, and then
constructs a theory to explain these observed empirical patterns.
Goldstein’s concern is with the broader phenomena of great-power war
rather than with the more restricted class of global or general wars.

Building upon the work of others, Goldstein compiles an excellent ‘set
of data on a variety of economic indicators over the ﬁve-century period
since 1495. Contrary to the conventional wisdom of most feconomlsts that
long waves do not exist, Goldstein finds that long economic waves appear
to exist in prices, production, investment (though data are scarce}, inno-
vation, and wages, but not in trade. These variables are related sequen-
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tially: production i followed by investment and then by innovation,
prices, and wages. Using Levy’s (1983) war data, Goldstein then finds
cycles in the severity of great-power war (measured in terms of battle
deaths) but not in the frequency of great-power war. The severity of war
is highly correlated with the upswing phase of the long economic cycle:
upswings have twenty-five times the average annual battle fatalities that
downswings do (seven times more in the period prior to the twentieth
century). There is a tendency for production to lead war hy a decade and
for war to lead prices hy one to five vears (Goldstein, 1988: Chapters
8-11).20

These inductivelv determined, lagged structural relationships form
the basis for a theory integrating long economic waves, cycles of hege-
mony, and great-power war. The relationship between production and
war constitutes the core of the theory. Goldstein argues that increases
in production generate an increased need for resources to support the
expanding economy, which in turn triggers a competition for scarce
resources. War then becomes desirahle as a means 1o secure the needed
resources under conditions of scarcity. At the same time, the expanding
economy increases the resources available to {he military sector, which
makes a major war possible. The conduct of a major war deslroys this
resource base, however, resulting in a decline in production, leading to
economic stagnation. This economic downturn then reduces both the need
for war and the resources necessary to prosecute it. The reduction in the
level of war in turn begins to generale sustained economic growth, which
initiates a new 50-year cycle.

Goldstein (1988: Chapter 15) uses his theory and supporting histor-
ical evidence as the basis for a discussion of the contemporary period and
a projection into the future. He sees the United States as a hegemonic
power in gradual decline, but one which is still the strongest state in the
system. In contrast to the common argument that hegemonic decline itself
brings increased risks of instability and war, Goldstein argues that declin-
ing hegemony is dangerous only in conjunction with economic expansion.
Thougb economic expansion in production continued through 1968, the
hegemonic position of the United States assured the ahsence of major
war, thus explaining the first three decades of the long peace. The eco-
nomic and hegemony cycles have reversed, however. and declining Amer-
ican hegemony is now accompanied by stagnation in production and
prices and consequently a downswing in major war.,

On the basis of an examination of current economic trends, Gold-
stein’s (1988:350-57) model forecasts a revival of world economic expan-
sion somewhere between 1995 and 2020, along with the continued hege-
monic decline of the United States. As a result, he projects an increasing
risk of great-power war hetween 2000 and 2030, a period of economic
upswing and “weak hegemony.” Given the increasing costs of war, Gold-
slein suggests that war might come toward the end of this period, after
a long military buildup and persistent pressure for war.
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Goldstein (1988:357-64) iNustrates the dynamices of the system with
the concept of a two-dimensional “evele space.” The system follows a path
determined by the conjunction of the eeonomic cvele and the hegemony
cvele, which are out of phase. An analvsis of this cycle space suggests
that the closest historical precedent for the contemporary period is 1872-
1893. Both were long-wave downturns and periods of gradual hegemonic
decline, and hoth were phases of low great-power war activity following
costly wars of containment by the hegemonic power in the previous
upswing phase period. The earlier period was followed in two decades by
World War L. so that the 1914 case and the military buildups leading up
to it become an important historical precedent for Goldstein’s theory of
tong cycles.

Goldstein does not suggest, however, that a repetition of the 1914
pattern is inevitable. Although economic surplus will continue to be
diverted to war, and changes in relative national power will continue to
bring the eventual recurrence of hegemonic war, Goldstein notes the
contradictory tendency toward the ever-greater destructiveness of war.
He concludes that “great-power war cannot. continue to recur indefinitely
while wars hecome exponentially more destructive. Thus power politics
has brought about its own ohselescence” tGoldstein, 1988:366).26

There are several weaknesses in Goldstein's theory of long eyeles that
limit its utility for explaining the past and therefore for projecting into
the future. One concerns the precise temporal relationship between
phases of long economic waves and the outbreak of major wars. The
theory specifies that major wars should occur toward the end of a long-
wave upswing, when states have acquired the military capabilities to
fight & major war and when they need war to secure additional resources
necessary to sustain productivity. One immediate counterexample that
comes to mind, however, is World War II, which began in the last vear
of an economic downswing (1939).

Goldstein (1988:242-43) acknowledges that World War I1 is an anom-
aly {he dates it in 1940, the first year of the new upswing), but asserts
that this is the only anomaly out of ten “peak wars.” But World War 11
is not so anomalous. This is evident from an examination of the initi-
ation dates of the ten general or hegemonic wars (Levy, 1985) of the last
five centuries with respect to Goldstein's basic phase dating scheme
(1988:246-47).27 The War of Dutch Independence/Spanish Armada began
midway through an economic upswing. The Thirty Years’ War began two

years hefore the end of an economic downswing in 1620. Two of the three
general wars involving Louis XIV began in the downswing phase (one in
the last year). The War of Jenkins' Ear/Austrian Succession began one
year into an upswing, and the subsequent Seven Years’ War occurred
later in that upswing. The French Revolutionary Wars began only two
years into the economic upswing. World War I began two years before
the end of an upswing, and World War 11 at the very end of a downswing.
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Thus, contrary to Goldstein's hypothesis, four of the ten general wars
broke out during the middle or end of an cecononic downswing, and twao
more occurred within two years of the beginning of an upswing.2s Because
six of ten general wars began within two years of the transition from the
downswing to upswing phase of the economic cyele, however, the vast
majority of the fatalities from these wars get lumped into the upswing
phase.2? These patterns help to explain Goldstein's conclusion that the
phases of the long economic wave are correlated with the severity of
greal-power war but not with the owthreak of great-power war 30

These observations raise important theorctical questions relating to
the causes of war. Althoagh the severity of war mighl very well he
explained in terms of some factors existing after the outhreak of the war,
the causes of war must logically be explained by factors existing tempo-
rally prior to the vutbreak of war. In fact, there may be a considerable
lag between these causal variables and the actual outbreak of war. Deci-
sions for war are often the cumulation of a series of decisions regarding
military huildups, alliance formation, and imperial expansion that span
several years and in some cases even decades; they are also influenced
by internal socineconomic conditions that develop over many years. The
causes of World War II, for example, had deep roots in social, economic,
and political developments during the depression of the 1930s, and the
fact that five of ten general wars occurred in the middle or end of a
downswing suggest that the causes of these wars can also be traced to
developments in economic downswings. Thus, the observed temporal rela-
tionships between the economic cycle and the outhreak of general wars
(and great-power wars as well) are inconsistent with Goldstein’s causal
theory linking the upswing phase of the economic cycle with periods of
severe warfare.

These empirical anomalies are perhaps not that surprising if we
consider some conceptual problems in Goldstein’s theory. The central
relationship in the theory is between production and war, but the causal
linkages between these key variables are not very well developed. One
of Goldstein's (1988:262-63) explanations for the linkage between produc-
tion and war is the “lateral pressure” argument: production upswings
lead to growth, competition for resources, and the propensity toward
major conflicts and wars among core countries {Choucri and North, 1975).
This raises a number of questions. Do increases in production always
fead to competition for external resources, or can these resources be
generated internally? Even if it becomes necessary to secure external
resources, under what conditions can this be accomplished through trade
(Rosecrance, 1986) or (though less likely) through the mutual exploitation
of the periphery by the great powers (Kautsky, 1970}, rather than through
war? Moreover, what is the linkage between imperial wars to secure
resources and severe great-power wars in the system's core? Under what
conditions do resource wars or other forms of imperial expansion create
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cross-cutting cleavages and actually reduce the likelihood of a great-
pmivel.' war, as some balance-of-power theorists argue (Morgenlthau
ll;(:(:7:i34'1-42: Let\;y and Morgan, 1986) and as several diplnmatic histori:
ans claim was the ease for at st t 1 ¥
Thomaon. 1966: Chanter 17 least two decades prior to World War 1
Goldstein (1988:261-62) gives greater emphasis to a “cost of wars”
argument in support of his production-war hypothesis.3t The biggest wars
oceur only after a sustained period of economic growth, for states hav;
t‘he capability to fight such wars when and only wher; “treasuriLeq are
l%l”.” Although this argument may be true for p;‘eindustrial times‘ par-
t‘lcularly when the economie ability to hire mercenaries was a CI:itical
l_aclor in decisions for war (Howard, 1976: Chapter 2; Kennedy, 1987:
Chapter 2), it is not clear whether this argument is ;ralid for tile last.
three or even four centuries.’2 The key question is not whether or not
the capacity to fight big wars increases during an economic expansion
b_ut whether the magnitude of the increase is large enough to make z;
§1g11iﬁcant difference relative to preexisting war-fighting capacity. This
is particularly problematic after the industrial revolution and the émer-
gence of permanent military establishments in peacetime by the end of
the nineteenth century, which provided the great powers with a fairl
substantial and continucus capacity for fighting major wars Y
‘ In addi.ti(m, there are other factors that might also generat.;e enormous
lncreases in the capacity to fight large wars. Innovations in militarl
Ltechnology are critical, but do not necessarily coincide with the upc;winy
plmso‘of the economic cyele, as illustrated by the development of airbowef
qnd of th tank as an offensive weapon prior to World War I1. Access to
inexpensive eredit on global markets is particularly important, as Rasler
and Thpmpson (1983 and Kennedy (1987) have shown, and it i’s not clear
!,llﬂt. this is highly correlated with economic upswings. P,olitical and organ-
lzatm.nal factors are important in the development of an administra%;ive
ﬂlld- financial system and in the rationalization of military organizations
(;s lllgstn‘ated by (}.UStﬂVUS Adolphus in Sweden, the Great Elector 11;
Prussia, and by Richelieu and Colbert in France in the seventeenth
('(.’nlury. and by the development of the German General Staff late in the
n‘lneteemh century (Osgood, 1967:48-56; Organski and Kugler, 1980:
¢ hupte.l‘s 1_-2). Sociopolitical factors can also contribute to a sig'l;iﬁcanf:
expansion in the capacity for war-fighting, as evident in the levee en mass
and the “democratization of war” beginning in Napoleonic times (Osgoold‘
.1:‘)67:51-3; Millis, 1956). Goldstein’s argument would be more convincin;
if he could demonstrate that the increases in productivity associated witlé]
F‘hang&?s in the economic cycle have been translated into significant
increases in the size of military establishments and the destructive power
ol their weapons systems. The very fact that so many great-power wars
hav‘e oc"curred during economic downturns or within two vears after the
heginning of an upswing casts serious doubt on Goldstein’s argument
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The lateral pressure and cost-of-war arguments provide particularly
weak theoretical foundations for explaining the long postwar peace and
projecting into the future. The increasing importance of the technological
component of national military strength in the nuclear age seriously
undercuts the lateral pressure argument regarding the link between
increases in production and competition between great powers over exter-
nal resources. In addition, because of the enormous destructive power of
the nuclear and conventional weapons systems of the great powers,
increases in productivity generated by economic upswings have a negli-
gible impact on the preexisting capacity of the superpowers to fight a
major war.*

There are also some troubling levels-of-analysis problems in
Coldstein’s (1988:264) theory. Goldstein’s lateral pressure argument is a
theory of the motivations for war, and represents a national-level focus
relevant to the question of the outbreak of major war. But the empirical
analysis focuses on systemic-level patterns in the severity of war, since
he finds that there is no relation between economic cycles and the out-
break of major war. Thus, there is a mismatch between Goldstein’s lateral
pressure theory of motivations for war and his empirical analysis of the
severity of major war.

Goldstein’s cost-of-war argument refers to the ability to sustain a
major war, so that the empirical focus on the severity of war is fully
appropriate. But the cost-of-war argument also has important implica-
tions for the outbreak of war.34 The economic prosperity that creates the
economic surplus that can support a military buildup and therefore a
major war is defined by Goldstein as a systemic-level phenomenon —
economic cycles refer not to individual states but to the international
system as a whole. The implication is that prosperity benefits all states
equally and gives all great powers an increased capacity to fight a major
war. If that were the case, the opportunity for war tdefined loosely as
the probability of a victorious war at tolerable cost) would not change for
any state as the system moves through phases of the economic cycle. The
probability of a major war would be constant over time, and the severily
of the wars that do occur would be a function of the phase of the cycle.

This is surely an unsatisfactory model of the outbreak of war, and it
is inconsistent with empirical reality. Historically, the probability of
major war has not been constant over time, but instead has been declining
rather rapidly over the last five centuries, and much of this decline can
be traced to the increasing costs of war (Levy, 1982).35 In addition, the
incidence of major war is not the same for each of the great powers, and
if we look at years or decades rather than centuries we find that within
a pattern of long-term decline the incidence of involvement in major wars
for each of the great powers is anything but constant. These patterns
cannot be explained by a systemic-level theory, and this leads us to a
levels-of-analysis problem in Goldstein’s cost-of-war argument.
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Theoretically (from a rational choice perspective), the expected out-
come of war is determined primarily by the dyadic balance of power
between two states in conjunction with expectations regarding the like-
lihood and impact of the intervention of third states. If we have learned
anything from theories of power transitions and long cycles, it is that
dyadic power balances change as a result of differential rates of growth
among states, and that these are important variables in the processes
leading to major wars. Goldstein’s theory does not incorporate differential
rates of growth of states and their impact on both the distribution of
power in the international system and on dyadic power relationships
among individual states, and for this reason it cannot explain the cost-
benefit ealeulations leading states to war.

These variables do get some attention in Goldstein’s (1988: Chapters
13-15) discussion of hegemonic leadership and transition in the two his-
torical chapters and in the analysis of the contemporary system and its
likely future evolution. There is no connection, however, between this
historical analysis and the theory linking long waves to war (Chapter
121 Goldstein does not incorporate cycles of hegemony of the more gen-

eral distribution of power in the system into his causal theory of long’

economic cycles and war, and this helps to explain the absence of a
paltern linking economic cycles and the outbreak of major wars.

Admittedly, Goldstein is more interested in broad systemic-level pat-
terns than in national-level behavior. But his theoretical cost-of-war argu-
ment has direct implications for national decisions regarding war and
peace, so that the examination of the theoretical plausibility and empir-
ical validity of those consequences is relevant for an evaluation of the
theory. Im addition, a severe war presumes the initiation of war, so that
any explanation of the severity of war must include an explanation of
the outhreak of war, along with an explanation of its escalation or expan-
sion (Levy, 1990). The level and rate of change of the distribution of
power in the international system as a whole and between individual
dyads are important variables in both the outbreak and the expansion
of war, and must be included in the analysis.

Although the other theories examined above give more attention to
the role of the changing distribution of power in the international system,
none really develops the precise causal mechanism leading to the out-
break of a major war. In long-cycle theory global war satisfies an impor-
tant functional need of the system, and occurs after the ability of the
world power to provide leadership and manage the system has deterio-
rated, but the causes of the local war and how it escalates are not
specified. Organski (1968) argues that the rising challenger usually ini-
tiates a war while it is still the weaker party in order to accelerate the
power transition, but this hypothesis is problematic from the perspective
of a cost-benefit framework (Levy, 1985; Thompson, 1988: Chapter 10).36
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Gilpin's (1981) argument that a rising challenger will attempt to change
the international status quo as the expected benefits of changing the
system hegin to exceed the expected costs of change provides a more
useful way to conceptualize the problem, even if Gilpin fails to specify
the conditions under which this is likely to occur. But the outhreak of
major war is not determined by the actions of the challenger alone, and
Gilpin (1981:191) notes bul does not analyze the possibility of a “preven-
tive war” by the declining power to destroy or weaken the rising chal-
lenger while the opportunity is still available and before the power tran-
sition is completed. Organski (1968) mentions this possibility but asserts
that it is rare. Let us now examine this idea.

HYPOTHESES ON PREVENTIVE WAR

The theoretical importance of preventive war derives from the central
role of changing power differentials between states arising from uneven
rates of growth.37 This is the core of Organski’s (1968) power transition
theory, theories of hegemonic war and change, and of other realist the-
ories of international relations. The historical importance of preventive
war has also been widely recognized. This was the basis of Thucydides’
(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.” Howard (1983: Chapter 1) argues that this is true for most wars:
“The causes of war remain rooted, as much as they were in the pre-indus-
trial age, in perceptions by statesmen of the growth of hostile power and
the fears for the restriction, if not the extinction, of their own.” A. J. P.
Taylor (1971) suggests that “every war between the Great Powers (in the
1848-1914 period) ... started out as a preventive war. ..,” and the
importance of the preventive motivation arises repeatedly in studies of
World War 1.

Declining power does not always lead to preventive war, however, as
evidenced by the current decline of the United States, the decline of
Britain a century ago, and by other historical cases. This raises the
question of the conditions under which changing power differentials lead
to war (in general or by the initiation of the declining state in particular)
and the conditions under which they do not. Organski asserts that

war is most apt to oceur: if the challenger is of such a size that at its
peak it will roughly equal the dominant nation in power; if the rise of
the challenger is rapid; 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. (Organski,
1968:376)
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Others have also attempted to specify the conditions affecting the
probability of a major war during periods of changing power differen-
tials.*® Thompson 11988:224-30) accepts Organski’s hypotheses but
emphasizes in addition the potential power of the challenger and (sec-
ondarily) the nature of the developmental sequence involving economic
productivity and political effectiveness. Van Evera (1984:72-76) and Sny-
der (1984:160-61) hoth note the importance of the magnitude of the shift
in power, the relative advantage of the offense compared to the defense,
and the expected probability the adversary will initiate a war in the
future. Levy (1987) emphasizes the declining state’s expectations
regarding the magnitude of the power shift, the probability that the
challenger will initiate a war in the future. and the probability of
victory with tolerable cosls in a preventive war fought now, and (sec-
ondarily} the risk-taking propensities of decision makers, the influence
of the military tn the decision-making process, and the existence of
internal political incentives for elites to engage in external scapegoat-
ing to holster their internal political support in a period of decline
iLevy, 1989a).39

There are other policy options available to a dominant power in
decline besides preventive military action. These include economic and
technolngical innovation or industrial revitalization to reverse the under-
Iving sources of decline; the formation of an alliance against the rising
challenger; concessions to the rising challenger in order to ensure that a
power transition which is perceived to be inevitable is also peaceful; and
the reduction of the costs of system leadership through military retrench-
ment or the reduction of political commitments (Gilpin, 1981:188-94;
Levy, 1987). The question of the conditions under which declining power
leads to the adoption of one or more of these options rather than preven-
tive military action is an important one and essential for a complete
theory of preventive war.

Althnugh there are numernus historical cases which have been
laheled as “preventive wars,” the causal importance of the preventive
motivation relative to gther variables in these and other cases has yet to
he estahlished through rigorous and systematic empirical research. More-
over, there have been no serious efforts to test any of the above hypoth-
eses regarding the conditions under which a declining state (or even the
rising challenger) will initiate a war, so that there is little empirical
evidence to validate preventive war hypotheses.4!

The absence of empirical validation of preventive war hypotheses is
compounded by their theoretical limitations. Hypotheses on the preven-
tive motivation for war have not been grounded in any more general
theory of international politics, conflict, and change. Changing power is
not. treated endogenously, so that we cannot explain or predict when
changing power differentials will arise. These hypotheses have also failed
to incorporate a theory of the strategic interaction or bargaining between
the declining state and its rising challenger. This precludes a compre-
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hensive analysis of when power shifts lead to war, to the formation of
new alliances to compensate for declining power, or to a negotiated set-
tlement to facilitate a peaceful power transition. Thus, a theory of pre-
ventive war does not really exist.

Although we have no fully developed theory of preventive war to
explain the long peace or to make projections into the future (or to
discriminate analytically between the last forty years and the next forty
years), and although power differentials between states will undoubtedly
continue to change, the preventive motivation for war is much less likely
to have a significant influence on the superpowers in the nuclear age
than it had on great powers in previous historical eras.4! This conclusion
follows directly from the hypotheses suggested herein.

Although the expected magnitude of the power shift has been histor-
ically important, its effects should be attenuated somewhat in the nuclear
age. Military superiority is more difficult to translate directly into polit-
ical influence than in the past {at least for the leading states in the
system), so that the political consequences of military decline, while not
negligible, will be less than in the past (Jervis, 1989). Another important
change concerns perceptions of the inevitability of war. Although the
preventive motivation for war has been encouraged in the past by the
expectation that a future war with the rising challenger was very likely
if not inevitable (Lebow, 1981:254-63), such expeclations are much less
likely to occur in the nuclear age (Jervis, 1989:153-64). The attitudes of
political decision makers regarding war have been changing (Bundy,
1988; Nye, 1987), and perceptions of the consequences of an all-out war
and confidence in the stability of mutual deterrence make it much more
difficult for self-fulfilling prophecies regarding the inevitability of war
between the superpowers to arise. This was one of several important factors,
for example, that differentiated the Cuban Missile Crisis from World War
I and other international crises. Still another key factor in the past was the
perception by the declining leader that it had the ability to fight and win a
preventive war with acceptable costs, but the destructiveness of nuclear
weapons makes this much less likely in the contemporary period.4?

Another important factor in the past was the offensive/defensive bhal-
ance of military technology, and in particular the extent to which it
created an incentive for a first strike in any crisis (Jervis, 1978). This
would compound the preventive motivation with the preemptive motiva-
tion for war (Levy, 1987:90-93). The current strategic balance is quite
stable, however, given the sheer numbers of strategic forces, the invul-
nerability of retaliatory forces under existing technology, and the mutual
hostage relationship between the superpowers. It is unlikely that new
technological innovations will undermine the invulnerability of retalia-
tory forces to the point of creating politically significant incentives to
strike first, at least for the foreseeable future.

Thus, although we may not understand all of the C()l’ldlthI‘lS that
contributed to the use of force for preventive reasons in previous historical
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cras, hypotheses on preventive war themselves suggest that the preven-
tive motivation for war will be far weaker for the nuclear powers of the
present and future than for the great powers of the past.

CoNcLUSION

We have examined several theories of hegemonic transitions, cycles,
and war, including hegemonie stability theory, Organski’s power transi-
tion theory. Gilpin's theory of hegemonic war and change, Modelski’s and
Thompson’s theory of long cycles of world leadership, and Goldstein’s
theory of long cyeles. These structural theories of major wars focus on
long-term economic cycles and patterns of hegemonic ascension and
decline over which statesmen have little immediate control. They posit
that cycles are an inherent feature of the international system, that they
continue to operate in the nuclear era, and that they provide an expla-
nation for the long peace and a basis for projecling into the future.

Hegemnnic and cyclical explanations of the long peace are trouble-
some because the theories of war upon which they are based have only
hmited explanatory power with respect to major wars of the past. These
theories are either insufficiently operational to provide testable predic-
tions (Gilpin), too narrowly focused on seapower to explain either major
land-based wars or global wars (Modelski and Thompson), or character-
ied by too large a gap between the observed empirical patterns and the
theoretical linkages that are hypothesized in order to account for them
((roldstein). Moreover, none of the theories provides a convineing expla-
nation of the causal mechanisms through which a major war might occur
ot escalate from a local war. Each posits what are essentially necessary
conditions for the outhreak of major war, but none pays much attention
to the conditions and processes that might trigger a major war in an era
of decline.#* They emphasize the underlying causes of war but downplay
the importance of immediate causes. Stated differently, they focus on
conditions of general stability but ignore the sources of crisis stability.

The lack of attention to the most immediate causal mechanisms
leading to war hecomes particularly problematic in the nuclear era. The
destructiveness of nuclear weapons in conjunction with long-range deliv-
ery vehicles undermines the capacity of even the strongest states to
defend their populations tSchelling, 1966), and the resulting balance of
lerror makes it more and more difficult to conceive of situations in which
the expected henefits of an all-out war exceed its expected costs. This
dves not mean that nuclear war is impossible, but it forces us to give
Kreater attention to the question of why decision makers might make
choices that could Jead to massive and unprecedented levels of destruction
for their own societies as well as those of their adversaries. Most con-
temporary analysts believe that such choices, though unlikely, are most
likely to he made in situations of crisis; they reject the plausibility of a
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“bolt from the blue.” This directs our attention to the conditions for crisis
stability and instability. These cannot be fully analyzed here, but because
this perspective is not emphasized elsewhere in this volume, a brief
discussion is in order.

Two of the most plausible sequences that might lead to a superpower
war involve preemption and loss of control, generally after a process of
escalation (Jervis, 1989; Lebow, 1987h; Levy, 1989h). Statesmen who
prefer almost anything — including making significant political conces-
sions — to all-out war might still rationally initiate war if they were to
perceive that war was inevitable (Jervis, 1989: Chapter 5) and that the
failure to preempt would result not in peace but in an adversary’s first
strike. This accounts for the dangerous dynamies following from the
reciprocal fear of surprise attack (Schelling, 1960). Political leaders might
also act deliberately to exploit their adversary's fear of war, and in so
doing might move the conflict to the point that further escalation toward
an undesirable outcome is perceived to he rational,* or to the point that
they lose control over events (Lebow, 1987b: Chapter 3). Given the
destructiveness of nuclear weapons, these scenarios are much more likely
to come at the end of an escalation process than at its beginning, and
could conceivably lead to war through preemption.

Because of their structural orientation, hegemonic/cyclical theories
do not attempt to deal with these brocesses of escalation, preemption, or
loss of control. But these processes have become increasingly important
as the quantum Jump in the costs of major war eliminates other plausible
paths to war, and in their absence it is difficult to explain the final chain
of events leading to all-out nuclear war between the superpowers.

My argument is that our understanding of the leng peace and the
likelihood of its Persisting into the future has less to do with cvcles of
hegemony and prosperity than with the strategic, domestic, political, and
psychological conditions under which decision makers come to perceive
that (1) war is inevitable, (2) incremental escalation toward an undesir-
able outcome is rational, and (3) preemption is a viable option, and where
{4) psychological dynamics further fuel these rational escalation pro-
cesses. The exploration of these conditions and processes is an essential
task for future research on the sources of the long peace and its prospects
for the future.
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1. This caleulation is based an the application of a Poisson probability model
to Levy's (19831 war data, The analvsis is very sensitive to certain analytic
assumptions and to the question of precisely what it is that is defined not to have
oceurred sinee 1945, 1f the missing event is a general or hegemonic war involving
all the leading powers in the system, of which there have boen ten during the
past five centurtes tLevy, 1985), the probability changes to .41 (though the blur-
ring of the distinetion between great-power war and hegemonic war in the nuclear
age complicates this analysis). Thus, while the absence of a great-power war
involving any twn great powers since 1945 is exceedingly rare by historical
standards, the absence of a hegemonic war is not particularly surprising.

2. Other explanations for the long peace include long-term historical trends
in warfare predating the naclear age (Mueller, 1989; Levy, 1982); the stabilizing
effect of alliances (Kegley and Raymond, 1990); and the role of arms control
(Kruzel, 19901. For a gond analysis of many of the leading theories see Gaddis (in
this hook). and for analvses which minimize the role of nuclear weapons see Mueller
(1988h), Vasquez {in this book), Kugler (1984), and Morgan and Ray (1989).

There are two other factors which have been tremendously important for the
long peace but which have not been given adequate attention in the literature.
One is the weakening of the traditional linkage between economic and military
power and the fact that the leading military rivalry and the leading economic
rivalries are nol congruent (at least for the last two decades). The dynamics of
the Cold War would have been considerably different had the Soviet Union been
the major cconomic eompetitor of the United States as well as its leading military
challenger. A second factor is the historically unprecedented role of the United
States in reconstructing the domestic political and economie structures of Japan
and the Federal Republic of Germany in a way that created a set of shared
incentives within the Western alliance regarding economic and military issues
tKatzenstein, 1978). Theories of interdependence, regimes, and alliances incor-
porate these shared values hut usually treat them exogenously, and fail to explain
the role of the United States as hegemonic power in facilitating their emer-
rence. My thanks to Poter Katzenstein for bringing this point to my attention.

3. Beeause balance-of-power theory and hegemonic theories are based on
different analytical assumptions regarding the basis of power, the geographical
scope of the svstem, and the nature of hegemony (Levy, 1985), it does not neces-
sarilv follow from the above discussion that these theories are mutually incom-
patible. They may simply provide different answers to different questions and
therefore constitute “incommensurable paradigms” (Kuhn, 1962), but this is a
question requiring further research.

4. Because the domain of hegemonic stability theory is limited to those
relatively rare instances where political dominance, economic efficiency, and
hberal ideology coincide, it is not a general theory of international political

ceonomy. It has been applied only to the two periods of British and American
leadership in the last two centuries, which is a serious limitation of the theory.
For a more general critique of the theory see Keohane (1984: Chapter 3). One
study of the last five conturies disputes the hypothesis that free trade is associ-
ated with hegemony, and finds instead that it is likely to occur in periods of
hesemonie decline (Froderick, 19871
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5. Keohane (1984:39-41), for example, argues that “the hegewmonic power
need not be militarily dominant world-wide.”

6. In his chapter in this book, Gaddis also recognizes that hegemonic stability
theory has limited relevance for the Cold War or the long peace, though in the
end he is more willing than I am to consider some of the theory's geopolitical
implications.

7. We will return to this point in a subsequent section on preventive war.

8. This question is addressed in a recent piece by Kugler and Organski
(1989:185-90).

. Organski and Kugler (1980) use the somewhat questionable gross national
product indicator of national power in their empirical test of the theory, and by
this measure American dominance, and hence international stability, is still
secure,

10. Organski (1968) does not give adequate attention, for example, to the
meaning of power, the refationship between politics and economics, the nature
of hegemony and how it is maintained, or to the concept of hegemonic war. In
addition, the Organski and Kugler (1980: Chapter 1) test of power transition
theory is seriously flawed. Two of the four cases upon which it is based — the
Franco-Prussian War and the Russo-Japanese War (the otbers being the two
World Wars) — are not of sufficient importance to be classified as hegemonic
wars and prohably do not even satisfy the more narrow Organski-Kugler defini-
tion of a “major war." For more thorough critiques of power transition theory,
see Bueno de Mesquita (1980:376-80), Thompson (1988: Chapter 101, and Levy
(1985:353-541.

11. One limitation of this and other theories of hegemonic transition is that
they fail to specily which of several potential challengers to the dominant position
of the hegemon will resort to force to achieve its objectives.

12, The pacifying effect of nuclear weapons probahly has more to do with
the mutual fear of the consequences of nuclear war induced in both adversaries
than with the deterrent effect of strategic superiority in specific situations (Jervis,
1989; Bundy, 1988; Organski and Kugler, 1980: Chapter 4; Betts, 1987).

13. Another problem with regard to testing the theory concerns the definition
and identification of hegemonic wars (Levy, 1985). We will return to this point
in our discussion of long-cycle theory.

14. For a brief discussion of the related question of whether hegemonic war
is a necessary or sufficient condition for systemic transformation, see Levy (1990).

15. The continental challenger loses because it fails to augment its land-
based military power with the naval strength necessary to defeat the world
power's coalition; because it mounts its challenge prematurely, while the world
power is still too strong; and because it underestimates the seriousness of its
threat to the global position of the world power and thus fails to anticipate the
cxpansion of the war (Thompson, 1988).

16. The exclusion of these cases also suggests that an element of circularity
has been introduced into the definition and analysis of global war. If global war
is defined in terms of its systemic consequences, then the critical question of the
consequences of global war is defined away and cannot be investigated empiri-
cally. This raises the question of whether the excluded wars do not fit the long
cycle because they are not global wars, whether they are not included 23 global
wars because they do not fit the cycle, or whether they are empirical anomalies
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m a evclical theory of global war (Levy, 1985:359-601. For a response to this
criticism, sec Thompson and Rasler (1988:339-43).

17. Consider the allinnce of England, the Netherlands, and France against
the expansionist ambitions of Philip IT of Spain late in the sixteenth century; of
prance, Sweden, the Netherlands, and England against the Spanish and Austrian
Habsburgs in the Thirty Years' War; of England. the Netherlands, Austria, and
sweden against Louis XIV of France in the War of the League of Augsburg and
iexcept Swedent in the War of the Spanish Succession in the late seventeenth
century; of Austria, Prussia, Russia, and Britain against France in the French
Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars; and of all of the allied powers against
iermany {and Austria-Hungary) in World War 1 and again (with Japan) in World
War II. The coalitions in the two gencral wars of the mid-eighteenth century and
in the Dutch War of Louis XIV were more evenly balanced, which reflected the
ahsence of the perception of a single threat of hegentony on the European conti-
nent. This suggests that the widespread perception of an immediate threat of
Kuropean hegemony approaches a sufficient condition for general war but is not
a necessary condition. Note that my argument regarding the seriousness of land-
hased threats is econsistent with Walt's (1987:21-26) emphasis on balancing
against threats rather than against power, and on the importance of geographic
proximity as a primary source of threat.

18, [ readily concede that, in terms of its theoretical structure, balance-of-
power theary is not as fully developed as long-cycle theory. and that therefore it
cannot at this time be fully tested. One important task for future research is the
construction of a theory of general/hegemonic war based on balance-of-power
assumptions, and the testing of the theory against the historical evidence.

19. A traditional balance-of-power explanation of the long peace would focus
on the role of strategic detervence. the stability of the postwar alliance system,
the effectiveness of U.8. containment of the Soviet Unien (the primary threat to
the continental halance of power), and the absence of direct and tangible conflicts
of interest hetween the two superpowers,

20. That is, the argument that a Eurocentric balance-of-power perspective
is inferior to a globalist perspective for understanding the contemporary world
does not lead logieally to the conclusion that a balance-of-power perspective
is inferior for the purposes of understanding the major wars of previous
centuries.

21. Although the importance of trade relative to military strength as an
instrument of influence has undoubtedly increased in the postwar period, Rose-
crance (1986) underestimates the importance of “trading strategies” in earlier
centuries,

22. The current Soviet efforts to reconstruet its internal economic and polit-
ical system in an attempt to enhance its competitiveness, and its willingness to
accept a signiftcant reduction of direct political and military influence over its
East European allies, is significant in this regard.

23. Modelski and Thompson would probably attribute the declining fre-
quency of great-power war to some form of historical learning curve.

24. The following discussion builds on Levy (1989¢),

25. In a more recent paper Goldstein (1989) uses a vector autoregression
model to test the causal dynamics among these economic and war variables for
the 1750-1935 period.
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26. Goldstein is ambiguous as to whether the obsolescence of power politics
has already occurred, or whether it will take another hegemonic war to bring
that about.

27. General wars constitute a reasonable basis for analysis because they are
undoubtedly the most serious wars of the modern system, and include over 85
percent of the battle fatalities of all interstate wars involving the great powers
over that period (Levy, 1983:88-91).

28. The fact that six of the ten general wars occur within three years of a
phase change suggests the potential sensitivity of Goldstein’s analysis to his
phase datings, for small errors in measurement could result in a significant
change in his findings. Goldstein conducts his analyses in several different ways to
minimize this problem, though some questions remain (Thompson, 1988:188-95).

29. Because of Goldstein’s (1988:246) datings of the beginnings of the Thirty
Years' War, War of the League of Augsburg, and World War II, all of the fatalities
from these wars are put into the upswing phase of the cycle. In addition, for some
reason very few of the World War I casualties are put into the downswing period
beginning in 1917,

30. I am following Goldstein (1988:247) here and using the standard eco-
nomic phase periods listed in his book. These phase periods are the basis for
Goldstein’s findings of a strong tendency for the severity of war to peak at the
end of the upswing phase of the economic cycle, and for his acknowledgment of
World War II as an “anomaly” (Goldstein, 1988:242-43; 1989). But things in fact
are more complex. These standard phases are price phases. The central theoret-
ical relationship in Goldstein’s model is between production and war, and Gold-
stein finds that production leads price by ten to fifteen years. Thus it would be
useful to examine the timing of war in terms of the production cycle (p. 216),
recognizing that the production data are less reliable than price data and that
the absence of production data prior to the early eighteenth century restricts the
historical scope of our analysis.

In terms of the production cycle, we find that World War II is not the anomaly
that Goldstein claims, for it occurs in the middle of a production upswing phase
(1925-1965). The timing of other general wars presents a mixed picture for
Goldstein’s theory. The War of Jenkins’ Ear/Austrian Succession occurs in the
middle of an upswing phase of the preduction eycle (1732-1746), but the Seven
Years' War (which, more important for Goldstein’s theory, involved nearly three
times the fatalities) occurs a third of the way into the subsequent downswing.
The French Revolutionary Wars occur as predicted at the tail end of a production
upswing, but the Napoleonic Wars break out in the downswing phase, and nearly
seventy-five percent of the fatalities from this combined general war occur in the
downswing phase. Finally, World War I (and all of its fatalities) occurs halfway
through a production downswing (1902-1924). This pattern of the incidence of
general wars and the distribution of their fatalities over the economic production
cycle does not provide much support for Goldstein’s theory. It would be interesting
to see what happens to Goldstein’s strong correlation between all great-power
wars and the economic cycle if the economic indicator is based on the production
cycle rather than the price cycle.

31. Goldstein (1988:288) also mentions (but does not emphasize) a ‘psycho-
logical link between economic growth and major wars: economic growth generates
a “gung-ho” sucial mood, which increases the propensity for war,
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32, Goldstein (1988:261-62) concedes that “the cost-of-wars argument is
especially applicable to preindustrial times.”

33, Technological innovations which affect the offensive/defensive balance of
military technolopy, and particularly the vulnerahility of strategic retaliatory
forces and hence incentives to strike fivst, affect crisis stability and may be
important, but there is no reason to expect that these are correlated with the
production evele.

34. These implications cannot be ignored, for the empirical validity of the
logical implications of a theory are an important measure of the validity of the
theory itsell

35. At the same time, the revolutions in industrial, nuclear, and communi-
cations technologies have diminished the relative importance of territory as an
clement of national power, at least for the great powers, so that the diminishing
value of territorial conquest has contributed further to the declining frequency
of war (Knorr, 1966).

36. This hypothesis has been refuted by subsequent empirical analysis
10rganski and Kugler, 1980).

37. This gection builds on a discussion in Levy {1987).

38, Whereas Organski (1968) frames the question in terms of the conditions
under which power transitions are most likely to lead to war, it is important to
recognize that rapidly narrowing power differentials may be destahilizing even
if they do not lead to a power transition (Levy, 1987; Wayman, 1989).

39. Hypotheses on preventive war are not restricted to the leading states in
the system, but may also apply to other states in decline relative to particular
adversaries.

40. For recent quantitative empirical tests of the relationship between power
shifts and war. see Houweling and Siccama (1988), Wayman t1989), and Kim
and Murrow (1990,

41. The ellects of regional power shilts on Lhe likelihood of secondary states
inttiating war {or preventive reasons should not be significantly different in the
nuclear age than in the past, for none of the conditions for preventive war against
an adversary is greatly affeeted by the possession of nuelear weapons by third
states.

42. The costr of preventive war are further increased, at least for the
advanced industrial democracies, by the diplomatic and domestic political conse-
quences of the prowing popular belief that war is an illegitimate instrument of
policy except for the defense of interests that are most directly and immediately
threatened (Kegley and Wittkopf, 1989:471; Knorr, 1966; Mueller, 1989).

43, Gilpin provides a framework for analysis, but does not go on to test it
against the historical evidence. Hypotheses regarding the preventive motivation
for war posit a more specific causal mechanism.

44, Rational esealation toward a mutually undesirable cutcome has been
modeled by the “dollar auction™ (O'Neill, 1986).
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