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In trod uction 

Why do major wars occur? Why do international systems move from rel-
ative calm to the point where states either initiate system-wide wars or take 
actions that risk such wars? Since Thucydides, the puzzle of major war has 
been one of the most important but intractable questions in the study of in-
ternational relations. Historians tend to view the causes of major war as 
unique to each case: Hannibal's need for revenge pushed him to attack 
Rome in 218 B.C.; religious differences between Protestant and Catholic 
states drove the Thirty Years War (1618-48); Napoleon'S charges across Eu-
rope reflected his egomania and his lust for power; states stumbled into 
war in 1914 for fear that others would strike first; Nazi ideology and 
Hitler's personality caused the Second World War. 

This book does not reject the unique aspects of such complicated cases. 
Instead, it poses this question: Is there a common cause of major wars 
across the millennia? Many international relations scholars will argue, 
along with historians, that cases across diverse historical periods must be 
treated as essentially unique. Cultures and ideas change over time, while 
the technological and social bases for polities shift. Thus, we should not ex-
pect the causes of the First World War or the Second World War to have 
any necessary relation to the causes of war in the ancient Greek and Roman 
systems or in early modern Europe. For many, perhaps the only thing com-
mon across these cases is "bad thinking" : leaders acting from ignorant, mis-
guided, or evil views about the way things are or the way they should be.1 

The realist tradition approaches the question of major war from a differ-
ent starting point. For realists, there is factor that cuts across all these 
wars, one factor that drives states regardless of their particular characteris-
tics: in a word, power. All great powers in history (apart from a few univer-
sal empires) have had to worry about their power positions relative to oth-
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The Origins of Major War 

ers. This simple fact has allowed realists to construct general statements 
about the origins of major war that transcend time and space. Three main 
realist theories dominate the debate. For classical realism, since balances of 
power deter aggression, major wars are likely only when one state pos-
sesses a preponderance of power. Neorealism accepts this point, but em-
phasizes that bipolar systems are likely to be more stable than multipolar 
ones, mainly because bipolarity forces states to be more conscious about 
maintaining the balance of power. Hegemonic stability theory rejects the 
classical realist hypothesis. Equality between states is dangerous, since ris-
ing and near-equal states will attack to gain the status and rewards denied 
by the established order. Systems are stable, therefore, only when there is 
one very large state to keep the peace. 

Each of these theories faces some important empirical anomalies. Classi-
cal realism cannot explain why war would break out in the three bipolar 
cases before the nuclear age-Sparta-Athens in 431 B.C., Carthage-Rome in 
218 B.C., and France-Hapsburgs in 1521. In each case, there was a rough 
equality between the two great powers, not a preponderance on one side. 
War in 1914 is also a puzzle for classical realists because power was 
roughly balanced between the two alliance blocs. Neorealism not only falls 
short in explaining war in bipolar cases, but it provides an incomplete ar-
gument for war in multipolar situations. The First World War, as we will 
see, was not a war of miscalculation, as many neorealists assert. Instead, 
Germany wanted war and drove the system to it. Neorealists also have dif-
ficulty providing a primarily power-driven argument for conflicts such as 
the Second World War and the Napoleonic Wars, and thus often focus on 
the personal and ideological motives of key leaders. 

Hegemonic stability theory is the most problematic of the three. Contrary 
to its predictions, in five of the six major wars that began in conditions of 
multipolarity from 1600 to 1945, war was brought on by a state with 
marked military superiority. Moreover, in everyone of the thirteen major 
wars or major crises across the ten historical periods covered in this book, 
conflict was initiated by a state fearing decline. This challenges the hege-
monic stability assertion that rising states are typically the instigators of 
conflict. 

In this book I seek to overcome the weaknesses of the three main theories 
by synthesizing their strengths into an alternative, dynamic realist theory 
of major war. The existing theories are compelling but incomplete. Classical 
realism and neorealism rightly stress the importance of power differentials 
and polarity. Some versions of both theories also consider dynamic trends 
in relative power-in particular, the problem of declining power and the 
incentive it gives for preventive war. Yet the differing impact of relative de-
cline in bipolar versus multipolar systems has not been adequately studied. 
Moreover, the more dynamic versions of classical realism and neorealism 
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Introduction 

have not fully specified the conditions under which decline will lead states 
to war, to peace, or to something in between. Hegemonic stability theory 
captures the significance of power trends. By focusing on the rising state, 
however, the theory misses a basic logical point: rising states should want 
to avoid war while they are still rising, since by waiting they can fight later 
with more power. 

The theory laid out in this book-what I call dynamic differentials the-
ory-brings together power differentials, polarity, and declining power 
trends into one cohesive logic. It shows that major wars are typically initi-
ated by dominant military powers that fear significant decline, although, 
as I explain shortly, polarity places important constraints on this rule. The 
theory also explains why states might take steps short of war-such as ini-
tiating crises or hard-line containment policies-that nonetheless greatly in-
crease the risk of an inadvertent escalation to major war. Most theories treat 
states as having a dichotomous choice: they either initiate major wars, or 
they do not. This approach limits the theories' applicability to the modern 
age of costly warfare. In particular, when both sides have nuclear weapons, 
states are unlikely to launch premeditated major wars, given the likelihood 
that their own societies will be destroyed in the process. Yet, leaders under-
stand that they might still fall into war owing to incentives t9 preempt in a 
crisis or to the commitment of their reputations. To make a theory of major 
war relevant to the nuclear era, as well as to the pre-nuclear era, we must 
explain why states would move from peaceful engagement to a destabiliz-
ing cold war rivalry, or from such a rivalry into crises with the type of risks 
witnessed in the Cuban missile crisis. This book offers such a theory. 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE ISSUE 

Major wars are wars that are characterized by three attributes: all the 
great powers in a system are involved; the wars are all-out conflicts fought 
at the highest level of intensity (that is, full military mobilization); and they 
contain a strong possibility that one or more of the contending great pow-
ers could be eliminated as sovereign states. The centrality of the issue is 
clear: major wars are devastating, as well as system-changing. In the mod-
ern world of nuclear weapons, another major war between the great pow-
ers could be the last. Although many scholars are confident that major wars 
are a thing of the past, such optimism is premature. A similar and perva-
sive optimism continued for more than a decade after the First World War. 
After 1945, many were surprised that the horrors of the Second World War 
did not prevent the superpowers from falling into a dangerous cold war. 
As a new century begins, the rise of China under leaders opposed to U.S. 
hegemony entails the risk of a new cold war. Such a cold war could pro-
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The Origins of Major War 

duce crises with the intensity of the Berlin crisis of 1961 or the Cuban mis-
sile crisis of October 1962. Recent revelations about the great risks of super-
power war during these crises make avoidance of another cold war a criti-
cal policy issue. Underlying the theoretical and historical work in this book, 
therefore, is a highly practical objective. By understanding the conditions 
that push states into the rivalries and crises that can lead to major war, we 
can take steps to mitigate these conditions. 

The study of major war also has a number of side benefits for interna-
tional relations scholarship. A voiding major war is a universal obsession of 
great powers, one that affects almost every aspect of their foreign policies. 
Properly specified theories of major war thus lead to predictions of why 
states participate in arms races or pursue arms control agreements, why 
they form alliances, and why they choose deterrence or reassurance strate-
gies to deal with rivals. Accordingly, investigating the origins of major 
wars is a crucial point of departure in the development of stronger general 
theories of international politics.2 

THE ARGUMENT 

This book's argument starts with a basic point drawn from the literature 
on preventive war: states in decline fear the future. They worry that if they 
allow a rising state to grow, it will either attack them later with superior 
power or coerce them into concessions that compromise their security. 
Even if they are confident that the rising state is currently peaceful, they 
will be uncertain about its future intentions. After all, minds change, lead-
ers are replaced, and states have revolutions that change their core values 
and goals. Consequently, states facing decline, if only out of a sense of far-
sighted prudence, will contemplate war as one means to uphold their fu-
ture security. 

Decline, however, is a pervasive phenomenon in international relations. 
Yet major wars, or crises that risk major war, are quite rare. The mere fact of 
decline is clearly not enough; other systemic conditions must be added to 
explain these conflicts. The first and most obvious condition is power dif-
ferentials. Declining states with little power will not risk major war. To 
paraphrase Bismarck, to provoke such a war would be to commit suicide 
for fear of death. Hence, we would expect only states at the top of the 
power hierarchy to contemplate actions that might cause a major war. 

Yet polarity and the size of the differentials of power also matter. Decline 
in a multipolar system is likely to lead to major war only if one state is sig-
nificantly superior in military power, such that it can take on the system. 
The declining state in multipolarity cannot expect to fight a war against the 
rising state alone; the other great powers will likely align against the de-
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Introduction 

clining state's attack, since they fear being its next victim. Even when no 
coalition is expected, however, a declining state only equal to the others in 
military power must fear long and costly bilateral wars. Such wars, even if 
victorious, would so reduce the attacker's strength relative to states that re-
main on the sidelines that initiating war is inherently irrational. In bipolar-
ity, however, the declining great power has to defeat only one other state. 
Moreover, it does not have to worry about third parties rising to the top by 
sitting on the sidelines. Hence it can think about fighting a major war even 
if only essentially equal to the rising state in relative military power. The 
conditions for the outbreak of major war in multipolarity are therefore less 
permissive than they are in bipolarity: major war in multipolarity requires 
a significantly superior state, whereas major war can occur in bipolarity if 
the declining state is either superior or only equal (indeed, it might even be 
somewhat inferior). 

Combining declining trends, polarity, and power differentials is still not 
enough to explain the full range of cases. A declining state, even when mil-
itarily superior, will not jump into preventive war at the first sign of de-
cline. After all, major wars are highly risky ventures, and the decline may 
be just a small "blip" in an otherwise stable situation. Two aspects of its de-
cline will be of utmost importance to the declining state's calculus: the 
depth of decline-how far the state will fall before it bottoms out; and the 
inevitability of decline-the degree of certainty that the state will fall if it 
sticks with current policies. 

The question of the depth and inevitability of decline forces leaders to ex-
amine three general forms of decline. The first is the one analyzed by hun-
dreds of scholars, namely, decline caused by the deterioration of a state's 
economic, technological, and social base relative to other states. Many rea-
sons for such decline have been identified. The techniques and tools that 
once sustained a state's superiority may be diffusing outward; the citizens 
may be increasingly complacent, focusing on consumption over investment 
in future production; the state may be facing diseconomies of scale as it 
grows past a certain size (the S-shaped growth curve); and so forth. 3 I refer 
to this ubiquitous form of decline as "entrenched relative stagnation." 
States facing such stagnation will, of course, struggle to overcome it 
through a variety of internal reform measures. Yet it may be difficult to re-
verse. The more difficult the task, the more the leaders will expect decline 
to be deep and inevitable, and thus the more likely they will be to consider 
preventive war or risky crisis policies. By 1618-19, for example, two 
decades of economic stagnation pushed Spain to take actions that escalated 
a local German conflict into the devastating Thirty Years War. 

The second form of decline is much less studied, but typically even more 
problematic. This comes about when a state is strong in relative military 
power but is inferior in two other types of power: economic power and 
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The Origins of Major War 

potential power. Economic power is simply a state's total relative economic 
activity (measured, say, by GNP). Potential power includes all the capital 
and resources, both physical and human, that could be eventually trans-
lated into measurable economic output, but have not yet been so translated 
for whatever reasons. Potential power would thus include such things as 
population size, raw materials reserves, technological levels, educational 
development, and unused fertile territory. A declining state superior in 
military power, but inferior in the other two forms of power will tend to be 
very concerned about the future . Simply put, the rising state has a huge 
long-term advantage: it possesses a far larger base for military growth, and 
to become preponderant, all it has to do is sit and wait. Increased arms 
spending by the declining state will not solve the problem. The rising state 
is better equipped for an arms race over the long haul; indeed, by trying to 
run such a race, the declining state will only further undermine its econ-
omy. In such a situation, then, the declining state is more likely to believe 
that decline will be deep and inevitable, and to see preventive war as per-
haps its only hope. This, as we shall see, was Germany's dilemma vis-a.-vis 
Russia twice in the past century. 

The third form of decline is also underplayed by scholars. This is the 
problem of power oscillations: the military and geopolitical decline caused 
by the short-term relative success of the other state's arms-racing and 
alliance-building policies. Both great powers in a rivalry may be making 
every effort within their spheres to keep up with the other. Over the near 
term, however, one side's policies may simply prove more successful, or 
may be expected to be so. This creates the prospect of a loss in relative 
power, which, if left unchecked, will leave the declining state in a tem-
porarily vulnerable position.' To avoid this situation, the declining state 
may begin to favor hard-line actions that risk major war. As we shall see, 
such power oscillations were particularly problematic during the early cold 
war, leading to crises over Berlin and Cuba. 

As I noted, to make a theory of major war equally relevant to the nuclear 
age, we need to be able to explain not only when a state will deliberately 
initiate war, but also when it will take steps that greatly increase the risk of 
such a war through inadvertent means. To tackle this issue, this book 
builds a decision-making model that presumes leaders understand both 
the upsides and downsides of hard-line and soft-line policies. In particular, 
leaders are aware of three key risks: the risk of losing any war that their 
state starts; the risk of continued decline if they choose accommodative 
policies; and the risk that hard-line actions short of war, designed to over-
come decline, can provoke an inadvertent escalation to major war. Because 
of the first risk, states in decline will see preventive major war as an option 
of last resort. If shifting to harder-line policies such as increased arms 
spending and crisis initiation can mitigate decline, these policies will gen-
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Introduction 

erally be preferred. Yet leaders, in adopting such policies, must weigh the 
long-term benefits of averting decline against the near-term risk of causing 
an inadvertent slide into war. All things being equal, therefore, they will try 
to avoid more severe policies if less severe policies can be expected to main-
tain their state's power position. 

This logic, elaborated in chapter 2, allows us to predict when declining 
states will shift to harder-line actions that risk an inadvertent slide into ma-
jor war. They will do so when previous (softer-line) policies are insufficient 
to reverse decline, but when upping the ante holds out the promise of sta-
bilizing the power trends. In 1945, for example, Washington moved from 
engagement to containment of the Soviet Union in order to restrict Soviet 
postwar growth. In doing so, Harry Truman understood that he would 
likely spark a dangerous cold war spiral; yet not acting would have greatly 
damaged America's long-term power position. In October 1962, John F. 
Kennedy initiated a crisis over Cuba to compel Nikita Khrushchev to re-
move Soviet missiles from the island. The risks of inadvertent war were 
clear, but Kennedy felt that if he did not act, U.s. security would be directly 
threatened. 

The argument here builds on balance-of-power thinking integral to both 
classical realism and neorealism-states take actions to sustain their cur-
rent position in the strategic power balance. I contribute to this thinking in 
the following way. As chapter 2 discusses, realist theorists remain divided: 
some focus on the importance of maintaining the power balance and avoid-
ing decline; others emphasize the security dilemma and the risks of pro-
voking spiraling by overly hostile actions.5 My argument combines the risks 
of decline and the risks of inadvertent spiraling into one model. The model 
can thus show the rational trade-offs that states make when they have to 
decide on the relative severity of their foreign policies. This book, in short, 
does not introduce new causal variables. Rather, it synthesizes the various 
strands of current realist approaches into a more integrated realist argu-
ment that explains when major wars are likely to occur and when states 
will take steps that risk such wars. 

THE EVIDENCE 

This book covers ten periods of history that led either to major wars or to 
cold wars and crises that carried great risks of major war. Given the avail-
ability of documentary evidence, the main focus of the empirical analysis is 
on three twentieth-century periods: two multipolar (the periods before the 
First and Second World Wars), and one bipolar (the early cold war up to 
the Cuban missile crisis) . Through an in-depth examination of the primary 
documents, I seek to provide a parsimonious explanation that challenges 
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The Origins of Major War 

the standard interpretations of events. Notwithstanding some clear differ-
ences (to be addressed) between the First and Second World Wars, both 
conflicts were rooted in a common cause: the German fear of the rise of 
Russia, a state with three times Germany's population and forty times its 
land mass. This marked inferiority in potential power led German civilian 
and military leaders to one conclusion: unless strong action was taken, an 
industrializing Russia would inevitably overwhelm Europe, and Germany, 
on the front line, would be its first victim. Thus, twice in a generation Ger-
man leaders prepared the state for preventive war and launched it soon af-
ter military superiority had been maximized. 

American thinking after 1944 was driven by the same geopolitical con-
cern-Russian growth. I show that the United States, not the Soviet Union, 
was most responsible for starting the cold war, since it was the first state to 
shift to hard-line policies after the war with Germany. As early as mid-1945, 
Harry Truman moved toward a strong containment policy, despite his 
awareness that this policy would likely lead to a destabilizing spiral of hos-
tility. He took this action not because he saw Stalin as inherently hostile-in 
fact, Truman liked Stalin at this time. Rather, Truman recognized that if the 
United States did not act, Russia would grow significantly, and Soviet lead-
ers down the road might not be so moderate. This does not mean that the 
U.S. leadership ignored the brutal nature of the Soviet dictatorship. Yet fu-
ture uncertainty and the need for preventive action, rather than fear of pres-
ent Soviet intentions, were the primary forces leading Washington to accept 
a marked jump in the probability of major war. The fact that the United 
States did not initiate preventive war against Russia as had Germany twice 
earlier reflected less the differences in regime-type or moral principles, and 
more America's superiority in economic and potential power. Given this 
superiority, arms racing was a more rational first step. 

In the early cold war, there were three crises that led to further large in-
creases in the probability of major war: the two crises over Berlin (1948 and 
1961) and the Cuban missile crisis of 1962. I show that all three were driven 
primarily by negative power oscillations caused by the expected relative 
success of one or the other of the superpowers' policies. Lacking a viable 
means to mitigate the oscillation by actions within its own bloc, the super-
power in decline initiated a crisis to overcome the anticipated downturn. In 
1948, Stalin brought on a crisis over Berlin in order to compel Washington 
to reverse plans that would have unified western Germany and integrated 
it into the western bloc. In 1961, Khrushchev initiated another crisis over 
Berlin to stabilize the deterioration of his eastern European sphere. In 1962, 
in the face of missiles in Cuba that could not simply be countered by more 
arms racing, Kennedy accepted the risks of a crisis in order to force 
Khrushchev to withdraw the missiles. 

To demonstrate that the argument applies to wars beyond the twentieth 
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century, the final empirical chapter briefly examines the seven best-known 
major wars prior to 1900. The three bipolar cases-Sparta-Athens (431-404 
B.C.), Carthage-Rome (218-202 B.C.), and France-Hapsburgs (1521-56)-UP-
hold the argument. Sparta, Carthage, and France respectively initiated ma-
jor war only once they were in long-term decline, and even though they 
were only essentially equal in military power to the rising states of Athens, 
Rome, and the Hapsburgs. Moreover, in each case, but especially in those 
of Carthage-Rome and France-Hapsburgs, the decline was deep and in-
evitable because of the rising state's superiority in potential power. Three 
of the four multipolar cases before 190o-the Thirty Years War (1618-48), 
the wars of Louis XIV (1688-1713), and the Napoleonic Wars (1803-15)-
also support the theory. War was initiated by a state (respectively, Spain, 
France, and France again) possessing significantly superior military power, 
but one that also faced long-term decline, due mostly to entrenched relative 
stagnation and inferiority in certain dimensions of potential power. The 
anomaly is the Seven Years War (1756-63). Although decline was critical to 
Austria's provoking of Prussia into a preemptive war, war broke out in this 
multipolar system even though the belligerents were essentially equal in 
military power. In chapter 8, I explore some of the reasons for this devia-
tion from the general argument of the book. 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK 

The first two chapters constitute the theoretical core of the book. Chapter 
1 critiques the existing realist theories (nonrealist theories are discussed in 
the empirical chapters).6 It also outlines the basic logic of dynamic differen-
tials theory when power is viewed by actors as exogenous-that is, as an 
external factor they must take as a given. Narrowing the focus in this way 
not only replicates the approach of most realist theorists; it also exposes the 
essential problem of decline that states face across bipolar and multipolar 
systems, especially when decline is seen as deep and inevitable. At the end 
of chapter 1, I examine issues of methodology. The methodological discus-
sion is critical to the book's overall purpose, namely, the building of a bet-
ter systemic realist theory of major war. Much confusion surrounds what a 
systemic theory can and cannot do, how it can be falsified, and even how it 
should be tested. My discussion seeks to clear up the confusion and, by do-
ing so, to suggest ways in which systemic theories and more domestic- and 
individual-level ("unit-Ievel") theories work together in explaining interna-
tional phenomena.7 

Chapter 2 adds flesh to the bare-bones structure of chapter 1 by relaxing 
the assumption that power is strictly exogenous. I build a decision-making 
model that allows leaders to overcome decline by shifting to more severe 
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The Origins of Major War 

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

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

The three most prominent realist explanations for major war among 
great powers, as I noted earlier, are classical realism, structural neorealism, 
and hegemonic stability theory. ' Classical realism argues that major war is 
likely when one state is preponderant and unlikely when great powers are 
relatively equal. A balance of power keeps the peace by convincing poten-
tial aggressors that war will have both high costs and a low probability of 
success. An imbalance provides the key condition for major war, since the 
superior state is more likely to expand in the belief that war can pay.2 As for 
this superior state's motives, classical realists would agree with Hans Mor-
genthau that the preponderant state initiates war for unit-level reasons-
for greed, glory, or what Morgenthau saw as its "lust for power" mani-
fested in "nationalistic universalism."3 

Given the propensity of superior states to attack, classical realists argue 
that multipolarity should be relatively more stable than bipolarity. Since 
exact equality cannot always be ensured, alliance restructuring (external 
balancing) in multipolarity can create the requisite balance of power be-
tween blocs, even if individual states are unequal. As long as flexibility is 
maintained, such that great powers can easily shift alliance ties in response 
to a stronger power, preponderant states can be deterred from aggression. 
Conversely, bipolar systems are prone to be unstable since if any inequality 
between the two great powers opens up, no large alliance partners exist to 
forge an effective balance of power.4 

Classical realism's strength is its emphasis on power differentials, which 
provides a fine-grained sense of the relative weights that go onto the scales 
of the balance of power.s It also highlights a flaw in theories that argue for 
the stability of bipolar systems: states in multi polarity have another mecha-
nism-alliances-in addition to arms racing to help deter an aggressor 
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The Origins of Major War 

when rough equality cannot be maintained. In bipolarity, great powers 
have no viable alliance option to fall back on when arms racing alone is not 
enough. 

Classical realism confronts two main empirical problems, however. First, 
it cannot explain how multipolar systems with tight alliances against 
the potential hegemon, such as the one that existed before 1914, can still 
fall into major war. In such cases, the overall balance of power between 
the blocs fails to keep the peace.6 Second, in the key bipolar cases in his-
tory-Sparta-Athens, Carthage-Rome, and France-Hapsburgs-war en-
sued when the two great powers were essentially equal. Here, the balance 
of power between the individual great powers did not deter war. The theo-
retical problem behind these empirical anomalies lies with the largely static 
nature of classical realism. The theory derives predictions primarily from 
snapshots of the international systems. The result is the familiar picture of 
great powers as billiard balls of varying sizes.7 The importance of dynamic 
trends in the differentials of power is understated in such an analysis. Some 
classical realists such as Morgenthau recognize in passing that preventive 
wars-wars for fear of decline-are a significant problem in history. Yet the 
conditions under which preventive war motivations are invoked remain 
theoretically undeveloped.s 

The second approach, neorealism, focuses on two enduring structural 
features of the international system, anarchy and polarity. Anarchy-the 
absence of a central authority to protect the great powers-produces the re-
curring pattern of conflict seen in international politics over the millennia! 
Across anarchic realms, neorealists assert that bipolar systems are less 
likely to experience major war than multipolar systems. Three main rea-
sons are given: in bipolarity, great powers avoid being chain-ganged into 
major war by crises over small powers; they also stand firm, however, to 
prevent losses on the periphery, thus enhancing deterrence; and finally, the 
great powers are less inclined to neglect internal military spending that 
might allow a superior military power to arise. lO 

Neorealism's strength is its isolation of the structural effects of anarchy 
and polarity. This leaves us with a profoundly tragic view of international 
relations: even when states only seek security, they may still fall into devas-
tating wars that threaten their survival. 11 In its Waltzian form, however, 
neorealism suffers from the same deficiency as classical realism: it is not 
dynamic enough. With polarity as the key structural variable, there is noth-
ing to vary within either a bipolar or multipolar system to explain why any 
system should move from peace to war.12 As Waltz explains, "within a sys-
tem, [systemic] theory explains recurrences and repetitions, not change." If 
changes in state behavior "occur within a system that endures, their causes 
are found at the unit level." 13 This is an unnecessarily limiting view of the 
explanatory power of a systemic theory. As I explore below, changes and 
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Rethinking Realist Theories of Major War 

trends in the differentials of relative power between states-a systemic 
variable going beyond the mere number of great powers-can have 
marked effects on behavior without necessary consideration of unit-level 
changes. 

Other neorealists have sought to go beyond Waltz by incorporating the 
classical realist point that power inequalities increase the likelihood of 
major war.14 Still others emphasize that states face a security dilemma, 
whereby the actions one state takes to enhance its security end up reducing 
the security of its adversaries. As a result, states sometimes have preventive 
incentives to eliminate a growing adversary before it becomes too strong. IS 
I build these additional elements into my synthetic argument. Since I exam-
ine the effects of power trends in bipolar versus multipolar systems, how-
ever, I reach conclusions different from those of neorealism on the condi-
tions for war in the two system-types. Moreover, chapter 2 moves beyond 
existing structural arguments by fusing within a leader's decision-making 
logic both the risks of decline and the risks of an inadvertent spiral to major 
war. Finally, by considering different forms of decline, including power os-
cillations and decline driven by inferiority in economic and potential 
power, I provide additional conditions constraining the rational response 
to decline. 

The third realist perspective on major war is the security variant of hege-
monic stability theory,I6 represented most prominently by A. F. K. Organski 
and Robert Gilpin. Turning classical realism on its head, they argue that a 
hegemonic system with one powerful actor will be stable because of the hege-
mon's self-interest in maintaining the political-military order. When a second-
ranked state rises to near equality with this now former hegemon, however, 
this ascending state is inclined to initiate war to receive the status and rewards 
denied by the traditional system. I? Hence, contrary to the classical realist view 
that a balance of power keeps the peace, major war is the result of a growing 
equality of power between the two most powerful states in any system. 

The strength of this approach lies in its dynamic nature. Hegemonic sta-
bility theory thus provides a more extended analysis of the impact of 
power changes on great power behavior than is offered in either .classical 
realism or neorealism. Two main problems remain, however. First, hege-
monic stability theory has no deductively consistent theory of war initia-
tion. There is no logical reason why a state should attack while it is still ris-
ing, since by simply waiting, the state will be able to achieve its objectives 
more easily, and at less cost.IS This argument holds even if rising states have 
goals other than security, such as status and prestige, as hegemonic stabil-
ity theorists assume they do. Waiting until the state has maximized its 
power ensures the maximum return on its war investment. After all, even 
more status and rewards are obtained by fighting when one stands the best 
chance of winning quickly and at low COSt.19 Hegemonic stability theory 
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The Origins of Major War 

thus cannot explain why German leaders in both World Wars did not initi-
ate war until after they saw that Germany was declining. Moreover, it can-
not account for the fact that in the seven other major wars prior to 1900, it 
was the'Cieclining great power that brought on the hostilities. A similar pat-
tern is seen in each of the key crises of the early cold war: it was the state 
foreseeing decline that initiated the dangerous crisis period. 

The second limitation is that hegemonic stability theory's core logic for 
major war is confined to the two most powerful states in any system-the 
leading state and the rising challenger. The theory thus minimizes the im-
portance of third-, fourth-, and fifth-ranked great powers on the calcula-
tions of the other two.20 This might make some sense in a bipolar system, as 
I show, but it makes little sense for the multipolar cases of European history 
from 1556 on. Empirically, for example, the theory has a hard time explain-
ing how one state in each of the two major wars of this century-Ger-
many-was able to take on a coalition of second-, third-, and fourth-ranked 
great powers, fight a long war, and nearly emerge victoriously, if indeed 
Germany was only equal to the formerly dominant state in military 
power.21 

Interestingly, the evidence provided by hegemonic stability theorists 
confirms that Germany was in fact preponderant when it took on the 
system. Organski and Jacek Kugler conclude that by 1913, "Germany [had] 
clearly surpassed the United Kingdom," the formerly dominant state, 
while by 1939, Germany had a "significant advantage" over Britain.22 

Kugler and William Domke, to explain how Germany could have come so 
close to winning both wars, show that Germany in 1914 and 1939-40 was 
significantly superior in actualized military power. In 1914, Germany was 
almost as powerful as Britain, Russia, and France combined. In 1939-40, 
Germany was almost twice as strong as France and Britain combined; in 
1941-42, it matched the Soviet Union on the eastern front even as it contin-
ued to wage war in the west.23 

To accommodate these facts, hegemonic stability theorists adjust the 
theory: they argue that although equality between individual great powers 
may not be associated with major war, relative equality between their al-
liance blocs is. Organski and Kugler conclude: "it is clear that [the World 
Wars] occur after the intersection when the two nations fight alone (which 
is contrary to what the power-transition model leads us to expect), but be-
fore the coalition of the challenger overtakes the coalition of the dominant 
country."" Woosang Kim, in an important statistical reworking of Organ-
ski's argument, shows that major wars occur at points of essential equality 
only when power is adjusted to incorporate alliance partners.25 This reform-
ulation still allows hegemonic stability theorists to challenge classical real-
ism: as noted, classical realists cannot explain why in cases like World War 
I war occurred despite the relative equality between two tight alliances. 
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Rethinking Realist Theories of Major War 

Overall, however, the primary challenge of hegemonic stability theory has 
been dissipated. Classical realists and hegemonic stability theorists now es-
sentially agree that in 1914 and 1939 one state-Germany-was signifi-
cantly superior to any other individual state, even if Germany (along with 
minor partners) was opposed by a coalition of equal strength. Military his-
torians, as I discuss in chapters 3 through 5, would agree.26 

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

DYNAMIC DIFFERENTIALS THEORY 

The core causal or independent variable of the argument is the dynamic 
differential: the simultaneous interaction of the differentials of relative 
military power between great powers and the expected trend of those dif-
ferentials, distinguishing between the effects of power changes in bipolar-
ity versus multipolarity.27 In addition, I break the notion of power into 
three types-military, economic, and potential-to show how decline in 
the latter two forms affects the behavior of states that may be superior in 
military power. 

The theory makes three main assertions. First, in any system, assuming 
states are rational security-seeking actors which remain uncertain about 
others' future intentions,28 it is the dominant but declining military great 
power that is most likely to begin a major war. Second, the constraints on 
the dominant state differ in bipolar versus multipolar systems. In multipo-
larity, major war is likely only if the declining state has a significant level of 
military superiority. In bipolarity, however, the declining state can attack 
even when only roughly equal, and sometimes even if it is second-ranked. 
Third, the probability of major war increases when decline is seen as both 
deep and inevitable. A consideration of overall economic power and poten-
tial power is thus necessary, since the levels and trends of these two other 
forms of power are crucial in determining the extent and inevitability of 
military decline. 

The first proposition is relatively straightforward: because major wars 
are so costly, and because they risk the very survival of the state, the initia-
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The Origins of Major War 

tor of war is more likely to be the dominant military power; smaller mili-
tary powers simply lack the capability to "take on the system." Moreover, it 
is irrational for any great power to begin a major war while still rising, 
since, as noted, waiting allows it to attack later with a higher probability of 
success, and at less cost. All major wars, if actors meet the requirement of 
rationality, therefore must be preventive wars.29 

The second proposition requires more explication. To state it slightly dif-
ferently, while near equality between individual great powers is likely to be 
stabilizing in multipolarity even when some states are declining, near 
equality in bipolarity can be very unstable when either of the great powers, 
but especially the dominant power, perceives itself to be declining. Thus, 
the conditions for major war in multipolarity are less permissive than those 
in bipolarity, meaning that for any given set of power differentials and 
trends, war is less likely in multipolar systems.30 

The logic behind this assertion is as follows. In multipolar systems, if all 
states are relatively equal in military power, no state will make a bid for 
hegemony against the system, for four main reasons. First, even if a state 
expects the others to remain disunited-that is, even if it does not expect a 
counter-coalition to form against it-equality with its rivals will likely 
mean long and costly bilateral wars, wars that will sap the state's ability to 
continue the fight until hegemony is achieved. If complete hegemony is not 
achieved, those states sitting on the sidelines will emerge in a stronger po-
sition relative to the state that initiates war. Hence launching all-out war in 
the first place is irrational,3' 

Second, to the extent that a coalition does form against the challenger, 
there is even less probability that the initiator could emerge in a stronger 
and more secure position after the war. Coalitions in multipolarity, since 
they are made up of states with "great power," become formidable fighting 
forces as their unity increases.32 The third reason follows from the other 
two. A declining but only equal great power in multipolarity has reason to 
think that a rising state, as long as it does not grow too preponderant, will 
also be restrained in its ambitions simply by the presence of so many other 
great powers. Therefore, a preventive war for security is less imperative. 

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

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

Second, the declining state knows that even if a coalition forms against 
its attack, the small states joining the rising great power are unlikely to alter 
the expected outcome significantly. In comparison with multipolarity, indi-
vidual coalitional partners simply have far less weight to throw against the 
initiator of major war.33 Third, because the declining state realizes these two 
factors are in its favor when it is slightly superior, it knows that the rising 
state will not be terribly constrained after it achieves superiority. Fourth, 
the declining state knows that the other states in the system, even if some 
are willing to ally against the ascending state, are not substantial enough to 
shore up its waning security. Hence preventive war before the point of 
overtaking makes rational sense. 

Note that because of the absence of significant third parties, even the 
second-ranked state in bipolarity can initiate major war when in steep de-
cline. The core logic applies: it has to beat only one other great power, and 
there is little concern about stalemated wars that allow sideline-sitters to 
rise to the top.34 Of course, the greater the second-ranked state's level of in-
feriority, the less confidence it will have in a hard-line policy. 

The argument I have outlined is summarized visually in figures 1 and 2. 

These heuristic diagrams present the main systemic situations that might 
be faced in either multipolarity or bipolarity.35 Note that at times tl' t4, and 
ts' the probability of major war should be low for both system-types, since 
the trends in the military balance are stable; with no state experiencing de-
cline, there is no imperative to go to war for security reasons.36 At time t2, 

however, the impending decline of the dominant state in the bipolar situa-
tion (fig. 2) means the likelihood of major war is high, while in the multipo-
lar situation the likelihood is low because of the restraining presence of the 
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The Origins of Major War 

other equal great powers.3? At times t6 and t7, when there is marked in-
equality in both bipolar and multipolar systems, impending decline should 
make major war highly likely in both system-types. At ts' however, while 
the probability of war is again high in the bipolar case, instability in the 
multipolar case should be tempered somewhat by the existence of the 
third-, fourth-, and fifth-ranked powers (although since these latter powers 
are weaker than at time t2, the probability of major war is still "moderate").38 

In both multi polarity and bipolarity, it is a declining state that initiates 
war. When it does so depends greatly on its estimation of the inevitability 
and the extent of its fall: the higher the expectation of an inevitable and 
deep decline, the more the state will be inclined to preventive war simply 
for security reasons. If decline is caused by entrenched stagnation relative 
to the rising state, this will certainly be worrisome; the fewer internal mea-
sures available to overcome the stagnation, the more the state will see de-
cline as deep and inevitable. Of even greater significance for the declining 
state's calculus is its level of economic power and its overall potential 
power compared to its military power.39 A state in either bipolarity or mul-
tipolarity that is superior but declining in military power, but also superior 
and growing in the other two power dimensions, is unlikely to be that anx-
ious about decline. After all, given that its economic and potential power is 
strong and ascending, this state should be able to reverse the downward 
military trend simply by spending more on arms in the future. 

A state, however, that is superior in military power but inferior in eco-
nomic and especially potential power is more likely to believe that, once its 
military power begins to wane, further decline will be inevitable and deep. 
This is especially so if the trends of relative economic and potential power 
are downward as well. The state will believe that there is little it can do 
through arms racing to halt its declining military power: it would simply be 
spending a greater percentage of an already declining economic base in the 
attempt to keep up with a rising state that has the resources to outspend it 
militarily. Moreover, economic restructuring is unlikely to help, since the 
potential power that is the foundation for economic power is also inferior 
and declining. Under these circumstances, a dominant military power is 
likely to be pessimistic about the future and more inclined to initiate major 
war as a "now-or-never" attempt to shore up its waning security.40 

THE CONTRIBUTION OF THE ARGUMENT 

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

Second, the book divides power, for theory-making purposes, into three 
categories-military, economic, and potential. By considering the differen-
tials and trends in each realm, we can determine when declining military 
power will lead directly to war and when it will lead to measures short of 
war. 41 Even theories emphasizing the problem of relative decline, such as 
preventive war arguments, have trouble explaining why some situations of 
decline are more destabilizing than others. Polarity, of course, plays a sig-
nificant role here, as I have emphasized. Decline is more likely to lead to 
major war in bipolarity, since the declining state does not have to possess 
marked military superiority and may even be somewhat inferior. Yet 
equally important is the declining state's military power in comparison to 
its economic and especially potential power. A dominant military state that 
is inferior in economic and potential power is much more likely to expect 
decline to be both deep and inevitable, inclining it to risky actions. Nega-
tive trends in the latter two forms of power will only make things worse. 

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

The answer to the first question is clear: it depends on the polarity of the 
system. Major wars in multipolarity require a preponderant military 
power, but they can occur in bipolarity whether the two great powers are 
equal or unequal.42 This helps explain why in the three bipolar cases before 
1945 (Sparta-Athens, Carthage-Rome, and France-Hapsburgs), it was the 
declining and formerly dominant great power that initiated major war 
against the rising adversary, despite relative military equality between the 
states. In the early cold war, there was great instability whenever one of the 
superpowers feared serious decline, even though the United States re-
mained militarily superior throughout. The multipolar systems before 1914 
and 1939, on the other hand, were destabilized only after one state (Ger-
many) came to possess significant military superiority over other states 
taken individually. In three of the four major wars before 190o--the Thirty 
Years War, the wars of Louis XIV, and the Napoleonic Wars-the conflict 
was initiated by the power with marked military superiority. Only in the 
Seven Years War was the declining state essentially equal, an anomaly I 
discuss in chapter 8. 

The answer to the second question is equally clear: innately aggressive 
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The Origins of Major War 

actors, even though they may exacerbate the likelihood of major war, are 
neither necessary nor sufficient conditions for such wars. Aggressive unit-
level motives are not a sufficient condition, since even the most hostile 
leaders will be deterred from initiating major war unless power conditions 
make the bid for hegemony feasible. For the period of the last five hundred 
years, we might identify a number of European leaders who would have 
wanted hegemony purely for glory or greed-driven reasons. Yet there were 
only seven clear cases of major war during this time.43 That so few major 
wars occurred is explained by a simple fact: few states ever achieved the 
military superiority needed to take on the system.'" (And as I show in the 
empirical chapters, these wars were driven primarily by fears of decline, 
even when unit-level factors were also present.) 

Aggressive motives are also not a necessary condition for major war. A 
purely security-seeking state may initiate war in either bipolarity or multi-
polarity solely because of its fear of inevitable and profound decline. Need-
less to say, a rising state showing signs of hostile intentions will make this 
declining state even more likely to attack.4S But the initiator's attack is still a 
function of security motives, not unit-level aggressive designs. Perhaps the 
clearest case is Sparta's initiation of major war against Athens. The Spar-
tans feared revolt at home if the soldiers were away fighting a large-scale 
war. Yet fear of the rise of Athens forced the Spartans into war, even as 
these domestic factors inclined them to peace.46 As we shall see, Germany in 
1914 faced a very similar situation: the key German leaders believed that 
war would only exacerbate domestic instability at home; yet it had to be 
chosen to prevent the rise of the Russian menace. 

Even more to the point, the declining security-seeking state may initiate 
major war even if all other states in the system, including the rising state, 
are also only security-seekers. The declining state, given the anarchic envi-
ronment, will be inclined to doubt the present intentions of other states, de-
spite their best efforts to show their peaceful desires.47 Indeed, rising states 
have every incentive to misrepresent their intentions as peaceful to reduce 
the possibility of preventive attack. The declining state will therefore have 
a hard time sorting out those states that are genuinely peaceful from those 
that are not.48 Even today, for example, it is unclear whether or not Czar 
Nicholas II privately desired hegemony but was only postponing a bid un-
til Russia grew stronger. Hence, German leaders, despite Nicholas's efforts 
to communicate his benign intentions, still felt compelled to initiate major 
war. Russia faced the same problem in 1939-41, when, despite his best ef-
forts, Stalin could not convince Hitler of his good intentions. 

Finally, the declining state may even know with certainty that the other 
has peaceful intentions, but still initiate war for security reasons. The prob-
lem is a profound one: the other's intentions might change in the future af-
ter it reaches a position of dominance, perhaps because of a change in gov-
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ernment or leadership or simply because of its stronger power 
Depending on the likelihood of this domestic change in the other, preven-
tive war or preventive measures that knowingly increase the likelihood of 
major war through inadvertent means can become rational even against an 
adversary recognized to be peaceful. Truman acted in mid-1945 to contain 
the Soviet Union, raising the risk of an undesired war, even though he be-
lieved Stalin was a reasonable individual. Truman feared not Stalin's inten-
tions per se, but rather the intentions of those who would take over after his 
death. In 1962, Kennedy initiated a crisis over missiles in Cuba, not because 
he thought Khrushchev wanted nuclear war, but because he could not be 
sure of Russian intentions down the road should the Soviets achieve a per-
ceived measure of nuclear superiority.50 

QUESTIONS REGARDING THE THEORY'S LOGIC 

I now address three questions that arise about the logic of the argument 
presented in this chapter. First, does the preponderant state in multipolar-
ity (state C in fig. 1) need to possess military power greater than all other 
great powers combined to make major war a rational option?51 The answer: 
not necessarily. A state in multi polarity can make a potentially successful 
bid for hegemony with less than 50 percent of the system's military power 
by taking advantage of the difficulties coalitions have in their 
military actions. In short, there is good reason to expect that coalitional 
strength will be less than the sum of its parts.52 

States that are considering whether to form a coalition against a prepon-
derant power are faced with two contrary sets of incentives. On the one 
hand, no great power smaller than the preponderant state has an interest in 
seeing this state defeat the others, since it knows it could be next.53 Accord-
ingly, smaller great powers are pushed toward a coalition to prevent the 
elimination of their partners. On the other hand, owing to anarchy and the 
concern for relative power, great powers in multipolarity face an intense 
form of the collective action problem. Individual states in a coalition 
against a challenger have an incentive to sit on the sidelines or to contribute 
less than their fullest effort, so as to maximize their relative position after 
the war ends.54 Hence, coalitional tightness is likely to vary between the ex-
tremes of concerted effort when the potential hegemon appears particu-
larly strong, to coalitional disunity when the threat to the system appears 
minima1.55 Challengers can take advantage of this disunity by trying to 
eliminate other great powers one at a time. This argument helps explain 
why states may make bids for hegemony in multipolarity when they are 
larger than any single state but smaller than the combined resources of all 
other powers. 

0I ? 1 ? 0 8 ? 5 CAC M I 4 DI : 0I ? 9 CP? MC Q ?MM I7O?M 2 IIE 0?
, ? IIE=? I O?M =I C I C A ? C = CI . I=31-

0 ? ? I I C A I   , ,

0
I

Q
CA

0
I

?
9

CP
?

MC
Q

?M
M

/
CA

M
?M

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

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

This discussion helps resolve a second major question: why does the ris-
ing and increasingly dominant state in multipolarity (state C in fig. 1 from 
t2 to t4) not fear a preventive attack by an offensive coalition of the other 
states, even though it represents an obvious and growing threat? The likeli-
hood of such an attack is low precisely because of the intense collective ac-
tion problem. Even if the coalition can be formed, each partner fears that its 
allies will deliberately hold back their full commitment to shift the costs of 
preventive war to others. When states are in a purely defensive alliance, the 
collective action problem is moderated by the fact that the alliance does not 
automatically mean war; thus, actors can be convinced to ally solely to de-
ter the growing state from war. Coordinating an offensive coalitional strike 
is more difficult: attacking a rising dominant power guarantees war, thus 
instantly raising each state's fear that it will bear the brunt of the rising 
power's fury . A "you first" mentality will ensure disunity in any offensive 
coalition that is suggested.56 Accordingly, the rising state in multipolarity 
will likely grow unmolested, with each declining state hoping either that 
the rising state will not achieve sufficient power to take on the system, or 
that their own internal and external measures can deter it from doing SO.57 

The third issue is the most complicated. Notwithstanding the earlier 
discussion, one may still wonder if the theory ultimately needs unit-level 
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drives for major war, such as greed, glory-seeking, or ideological hostil-
ity, to be workable. The short answer is yes. 58 The possibility of such drives 
arising in the future is a necessary condition for the theory's causal argu-
ment. That is, the fact that human beings have the ability to use violence for 
nonsecurity objectives is required to make preventive war fully rational. 
Imagine a planet where the beings were hardwired by nature never to 
strike unless they were immediately about to be struck-that is, a planet 
where the actors were physically incapable of using violence for nonsecu-
rity motives like greed and glory. The basis for the security dilemma 
would, at least over time, disappear. Leaders would understand that even 
if they allowed rising states to become preponderant, these states would 
never attack later at their peak for aggressive unit-level reasons. Nor 
would such states attack later for their own preventive reasons, since they 
as well would know that they had nothing to fear from rising states. In 
Rousseau's terms, all great powers would be permanent staghunt actors, 
preferring peace to all other outcomes.59 Major wars could occur only 
through preemption. But since there would be no reason to threaten an-
other, beliefs that the other was readying itself for immediate attack-a 
necessary condition for preemption between staghunt actors-would not 
arise. 

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

Figure 3 shows this dilemma for the bipolar situation.60 State A at time to 
knows that after time t1 state B will consider preventive war for purely se-
curity reasons, since B cannot trust A's future intentions at time t2• The 
causal sequence is clear but tragic: because A may turn into an innately ag-
gressive state by t2, B has incentives for preventive war at tl' but because it 
does, A has incentives for preventive war at to. And of course even if A 
knows that it will still be a security-seeker by t2-and knows it can convince 
B of this fact-B still has preventive motives at t1 because it cannot be sure 
A won't launch a preventive attack at t2 for fear of B's motives at t 3.61 This 
argument, while logically consistent, may seem too convoluted to be borne 
out in practice. Yet as will we see, U.S. leaders in the cold war feared that if 
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Rethinking Realist Theories of Major War 

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

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

METHODOLOGY: THE DEFINITION OF MAJOR WAR 

Major wars, as noted in the introduction, are wars that involve all the 
great powers, that are fought at the highest level of intensity, and where 
there is a strong possibility that great powers may be eliminated as sover-
eign states. As an ideal type, this definition is designed to establish bound-
aries for the analysis. Efforts to build universal theories of war are likely to 
be confounded by the diversity of wars through history. It is unlikely, for 
example, that civil wars, local conflicts like the Vietnam war, European im-
perialist wars of the nineteenth century, and major wars such as World 
Wars I and II will have a common cause.62 By starting with the most pro-
found conflicts-general wars that threaten the survival of the system's 
most powerful actors-I am seeking a more manageable theoretical goal. 
Yet since such wars, or the avoidance of them, so determine great power 
behavior, a strong theory of major war will often have much to say about 
the causes of smaller conflicts through history. 

I purposefully do not define major wars according to their duration or 
number of casualties.63 To do so would be to presuppose the type of war 
based on its outcome rather than its nature. By my definition, therefore, 
World War II would still have been a major war even if Germany had 
quickly dispatched France, Britain, and Russia, as seemed likely after 
France's defeat in June 1940; it was Germany's effort to destroy the other 
great powers that made it a major war. Not defining major wars in terms of 
duration or casualties has an important benefit. It allows one to measure the 
military balance between great powers in the most objective way possible, 
namely, by looking at how the war played itself out on the battlefield. As all 
military analysts recognize, overall military power, as a state's relative abil-
ity to fight and win in a war, reflects the combined influence of a whole host 
of quantitative and qualifative factors. Thus only in actual war do we see 
each side's true military strength (after adjusting for fortuitous factors such 
as weather}.64 But to use this technique to measure military power while 
defining major wars according to duration and battle deaths would intro-
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The Origins of Major War 

duce an important bias: measures for the dependent variable (major war) 
would also be factors influencing the measure of the independent variable 
(relative power). My definition thus requires only that the states fight at the 
highest level of intensity-that they are fully mobilized. Thus a state like 
France in 1940, which gets beaten easily despite complete mobilization, was 
still involved in a major war. Yet the details of the battle are useful in estab-
lishing the objective military balance between the two sides. 

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

RESEARCH METHOD 

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

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

factors constant, I derive predictions as to how behavior should change in 
response to changes in a core systemic variable: the size of the differentials 
of power and the trend of those differentials. 

Figure 4 provides a list of the theory's assumptions. Each assumption is a 
variable that is, for theory-making purposes, fixed at a particular point. 
This specification of boundary conditions permits one to conduct a con-
trolled mental experiment isolating the expected causal impact of changes 
in the independent variable on the dependent variable.66 In this book, some 
assumptions are particularly important. I assume, for example, that states 
are uncertain about the other's future intentions.67 A declining state there-
fore does not know whether the rising state will attack it later, giving it rea-
son to worry about its future security.68 The assumptions that states are 
"neutral" in terms of their tolerance for costs and risks allows the theory to 
posit actors who do not shy away from war if it is the best means to security 
(nor do they embrace war as the only means). These assumptions help to 
reinforce a picture of highly rational actors who choose options that best 
maximize their long-term likelihood of survival. 

Building a deductive structure in this way has important advantages. It 
allows one to build a stronger theory of the systemic pressures on actor be-
havior, even while recognizing that leaders will sometimes be influenced 
by domestic- and individual-level factors. Variations in such unit-level fac-
tors or in systemic factors like the offense-defense balance or geographic 
position act as "disturbing causes," pushing actor behavior away from 
what might be expected from looking at power differentials and their 
trends alone.69 Theoretically, one can anticipate deviations from a theory's 
narrow predictions by simply relaxing the assumptions. That is, one allows 
assumptions to vary away from the fixed points, to determine deductively 
the impact on expected behavior. Thus when the theory is taken to the real 
world, where facts rarely conform perfectly to assumptions, behavior and 
outcomes can not only be predicted, but explained. I assume, for example, 
that states are the same distance from one another. Relaxing this assump-
tion implies that distant rising states should be less frightening than rising 
states that are nearby (for any given rise). Thus, Britain's greater concern 
for Germany's rise after 1895 versus the rise of Japan or the United States 
can be explained within the theory's logic. In chapter 9, I relax the assump-
tion that declining states are uncertain about the other's future character. 
This permits the theory to predict the likely effects of regime-type (e.g., ris-
ing democracies versus rising authoritarian states) on the declining state's 
behavior. 

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

Unit-level assumptions 

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

2. Ends: actor seeks security above all else 

3. Direction of ends: to self only 

4. Nature of actor: unitary 

5. Risk-tolerance: neutral 

6. Cost-tolerance: neutral 

Systemic-level assumptions 

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

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

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

4. Offense-defense balance: neutral 

5. Geographic positions of states: equidistant 

6. Technological Costs of War: moderate 

Fig. 4. The assumptions of the theory 
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Rethinking Realist Theories of Major War 

rode the effects of the theory's systemic variable. Moreover, a good theory, 
as noted, will help predict deviations from narrow predictions as one re-
laxes core assumptions. The real standard for falsification must therefore be 
that the actors, in terms of the impact of systemic factors, did not act for the 
reasons the theory hypothesizes, but rather according to another systemi-
cally driven logic.70 The theory in this book is thus not competing directly 
against unit-level theories, but only against other realist theories focusing 
on the role of power. Most evidently, if we find that leaders who believe 
their states are rising are initiating wars and crises, my systemic logic 
would be disconfirmed and the logic of hegemonic stability theory upheld. 
Likewise, if we see states in multipolarity taking on the system despite only 
essential military equality, then the theory would again be wrong and 
hegemonic stability theory correct.7

! 

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

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

relation, ultimately must be tested against the beliefs of the actors at the 
time.73 

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

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

"Objective" evidence an investigator can collect might still have a role to 
play. It would help one answer the second question, by showing that the 
actors' beliefs were reasonable or unreasonable. But even here, to demon-
strate irrationality, it must be shown that the actors had access to this infor-
mation and chose to ignore it, or they could have had access but because of 
psychological barriers, performed an incomplete information search. In my 
case studies, I do make reference to objective evidence on the military, eco-
nomic, and potential power levels of nations. As noted, the most objective 
measure of relative military power is what happens on the battlefield, 
where quantitative and qualitative factors come together as one. Yet to test 
causality, documented evidence of actor beliefs about the power balance is 
still the key measure.7• 

In sum, examining perceptions does not automatically mean that a theo-
rist has dipped down to the unit level. If the perception is of a phenomenon 
external to the state and the phenomenon is evaluated rationally, then the 
primary cause of behavior is at the systemic leveF5 Causality is at the unit 
level only if the perceptions driving behavior are of a domestic-level phe-
nomenon, such as internal instability or bureaucratic maneuvering. Note 
that examining perceptions also does not mean one is necessarily a "con-
structivist." Constructivism focuses on how state-to-state interaction can 
reshape identities and interests.76 My focus is simply on leaders who learn 
about the other's material power. Such leaders are not changing core values 
and interests, only their beliefs about an external reality (indeed, my de-
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Rethinking Realist Theories of Major War 

ductive logic assumes that actor ends are fixed). Moreover, no interaction 
between states is required: states can collect information by means of spy-
ing, satellites, published documents, and so forth. 77 

This leads to a discussion of why this book uses qualitative case studies 
rather than the quantitative approach of some realists.78 Most important is 
the above point: that quantitative studies are a second-best approach to es-
tablishing causality when internal documents are available (although I do 
use statistics to reinforce that leader perceptions were for the most part rea-
sonable). Moreover, quantitative studies lack a good way to measure my 
dependent variable, the probability of major war. Perhaps because of this, 
they almost invariably examine the dichotomous dependent variable, 
war /not-war. I estimate changes in the probability of major war by changes 
in the extent of the states' planning for major war, changing internal esti-
mates of the likelihood of such a conflict, and fluctuations in the general 
level of hostility between states, shown most clearly by major crises like the 
Cuban missile crisis. This approach may not be fully satisfying, but it does 
capture our intuitive notion that even when major war is not occurring, 
some situations are relatively more stable than others. 

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

The bulk of my empirical work focuses on three main periods: the run-up 
to World War I; the interwar years up to World War II; and the early cold 
war from 1945 to 1962. In chapter 8, I also briefly cover seven other key ma-
jor wars in western history. Aside from their sheer historical importance, 
the twentieth-century cases satisfy the most important criterion for estab-
lishing causality: a huge number of declassified documents. Moreover, 
since Germany lost both wars, the German documents provide a relatively 
complete and unbiased view of internal decision-making.80 The openness of 
the American declassification system also offers such a view into the logic 
of the cold war. The cut-off of 1962 was established for one main reason: 
given the "thirty-year rule" for U.S. declassification, documents released 
after this date are less numerous and more politically suspect.8] 

Despite the focus on these three periods, since I examine the changes in 
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The Origins of Major War 

state behavior across time and space, the number of observations is far 
larger than three. This expansion of the realized "cases" helps to avoid the 
bias caused by selecting on the dependent variable, namely, looking only at 
the years when major wars broke OUt.82 Analysis of the run-ups to major 
wars and crises provide us with variations on both independent and de-
pendent variables.83 In addition, the consideration of seven other major 
wars prior to 1900 provides a check against the possibility that the twenti-
eth century is biased toward my argument. In this way, the generalizability 
of the argument across time and space can be tested.54 

It is also worth noting that the twentieth-century cases are not easy ones 
for the theory. Almost every study of the origins of World War II empha-
sizes the unit-level causes of the war, most obviously the characteristics of 
the Nazi state and its leader. If I can show the salience of my argument in 
such a case, there is greater reason for confidence in the theory.8S Argu-
ments on the origins of the cold war and the crises of the 1945-62 period 
also tend to emphasize either the ideological roots of superpower conflict 
or the role of misperception regarding the other's intentions. Although ar-
guments on the impact of shifting power may be more common here than 
for World War II, they still face strong competition from unit-level theo-
ries.86 The run-up to World War I seems on the surface to be the easiest pe-
riod to make my argument stick, since a number of scholars have docu-
mented German fears of a rising Russia. Yet this case is still, in a different 
way, a hard one for the theory. World War I seems to support practically 
every theory of major war out there, at both the systemic and unit levels. To 
show, as I seek to do, that only dynamic differentials theory provides a 
comprehensive explanation for the war is thus a difficult undertaking. 

A problem for many studies is the problem of omitted variables-vari-
ables that are left out of an empirical test but have a strong causal relation 
to both the dependent and independent variables.87 I deal with this problem 
in a straightforward way. For each of the twentieth-century cases, I include 
all the primary causal arguments that have been established to explain ac-
tor behavior. I then use the documentary evidence to test the explanatory 
power of these arguments against this book's theory. In this way, we can be 
sure that there is no hidden variable causing the result. Moreover, this 
method helps deal with the problem of overdetermination. If the documen-
tary record supports dynamic differentials theory, but also calls alternative 
hypotheses into question, then there is greater confidence that shifting 
power differentials and not other variables are driving the observed behav-
ior and outcomes. Thus, in cases like the First World War, I am not simply 
adding yet another hypothesis to the many that exist but rather seeking to 
show the limitations of competing arguments as I support the plausibility 
of my own account.88 
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Foreign Policy Choices and the 
Probability of Major War 

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

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

The core argument is straightforward. If a state is facing decline, all-out 
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The Origins of Major War 

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

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

As they stand, these analyses remain disconnected. Crisis scholars ob-
serve a critical fact: states often accept high risks of inadvertent war when 
initiating crises in order to mitigate an otherwise exogenous decline in 
power. I Security-dilemma scholars-both liberal and realist-stress that 
hard-line policies have a significant downside, namely, they can provoke 
escalation. In a security dilemma, actions taken by one state for its security 
undermine the other side' s security, leading to counteractions. An action-
reaction spiral occurs which, by heightening fear and mistrust, increases 
leaders' willingness to initiate war either for preemptive or for preventive 
reasons.2 

These insights have not been well integrated into existing theories of ma-
jor war. Classical realism contends that peace is likely if states maintain a 
balance of power and credibly communicate resolve. The downside of such 
behavior-that balancing policies can spark inadvertent escalations to ma-
jor war-is underplayed or ignored. Neorealists, especially defensive neo-
realists, highlight the tragic implications of the security dilemma, and their 
structural logic strongly influences my approach.3 Stilt the parameters and 
causal mechanisms that determine when and how power changes affect the 
severity of state policy have not been fully fleshed out. Moreover, a dis-
juncture remains between the two most developed neorealist theories of 
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Foreign Policy Choices and the Probability of Major War 

major war-those of Kenneth Waltz and John Mearsheimer-and defen-
sive neorealism in general; neither Waltz nor Mearsheimer integrates the 
inadvertent spiraling aspects of the security dilemma into his deductive 
logic.' In this chapter I seek to fill these gaps. 

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

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

OVERVIEW OF THE MODEL 

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

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

buy time for their growth. The declining state will therefore usually dismiss 
these signals as tangential to its main concern: its declining power and the 
possibility of future conflict.6 

Figure 5 outlines the causal logic. The dependent variable to be explained 
is shifts in the probability of major war over time within any system-type 
(either bipolarity or multipolarity).7 What drives this probability is the pol-
icy choice of the declining state. For sake of simplicity, I consider five main 
policy options along the soft-line/hard-line spectrum: reassurance (accom-
modation/ conciliation); doing nothing; deterrence / containment (arms rac-
ing, alliance buildups, harsh rhetoric, etc.); crisis initiation; and the direct 
initiation of major war.s 

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

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

The final parameter is the probability of the other attacking later should 
it be allowed to rise. 1O This parameter allows for the effects of both diplo-
macy and domestic processes on the other's perceptions of threat and inter-
ests, and thus on its propensity to attack the declining state down the road. 
For the sake of building the systemic realist logic, we can start with the as-
sumption that the declining state is fundamentally uncertain about the 
other's future type. That is, the probability that the other will attack later af-
ter it peaks is either as likely as not (a 50-50 chance), or a function of how 
far the other rises." In chapter 9, I relax this assumption to show the value 
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Foreign Policy Choices and the Probability of Major War 

Causal factors 

Independent 
variables: 

I. Initial differential of 
relative military power 

2. Depth of decline 

3. Inevitability of decline 

Parameters: 

I. Extent to which 
hard-line policies can 
overcome decline 

2. Extent to which 
hard-line policies 
will increase the 
probability of war 
through inadvertent means 

3. The probability of 
the other attacking later 
should it be allowed to rise 

Fig. 5. Causal logic of the model 

Declining state's 
policy choice 

(hard-line) 
A 

Initiate war 

Crisis 
initiation 

Deterrence/ 
Containment 

Do nothing 

Reassurance 
(Accommodation/ 
Conciliation) 

(soft- line) 

Dependent variable 

Probability of major war 

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

In choosing among the five general types of policy, a rational security-
seeking state will operate according to .a simple rule: pick the option that max-
imizes the state's security, that is, the option which, all things considered, leads to 
the highest expected probability of survival (EPS) over the foreseeable future. 12 

Stripped to its core, the EPS for any particular option is a function of two 
main factors: the probability that the option will lead to major war; and the 
probability of winning any major war that does occur. All things being 
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The Origins of Major War 

equal, the lower the probability of a major war entailed by an option, or the 
higher the state's probability of winning it, the greater the option's EPS.13 
The dilemma confronting states, however, is clear: individual policies often 
work at cross-purposes regarding these two factors . Conciliatory reassur-
ance may reduce the probability of major war breaking out as a result of an 
inadvertent spiral. But by sacrificing relative power in the process, it can 
lower a state's likelihood of winning any war that does occur. Conversely, 
a more hard-line policy may sustain a high level of power and thus a higher 
probability of winning in war, but only at the cost of increasing the chance 
that war will come about through inadvertent escalation. 

Given such inherent trade-offs, how can a state decide between the 
different policy options? While formulas can be derived showing the inter-
active effects among the six variables/parameters,!4 the intuitive logic can 
be expressed straightforwardly. Each policy option has a particular EPS at-
tached to it. The initial differential of relative military power will be most 
critical in determining the EPS for the "initiate war" option. Since directly 
initiating major war means the probability of war is 100 percent, this op-
tion's value is driven by the other dimension, namely, the state's likelihood 
of winning the war. IS Thus we would expect that, all things being equal, the 
greater the present level of military superiority, the more likely the state is 
to achieve victory in war, and thus the more attractive the initiate-war op-
tion will be.16 

In evaluating the EPS for either the accommodation or do-nothing op-
tions, two variables are key: the depth of decline and the inevitability of de-
cline in the absence of strong action. The deeper the expected fall, the less 
power the state will have if war occurs later once the rising adversary has 
peaked . The more nearly inevitable the fall, the more the state realizes that 
it will indeed have to face the other with less power. Taken together, these 
variables shape the state's estimate of how likely it is to win any major war 
that occurs down the road after the other has peaked. Hence the deeper and 
more inevitable the decline in the absence of strong action, the more likely 
the state is to reject soft-line/ do-nothing policies in favor of more hard-line 
ones. 

The EPSs of the two hard-line options short of major war-deter-
rence / containment and crisis initiation-will be driven primarily by the 
first two parameters in figure 5. The more the state expects that it can avert 
decline through hard-line policies (the first parameter), the more attractive 
these policies will be. Containment strategies like restrictions on trade, arms 
racing, and alliance building help mitigate decline by reducing the other's 
potential growth. More severe policies like crisis initiation work somewhat 
differently: they are designed to ameliorate declining trends more directly 
by coercing the adversary into territorial and military concessions.17 

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

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

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

When a hard-line strategy can mitigate or reverse decline, however, it 
will normally be adopted as the rational first step prior to a conscious deci-
sion to attack. Since the initiation of a crisis entails greater risks of inadver-
tent escalation than deterrence/containment, the former is rational only 
when the latter will not stem decline. Thus crises are relatively rare events 
in great power politics compared to deterrence policies like arms buildups 
and alliance restructuring. Yet such deterrence policies may not be enough, 
for three reasons. First is the problem just mentioned-the state is inferior 
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The Origins of Major War 

and declining in economic and potential power. In such a situation, spend-
ing increasing amounts on military containment will likely fail over the 
long term, given the other's superior resources for such an extended com-
petition. Second is the problem of entrenched stagnation relative to other 
states, which I outlined in the introductory chapter. The third problem, as I 
discuss below, is differential rates of success across geomilitary programs. 
States may simply not be able to keep up with their rivals-even though 
they are trying to-because the other's strategies are relatively more suc-
cessful. In such situations, crisis initiation becomes an attractive option. 
This, as we will see, was the problem faced by the Soviet Union in 1948 and 
1961 and by the Americans in 1962. 

CRISIS INITIATION AND CONCILIATION 

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

Pathways to Major War 

Figure 6 lays out five distinct pathways to major war. The first is simply 
the direct initiation of major war for preventive reasons. The attack could 
come as a surprise, or only after a crisis period. The key here, however, is 
that the initiator uses the crisis only to justify the war to its population or to 
a foreign audience.19 The crisis itself has little independent role in bringing 
on the war, since the actor's preferences are firmly "deadlock"; that is, it 
strongly prefers major war to the continuation of the status quo.20 As I show 
in chapters 3 through 5, given their views on the inevitable rise of Russia, 
German leaders in 1914 and 1939 preferred general war to a continued sta-
tus quo (even if they preferred to eliminate opponents one-by-one).21 

The second pathway is also one where the actor is either initiating major 
war directly or employing a crisis simply to justify its attack. The attack in 
this case, however, is driven by aggressive unit-level motives rather than 
national security.22 Such motives could include: greed (material gain); do-
mestic cohesion (diversionary motives); glory and the lust for power; the 
spreading of one's ideology; and so forth . Genghis Khan's attack on the 
system in the thirteenth century seems to epitomize such an aggressive 
war-although his Mongol forces did have some reason to fear neighbors, 
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The Origins of Major War 

his actions seem largely driven by greed and glory. Glory and ideology also 
shaped Hitler's calculus in 1939. My argument does not claim to explain the 
origins of such unit-level factors, and they may play an important and in-
dependent role in causing major war. The issue for the empirical chapters, 
however, is their relative historical salience versus my theory's more sys-
temic factors. 

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

The fourth and fifth pathways capture the two primary means of inad-
vertent war. As noted, inadvertent war is a war that occurs despite the fact 
that prior to the crisis period, no state preferred major war to continued 
peace.23 The processes of the crisis itself, therefore, playa significant role in 
causing one state to initiate war despite these pre-crisis preferences. And 
war is indeed chosen; it is a conscious act. Although the literature often 
refers to accidental war,>" implying that neither side made a decision for 
war, in practice major war is too significant to "just happen." Figure 6 thus 
reexpresses within a cohesive framework the various elements of inadver-
tence in the crisis literature. 

Pathway four is war through preemption. Each side, or at least the initia-
tor, has "staghunt" preferences, where peace is preferred to getting in the 
first blow. But because of first-move advantages (an offensive-dominant 
system), striking first is better than an outcome where both attack essen-
tially simultaneously and is certainly preferred to being hit first.25 In such a 
situation, since peace is preferred to all of the war outcomes, a state will ini-
tiate a war only if it believes that the other is preparing to strike.26 Thus 
even though the two are often conflated, preemptive motives and preven-
tive motives remain distinct. In preventive war, the initiator has deadlock 
preferences (preferring war to peace) not because it fears immediate attack 
against its homeland, but because its declining situation means that the ris-
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Foreign Policy Choices and the Probability of Major War 

ing state will be able to attack later with more power (independent of 
whether there are first-move advantages). In preemptive war, the actors 
still prefer peace to war. But since they believe that the other is preparing to 
attack, they cannot afford to be caught unaware, given the offense-
dominance of the system.27 

Crisis periods thus have a significant impact on the motives for preemp-
tive major war. Most important, crises typically involve the increased mo-
bilization of each side's military forces, the placing of these forces on alert, 
and hostile rhetoric (demands and threats). These measures ensure that the 
state will not be caught unprepared, while also serving as signals of a 
state's resolve. Yet they can also produce a mutual fear of surprise attack, 
since each side is uncertain as to what the other will do with its mobilized 
forces. As figure 6 indicates, accidents within the crisis will greatly 
heighten this fear. In the Cuban missile crisis, for example, as both sides 
moved to higher states of alert, each side feared that accidents like the U2 
downing over Cuba might reinforce perceptions that the other was ready-
ing itself for attack.28 

Preemptive wars in general, not to mention preemptive major wars, are 
rare events in history.29 The Seven Years War resulted from Prussia's pre-
emption of Austria and Russia's impending preventive attack, but this is 
the only clear preemptive major war of which I am aware. A plausible story 
about preemption and World War I can be told (indeed, it remains the stan-
dard account). As I discuss in chapters 3 and 4, however, preemptive mo-
tives drove only Russian behavior, and German leaders exploited these 
Russian fears to bring on the preventive major war that only they wanted. 
Yet the rarity of preemptive major wars in practice is not surprising, given 
leaders' awareness of the dangers of things getting out of hand.3D The risks 
of preemption, therefore, cannot be dismissed; indeed, the very act of 
downplaying these risks would make such wars more likely. Moreover, the 
Seven Years War and the fact that preemptive wars on a lesser scale do oc-
cur-the clearest examples being the U.S.-Chinese war in Korea in 1950 and 
the 1967 Arab-Israeli that preemption at the level of major war 
is always a real possibility. In the modern era, in fact, nuclear weapons so 
fundamentally alter the costs of war that preemption is one of the few path-
ways to major war which can still be seen as "rational."32 Any theory of ma-
jor war hoping to be applicable to the post-1945 period must therefore ex-
plain why states would ever initiate crises that significantly increase the 
risk of a preemptive total war. 

If the fourth pathway shows how a crisis can reshape beliefs, the fifth 
pathway shows the effect of crises on preferences. Crises force states to put 
their reputations on the line. Actions such as crisis mobilization, harsh 
rhetoric, and military moves against third parties often have high audience 
costs: should a state take such actions and then back down, domestic and in-
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The Origins of Major War 

ternational audiences may perceive it as weak.33 As work on incomplete-
information games shows, actions with high audience costs send "costly sig-
nals" revealing a state's true resolve. Since weak actors are less likely to take 
such actions, challengers can update their beliefs about a defender's tough-
ness, and thus back away before things go too far. 34 There is a downside to 
this, however: actions with large audience costs make it harder for states to 
make concessions within a crisis, thus narrowing the bargaining space of ne-
gotiated solutions both prefer to war. In short, reputations may get over-
committed. The crisis then transforms actors who had chicken or staghunt 
preferences before the crisis into deadlock actors, who prefer war not only to 
the old status quo but also to any negotiated deal within the crisis.35 

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

Crisis Initiation versus Accommodation / Conciliation 

The discussion of pathways to major war clarifies the logic of the 
decision-making model. In maximizing security, declining states will not 
jump into preventive war if crisis initiation can reverse the decline. Still, 
leaders know that crises put both sides on a slippery slope to major war 
through either preemption or reputation-driven escalation. Indeed, it is 
precisely the risk of things getting out of hand that permits leaders to be-
lieve they can coerce concessions from the other and thus mitigate decline.36 

Leaders understand the risks of inadvertent war. In thirteen of the six-
teen crises examined by Glenn Snyder and Paul Diesing, policy-makers 
feared that the crisis might spin out of controp7 This result should not be 
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surprising: it is intuitively evident that great power crises like the Cuban 
missile crisis involve a higher risk of all-out war.38 In fact, the rarity of crises 
in history is easily explained by states' fears of provoking their adversaries, 
knowing that inadvertent escalation to war might OCCUr.39 

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

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

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

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

Relative geostrategic strength is a matter of the relative success of a state's 
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The Origins of Major War 

armament and alliance programs. Both sides may be trying vigorously to 
match the other side's actions. Yet one side may be far more successful, 
at least for a while, in building actualized military-geopolitical power. For 
the state less able to keep up in the short term, this creates a dual dilemma. 
On the one hand, the state fears that the adversary's growing strength may 
give it the confidence to attack later for nonsecurity reasons. On the 
other hand, a time lag in the effectiveness of the declining state's 
deterrence/ containment programs means that its very capability to reverse 
the trends later may give the other a strong security-driven reason for war. 
In short, the state knows that its very attempt (and its ability) to reverse the 
short-term trends-to catch up after falling behind-can push the other 
into preventive war. Thus oscillations in the relative geopolitical balance 
caused by differing success rates for deterrence policies can push states to 
more extreme options.40 In the short term, decline will be seen as exogenous 
in the absence of stronger action. More dangerous policies like crisis initia-
tion will therefore be seen as necessary to mitigate the decline that arms 
racing and alliance building alone cannot address. 

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

In some situations, neither crisis initiation nor hard-line deterrence poli-
cies hold out the prospect of averting decline. If the state does not have the 
military power necessary for a successful war, then accommodation with 
the rising state(s) may be the rational option." This option can be expected 
to be effective, however, only under certain strategic circumstances. In mul-
tipolarity, if one is declining in relation to two or more states, boundary 
conditions such as geography and technology can play important roles in 
determining which state one accommodates, and which state one opposes. 
That England after 1890 decided to align with the rising United States and 
Japan rather than fighting a preventive war against either is not surprising. 
Geography meant that America and Japan were much lower threats to 
Britain's existence than a rising Germany. The technology of the day rein-
forced this tendency. With the emergence of the airplane, the British splen-
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Foreign Policy Choices and the Probability of Major War 

did isolation policy was becoming increasingly outdated. Yet since U.s. 
and Japanese planes could not reach British shores, these states posed little 
threat from the skies!2 

In more bipolar situations, accommodation may be the smart strategy, 
but only if such a policy stands a good chance of reversing decline. For 
sound strategic reasons, we are unlikely to find many declining states ac-
commodating just to buy the rising state's goodwill-that is, to buy a 
promise that it will not attack later when it has become preponderant.'3 The 
problem, as James Fearon notes, is one of trust under anarchy. The rising 
state may genuinely wish to commit now to not attacking later, but the 
commitment is not enforceable; there is little to stop it from changing its 
mind after preponderance has been achieved, particularly if current leaders 
are no longer around .. , If the accommodation involves concessions that 
only cause the state to decline even further, accommodation is even less 
likely to be adopted simply for the sake of security promises. 

There are those rare circumstances where accommodation in bipolarity 
holds out the prospect of mitigating one's decline. In the mid-1980s, for ex-
ample, Gorbachev and the Politburo moved away from a hard-line policy 
that was only exacerbating Russia's entrenched economic stagnation. By 
shifting to detente, the Soviets had a clear goal: to secure trade and technol-
ogy concessions that would revitalize the Soviet economy.45 Without these 
concessions, Soviet economic and potential power was expected to con-
tinue to fall behind the west. For this accommodation strategy to be the ra-
tional choice depended on a number of conditions. Preventive nuclear war 
would hardly have furthered Soviet security, given each side's ten thou-
sand strategic warheads. Initiating a crisis, such as another move on Berlin, 
would have been fruitless. It would not have dealt with the root problem: 
the inferiority of Soviet technology as the world moved into the informa-
tion age. The Soviets also could rest behind their huge strategic arsenal as 
they made the concessions on eastern Europe, Euromissiles, and the like 
necessary to secure U.s. promises on trade and technology. In most bipolar 
situations, accommodation is less likely to be effective. In the Sparta-
Athens, Carthage-Rome, and France-Hapsburgs cases, the declining states 
had no powerful nuclear second-strike to lean upon; preventive war thus 
emerged as the rational strategy. 

This discussion reinforces the importance of understanding the source of 
a state's decline, and to what extent a particular policy will address it. One 
factor in both bipolar and multipolar systems is the specific foundation for 
potential power. In the nuclear era, technology and education are critical 
components of potential power. They are not only the basis for economic 
growth but are essential to the ongoing modernization of nuclear weapons 
and their supporting logistical and communications structures. The Soviets 
in the 1980s, therefore, had reason to fear the widening technological gap. 
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The Origins of Major War 

In particular, the deployment of such innovations as the Strategic Defense 
Initiative ("Star Wars") system might have undermined the Soviet second-
strike capability. It is thus not surprising that a critical objective in Gor-
bachev's bargaining posture, in addition to loosening trade constraints, 
was obtaining restrictions on Star Wars research and deployments. 

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

controlled twice as much territory in Europe and had just conquered large 
parts of Latin America. In each case, preventive war against the rising 
colossus before it had consolidated its strength thus appeared to be the 
only rational strategy. 

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

THE BEGINNING OF COLD WAR RIVALRIES 

We have seen why, within an existing rivalry, a state might shift from on-
going deterrence policies to the more risky strategy of initiating a crisis. But 
why might states in a period of peaceful relations shift from a policy of 
calm engagement to one of hard-line deterrence / containment? The di-
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lemma is clear. Moving to a hard-line policy to contain the other is likely to 
undermine any trust between the relevant grea t powers. Yet it may be the 
only way to prevent the other's steady rise. 

In this sense, cold wars (or "enduring rivalries") do not just happen: 6 

They are initiated, in the same way crises are initiated. And like crises, cold 
wars are recognized to be events that raise the probability of an inadvertent 
slide into major war (thus our collective sigh of relief in 1989-91).47 Cold 
wars may not have the immediate salience of events like the Munich crisis 
or the Cuban missile crisis. But by raising levels of suspicion, provoking 
arms races, and encouraging states to put forces on higher levels of alert, 
they not only make such crises more likely, they also increase the risks that 
one side will see preventive and preemptive major war to be in its interest. 

In this section I reiterate the logic of the model as it applies to the begin-
ning of cold wars and compare it to the relevant alternative theories. The 
argument represents a synthesis of spiral-model reasoning on the risks of 
cold war escalation and deterrence-model reasoning on the importance of 
maintaining power. I thus seek to bring the two models together within one 
common causal framework.48 

A rising great power in a situation of peaceful relations has little problem 
deciding on its policy: it has no reason to disturb the current situation as 
long as engagement continues to facilitate its growth:9 The declining state 
is in a more uncomfortable position, since it faces trade-offs similar to those 
confronting a state having to decide whether to initiate a crisis. In choosing 
between staying with a peaceful, soft-line posture or moving to hard-line 
deterrence, a state will have its behavior shaped by the six variables / pa-
rameters outlined in figure 5. The greater the depth and inevitability of 
long-term decline in the absence of stronger action, and the more such ac-
tion is expected to mitigate or reverse this decline, the more likely the state 
is to switch to a harder-line policy. Yet the state must also take into account 
the extent to which a hard-line policy will increase the probability of major 
war through inadvertent escalation. As the spiral model would emphasize, 
hard-line deterrence cannot be implemented in a vacuum. Given the se-
curity dilemma, such policies tend to be misintepreted as preparations 
for possible expansion.50 They therefore provoke a destabilizing action-
reaction cycle.51 

In making a rational decision, therefore, a security-maximizing state 
must recognize the upsides and the downsides of both soft-line reassurance 
and hard-line deterrence. We can therefore anticipate that when decline is 
not expected to be deep or inevitable great powers will choose peaceful en-
gagement over containment. In the 1990s, for example, the United States 
pursued engagement toward China, and, as chapter 9 discusses, this was 
the logical and predictable policy. Yet, when profound decline can be antic-
ipated should the state fail to switch to containment, then such a switch is 
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likely. Truman's move to containment in mid-1945, even at a time when he 
felt that Stalin had relatively moderate intentions, shows the profound im-
pact of such dynamic power trends. 

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

This analysis builds on the insights of both the deterrence and spiral 
models. It is important to note, however, that when realists of different 
stripes (and liberals) debate the strengths and weaknesses of these models, 
they tend to focus on the actors' military poliCies, not on the differentials 
and trends of economic and potential power. For defensive realists and lib-
erals who emphasize the value of the spiral model, the security dilemma is 
fundamentally a function of each side' s arms and alliance policies; it is one 
state's efforts to improve its security through such military means that is so 
frightening to the other side.52 My argument supplements this view by con-
sidering how states deal with actors who are not currently developing the 
kind of military power needed to attack but who might be able to build this 
power later, should their growth in economic and potential power be al-
lowed to continue. In the traditional security dilemma underpinning the 
spiral model, if state B is not building its military strength, state A should 
be relatively sanguine. In my model, even this situation can provoke state 
A to move to containment if the trends of economic and potential power are 
against it. The United States shifted to containment in 1945 even though it 
was known that the Soviet Union was drastically demilitarizing; the fear of 
Soviet growth in economic and potential power drove the hard-line policy. 

The argument I have outlined shows why spiral modelers and deterrence 
modelers need not be at odds with one another.53 Both sides, I believe, can 
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accept the variables/parameters outlined in this chapter and the basic 
causal logic linking them. Both could agree, for example, that if a state is 
declining deeply, can do little about it through either hard- or soft-line poli-
cies, and will almost certainly be attacked later, preventive war, however 
unpalatable, is the option that will probably maximize the state's expected 
probability of survival. If decline is not at all inevitable, the other's inten-
tion to attack later not clear, and a hard-line policy would pose a fair risk of 
inadvertent war, then soft-line engagement is typically the best option. Al-
ternatively, if decline would be deep and inevitable in the absence of 
stronger action but could be reversed by a hard-line posture, such a posture 
will likely be preferred so long as the risks of inadvertent war are not ab-
normally high and there is a fair chance the other might attack later if al-
lowed to rise. The more severe the decline and the fewer the lower-level op-
tions, the more likely the state is to accept significant risks of inadvertent 
escalation. 

The disagreement between deterrence and spiral modelers theoreti-
cally-and between hawks and doves in the real world-is therefore less 
about causal logic, and more about the exact values of the variables and pa-
rameters.5-l Consider U.S. policy versus China at the turn of the new millen-
nium, for example. Hawks and doves could agree that if it could be known 
for sure that China would become clearly preponderant in twenty years 
and would be aggressive at that time, then preventive containment would 
be advisable now, notwithstanding the risk of sparking a new cold war. Yet 
doves reject both premises. They would thus conclude that peaceful en-
gagement is preferred, at least until such time as China's long-term growth 
and future aggressiveness seem inevitable. 

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

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

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

SUMMARY OF THE COMPETING HYPOTHESES 

In the following six chapters, I test the hypotheses about major war from 
dynamic differentials theory both against current realist theories and 
against other explanations in the literature. But first it will be useful to sum-
marize the main competing realist hypotheses. Evidence that would falsify 
a theory or reduce its salience is specified in parentheses.55 

Dynamic Differentials Theory 

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

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

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

Classical Realism 

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

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

Structural Neorealism 

1. Major wars and crises / cold wars raising the risk of inadvertent major 
war are more likely to occur in multipolar systems than bipolar systems. 
(Falsified if such events are as common or more common in bipolar sys-
tems.)56 

Hegemonic Stability Theory 

1. Major wars and crises/ cold wars raiSing the risk of inadvertent major 
war are most likely to occur when the two most powerful states in the sys-
tem are roughly equal and one state is overtaking the other.57 (Falsified if 
such events occur when one state is preponderant.) 

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

World War I is probably the most analyzed and contested case in inter-
national relations scholarship. Given its complexities, practically any the-
ory-whether at the individual, domestic, or system level-seems to find 
some empirical support. To avoid adding yet another interpretation to 
what seems like an already highly overdetermined case, I first examine the 
many empirical puzzles left unexplained in current theories. I then show 
how dynamic differentials theory covers these anomalies. In doing so, I 
seek to demonstrate that only this argument provides a consistent explana-
tion for all the diverse evidence. 

This chapter covers the lead-up to the July crisis of 1914 in two main 
parts: the growing sense in Germany of the necessity for preventive war; 
and the significant differences between German policy during the four 
Balkans crises in 1912-13 and policy in July 1914. I also discuss the prob-
lems with domestic-level arguments for the war. As will be evident, I focus 
almost exclusively on German decision-making. The reason becomes 
clearer in the following chapter as the July crisis is analyzed in depth: since 
only Germany can be considered responsible for wanting and bringing on 
major war, its changing view on the desirability of war is of utmost interest. 

This book predicts that major war in multipolarity is likely only when 
one state is significantly superior in military power. Moreover, this state 
will initiate war only when it sees itself to be declining deeply and in-
evitably. I also predict that as this state begins to peak in relative military 
power it should be more likely to engage in risky crisis behavior to amelio-
rate anticipated decline. To support the argument, I need to show that Ger-
man preventive-war thinking became increasingly entrenched up to July 
1914, and that Germany, for long-run security reasons, manipulated the 
July crisis to bring on general war at a moment seen as most favorable . We 
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should also see an increasing number of crises preceding the outbreak of 
war, as German leaders become more confident of their superiority but also 
worried about their long-term position. At the same time, German leaders 
should be expected to debate the actual moment when German power is 
peaking and calibrate the risks of inadvertent escalation against the benefits 
of provoking crises. When risks are high and benefits minimal, these lead-
ers should seek to moderate the extent of these crises. This will ensure that 
major war breaks out only when German military power is maximized rel-
ative to German adversaries. 

The documentary evidence bears out these predictions. German leaders 
after 1904 began to see Germany as the militarily preponderant state in the 
system. Yet the long-standing fear remained the growth of Russia, a state 
with far superior potential power (land mass and population) and a 
rapidly industrializing economy. A number of crises were thus provoked 
or fueled to help shore up Germany's position. In 1912, however, as both 
civilian and military leaders moved toward a consensus that Germany 
could not avert decline merely by crisis diplomacy, they accepted that ma-
jor war must be implemented. They thus acted to maximize Germany's 
military preponderance and at the same time to avoid bringing on general 
war too soon . Knowing that any attack by Austria-Hungary on Serbia 
would force Russia to respond, they restrained Vienna's enthusiasm for 
war in the Balkans whenever it seemed Russia might be drawn in. ! By 
June 1914, however, with relative military power now at its height, Ger-
man leaders switched policy: in the face of the latest Balkans incident, 
they pushed Austria to invade Serbia. This was designed to force Russia to 
act, allowing Germany to blame Russia for the major war only Berlin 
wanted. 

This view draws from evidence revealed by historians that German offi-
cials up to August 1914 were increasingly obsessed with the rising Russian 
threat. 2 As will become clear, my argument differs from that of these histo-
rians in two ways. First, scholars such as Fritz Fischer contend that military 
decline from a position of superiority only provided Berlin with the oppor-
tunity for a war actually driven by domestic goals. I show that security was 
the only key objective motivating those leaders responsible for the critical 
decisions; in fact, domestic factors inclined these individuals to peace? Sec-
ond, I reject the position of historians such as Egmont Zechlin and Karl Die-
trich Erdmann, who contend that while German leaders were driven by se-
curity concerns, their primary goal was not continental or world war, but a 
localized conflict in the Balkans to support an ailing Austrian ally: While 
this "calculated risk" thesis would not be inconsistent with the argument 
made in chapter 2, in that fears of decline were pushing Berlin to accept the 
risks of inadvertent war, the thesis is historically incorrect. The German 
chancellor and his associates preferred major war to even a localized war or 
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The Origins of Major War 

a negotiated solution-they had firm "deadlock" preferences. They thus 
used the crisis to manipulate the other states, including Austria, into war. 

Overall, my perspective competes with three types of explanations for 
World War I. The first, drawn from the spiral model, would see the war as 
inadvertent: no state wanted major war, yet the pre-1914 arms race put the 
great powers on a hair trigger. Hence, when the crisis began in the Balkans 
in July 1914, all states mobilized and then acted for preemptive reasons.s 

Analyses of misperceptions, cults of the offensive, and military time-
tables supplement this basic spiral view. Richard Ned Lebow argues that 
decision-making pathologies led Berlin to expect others to back down so 
that German objectives could be achieved without war. By late July, when 
it was clear that all states including Britain would oppose Germany, Ger-
man leaders were so incapacitated by the shock of the new information that 
they could not avert catastrophe.6 Stephen Van Evera argues that the per-
vasive belief among European leaders that the offensive was dominant led 
states to rush to preemptive war for fear their adversaries would strike 
first. 7 This view is underpinned by the argument that military leaders, par-
ticularly in Germany, seized the reins of power, putting states on mobiliza-
tion schedules that made preemptive war inevitable.s 

The second category of explanations rejects the idea that no one wanted 
war. Some states, most importantly Germany, were indeed aggressive, not 
as a result of misperceptions and security fears, but because of domestic 
pathologies. One such argument is that hypernationalism, fed through a 
rapacious press, pressured leaders to adopt aggressive, expansionary 
postures.9 Others argue that as Germany after 1890 moved to a policy 
of belligerent self-assertion to achieve its "place in the sun," it could not 
help but act aggressively in the European theater. lO Jack Snyder, building 
on Eckart Kehr, contends that Germany's tendency to overexpansion re-
flects the strategic ideology shaped by a cartelized political system: the 
sharing of power between interest groups led to expansion through domes-
tic logrolling." 

The most influential domestic-level explanation is Fischer's argument 
that German leaders initiated war to solve their internal crisis. Emphasiz-
ing the "primacy of domestic policy," Fischer asserts that Berlin sought "to 
consolidate the position of the ruling classes with a successful imperialist 
foreign policy." 12 Germany's declining military power affected only the 
timing of German actions; the core objectives were still social irnperialist.13 

The third category of explanations operates at the systemic level. For 
neorealists, the war was one of miscalculation caused by multipolarity. 
Since states could not abandon their allies without endangering their secu-
rity, once Russia moved to support Serbia, Germany was forced to defend 
Austria and France to defend Russia. A small Balkans crisis thus dragged 
all great powers into major war. 14 Hegemonic stability theorists like Gilpin 
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German Security and the Preparation for World War I 

and Organski contend that Germany's rise to near equality with Britain led 
to war, with rising Germany initiating war. IS Finally, as noted, a number of 
scholars have emphasized that fears of decline drove German leaders either 
to take a calculated risk in July 1914, or actually to seek major war. 

EMPIRICAL PUZZLES AT ODDS WITH CURRENT THEORIES 

All these theories face some significant empirical problems. For the spiral 
model to argue that war was caused by incentives to preempt, it must show 
that German leaders thought Russian mobilization meant that Petersburg 
had a possible desire for war. Yet German leaders knew with certainty that 
the czar and Russian officials were desperate to avoid war in 1914, if only 
because Russia had not completed its rearmament. 16 The argument that 
Berlin reacted with preemptive strikes because of a belief in offense domi-
nance is also suspect. If true, why did Germany threaten Russia with war 
on 29 July in response only to initial Russian preparations against Austria , 
when in the winter of 1912-13 it had done nothing after a much more ex-
tensive Russian mobilization against Austria? More broadly, preemptive 
arguments must explain why in four previous crises in the Balkans from 
1912 to 1913 spirals did not break out. In particular, the shift from German 
restraint of Austria in previous crises to German pressure in July 1914 must 
be explained. 

Furthermore, why was Russian mobilization, even general mobilization, 
so frightening when German leaders knew that Russia could not reach full 
strength for months? One might respond that Germany had to act because 
the Schlieffen Plan required destroying France first. But this only begs the 
question: Why the Schlieffen Plan, and why was the plan for attacking only 
Russia set aside in April 1913? Moreover, why would German leaders fear 
French attack in the critical period of early August 1914 when they knew 
Paris had moved its troops ten kilometers back from the border, precisely 
to avoid suspicion that France wanted to strike? 

Integral to the issue of preemption is whether Germany truly could not 
stop its war machine once it got rolling, either because the military seized 
the reins of power or because logistical schedules produced some sort of 
technical determinism. Yet if this were so, why on 2 August would Chan-
cellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg tell the kaiser that he was delaying 
a declaration of war and an attack on France "in the hope that the French 
will attack us," and then proceed to war only when the French would not 
oblige? l7 If the military controlled the situation, why did the chancellor's 
opinion on 29 July that Germany should delay general mobilization win the 
day? Why was the crucial decision to declare war on Russia, made on 31 
July and implemented on 1 August, kept secret from all military leaders ex-
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The Origins of Major War 

cept Helmuth von Moltke, the army's chief of the General Staff? More gen-
erally, why did the military have no control over German diplomatic ma-
neuvering from 28 June to the day the war began? 

The view, propounded by many, that the war was caused by Berlin's 
misperception that Britain would remain neutra1,'8 is also suspect. The evi-
dence shows that all German leaders, including Bethmann, knew that the 
possibility of British neutrality was very small from at least 1911 onward 
because of traditional British balance-of-power policy. Moreover, if they 
pinned their hopes on Britain staying out, why would they delay fighting a 
major war in December 1912 precisely to prepare for a war that included 
Britain? 

The Fischer thesis that Germany initiated war to solve its domestic crisis 
is also problematic. It is clear that Bethmann and the other key officials be-
lieved both before and during the July crisis that major war would only in-
crense the possibility of social revolution in Germany. And if the generals 
sought to maintain the traditional class structure, why would they greatly 
expand the army after 1911, a move that not only undermined the army's 
aristocratic core, but one that put more weapons into the hands of the work-
ing class? The Waltzian and hegemonic stability theory argument that Eu-
ropean states were roughly equal before the war is undermined, as noted in 
chapter 1, by the evidence that Germany was indeed military preponderant 
in 1914. This explains how Germany could fight almost singlehandedly 
(with only minimal help from Austria and Turkey) against France, Britain, 
Russia, and later the United States for four years, and come very close to 
winning. Moreover, the hegemonic stability thesis that rising states initiate 
major war is at odds with the fact that German leaders believed that their 
state was inevitably and profoundly declining versus Russia. 

Probably the greatest puzzle for all current theories, and one that has 
gone virtually unnoticed, is why Germany declared war on Russia on 1 Au-
gust. The declaration served no diplomatic or domestic purpose (indeed, it 
hurt Germany's efforts to blame Russia for the war) . Nor did it serve a mil-
itary purpose, since it only provoked both the Russians and French to 
speed up their mobilizations. If German civilian leaders were truly seeking 
a way out, knowing that the only choice was world war or a negotiated 
peace (including one giving Austria almost everything it wanted), why 
would they cut off all possible last-minute negotiations, making war truly 
inevitable? Furthermore, why would they set up both Petersburg and their 
own military to have no inkling that a declaration of war was coming? This 
puzzle is crucial, since almost every argument, including even Fischer's, ul-
timately accepts that things got out of control in the last days of the crisis 
(why else would Berlin not have chosen a favorable negotiated settlement 
instead of world war?). 

In this chapter and the next, I show how the dynamic differentials logic 
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German Security and the Preparation for World War I 

provides a parsimonious and complete explanation to these outstanding 
puzzles. German leaders were so convinced of the necessity of preventive 
war by 1914 that once they had secured the support of the German masses 
and Austria by blaming Russia, they deliberately undermined all chances 
for peace. 

THE GROWTH OF A PREVENTIVE WAR IMPERATIVE IN GERMANY 

The argument that preventive war was essential to long-term security 
was increasingly accepted within Germany after 1900. Leaders within the 
army were the first to promote the view. Yet as evidence grew that Ger-
many was peaking in relative power, the civilian leadership also accepted 
the need for general war. Russia would overwhelm Germany once it com-
pleted its industrialization. Moreover, Russia's rapid military buildup and 
expanding railway system meant that after 1917 Germany would no longer 
have the military superiority needed to win a total war. If the nation were 
to survive, German leaders believed, war would have to be fought sooner 
rather than later, and this required Germany to bring it on. 

This preventive war logic was not simply a product of an aggressive po-
litical culture after 1890, as Wilhelm II sought to enhance Germany's global 
status. l9 On at least two occasions during Bismarck's time-1875 and 
1877-the preventive war option was actively discussed.20 Although major 
war did not occur, it can hardly be argued that this reflected Bismarck's 
love of peace; after all, Bismarck had picked the optimal time to fight three 
limited wars between 1864 and 1870 to build the German Empire. He was 
restrained by the fact that Germany was still undergoing a massive indus-
trialization program.2l Moreover, France, Russia, and Britain clearly sig-
naled that they would work together to oppose any further German expan-
sion on the continent.22 In short, Bismarck realized that Germany did not 
yet have the military superiority to take on the system, nor was it necessary 
to do so since Germany was still growing economically.23 

Still, the fact that Russia was a long-term threat was recognized at an 
early date. In December 1887, at a time when preventive war was again be-
ing contemplated, future chancellor Bernard von BUlow, then Secretary of 
the German embassy in Petersburg, indicated that "if we fight the Russians 
we must not make peace until we have made them incapable of attacking 
us for at least a generation."" In 1890, General Friedrich von Bernhardi ar-
gued that Germany had to build its strength, and then "methodically to 
bring about war [against Russia] and not to wait until we have again been 
outstripped." 25 

The Schlieffen Plan, whose logic was first outlined by General Alfred von 
Schlieffen in 1892/6 focused on eliminating France first, so that Germany's 
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The Origins of Major War 

full weight could be turned against Russia . The plan was revised in early 
1905, at a time when Russia was bogged down in a disastrous war with 
Japan. Schlieffen saw the opportunity of using the Moroccan crisis as a pre-
text to destroy at least France, if not also Russia. In the summer of 1905, he 
argued that Germany was "surrounded by an enormous coalition . .. [but 
now] we can escape from the noose."27 By September, the German military 
still considered war against France and Britain a real possibility. London's 
support for France, however, greatly worried the chief of Germany's naval 
staff, Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz, who knew that the German navy was not 
yet ready for war against Britain. This, plus the fact that civilian leaders did 
not see domestic and military conditions as optimal, helped deflect Berlin 
from war.2B Still, the probability that Germany would move to major war 
was clearly growing as military arguments for preventive war were set 
against additional evidence of decline. 

In the next crisis-the 1908-<} tension sparked by Austria's annexation of 
Bosnia Herzegovina-arguments for preventive war reemerged, again 
coming mostly from the military. In January 1909, with war between Aus-
tria and Russia still a possibility, political leaders in Berlin and Vienna 
asked their military commanders to coordinate war plans against France 
and Russia. The chiefs of the general staffs, General Moltke and General 
Franz Conrad von Hotzendorf, began a correspondence lasting until Au-
gust 1914.29 In March 1909, after Russia capitulated, Moltke expressed to 
Conrad his disappointment that they had lost an opportunity for war 
"which is unlikely to reappear under such favorable conditions." Still, the 
two countries should "look confidently to the future." As long as Austria 
and Germany stood together "we shall be strong enough to break any cir-
cle." JO Given Berlin's recognition of increasing Austrian military weakness 
up to 1914,31 Moltke's words indicate his belief that Germany, as the domi-
nant ally, stood at least a fair chance of defeating any coalition against it. 
The growing pervasiveness of this belief within Germany is shown by the 
fact that other capitals were aware of it. In 1909, the former Russian ambas-
sador to Berlin wrote that the German military was "moving towards the 
conviction that the superiority of the army at the present moment promises 
the greatest prospects of success." With Russia rebuilding after the Russo-
Japanese war and France paralyzed by domestic conflict, Germany might 
be tempted to destroy both states "with one big blow."32 

Russia's humiliation in the Bosnian crisis led to large-scale Russian mili-
tary reorganization. In late 1910, the Russian war minister, V. A. Sukhomli-
nov, instituted a new defense plan that increased the number and effective-
ness of the reserves. David Hermann notes that "foreign observers all 
thought these changes would make the Russian army much more effec-
tive," although the full impact would only be felt over a number of years.33 

The Prussian General Staff's assessment in late 1910 indicated that the 
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German Securihj and the Preparation for World War 1 

Russian reorganization meant a "significant increase in readiness" and thus 
a "stronger threat." The British military attache reported in 1911 that Russia 
by late 1912 would have an efficient, well-equipped force of front-line 
troops. This reinforced a forecast from 1909 that given Russia's "almost un-
limited" resources and its military resurgence, "for offense she will soon be 
most formidable ."34 

POSTPONING THE GREAT WAR: GERMAN WAR PLANNING, 1911-1913 

The next crisis began on 1 July 1911 when the German warship Panther 
moved into the Moroccan port of Agadir, despite the 1906 agreement plac-
ing Morocco firmly under French control. Berlin hoped such a move would 
split the Entente or at least achieve concessions in Africa. As in the first Mo-
roccan crisis, however, Britain firmly supported France. On 17 August, the 
kaiser and his political and military advisers decided against war, with Tir-
pitz's arguments again being critical. The navy was not yet ready to fight 
Britain, Tirpitz argued, but with each passing year "we shall be in a much 
more favorable position." He was supported by Admiral George Alexan-
der von Miiller, chief of the German Naval Cabinet, who advised Beth-
mann and Wilhelm "to postpone this war which was probably unavoidable 
in the long run until after the completion of the [Kiell canal." German lead-
ers were also aware that Austria did not see the dispute in Morocco as the 
casus foederis needed to invoke alliance obligations.35 

British resolve and Austrian caution in 1911 helped shape later events. It 
was becoming increasingly apparent that Britain would not remain neutral 
in any continental war; by 1914, Bethmann knew that the hope was slim at 
best. Regarding Austria, Berlin needed its army, as weak as it was, to en-
sure a successful bid for hegemony; Austrian forces had to divert Russia in 
the first stage of war to allow Germany to destroy France in six weeks. 
Berlin thus had to create a situation where Austria would be compelled to 
act, so that Germany could have its war by appearing to come to Austria's 
aid, rather than the other way around. As Bethmann told the kaiser in Sep-
tember 1910, "let us hope that if there is a war the attack will be aimed 
against Austria which will then need our assistance and not against us so 
that it is not left to Austria to decide whether to be loyal to alliance or 
not. " 36 

Through 1912, fear of Russian growth began to pervade the civilian lead-
ership. Bethmann was greatly sobered by his visit to Russia in July 1912. A 
meeting with Czar Nicholas reinforced his belief that the Russians had no 
desire for war, at least while they were rebuilding: "Russia needs peace to 
consolidate itself. For this reason ... its present rulers want to be on good 
terms [with Germanyl." Yet he worried about Russia's "wealth of mineral 
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The Origins of Major War 

resources and solid physical manpower," noting "Russia's rising industrial 
power, which will grow to overwhelming proportions."37 His pessimism 
would only deepen over time: overlooking his estate before the war, he told 
his son that there was little reason to plant new trees, since "in a few years 
the Russians would be here anyway."38 

It was Bethmann's growing recognition that general war would have to 
be fought sooner rather than later that pushed him to support the army's 
call for a massive increase in war readiness. The chancellor supported the 
1912 and 1913 military laws that would increase standing land forces by 25 
percent. As Hermann shows, the originators of the new policy were well 
aware that it would spark a competition with Germany's neighbors. In-
deed, the war ministry had always warned Bethmann's office that steps to 
markedly increase Germany's land power should only be taken if war was 
seen as inevitable.39 By late 1911, the ministry made its case that this time 
had come. On 19 November, Pruss ian Minister of War General Josias von 
Heeringen wrote to Bethmann that despite recent setbacks, he and Moltke 
were convinced that Germany's army was still equal to the combined 
strength of its opponents in the near term. Yet since the adversaries' grow-
ing strength was making deterrence more difficult, Germany must "reckon 
with war ... if any particular provocation to it is given."4o 

Ten days later, on 29 November, General Franz von Wandel, the individ-
ual responsible for drafting the new army bill, produced a memorandum 
providing more details on the army's logic. The situation was not very fa-
vorable. Italy would not help Germany, while England would support 
France "under all circumstances" with both land and sea power. Moreover, 
"Russia is working with gigantic financial resources on the reconstruction 
of its army," and having solved its problems with Japan, it could now in-
tervene in a European war. Still, Germany was militarily strong, with its 
adversaries having not yet completed their rearmament programs.4I 

Moltke reiterated these arguments in a report to Bethmann on 2 Decem-
ber. He also noted that Russia had made substantial improvements in its re-
serve and railway systems, its artillery, and the number of front-line troops, 
while cutting mobilization time in half compared to five years earlier. 
Overall, the Schlieffen Plan could still work, but time was running out: "For 
a number of years, the [power balance] has shifted substantially to the 
detriment of the allied Monarchies."42 

With general war looming, the chancellor initiated discussion through 
Richard Haldane, the British war minister, to see if any hope of British neu-
trality remained. When Haldane arrived in February 1912, it was soon ap-
parent that Berlin sought Britain's promise of unconditional neutrality: 
even if Germany were the aggressor, Britain had to agree to stay out of a 
continental conflict. Needless to say, if Berlin had no intention of initiating 
major war, it would not have had to insist on unconditional neutrality, 
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something which the British quickly recognized. London responded that it 
could agree never to join an offensive attack on Germany, but this was re-
jected. Combined with Berlin's inability in 1905 and 1911 to split Britain 
from France, the failure of the Haldane Mission confirmed the need to pre-
pare for a world war that included Britain:) This conclusion was bolstered 
on 3 December 1912, when Berlin received a telegram from Prince Karl Max 
von Lichnowsky, German ambassador in London, relaying a message from 
Haldane. Referring to the Balkans crisis that had begun in October, Hal-
dane told Lichnowsky that Britain would not remain a bystander should 
Austria invade Serbia. British policy was based, according to Haldane, on 
the conviction that the balance of power must be preserved. Britain would 
not allow a situation in which it faced "a united continental bloc under the 
leadership of a single power."+! 

On 8 December, the kaiser called his military leaders to a secret meeting 
to discuss the dilemma of almost certain British intervention in a continen-
tal war. This infamous War Council (so named by Bethmann) and the 
events that immediately followed are highly significant. They show that 
German leaders, both military and civilian, began actively preparing for a 
preventive war to be initiated within one to two years: 5 

Admiral Milller, who attended the meeting, recorded its proceedings in 
his diary. The kaiser began by arguing that Austria, to survive, must deal 
energetically with the Serbian problem. Yet "if Russia supports the Serbs, 
which she evidently does ... then war would be unavoidable for us too." 
From Haldane's statements it was clear that war could not be confined to 
the continent. Hence, "the fleet must naturally prepare itself for the war 
against England." Moltke, who had sought preventive war since 1909, 
readily agreed, arguing: "I believe a war is unavoidable and the sooner the 
better." '" The stumbling block was once again the navy. Tirpitz, as in 1909 
and 1911, argued that the navy was still not quite ready, and hence "would 
prefer to see the postponement of the great fight for one and a half years," 
by which time the Kiel canal and the Heligoland U-boat harbor would be 
complete. Moltke responded that "the navy would not be ready even then 
and the army would get into an increasingly unfavorable position."" Since 
Britain's involvement was now seen as a given, however, Tirpitz's argu-
ment for postponing war won the day. 

Three important points emerge from this meeting. First, no one dis-
agreed with the thrust of Moltke's argument, namely that preventive war 
for hegemony had to be fought, and soon. Rather, the decision was only 
postponed, owing mainly to Tirpitz's insistence that the German fleet was 
not ready. Not coincidentally, naval preparations of the kind Tirpitz em-
phasized were indeed completed by July 1914, eighteen months later. Rein-
forcing the decision to postpone was Prussian War Minister Heeringen's 
argument that Germany's land forces still needed more time to prepare. 
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The Origins of Major War 

When asked by the kaiser to prepare a new army bill for 1913, on top of the 
one in 1912, Heeringen demanded the postponement of its introduction 
until autumn because the army "could not digest yet more big increases; 
all troop exercising areas were overfilled, the armaments industry could 
not keep pace."48 The kaiser accepted the need to wait. Two days after the 
War Council, he confidentially told the Swiss ambassador that the "racial 
war ... of Slavdom against Germandom" could be postponed but not 
avoided and "will probably take place in one or two years."49 

Second, all participants understood that Britain would oppose a German 
attack on France. Not even the chancellor, the individual usually seen to 
have the greatest faith in British neutrality,so put much hope in it. On 20 De-
cember 1912, the chancellor wrote privately to a colleague regarding the 
kaiser's fears about Britain: "Haldane's disclosure to Lichnowsky was not 
all that serious. It merely reflected what we have long known: that Britain 
continues to uphold the policy of the balance of power and that it will 
therefore stand up for France if in a war the latter runs the risk of being de-
stroyed by us."S! Bethmann's beliefs did not mean he would abandon all ef-
forts to achieve British neutrality; even late in the July crisis he would make 
offers to secure it. Yet the evidence from December 1912 on shows that he 
did not count on British neutrality when he pushed for war in July 1914; it 
would be an added bonus, but general war would have to be chosen even if 
Britain fought. 

Third, every key leader seemed to agree on the necessity of motivating 
Germany's population for a war directed against Russia. Moltke had ar-
gued in the meeting that "we ought to do more through the press to pre-
pare the popularity of a war against Russia." Muller' s diary notes speak of 
the need to provoke Germany's enemies into war, a technique used so ef-
fectively in July 1914: "The Chief of the Great General Staff says: War the 
sooner the better, but he does not draw the logical conclusion from this, 
which is to present Russia or France or both with an ultimatum which 
would unleash the war with right on our side."s2 That afternoon, Muller in-
formed Bethmann of the "military-political situation" discussed at the 
meeting. The government must now enlighten the people about Ger-
many's interests should war erupt over the Austrian-Serbian conflict: "The 
people must not be placed in a position of wondering only at the outbreak 
of a great European war, what the interests are that Germany must fight 
for in this war. Instead [they] should be accustomed to the idea of such a 
war beforehand."s3 

This evidence calls into question the argument that World War I resulted 
from popular pressure, fed by distorted ideas about war as a glorious en-
terprise. The causality is the reverse: the German government started to 
whip up war sentiment only after agreement that general war had to be 
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German Security and the Preparation for World War 1 

fought. Far from leaders responding to the public's aggressive passions, 
they deliberately created those passions to fight the war more effectively. 

After the War Council meeting, the chancellor "now impressed upon the 
Emperor the need to prepare for a great war."S-! On 4 December, four days 
before the meeting, he had called for a new army bill; this bill was ap-
proved by the kaiser on 1 January for submission to the Reichstag. The 
diplomatic ground for war at the most favorable moment also had to be 
prepared. Austria, as I discuss shortly, had to be restrained from taking any 
action in the Balkans that would precipitate war with Russia before the 
completion of German army and navy preparations. Germany's other, less 
trustworthy ally-Italy-would also have to be readied for war.55 

Until 1913, the German military had two military plans which had been 
updated annually-one for attacking both France and Russia (the Schlief-
fen Plan), and one for attacking just Russia. In April 1913, because the mili-
tary leaders recognized that Russia could not be attacked without French 
intervention, the plan for attacking only in the east was put aside.56 German 
planners were becoming obsessed with Russia's military buildup, in partic-
ular the growth of strategic railways financed by France. By the spring of 
1912, they had calculated that the railways would be completed by 1916-17, 
and by that point the Russian army's overall strength would have grown 
by 40 percent.57 Germany could not compete quantitatively with the Rus-
sian masses. Still, its army had distinct qualitative advantages over both 
France and Russia in the short term, providing a small window of opportu-
nity for a successful general war. 

The most exhaustive analysis of the relative military strengths of the 
continental armies-that of Hermann-concludes that Germany "enjoyed 
a period of appreciable military superiority" in the years immediately 
prior to the war. German corps had more artillery overall and were signif-
icantly stronger in modern heavy field artillery. In general, the German 
army was rich in technical equipment, while the thoroughness of its train-
ing made it superior in fighting mass warfare.58 This qualitative superiority 
explains why Germany was able to fight largely single-handedly against 
three, and then four, major powers over four years and come dangerously 
close to victory.59 

Leaders were aware of this short-term superiority and the need to use it. 
In his influential book Germany and the Next War, published in 1912, Gen-
eral Friedrich von Bernhardi wrote that in the face of large empires like 
Britain and Russia, Germany must strive not only for colonial expansion, 
but, more important, for expansion within Europe. Germany was outnum-
bered, but it possessed a special advantage given its better equipment, su-
perior training, and brilliant leadership. Thus, while victory would not be 
easy, German leaders still had the moral duty to "begin the struggle while 
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The Origins of Major War 

the prospects of success and the political circumstances are still tolerably 
favorable." 60 

The Germans knew that they needed marked overall superiority, given 
the weak commitment of Italy and Austria's deteriorating strength. In No-
vember 1912, Moltke's office drafted a memorandum arguing that the army 
had to be further strengthened, since "we will fight together with allies but 
nevertheless largely with our own forces." Moltke clarified his position in a 
note to Heeringen in December. Germany currently could face a war with 
confidence, but within two or three years things would be different as Rus-
sia grew and France solved its diplomatic problems. By that point, "Ger-
many must be strong enough to rely on its own power." It therefore had to 
maximize its military strength immediately.6! When Heeringen met pri-
vately with Reichstag leaders in April 1913, he expanded on Moltke's logic. 
Russia was developing surprisingly fast, as it poured vast sums into im-
proving equipment and adding new corps. At the moment, the excellence 
of German troops meant Germany's situation was still tenable, but in the 
future Russia's growing qualitative and quantitative strength would over-
whelm Germany.62 

In short, both Moltke and Heeringen were convinced by 1912-13 that 
Germany had enough short-term superiority to take on the system without 
substantial help from any ally. This belief was not unique to Germany. Nor-
man Stone's research indicates that across Europe "there were widespread 
ideas that the German army was the most powerful in Europe, a vast war-
machine of unconquerable strength."63 The Russian ambassador to Berlin 
wrote shortly before the war that "the mood of [German] military circles 
draws strength from the conviction that the present temporal superiority of 
the army promises Germany the greatest chances of success."64 Moreover, 
as William Fuller shows, even though the Russians took every opportunity 
to mock the strength of Austria, they had a palpable sense of inferiority 
when it came to Germany: "Stress was placed on the superiority of German 
training, German technology, and German mobilization."65 The implica-
tions for system stability were clear. In February 1913, the Russian war 
minister, Sukhomlinov, told the French that Germany "is in a very critical 
position. It is encircled by enemy forces: to the west France, to the east Rus-
sia-and it fears them." Moreover, Britain was against it and Austrian 
strength was deteriorating. "It is therefore up to Germany to playa large 
role on its own."66 

The German military' s belief in its short-term qualitative superiority was 
maintained right up until the start of the war. On 31 July 1914, G. H . 
Lerchenfeld, minister in Berlin to the president of the Bavarian Ministerial 
Council, reported that the military's confidence was strong. "Months ago, 
even, [Moltke had] made the statement that, from a military point of view, 
times were more favorable than they might be for an extremely long period 
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German Security and the Preparation for World War I 

to come." Moltke had given three reasons for his view: superiority of the 
German artillery; superiority of the German infantry rifle; and the wholly 
insufficient training of the French army.67 

The above evidence demonstrates that critical to the German decision for 
preventive war was the belief-quite accurate as the war revealed-that 
Germany did indeed have enough military power to take on the system.68 

Yet as Russia translated its huge potential power into real economic and 
military strength, Germany would have to act sooner rather than later if it 
were to guarantee its long-term security. 

THE FINAL TOUCHES: PREPARING GERMANY FOR TOTAL WAR, 1913-1914 

The years 1913-14 were spent readying the German people, particularly 
the workers and their leaders in the Social Democratic Party, for the war to 
come. The main concern was the populace'S will to fight a general war, a 
concern that remained until late July 1914, as I show in the next chapter. 
Hence, a propaganda campaign was initiated to bring the classes together.69 
After the 8 December War Council, newspapers quickly moved toward a 
new, more alarmist view of the German geopolitical predicament. On 1 Jan-
uary 1913 in an article titled "End of the Year-Turn of Fate," the 
government-funded Jungdeutschland-Post stated that if war was required 
"then the German people will demonstrate that today as in the past it can 
defy a world of enemies."70 Over the next eighteen months, the case was 
built that the war to come would be one against the rising Russian colossus. 
Since the leaders knew that Russia, at least until its preparations were com-
plete, had no desire for war, propaganda painted the struggle as a racial 
conflict between the virtuous German race and the innately aggressive 
Slavs.7! 

The economy of Germany also had to be prepared: financial plans were 
developed estimating the costs of war; war reserves in the form of gold, sil-
ver, and treasury bills were increased; concerns about long-term food sup-
plies were addressed.72 In addition, a Permanent Commission for Mobiliza-
tion Affairs was set up at the end of December 1912, composed of 
representatives of all key ministries and the military. From that time on un-
til May 1914, the commission, as Fischer summarizes, "met regularly and 
although it concentrated on the food supply situation, it dealt also with the 
labor market, the provision of industry with coal and other raw materials 
and the upkeep of goods traffic in wartime."73 In the end the commission 
did not argue for active intervention to gear up the economy for war, but 
this does not support the argument that German leaders fell into war be-
lieving it would be short and relatively costless.74 Rather, the commission 
and the responsible ministries concluded that Germany was already eco-
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The Origins of Major War 

nomically ready for war, and there was little more to do. Clemens von Del-
bruck, the minister of the interior, told Bethmann on 28 December 1912, 
that commission deliberations "have shown that it is impossible to take ma-
jor steps in peacetime to organize the German economy for war. To the ex-
tent that it is possible to step in at various points all available means will be 
examined." 75 

Probably the most conclusive fact indicating that German leaders ac-
cepted the possibility of a long war, even if they hoped for a short one, is 
that violation of Dutch territory, called for in the 1905 Schlieffen Plan, was 
dropped in the plan's final version. Leaders recognized that this would 
limit the plan's effectiveness to some degree. They agreed, however, that 
the Netherlands's benevolent neutrality would be needed in a long war as 
a lifeline to food and raw materials should Germany be blockaded by the 
British navy.7. Army Chief Moltke knew that the nature of war had 
changed. Germany now had to fight whole nations in arms, he argued in a 
pessimistic prewar evaluation: it would be "a war between peoples," a 
"long, exhausting struggle ... that will push our own people, even if we 
are the victors, to the brink of exhaustion."77 

The sense of inevitable decline continued to grow through 191}-14. In 
the spring of 191}, the chancellor warned the Reichstag of Russian growth, 
as his personal secretary Kurt Riezler relates: "A huge, ever lengthening 
wave grows steadily. Once the mass of the Russian people becomes aware 
of its nationalism the world will see the greatest movement ever as regards 
extent and unused intensity."78 By 1914, the sense that Russia was translat-
ing its massive potential power into overwhelming economic and military 
power began to crystallize into a tangible fear. In late 191}, the czar had ap-
proved what was called the Big Program, a plan to increase the Russian 
army by 470,000 men, or approximately 40 percent, by 1917.79 In early 1914, 
the German military attache in Petersburg passed on a report on Russian 
growth. This became the basis for an important memorandum from Moltke 
to the Foreign Office in March 1914, emphasizing Russia's growing pre-
paredness for war since its 1905 defeat by Japan.so On 24 February 1914, the 
lead article in the Post-a newspaper with ties to the military-openly ad-
vocated preventive war. Should Germany wait until its opponents were 
better prepared, it asked, "or shall we seize a propitious moment to bring 
about a decision?" If a conflict of interest should arise, Germany must be 
willing to "risk a war which we should start with a determined offensive . . . 
the pretext is unimportant because what matters is not this, but that 
our whole future is at stake." The article concludes: "The question arises 
whether our opponents' numerical superiority makes victory impossible. 
The answer is: not yet!"81 

This was not just propaganda. The internal documents overwhelmingly 
show that such phrases mirrored the thinking of German leaders. As the 
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German Security and the Preparation for World War I 

Russian ambassador in Berlin wrote to Foreign Minister S. D. Sazonov in 
March: "According to confidential information (which I have from various 
sources) Russia's growing strength is causing great apprehension in Berlin. 
Government circles here are of the opinion that our siege artillery will be 
ready by 1916 and at that moment Russia will be the dreaded rival for 
whom Germany will allegedly be no match." The ambassador also noted 
that "Germany spares neither means nor energy to bring its military pre-
paredness to the pitch of perfection."82 Thus even foreign capitals were 
aware of German efforts to maximize their short-term power for the com-
ing preventive war.83 

The early part of 1914 was used to solidify alliance arrangements with 
Austria, so it could play its proper role in the corning conflict. Yet Berlin 
knew that the others did not want war. Moltke wrote Conrad on 13 March 
that the news from Russia "suggests that at present they have no intention of 
adopting an aggressive attitude." France, he observed, would likely be even 
less desirous of war, considering its even less favorable military situation.84 

By late spring, there was little question that both German political and 
military leaders were in agreement as to the necessity of preventive war. 
On 29 May, after a private discussion with Moltke, Foreign Secretary Gott-
lieb von Jagow wrote: 

The prospects for the future weighed heavily upon him. In two to three years 
Russia would have finished arming. Our enemies' military power would 
then be so great that he did not know how he could deal with it. Now we 
were still more or less of a match for it. In his view there was no alternative 
but to fight a preventive war so as to beat the enemy while we could still 
emerge fairly well from the struggle. The Chief of Staff therefore put it to me 
that our policy should be geared to bringing about an early war.85 

This passage neatly sums up much of the argumentation made by German 
leaders over the past year. Moltke's comments on the chances for victory 
also suggest the military's assessment of Germany's relative power posi-
tion. Moltke was known to have little faith in the real strength of Austria's 
military. Moreover, since December 1912, he had been under the assump- · 
tion that the war would be against France, Russia, and Britain. Hence, even 
if the "we" and ."our" in the quoted passage refers to both Germany and 
Austria (which is unlikely), they indicate that Moltke believed that Ger-
many was superior enough to any other single state to take on the second-, 
third-, and fourth-ranked powers in the system largely singlehandedly. He 
was also realistic on the chances for success: he did not say Germany would 
win for sure, only that it was more or less of a match. 

The army chief's comments are also significant regarding his advice that 
Germany policy should be geared to bringing about an early war. This was 
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The Origins of Major War 

not a call for a bolt from the blue, but rather for the active manipulation of 
the diplomatic environment so as to make war appear justified. In July 
1914, as will be seen, Moltke was very much in favor of the chancellor's pol-
icy of attempting to blame Russia for the war. As he had said to Conrad in 
early 1913, "Russia must appear to be the aggressor" if Germany was to 
have an "effective slogan" for the war at home.86 

THE BALKANS CRISES OF 1912-191}: AVOIDING INADVERTENT WAR 

A good theory should not only explain why war broke out in August 
1914, but also why it did not break out earlier under apparently similar cir-
cumstances. The German leadership, this section shows, was aware that 
any Austrian move against Serbia posed a high risk of reputation-driven 
escalation to major war. Russia, because of commitments to its Serbian ally 
and previous humiliations, would have to respond to uphold its image 
among allies . Yet if Russian and Austrian armies directly clashed, France 
would feel compelled to act should Germany support Austria, dragging all 
states into war. The conditions for inadvertent spiraling, as per the story of-
ten told about July 1914, were indeed present. What is significant, however, 
is that Berlin recognized these risks. It thus deliberately restrained Vienna 
through four Balkan crises in 1912-13 whenever events threatened to draw 
Russia in. Yet in July 1914, German policy dramatically switched to push-
ing Vienna to attack Serbia as soon as possible. 

There is a straightforward reason for German leaders' moderate Balkans 
policy up until 1914: they did not believe that conditions were yet ripe for 
preventive war. So while they did want to help Austria mitigate decline by 
shoring up its regional position, Vienna was permitted to make aggressive 
moves only when it was clear that Russia would not intervene. With Ger-
man military superiority now evident, Austria was allowed to pursue a 
riskier course in the Balkans-explaining the higher frequency of Austrian-
Russian crises in 1912-13. But the risks had to be kept within bounds. By 
July 1914, however, Germany had maximized its relative military prepon-
derance and would have only declined thereafter. Hence, Berlin's Balkans 
policy shifted to a hard-line stance which would force Russia to mobilize, 
thus thrusting the blame for major war on to Russian shoulders. 

The First Balkan War, which began in October 1912, had its roots in an 
earlier offensive alliance formed by Greece, Montenegro, Serbia, and Bul-
garia against Turkey. Austria's worry through 1912 was that Russia and 
Serbia would exploit Turkey's declining position to increase their power. In 
mid-August, Austrian Foreign Minister Count Leopold von Berchtold en-
couraged the Balkan states not to fight Turkey, at least in the short term.S7 

Russia and France were also against war. Nevertheless, Montenegro de-
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clared war on Turkey on 8 October with Bulgaria, Serbia, and Greece join-
ing soon after. By early December, Turkey was close to being pushed out of 
Europe. An armistice, brokered by the great powers, that required the 
states to hold their positions was signed on 3 December, with a peace con-
ference opening in London on 16 December. Negotiations and intermittent 
fighting continued for another six months, however, and only on 30 May 
1913 was a peace treaty signed. This treaty was immediately undermined 
by the start of the Second Balkan War in June. 

The First Balkan War witnessed three periods of marked tension, when 
great power war was at least a possibility: from October to the peace confer-
ence in December; from January to March, when Austria and Russia stood 
eye-to-eye in states of partial mobilization; and from April to May when 
Austria resisted Montenegro's claims on Scutari, a small city in Albania. 

In each crisis, German policy was to support Austria, but never to the 
point where Austrian actions might bring in Russia and thus provoke a 
general war. Bethmann and Berchtold met on 7-8 September to discuss the 
growing Balkan tension. Alfred von Kiderlen-Wachter, Germany's foreign 
minister, irritated by Vienna's willingness to make diplomatic moves with-
out consulting Berlin, advised Bethmann to tell Berchtold that he must in-
form Berlin of his intentions and not just present it with a fait accompli. 
Germany had no obligation "to support Austria-Hungary in her Near East-
ern plans, let alone adventures, all the less. so as Austria-Hungary has not 
promised outright her support against France."88 In November, however, 
two cornerstones of Austria's Balkan policy-an independent Albania as a 
check on Serbia and the prevention of Serbian access to the sea-were 
threatened by the successes of the Balkan League. Austria mobilized while 
Russia, in support of Serbia, responded by deploying 220,000 troops along 
the Galician border. In late November, Vienna increased its troop strength 
in Galicia by 50 percent, called up more reserves, and told the fleet to pre-
pare for mobilization.B9 The armistice on 3 December between the Balkan 
states and Turkey did not reduce Austrian-Russian tension. In fact, Austria 
feared that Serbia, since it was no longer fighting against Turkey, would 
now turn against Austria. On 5 December, Vienna activated 27,000 more 
troops in the south. 

Recognizing the risks of escalation, German leaders were cautious. Three 
days after the 8 December War Council in Berlin, where it had been de-
cided to postpone major war, Berchtold met with the heir-apparent, Franz 
Ferdinand, and advised him against war. As Samuel Williamson summa-
rizes, Berchtold's central point "was his well-founded belief that Berlin 
would never agree to a unilateral move by Vienna." Later that day, the 
civilian ministers made the same argument to Emperor Franz-Joseph: o The 
monarch apparently agreed, and by the end of December a fragile peace 
was still holding. 
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The Origins of Major War 

From January to March, however, Austria and Russia remained in states 
of partial mobilization across their borders. This fact alone led to the second 
great power crisis of the First Balkan War. Austria had decided against at-
tacking Serbia, but the Russians did not know this. Hence both sides main-
tained a state of high military readiness until March. Yet an uncontr,olled 
escalation to war was again avoided. Why was the German military ma-
chine not mobilized in response to Russian mobilization, as in 1914?9J 

The answer is clear: given the War Council decision, Germany still 
needed more time to maximize its superiority. In January, Berchtold sent 
Count Friedrich von Szapary on a secret mission to Berlin to clarify the Ger-
man perspective. Szapary was told that the Germans had no desire for 
war.92 Just to make sure Vienna got the message, however, both Bethmann 
and Moltke sent letters to their respective Austrian counterparts. The chan-
cellor's letter on 10 February reminded Berchtold that "for Russia, with her 
traditional relationship to the Balkan states, it is almost impossible without 
an immense loss of prestige to be an inactive spectator of a military action 
on the part of Austria-Hungary against Serbia." Moreover, in any war, Ger-
many "would have to bear the full brunt of the French and English offen-
sive." Hence, "to bring about a forcible solution-even if many interests of 
the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy were to urge it-at a moment when a 
prospect, even if only a distant one, opens up of settling the conflict in con-
ditions essentially more favorable to us, would in my opinion be an error of 
incalculable magnitude."93 Moltke's letter to Conrad on 10 February, like 
the chancellor's, did not advise the Austrians to abandon thoughts of war, 
but only to hold off for now, so it could be fought later under better cir-
cumstances. Significantly, Moltke's main concern was that Russia be 
blamed for any war so as to find an "effective watchword" for the propa-
ganda campaign back in Germany. "[AJ European war must come sooner 
or later in which ultimately the struggle will be one between Germanism 
and Slavism," he wrote Conrad. "But the aggression must come from the 
Slavs." 94 

Thus the crisis which, in terms of mobilization, bore the closest parallel to 
July 1914 was resolved without war by mid-March 1913. During April and 
May, a third crisis erupted over whether the city of Scutari, in Albania, be-
longed to Albania or Montenegro. Serbia supported Montenegro's claim, 
and Austria prepared to move against the Montenegrans. This time Berlin 
gave its support for Austrian action. Berlin supported Austria, however, 
only once it became clear that Russia would not react. Petersburg had al-
ready convinced the Serbs to withdraw from Scutari. Moreover, Sazonov 
had stated from the beginning of the Scutari crisis, as Luigi Albertini re-
lates, that "he would not protest against separate action by Austria pro-
vided it were limited to Scutari and did not threaten Serbia." The crisis was 
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finally resolved thorough Montenegro's agreement in May to give Scutari 
to Albania in return for economic aid from the great powers.95 

A fourth crisis arose as a complication of the Second Balkan War, started 
by Bulgaria in late June, when it attacked Serbian and Greek forces. Berch-
told felt that Austria needed to attack Serbia in support of Bulgaria, and 
this was communicated to Berlin in early July.% For Berlin, this situation 
was far more dangerous than the Scutari crisis. This time the threatened 
Austrian attack was directed not against tiny Montenegro, a nation that 
Russia had said it would not support, but against Serbia itself, a nation 
firmly within Russia's sphere. German officials reacted quickly, going 
straight to Austrian ambassador Ladislas von Szogyeny to inform him that 
they "saw no reason for Austria-Hungary to give up the waiting attitude 
she has till now maintained." Alfred Zimmermann, Germany's undersecre-
tary of state for foreign affairs, also advised the kaiser that Vienna should 
be "dissuaded from precipitat[ingl action," and be persuaded "to take no 
decision without German advice."97 The kaiser agreed. 

Bethmann, out of town during the first few days of the crisis, returned to 
Berlin on 5 July and was soon informed of Austria's hard-line position. 
Clearly concerned, he told Szogyeny that Austria should be satisfied that 
its two southern Slav neighbors were destroying themselves in war. But if 
Austria attempted to use force, then "it would mean a European war. This 
would most seriously affect the vital interests of Germany and I must there-
fore expect that before Count Berchtold makes any such resolve, he will in-
form us of it. "98 We see once again the common theme in the 1912-13 Balkan 
crises. When there was little possibility of Russian intervention, Berlin al-
lowed Austria to act forcefully; but whenever it seemed that Russia might 
be obliged, for the sake of its reputation, to oppose Austrian actions, Berlin 
withheld support and advised Vienna to maintain its "waiting attitude." 
By July 1914, this policy would be reversed. 

WHY WORLD WAR I WAS NOT THE RESULT OF DOMESTIC CONFLICT 

Having discussed why World War I did not start inadvertently, I now 
show that the other most accepted explanation for its beginning-that 
German leaders used war to solve a domestic crisis-is also suspect. This 
social-imperialist explanation, which traces back to Eckart Kehr, has been 
forwarded by notable historians such Fischer, Hans-Ulrich Wehler, and 
Volker Berghahn.99 Despite some differences, these scholars agree on cer-
tain key points. Germany pursued a Sonderweg or "special path" after 
1850: it experienced neither the revolution nor the reform needed to re-
duce the traditional landed aristocracy in favor of the bourgeoisie. As 
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Germany industrialized, the bourgeoisie thus aligned with the landed 
elite to forestall the rise of their common enemy, the working class. To 
maintain control, these two dominant classes sought an aggressive exter-
nal policy to divert the masses' attention from the lack of domestic 
change. 

Weltpolitik of the 1890S is seen as the first expression of this objective: in 
creating a colonial empire and a powerful navy, the dominant classes 
hoped that the population would rally around the flag and support the es-
tablished order. Over time, however, they began to see war in Europe as 
the only viable response to growing working-class discontent. Victory 
would cause the masses to recognize the validity of the traditional class 
structure, abandoning thoughts of revolution. Internal strife thus led to an 
"escape forward," the elites' reactionary plunge into war to forestall the 
loss of their domestic primacy.lOo 

This argument has fundamental problems. As an explanation for Welt-
politik, it has some merit: although the drive for colonies and sea power af-
ter 1895 had a strong security component, 101 there is evidence that German 
leaders in the 1890S also expected Weltpolitik to dampen domestic conflict. lo2 
Yet proponents of the social-imperialist thesis fail to recognize that the 
logic for imperialism against weak preindustrial societies has no necessary 
connection to the motives for general war. Leaders might expect military 
moves against small states to yield low-cost victories promoting national 
unity (as U.S. victories in Grenada 1983 and Panama 1989 demonstrated). 
General war against other great powers, however, can be foreseen to have 
the opposite consequences: since such wars involve tremendous costs in 
blood and treasure, they are much more likely to undermine domestic or-
der than to stabilize it-even when the state is victorious. 

The evidence shows that German leaders understood these points. As 
chapter 4 discusses, Bethmann Hollweg in particular saw that general war 
would only increase the risk of social revolution. Yet he nevertheless felt 
compelled to initiate it before Russia rose any further. In this view he was 
not alone. Advocates of the social-imperialist argument not only produce 
little evidence showing that German leaders sought general war to solve a 
domestic crisis; their evidence shows that all key leaders after 1905 were 
petrified by the domestic consequences of even a victorious war. 

Events within Russia after the 1904-5 Russo-Japanese war taught Ger-
man elites their first big lesson: great power wars mean revolution. For the 
kaiser, such wars meant that the army could not remain at home to keep 
the peace. He wrote in 1905 that sending a single man abroad would, be-
cause of the socialists, create an "extreme danger to the life and the prop-
erty of the citizens."103 Prince Bernhard von Bulow, Bethmann's predeces-
sor as chancellor, stated in 1907 that even if an arms buildup helped relieve 
domestic conflict, war itself "would have the most depressing conse-
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German Security and the Preparation for World War I 

quences politically, economically and socially."'''' A year later he told the 
crown prince that history shows that even in victory, "every great war is 
followed by a period of liberalism, since a people demands compensation 
for the sacrifices and effort war had entailed." Should war end in defeat, "it 
might entail the fall of the dynasty." 105 During the Moroccan crisis of 1911, 
Kiderlen, the German foreign minister, likewise argued: "All great victories 
are the work of the people and the people must be paid for it. ... Another 
victory will bring us a parliamentary regime."'16 

Germany's military leaders were no believers in diversionary war. In 
February 1905, the Admiralty Staff reported that if war with Britain broke 
out, it would lead to a blockade and thus "a financial and social crisis with 
incalculable consequences." In the winter of 1905-6, Tirpitz sought to 
counter "radicals" in society who advocated war with England or a mili-
tary crack-down as means to maintain the domestic order. He feared that 
such policies would only cause chaos at home.107 Army Chief of Staff 
Moltke would assert as late as 29 July 1914, even as he was helping bring on 
total war, that war "would destroy the culture of nearly all of Europe for 
decades to come." 108 

It is telling that while the quotations cited are taken largely from scholars 
seeking to uphold the social-imperialist thesis, these authors offer no quo-
tations from key leaders showing they believed major war would improve 
the domestic situation. Instead, the evidence garnered is indirect: analyses 
of German domestic tension prior to the war combined with a few state-
ments that war might unify the nation from far-right leaders not actually in 
power. With direct evidence lacking, social-imperialist scholars fall back on 
a more circuitous route to war, whereby reluctant officials are pushed into 
war by powerful interests outside the government. This argument also has 
significant problems. 

First, even if we accept that the domjnant classes had influence, Germany 
was hardly unique in terms of the landed elite's strength and the struggle 
between modernizing and reactionary factions. Arno Mayer shows that the 
landed aristocracy was a powerful class not only in Russia, but also in 
Britain and France. ' 09 David Blackbourn and Geoffrey Eley also question the 
uniqueness of Germany's political structure: Britain was hardly a model 
bourgeois democracy without domestic strife, while the German bour-
geoisie was not particularly unified as a class."o Yet if Germany's domestic 
structure and level of class conflict were not so different from other Euro-
pean states, it is hard to explain why Germany would be aggressive and 
others peaceful. 

Second, there is reason to doubt that the dominant classes in Germany 
had much influence over decisions on major war. Social-imperialist propo-
nents present no evidence showing that government leaders felt compelled 
by far-right demands into initiating war. Bethmann and his associates were 

0I ? 1 ? 0 8 ? 5 CAC M I 4 DI : 0I ? 9 CP? MC Q ?MM I7O?M 2 IIE 0?
, ? IIE=? I O?M =I C I C A ? C = CI . I=31-

0 ? ? I I C A I   , ,

0
I

Q
CA

0
I

?
9

CP
?

MC
Q

?M
M

/
CA

M
?M

?
P?



The Origins of Major War 

aware of the far right's arguments, but they rejected them as foolhardy and 
irrelevant in comparison to the real problem: the rise of Russia. l lI Moreover, 
the social-imperialist thesis assumes that Germany's landed elites and 
bourgeoisie were tightly aligned, enough to cooperate in pressuring the 
government to pursue an aggressive foreign policy. This assumption may 
hold up for the initial Weltpolitik period (1897-1907). After this period, how-
ever, the partners in the "marriage of iron and rye" became separated and 
then divorced. As Berghahn himself shows, the two blocs could not agree 
on how to handle the Social Democrats-whether by reform or reaction-
and thus "a broadly-based Sammlung [coalition] had no chance of success." 
Indeed, the blocs themselves fragmented. The National Liberals, represen-
tatives for the bourgeoisie, split into a more imperialist right wing (one that 
still did not generally support the landed elites) and a more moderate re-
form branch.1I2 The landed parties maintained some cohesion, but they 
were increasingly marginalized by Bethmann's government. Bethmann 
had decided early on to pursue a "policy of the diagonal," encouraging in-
ternal reforms to gain lower-class support without relinquishing elite 
power. He became increasingly intolerant of the far right's opposition to 
any changes threatening its position, especially his plans to tax landed 
wealth. In 1912-14, Bethmann found support for reforms and for tax in-
creases to pay for the military buildup more from center and moderate left 
parties than from the right. 1I3 

The above evidence undermines the social-imperialist argument. Its ad-
vocates cannot show either that German government or military leaders 
were convinced by the diversionary war argument, or that they felt the 
need to respond to elite pressure from outside. l14 Moreover, the dominant 
classes could not have exerted decisive pressure even if they had wanted 
to: they were too busy dealing with the intra-elite struggle. 

This chapter has sought to build the case for a purely systemic explana-
tion for the First World War. There is a great deal of evidence showing that 
concerns for the long-term growth of the Russian colossus pushed German 
leaders to prepare to wage war as soon as Germany' s armed forces were 
ready. Significantly, in postponing war on at least two occasions because 
of the state of the German navy, these leaders were recognizing that Ger-
many needed to be able to fight not just France and Russia but also Britain. 
The chapter has also called into question the two most established alterna-
tive arguments for the war, the inadvertent war thesis and the social-
imperialist argument. The next chapter will add further evidence against 
these explanations. 
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The July Crisis and the Outbreak of 
World War I 

In this chapter I argue that Germany actively sought war in July 1914 and 
that German leaders by the end of July preferred world war to a negotiated 
peace, even to one that gave Austria most of what it wanted. Berlin thus 
took all steps necessary to prevent any kind of negotiated solution, while at 
the same time ensuring that Russia was blamed for the war. This argument 
goes a few steps beyond Fritz Fischer, whose view that Germany preferred 
continental war over a return to the status quo sparked a heated contro-
versy that is still with us.' Fischer contends that Bethmann Hollweg, the 
German chancellor, expected Britain to remain neutral, and would not have 
pushed Austria against Serbia had he known that Britain would intervene. 
Moreover, Fischer is vague as to whether Germany preferred a localized 
war giving Austria a victory over Serbia to a continental war. 2 

Chapter 3 demonstrated that German leaders, including Bethmann, saw 
the chance of Britain remaining neutral as very low given Britain's balance-
of-power tradition. Hence, while they certainly preferred continental war 
to world war, and while diplomacy in a crisis might help keep Britain out-
at least in the early stages of war-it is clear that no leader in Berlin counted 
on British neutrality in pursuing a hard-line strategy. In this regard, I seek 
to explode one of the most persistent myths surrounding the First World 
War, namely, that Bethmann and his associates got cold feet on 29 July 
when they realized that Britain would fight for France. Even Fischer ac-
cepts this view of 29 July, and thus like Luigi Albertini falls back on the no-
tion that things got out of hand after that date. As I show, however, Beth-
mann knew two days earlier that little hope remained that London would 
stay out of the war. In the face of this knowledge, he simply continued for-
ward. In short, given a choice between world war and a negotiated peace, 
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The Origins of Major War 

the German leadership preferred the former and did nothing to achieve the 
latter. 

Yet even more striking is the fact that, in the last days of the crisis as Rus-
sia sought a face-saving measure giving Austria almost as much as the lat-
ter would have gained from a localized war against Serbia, German leaders 
cut off all negotiations between Austria and Russia. They then sealed the 
war's inevitability by an unexpected declaration of war on Russia on 1 Au-
gust. There was no diplomatic or military reason for this declaration. And 
since Germany did not expect to be at war with Russia for weeks, if a solu-
tion had been sought there was still plenty of time to reach one. I argue that 
Berlin deliberately brought on a world war by declaring war to avert a last-
minute capitulation by Russia to Austrian demands. Since Bethmann's 
diplomatic efforts had set up a war under circumstances as favorable as 
could ever be expected, the last thing Germany wanted was a peaceful so-
lution, even one desired by Austria. 

Negative power trends drove this decision-making. Given the rise of the 
Russian colossus, German leaders believed that continental or world war 
had to be fought in 1914, since by 1917 as Russia completed its military re-
forms and strategic railways, Germany could no longer expect to take on 
the system. After that, Russian growth would overwhelm Germany. These 
facts provoked Bethmann and the German command to establish the best 
possible conditions for major war. Two conditions were critical. First and 
most important, the German populace had to be behind the war effort. In 
particular, German leaders were fearful that the Social Democratic Party 
and the workers would be against any war seen as aggressive. Second, Ger-
many needed Austrian help in at least the early stages of the conflict to 
maximize the success of the Schlieffen Plan. A third condition was also de-
sired, but not necessary, namely, the delaying of British entry into the war 
long enough to complete the conquest of France. 

These three conditions could be achieved simultaneously with one over-
all strategy: blaming Russia for the war. If the Russians could be provoked 
into mobilization so that it appeared that Germany was only reacting in 
self-defense, this would create a groundswell of domestic support. It would 
also draw Austria into the war for fear of a Russian attack. Finally, with 
Russia as aggressor, British support for Russia and France might be more 
tentative. 

In what follows, I show that German leaders systematically sought to 
draw Russia into the war and then to preclude any possibility of Russia es-
caping the trap by capitulating to Austrian demands. Berlin pushed Vienna 
to make its demands so harsh as to be unacceptable to the Russian leaders 
searching for a face-saving exit from the crisis. Austria itself was alterna-
tively cajoled, pushed, and threatened into taking a hard-line stance versus 
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The July Crisis and the Outbreak of World War I 

Serbia and therefore Russia, and into mobilizing and declaring war against 
Russia to suit German strategic goals, not Austrian.3 

Bethmann Hollweg and the German Foreign Office thus had two main 
fears during July: that Austria would lose the will to pursue a hard-line 
stance; and, more important, that Russia in the end would back out of its 
mobilization efforts, making it impossible to blame Russia for a war. These 
two fears collapsed into one possibility: that in the final stages of the crisis, 
Austria and Russia would reach an agreement to avoid the major war that 
only Germany really wanted. Hence, Bethmann manipulated the diplo-
matic messages on 31 July and then went immediately to a declaration of 
war on 1 August to prevent any last-minute diplomatic solution giving ei-
ther Austria and Russia a way out of war. 

This chapter reexamines the events of the July crisis in some detail. Given 
the complexity of the German strategy, and the fact that the July crisis is 
probably the most misunderstood event in diplomatic history, only in-
depth analysis will reveal the truly Machiavellian nature of German actions. 

PREFERENCE ORDERINGS FOR THE KEY ACTORS 

Each interpretation of the cause(s) of World War I depends heavily on an 
author's implicit or explicit views regarding the preferences of the actors 
for four main outcomes: localized war between Austria and Serbia; conti-
nental war of the great powers excluding Britain; world war which would 
include Britain; and a negotiated peace between the actors representing a 
maintenance to some degree of the status quo.4 The inadvertent war thesis 
has to assume that German leaders, while they might have desired a local-
ized war above all else, certainly preferred a negotiated peace to either a 
continental war or world war. Otherwise, major war would have been 
something Germany sought, instead of something it did not want but was 
unable to prevent. The "Fischer Controversy" was sparked exactly by 
Fischer's assertion that Berlin preferred continental war to a return to the 
status quo; Germany, Fischer asserts, wanted war, although not a world 
war with Britain included. 

The problem with this debate, as will become clearer, is that it too nar-
rowly circumscribes the nature of the possible outcomes seen by leaders in 
Germany. The four options listed above had subtle variants that were cru-
cial to ultimate decision-making. Attached to the outcomes of continental 
war or world war were two possibilities: either the German public supports 
the war or it does not; and either Austria supports Germany militarily on 
the eastern front, or it does not.s Attached to the outcome of world war was 
the question of whether Britain might delay its involvement long enough to 
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The Origins of Major War 

help Germany defeat France, or whether Britain would enter immediately. 
The negotiated peace outcome was also far more subtle than is commonly 
believed: there were at least eight different diplomatic solutions discussed 
at the critical stages of the crisis, ranging from one extreme--giving Austria 
essentially what it wanted, namely, the destruction of Serbia-to the other, 
where Russia would secure a return to the status quo.6 

The essence of my argument is that German leaders, as Fischer suggests, 
saw continental war with domestic and Austrian support as their best op-
tion, and certainly preferred that option to a return to the status quo. More 
important, however, they saw a world war that had domestic and Austrian 
support as better not only than the status quo, but also than a negotiated 
peace that gave Austria a diplomatic victory almost equal to victory in a lo-
calized war (that is, one where Serbia would be effectively destroyed). If, 
however, domestic and Austrian support could not be secured, then Berlin 
preferred a negotiated peace.7 As I show, Bethmann's strategy throughout 
July was thus to achieve the domestic and Austrian support required to 
fight either a continental or a world war and, once that was achieved, to cut 
off all possibility of a negotiated settlement. 

EARLY JULY: SETTING THE STAGE FOR PREVENTIVE WORLD WAR 

Archduke Ferdinand, heir to the Austrian throne, was assassinated on 
Sunday, 28 June. On 4 July Count Alexander Hoyos, the Foreign Ministry's 
chief of cabinet, was sent to Berlin to inform the Austrian ambassador, Szo-
gyeny, of Vienna's desire for action against Serbia. Szogyeny met with 
Kaiser Wilhelm at Potsdam the next day. In the first meeting, about mid-
day, the kaiser told Szogyeny that he could not give a definite answer until 
he had consulted the chancellor, noting the risk of grave complications in 
Europe.8 In the afternoon, however, the kaiser, after talks with Bethmann, 
assured Szogyeny of Germany's full support in whatever strong measures 
Austria chose to pursue. Austria had its "blank check." 

Why did Germany press Austria to take such a hard-line stance, when in 
previous Balkan crises it had restrained its ally whenever Serbia was in-
volved? There are three possible explanations: Berlin falsely assumed that 
Russia would not intervene (consistent with the inadvertent war thesis); 
Berlin expected and hoped that the conflict would remain localized but ac-
cepted the possibility of continental war (the notion of "calculated risk"); 
Berlin, seeking preventive war, expected and hoped that Russia would in-
tervene so it could blame Russia for the general war to follow. The evidence 
supports the third interpretation. 

Recall that Bethmann, in February 1913, had noted that it was impossible 
for Russia to be an inactive spectator should Austria attack Serbia. To up-
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The July Crisis and the Outbreak of World War I 

hold the inadvertent war or calculated risk theses, one has to argue that 
Bethmann and his associates had somehow forgotten the chancellor's own 
counsel a year and a half later. They had not. Foreign Office Undersecre-
tary Zimmermann had let slip in conversations with Hoyos that an Aus-
trian attack on Serbia would lead "with a probability of 90 percent to a Eu-
ropean war."9 

On 2 July, the Saxon minister in Berlin reported to his capital that should 
an Austro-Serbian war occur, the top officials in the Foreign Office believed 
that "Russia would mobilize and world war could no longer be pre-
vented." He added that the military favored "allowing [this] thing to drift 
to war while Russia is still unprepared," although the kaiser might prevent 
this. In The Saxon plenipotentiary the next day communicated that Count 
Georg Waldersee, quarter-master general in the German General Staff, felt 
that everything depended on Russia's reaction: "I had the impression that 
they would regard it with favour [in Supreme Headquarters] if war were to 
come about now. Conditions and prospects would never become better for 
lIS."11 Thus we see that of the key participants, only the kaiser was worried 
about the prospects of general war. The chancellor, his Foreign Office, and 
the military all viewed general war as a necessary evil to deal with the rise 
of Russia. 

Perhaps the most telling evidence on the preference for general war 
comes in the diaries of Kurt Riezler, Bethmann's personal secretary and 
confidant. The diaries show that Bethmann, faced with the choice between 
German decline or fighting while Germany still had a chance, reluctantly 
put Germany on the path to war. On 6 July, the day after the blank check, 
the chancellor had a long talk with Riezler. Bethmann's secret news, Riezler 
recorded, "gives me an unnerving picture." Anglo-Russian naval negotia-
tions were the last link in the chain. 

Russia's military power [isl growing rapidly; with the strategic extension [of 
Russian railwaysl into Poland the situation is intolerable. Austria increas-
ingly weaker and immobile .... 

. . . An action against Serbia can lead to a world war [Weltkriegl. From a 
war, regardless of the outcome, the chancellor expects a revolution of every-
thing that exists ... . Heydebrand said a war would lead to a strengthening of 
the patriarchal order. ... The chancellor is furious about such nonsense. Gen-
erally, delusion all around, a thick fog over the people .... The future be-
longs to Russia, which grows and grows, and thrusts on us a heavier and 
heavier nightmare." 

This passage highlights three points. First and most important is the clear 
statement that general war is critical owing to Russia's growth. Second, 
Bethmann is not pushing Germany toward war to solve a domestic crisis. 
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The Origins of Major War 

Instead, he expects that war, regardless of whether Germany wins or loses, 
will only increase the likelihood of social revolution at home. Third, Beth-
mann is aware even by 6 July that any great power war will likely be a 
world war, not a continental war; that is, Britain will be involved. 

These revelations align with his thinking up to July. Bethmann had writ-
ten to Lichnowsky in June that "not only the extremists, but even level-
headed politicians are worried at the increase in Russian strength." J3 On 20 

July, three days before Austria's ultimatum to Serbia, Riezler writes of an-
other talk with Bethmann. The feeling was that Russia, with its "tremen-
dous dynamic power" could "no longer be contained within a few years, 
especially if the present European constellation continues."" Bethmann's 
subordinates thought similarly. On 25 July, Foreign Minister Jagow smiled 
as he confidentially told Theodore Wolff, editor of the Berlin Tageblatt, that 
war would certainly occur soon if things continued on as they were, "and 
in two years' time Russia would be stronger than it is now." Wolff heard 
this logic reiterated later that day in conversations with Wilhelm von 
Stumm, political director of the Foreign Office. l s 

Three years later, Bethmann acknowledged to Wolff that preventive war 
had dominated his thinking. Since the visit of Russian Foreign Minister 
Sazonov and Russian Finance Minister K. N . Kokovtsov to Berlin in Janu-
ary 1914, "} had the fear that war was becoming inevitable." The Russians 
had just received 500 million francs from Paris "under the familiar condi-
tions," namely, that the money would go to building strategic railways in 
Poland. Kokovstov "did not want [war]." But "I sensed from him that he 
himself feared that this would set a war in motion." To Wolff's statement 
that a diplomatic arrangement with Russia might have been possible, the 
chancellor shot back: "Who can say? But if war had come about later, Rus-
sia would have been in a better position. Where would we have been 
then?"16 

Bethmann's deep concern that war would lead to revolution is shown by 
his comments in June to Lerchenfeld, the Bavarian minister to Berlin. Some 
still thought that war might improve internal conditions, he noted. But he 
thought "that the effects would be the exact opposite; a world war, with its 
incalculable consequences, would greatly increase the power of Social De-
mocracy, because it had preached peace, and would bring down many a 
throne." I? While this quotation is Fischer'S, it and the Riezler passage put 
the final nail in the coffin of the argument that war was driven by domestic 
politics. Given Bethmann's recognition that war only increased the chances 
of revolution, Germany's internal tensions should have inclined him to-
ward peace. Yet systemic trends pushed him to war. 

Bethmann's point to Riezler that the war would be a "world war" is con-
sistent with his view in 1912 that Britain would act to uphold the balance of 
power. He never relinquished this view. On 5 June 1914, Bethmann told the 
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The JuLy Crisis and the Outbreak of WorLd War I 

leader of the National Liberal Party that "if there is a war with France, 
every last Englishman will march against US." IS The day before, the chan-
cellor noted to Lerchenfeld that through history, "British power had stood 
against the strongest power on the continent," and now would oppose Ger-
many.l. That the chancellor knew that world war, not continental war, was 
very likely should Russia react has great significance: it helps explode the 
myth that he scrambled to avoid war on 29 July. 

Reinforcing the argument that Bethmann sought general war is a reveal-
ing entry in Riezler's diaries from 8 July: 

Message delivered by Hoyos to Franz Joseph .... The chancellor thinks that 
perhaps the old kaiser [i.e., Franz Joseph] will in the end decide against it. If 
the war comes from the East, so that we go to war for Austria and not Austria 
for us, then we have the prospect of winning it. If the war does not come be-
cause the czar does not want it or because an alarmed France counsels peace, 
then we still have the prospect [so haben wir doch noch Aussicht] of maneuver-
ing the Entente apart over this matter.20 

This passage not only expresses the expectation that general war is more 
likely than a localized war, but it strongly implies that the former is prefer-
able to the latter. If war "comes from the East"-that is, if Russia is seen to 
be the initiator-then the Austrians will likely fall into line, and victory is 
possible. Yet if war is averted, Germany will "still" have the prospect of 
splitting the Entente. The "still" is critical since it indicates that localized 
war is seen as the second-best outcome (as in: "if we can't get A, then we 
can still get B"). Moreover, note that general war might be avoided not be-
cause Germany did not desire it, but because Russia, possibly restrained by 
France, might decide against intervention. 

This discussion makes clear that by early July Berlin was seeking to bring 
on a preventive war, even a preventive world war, before it was too late. 

EXECUTING THE PLAN FOR G E NERAL WAR 

Between 8 and 23 July, there was what Imanuel Geiss calls the "lull be-
fore the storm."21 Yet Bethmann and his associates were hardly relaxing. Al-
though they had convinced Wilhelm and military leaders to go ahead with 
the planned holidays so as not to create suspicion abroad, behind the 
scenes they were actively preparing for the coming war. German public 
opinion had to be shaped to accept Russia as the aggressor; an Austrian ul-
timatum to Serbia had to be designed to preclude a negotiated settlement; 
Italy had to be convinced to join the German side through whatever means, 
including territorial concessions from Vienna; and as many secret military 
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The Origins of Major War 

measures as possible had to be taken to facilitate immediate mobilization 
once it was announced. 

A key concern was keeping Austria on the course to war against Serbia, 
so as to draw Russia in. The fear was that Vienna would get cold feet once 
Russia intervened. On 5 July, Minister of War Erich von Falkenhayn wrote 
to Moltke that Bethmann had "as little faith as I do that [Vienna] is really 
earnest," even if its language seemed resolute.22 On July 9, Zimmermann 
told H. von Schoen, the Bavarian charge d'affaires in Berlin, that he 
doubted that Vienna would really move against Serbia. These feelings were 
apparently shared by all German leaders.23 

Berlin had the means to influence Vienna's behavior. Heinrich von 
Tschirschky, German ambassador in Vienna, was in constant contact with 
Austrian leaders and even attended many of their most important confer-
ences. Berlin also wielded the ultimate weapon: the implied threat that Ger-
many would abandon Austria to its enemies. On 8 July, Berchtold re-
marked to Hungarian Prime Minister Stephan von Tisza, after Tschirschky 
told him "most emphatically" that Berlin expected action, that it would see 
any Austrian-Serbian deal as a sign of weakness, "which must have reper-
cussions on our position in the Triple Alliance and on Germany's future 
policy."z4 

The Austrian ultimatum to Serbia, delivered on 23 July, was designed to 
avoid any diplomatic solution, and Germany complicity here is beyond 
doubt. On 8 July, Tschirschky informed Berlin that Berchtold would make 
the demands impossible to accept.25 Vienna, aware that Berlin was expect-
ing such a stand, had Tschirschky relay Austria' s position that "the note is 
being composed so that the possibility of its acceptance is p'ractically ex-
cluded." Z6 The essential contents of the ultimatum were known by Berlin as 
early as 12 July, with the full text communicated 22 July, the evening before 
the ultimatum was to be delivered.z7 This gave German leaders almost a full 
day to reject the harshness of the demands if indeed they wanted to avoid a 
confrontation. They did not do this, and for good reason, since they were 
pressing Austria to be as harsh as possible. 

Integral to the plan was the creation of the facade that Germany had no re-
sponsibility for the events that were to follow. From Riezler's diary on 14 July: 

Yesterday and today, [we] worked a little on an old web of lies [Gespinsten] . 
The countryside is wrapped up in it. ... If war should come and the veil 
[Schleier] then should fall, the whole nation will follow, driven by need and 
danger. Victory is liberation. The chancellor thinks that I am too young not to 
succumb to the lure of the unknown, the new, the great movement. For him 
this action is a leap in the dark and a most serious duty. Kiderlen [foreign 
minister until 1912] had always said we must fight. 28 

[86] 0I ? 1 ? 0 8 ? 5 CAC M I 4 DI : 0I ? 9 CP? MC Q ?MM I7O?M 2 IIE 0?
, ? IIE=? I O?M =I C I C A ? C = CI . I=31-

0 ? ? I I C A I   , ,

0
I

Q
CA

0
I

?
9

CP
?

MC
Q

?M
M

/
CA

M
?M

?
P?



The July Crisis and the Outbreak of World War I 

Italy wanted as a price for its participation the Austrian-occupied territory 
of Trentino, Riezler continued. However, "one cannot talk to them before-
hand; it would give away everything in Petersburg." If war came, "En-
gland [will] immediately march." Italy, however, would join in only if Ger-
many's victory seemed assured.29 

The chancellor was evidently setting the stage, however reluctantly, for 
a successful general war. This is also shown by the secret military measures 
taken even before the ultimatum was delivered. On 6 July, the navy had 
been quietly mobilized.30 On 18 July, important preparations for mobiliza-
tion were initiated in the key ministries in Berlin.3) By the next morning, 
General Waldersee, who was in charge as Moltke remained on holiday, 
could tell Jagow that he was "ready to jump"; the General Staff was "all 
prepared."32 

In conferences between 18 and 20 July, Bethmann met with Interior Min-
istry officials to discuss actions to ensure popular support for the war. The 
chancellor worried that all-out mobilization, despite its military benefits, 
"would not compensate for the damage which it would do in the political 
and ideological spheres."33 Of particular concern was the reaction of the 
workers. On 23 July, Riezler records that if war came, Bethmann would 
"ensure himself [of the Social Democrats' support] by personally negotiat-
ing with them," and by offering guarantees against "red-baiters" in the mil-
itary. Reflecting preparations taken, Riezler notes: "mobilization of trans-
portation; secret war-defenses emphasized."34 Two days later, and still 
before any word on Russian military measures, Riezler writes that Beth-
mann was constantly on the phone with the military. "Merchant marine 
has been warned. Havenstein [prepares] financial mobilization." Still, flat 
present, nothing may be done out in the open."35 

The Austrian ultimatum was delivered at 6:00 P.M. on Thursday, 23 July. 
Only forty-eight hours were given for the Serbian reply. On 24 July, the 
Russians held a top level meeting to discuss the ultimatum. Given Russia 's 
slow mobilization schedules, it was decided to start military preparations 
as a first step to either partial or general mobilization.36 

To avert a diplomatic solution, Berlin meanwhile was pushing Austria 
to declare war on Serbia as soon as possible after the ultimatum deadline 
at 6:00 P.M., 25 July. Vienna, however, wanted to declare war only after 
mobilization was complete, and this was communicated to Berlin on 24 
July. Since the Austrians required sixteen days to mobilize properly, Berlin 
immediately rejected this timetable. Austrian ambassador Szogyeny tele-
graphed from Berlin on 25 July that Germany's position was that once 
Serbia rejected the demands, Austria's declaration of war should follow im-
mediately. Any delay in war operations "is regarded as signifying the dan-
ger ... that foreign powers might interfere."37 Yet the German fear was not 
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The Origins of Major War 

that powers like Russia might intervene militarily; as we have seen, war 
with Russia was desired. Rather, Berlin was concerned that Russia might 
pressure Serbia to concede to avert general war. In addition, German lead-
ers worried that without a declaration of war, another state might find a 
diplomatic way out: Austria. These dual fears are revealed in Schoen's re-
port on 18 July of a conversation with Zimmermann. German leaders 
wanted Austria to act, he wrote, but Jagow and Zimmermann were doubt-
ful. Vienna 

[did] not seem to have expected such an unconditional support . . . and Mr. 
Zimmermann has the impression that it is almost embarrassing to the always 
timid and undecided authorities at Vienna not to be admonished by Ger-
many to caution and self-restraint. . . . So it would have been liked even better 
here if [the Austrians] had not waited so long with their action against Serbia, 
and the Serbian Government had not been given time to make an offer of sat-
isfaction on its own account, perhaps acting under Russo-French pressure.38 

Ironically, it was the head of the Austrian army, Conrad, the man in Aus-
tria who had most supported preventive war over the previous five years, 
who now resisted German pressure to declare war immediately. Berlin 
wanted the declaration by 28 July at the latest; Conrad argued internally for 
12 August. On Monday afternoon, 27 July, Berchtold overruled Conrad and 
agreed to the German request. At 3:20 P.M., Tschirschky relayed to Berlin, 
"They have decided here to send out the declaration of war tomorrow, or 
the day after tomorrow at the latest, chiefly to frustrate any attempt at in-
tervention.//39 Berchtold's report to Franz Joseph that evening shows his un-
derstanding of Berlin's logic: the Triple Entente "might make another at-
tempt to achieve a peaceful settlement of the conflict unless a clear situation 
is created by the declaration of war."40 

The reasons for German maneuvering here help to make sense of that 
great mystery on 1 August: Germany' s surprise declaration of war on Rus-
sia. As we will see, the only plausible explanation for this action is the same 
as that for the declaration of war on 28 July, namely, Berlin's desire to fore-
stall any last-minute diplomatic solution. 

This takes us to the most critical seven days of the crisis, Sunday, 26 July 
to Saturday, 1 August. Interpretations of this week have been driven by the 
universally accepted belief that German civilian leaders-specifically Beth-
mann Hollweg-got cold feet on the night of 29-30 July and then tried but 
failed to keep Austria from pulling the system into war. This notion-criti-
cal to almost every explanation of the war41-grows out of two crucial 
telegrams, sent at 2:55 A.M . and yoo A .M. on July 30. The telegrams seem to 
show a German chancellor, worried that world war is about to occur, 
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The July Crisis and the Outbreak of World War I 

pleading with Austria to reach an agreement with Russia to keep the 
peace.'2 

Yet if one puts these telegrams within the context of everything happen-
ing that night, the previous two nights, and the next day, a very different 
picture emerges. As I discuss, these telegrams represent only one thing: 
Bethmann's effort to get the Austrians to moderate their position as it ap-
pears to the world, so that Russia would still be blamed for the general war 
to follow. Pinning responsibility on Russia, as noted, was essential to build 
domestic support, to ensure that Austria fought, and, it was hoped, to de-
lay British intervention. Yet to achieve this, Russia had to be perceived as 
being poised to attack the German homeland. Austria also had to be con-
vinced not to back out through a negotiated solution with Russia . Finally, 
the world, and the German people in particular, had to believe that Russia 
mobilized while Germany and Austria were still seeking a peaceful out-
come to the dispute. If any of these elements failed, the preventive war 
could not be successfully waged. 

The German plan for achieving these ends consisted of seven carefully 
coordinated steps. First, Russia had to be provoked into at least partial 
mobilization against Austria-that is, a mobilization similar to the one in 
1912-13. This was achieved not only by having Austria declare war on 
and then immediately attack Serbia, but also by falsely promising Peters-
burg that partial mobilization would not lead to general war. Second, Ger-
many had to position itself as the honest broker, appearing to know little 
about Austria' s tough stand, but desiring the localization of conflict. 
Third, Germany had to scare Russia into proceeding to a general mobi-
lization that would direct Russian forces against Germany. At the same 
time, the public had to believe that fixed mobilization schedules meant 
that Germany was not to blame if, for security reasons, it felt it must pre-
empt the enemy's attack. 

Fourth, once Russian general mobilization was a given, Berlin had to en-
sure that the Russians did not get cold feet. This required softening German 
diplomatic rhetoric, to convince Petersburg that mobilization on both sides 
could proceed without automatically bringing on war. Fifth, the world had 
to believe that German and Austrian leaders were pursuing a negotiated 
solution until the end, but that Russian general mobilization had precluded 
a diplomatic solution. To this end, Austria had to appear to be negotiating 
seriously with Russia, and Germany had to appear to be actively mediating 
on behalf of peace. Sixth, Austrian leaders had to be prevented from nego-
tiating a last-minute agreement with Russia. These last two steps worked 
against each other, since the more Vienna appeared to be negotiating by ac-
tually making concrete offers, the greater the chance that either Austria or 
Russia would (ind an acceptable negotiated solution. Austria thus would 
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The Origins of Major War 

have to be pressed to present the appearance of negotiating, while actually 
keeping its demands extreme enough that Russia could not agree to them. 

The seventh step was the most ingenious. Berlin would send Petersburg 
an ultimatum, stating that Germany would have to go to mobilization in 
twelve hours, but giving no indication that mobilization would mean war. 
Then, as soon as the twelve-hour limit was up, German would surprise 
Russia with a declaration of war. As with the declaration of war on Serbia, 
this would preclude any last-minute negotiated solution. Germany thus 
would have its major war under the "favorable conditions" being sought 
for the previous two years. 

Although this view seems to attribute supreme Machiavellian dexterity 
to German officials more often disparaged as incompetent bumblers, the 
following shows that it is the only consistent explanation for the events of 
the last week of the crisis. In fact, convincing the world that they were not 
in control of events was all part of the German plan. They were so success-
ful that even eighty years later, the conflict is still seen as the archetype of a 
major war that no state wanted. 

THE FATEFUL WEEK: JULY 26 TO AUGUST 1 

In drawing Russia into a war, German leaders faced a possible dilemma: 
while they knew that Russia would not remain an inactive spectator should 
Austria attack Serbia, they also knew Petersburg had no desire for war, if 
only because Russia was still rearming. Hence, even though a hard-line 
Austrian stance would probably push Russia to mobilize against Austria, 
as it had in 1912-13, the Russians might back down in the crunch if they 
knew the war would be general. 

The evidence that Berlin knew that the Russians had status-quo inten-
tions is overwhelming. On 16 June, Bethmann wrote Lichnowsky that 
while Russia now had more resolve to defend its interests in the Balkans, "I 
do not believe that Russia is planning an early war against US."43 A month 
later, on 18 July, Jagow wrote Lichnowsky that "Russia is not ready to 
strike at present. . .. According to all competent observation, Russia will be 
prepared to fight in a few years. Then she will crush us by the number of 
her soldiers .... In Russia this is well known, and they are therefore deter-
mined to have peace for a few years yet."" A week later, Jagow confirmed 
to Wolff that "neither Russia, nor France, nor England wanted war."45 

Even nfter word that Russia had started military preparations, Berlin 
knew that the Russians sought peace. On 30 July, in a session of the Pn.is-
sian Ministry of State in which Bethmann said that "it was of the greatest 
importance to put Russia in the position of the guilty party," he also ac-
knowledged: "Although Russia had proclaimed mobilization its mobiliza-
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The July Crisis and the Outbreak of World War I 

tion measures could not be compared with those of the West European 
[powersl. Russian troops could remain standing in the state of mobilization 
for many weeks. Russia did not want a war, it had been forced by Austria 
to take this step."46 

This evidence calls into question a critical element of the inadvertent war 
explanation, namely, that the Germans launched a preemptive war on the 
assumption that Russian mobilization signaled aggressive Russian inten-
tions. Indeed, Bethmann's statement confirms that he knew that Russian 
mobilization did not in any way mean Russia had to attack Germany, and 
that many weeks for negotiations remained. 

German leaders knew Petersburg did not want war, but they also knew 
that it would resist any Austrian attack on Serbia. On 25 July, Friedrich von 
Pourtales, German ambassador in Petersburg, sent a telegram recording 
Sazonov's stern warning: "If Austria-Hungary devours Serbia, we will go 
to war with her."" The next day, Pourtales relayed word that "Grand 
Headquarters are in the throes of great excitement over Austria's proce-
dure. I have the impression that all preparations are being made for mobi-
lization against Austria."48 So by Sunday, 26 July, three days before the 
Russian partial mobilization, Berlin was perfectly aware of Russian resolve. 
Nor should this have been a surprise, since the Russians had done the same 
thing in 1912-13.<9 

The key now was to provoke Russia into partial mobilization without 
scaring it into capitulation. In the afternoon on 26 July, Bethmann received 
word that Russia had implemented preparatory measures, a stage below 
partial mobilization. At T15 P.M. that evening, he wired Pour tales that he 
should tell Sazonov that such measures would force Germany to mobilize 
its army, and "mobilization ... would mean war" against both Russia and 
France. Yet if at the same time Russia took a "waiting attitude" toward the 
Austria-Serbian dispute, Berlin would act to preserve Serbia's integrity, 
with agreement still possible "at a further stage of the affair."so The phrase 
that mobilization would mean war-used here for the first time--is one 
with great significance. As we shall see, the chancellor used it selectively 
during the next week whenever he wanted to goad an adversary into speed-
ing up its mobilization effort, as he did with the French on 31 July. 

The even more Machiavellian element of this telegram is its suggestion 
that Germany would accept Russian partial mobilization as long as Russia 
took a "waiting attitude." This was designed to assure Russia that, as in 
1912-13, it could mobilize against Austria without bringing on general war. 
The next day, Jagow bolstered this belief by letting it be widely known that 
Germany would not respond to a Russian partial mobilization. This was 
pure deception: Bethmann and Jagow were already planning to use Rus-
sian partial mobilization as the casus foederis needed to unleash war-if in-
deed they could not get Russia to go all the way to general mobilization.51 

0I ? 1 ? 0 8 ? 5 CAC M I 4 DI : 0I ? 9 CP? MC Q ?MM I7O?M 2 IIE 0?
, ? IIE=? I O?M =I C I C A ? C = CI . I=31-

0 ? ? I I C A I   , ,

0
I

Q
CA

0
I

?
9

CP
?

MC
Q

?M
M

/
CA

M
?M

?
P?



The Origins of Major War 

I now turn to evidence showing tha t German leaders did nothing in the 
last week of the crisis to help achieve a negotiated peace, even though it 
was clear that a world war was almost certain. Many diplomatic solutions 
were offered up from 26 July to 31 July; none was seriously pursued. More-
over, as it became clear that Petersburg was desperately seeking a way out, 
Berlin sought to forestall any agreement, while still giving the appearance 
that it desired peace. 

In the early morning of Monday, 27 July, three telegrams arrived. At 
12:07 A.M ., a 'note from Lichnowsky arrived noting London's view that For-
eign Secretary Edward Grey's proposal to hold a European-wide ("a qua-
tre") conference was "the only possibility of avoiding a general war." The 
tone was very serious. The English position was that Austria must not cross 
into Serbia, or "everything would be at an end, as no Russian Government 
would be able to tolerate this." Then, "world war would be inevitable."52 

At 12:45 A.M., a message arrived from Petersburg stating that Sazonov 
was "looking for a way out" of the crisis. Pour tales had taken the unautho-
rized step of proposing direct talks between Russia and Austria with a third 
party (implying Germany) acting as mediator, a step which pleased 
Sazonov.53 Also at 12:45 A.M., information was received that Italy "would not 
dare to intervene actively."S. Three more telegrams were received between 
4:37 and 8AO P.M., reinforcing that London saw it in Berlin's hands to stop 
the war, and that if Berlin did not, Britain would actively oppose Germany.55 

By Monday evening, then, it was apparent that an Austro-Serbian con-
flict could not be contained to even a continental war, and that Italy would 
not support Germany. Some scholars argue that German leaders dis-
counted this evidence, since they were convinced that war would remain 
localized. This view is critical to sustaining the idea that it was only on 
Wednesday night that they woke up to the reality and then tried to avert a 
general war.56 Riezler's diary for Monday, however, shows that Berlin was 
perfectly aware of Britain's new stand: "The reports all point to war. . . . En-
gland's language has changed. Obviously London has suddenly realized 
that a rift will develop in the Entente if it is too lukewarm [in its support] of 
Russia."57 Since Riezler, given his position, could only have gathered this 
information through the chancellor, Bethmann was clearly aware by Mon-
day that if things continued as they were, a world war would result. 

That night Bethmann wrote to Tschirschky, stating that since Berlin had 
already rejected Grey's proposal for a European conference, it could not 
now ignore the new English suggestion that Germany act as mediator. He 
went on: "By refusing every proposition for mediation, we should be held 
responsible for the conflagration by the whole world, and be set forth as the 
original instigators of the war. That would also make our position impossi-
ble in our own country, where we must appear as having been forced into 
the war."58 This passage is revealing. Bethmann is not only seeking to shift 
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The JuLy Crisis and the Outbreak of WorLd War I 

the blame; he is assuming war as a given, despite the fact that Austria had 
not yet declared war on Serbia, nor had Russia moved to even partial mo-
bilization. Moreover, the issue of blame is critical not because of any need 
for British neutrality, but simply to ensure domestic support for the war.59 

Back in Berlin, the German Foreign Office and the chancellor were play-
ing an elaborate game to prevent the kaiser from wrecking the plan for war. 
The text of the Serbian reply arrived in the afternoon of 27 July. Wilhelm, 
against Bethmann's advice, had returned from his cruise that same after-
noon. This created the possibility that Wilhelm, after seeing Serbia's concil-
iatory position, would try to get Austria to cancel the declaration of war set 
for 28 July. The Serbian reply was thus delivered to him only the next 
morning. Yet, as feared, the mercurial kaiser got cold feet. He wrote to 
Jagow that the reply was a "capitulation of the most humiliating kind, and 
as a result, every cause for war falls to the ground." Although Austria 
should still act, it could be "so arranged that Austria would receive a 
hostage (Belgrade), as a guaranty for the enforcement and carrying out of 
the promises."60 

This is the kaiser's famous "Halt in Belgrade" proposal. It was actually 
an ingenious diplomatic measure, since it would allow Austria to ensure 
Serbian compliance, while giving Russia a face-saving way out, since Ser-
bia would not be completely destroyed.6

) Yet Bethmann and the Foreign 
Office immediately acted to subvert its potential value, even while appear-
ing to be upholding its spirit. 

Wilhelm ends his note by instructing Jagow to "submit a proposal to me 
along the lines sketched out, which shall be communicated to Vienna." Al-
though these instructions were received at 10:00 A .M. on 28 July, Bethmann 
and Jagow waited until 10:15 that evening to send a message to Vienna, 
that is, until after word was received confirming the Austrian declaration 
of war. This ensured that a reluctant Vienna was given no excuse to delay 
the declaration. 

More important, the proposal was significantly altered. Wilhelm's for-
mula consisted of a halt in Belgrade alone; negotiations were to follow, im-
plying European-wide negotiations. In a telegram Tuesday night, Beth-
mann instructed Tschirschky to tell the Austrians to consider halting in 
Belgrade plus "other places." Moreover, there was no hint of negotiations, 
let alone the European conference desired by England. This telegram is per-
haps the single most revealing document of the crisis, and deserves to be 
quoted at length. 

The telegram begins by emphasizing the need for more information on 
Austria's military and diplomatic plans. Serbia's conciliatory reply to the ul-
timatum was a problem, since "in case of a completely uncompromising at-
titude on the part of [Vienna], it will be come necessary to reckon upon the 
gradual defection from its cause of public opinion throughout all Europe." 
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The Origins of Major War 

The next paragraph focuses on the need to blame Russia for the war to 
come. As with the telegram the previous night, this had nothing to do with 
keeping Britain neutral; war with Britain is assumed as a given. 

According to the statements of the Austrian General Staff, an active military 
movement against Serbia will not be possible before the 12th of August. As a 
result, [Germany] is placed in the extraordinarily difficult position of being 
exposed in the meantime to the mediation and conference proposals of the 
other Cabinets, and if it continues to maintain its previous aloofness in the 
face of such proposals, it will incur the odium of having been responsible for 
a world war [Weltkrieg], even, finally, among the German people themselves. 
A successful war on three fronts cannot be commenced and carried on on any 
such basis. It is imperative that the responsibility for the eventual extension 
of the war among those nations not originally immediately concerned 
should, under all circumstances, fall on Russia. 

Having established the importance of blaming Russia, the chancellor 
turned to the problem at hand: how Austria is perceived by others. Since 
Sazonov had conceded that Serbia would have to be punished, Vienna 
should tell Petersburg that it had no territorial aims, and that 

her military preparations are solely for the purpose of a temporary occupa-
tion of Belgrade and certain other localities on Serbian territory in order to 
force the Serbian Government to the complete fulfillment of her demands . . . . 
An occupation like the German occupation of French territory after the Peace 
of Frankfort, for the purpose of securing compliance with the demands for 
war indemnity, is suggested. 

Here is the chancellor's Halt proposaL Far from recommending Wil-
helm's "Halt plus negotiations," Bethmann is suggesting a peace equiva-
lent to that imposed on France after the Franco-Prussian war! He could 
hardly have believed Russia would accept such a proposaL It seems clear 
that Bethmann's only goal was to so alter the original Halt formula as to 
placate Wilhelm while shifting world and German public opinion against 
Russia. As he notes, should Petersburg fail to see the justice of this position, 
"it would have against it the public opinion of all Europe, which is now in 
the process of turning away from Austria. As a result, the general diplo-
matic, and probably the military, situation would undergo material alter-
ation in favor of Austria-Hungary and her allies [i.e., Germany)."62 

Thus by Tuesday night, the groundwork in the campaign to blame Russia 
was being laid. Much more was to come. At 1:45 A.M. the next day, the 
kaiser sent a letter to the czar, written by the Foreign Office, providing a 
moral justification for Austria's tough stance. The letter indicated that Wil-
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The July Crisis and the Outbreak of World War I 

helm had already started mediation efforts, which was false, since he had 
had no contact with Vienna, nor was he ever to have.63 This first of the 
kaiser's telegrams to the czar seems to suggest that Berlin now sought a 
peaceful solution. Yet the message went out more than two days after word 
was received that the Russians felt that a telegram from Wilhelm to 
Nicholas "would prove the surest means of maintaining peace."'" Had Beth-
mann really wanted peace, why wait so long to open such a dialogue? As 
will become clear, Bethmann encouraged the "Willy-Nicky" correspon-
dence only to provide evidence of Russia's responsibility for the war. 

At 6:15 A.M. on 29 July, Berlin was informed that Sazonov was again 
earnestly seeking German mediation to avoid war. 65 For Bethmann, this 
message, plus the fact that Russian partial mobilization had not yet been 
confirmed,b6 posed a problem: if Russia did not go to at least partial mobi-
lization, it could not be blamed for the war. Hence, Bethmann sent out two 
telegrams that, when contrasted with his actions on 31 July, provide a key 
piece of evidence that Germany sought war. On 29 July, Bethmann was 
very threatening with the Russians, yet reassuring with the French. On 31 
July, he was the exact opposite: reassuring to Russia but threatening to 
France. 

The best explanation for this bizarre behavior is the following (see also 
the discussion below for 31 July) . On 29 July, Russia had not mobilized and 
Bethmann needed them to, so he was deliberately provocative. Yet since 
the French were faster mobilizers, he needed them to postpone mobiliza-
tion until Germany had a reason to mobilize, that is, until after Russia had 
done so. By 31 July, Russia had gone to general mobilization, and thus Ger-
many could act. But because Bethmann feared that the Russians would get 
cold feet, he needed to assure them that negotiations could continue while 
both sides mobilized. With the French, he now needed a justification for at-
tacking them first. Thus he wanted to provoke them into mobilization. 

Bethmann's one-sentence telegram to Pourtales at 12:50 P.M. on 29 July 
stated: 

Kindly call Mr. Sazonov's serious attention to the fact that further continua-
tion of Russian mobilization measures [Massnahmel1 ] would force us to mobi-
lize, and in that case a European war could scarcely be prevented. 

His telegram to Paris, sent at exactly the same time, read as follows: 

Reports of French preparations for war are becoming more frequent. Kindly 
take up the matter with the French Government and call its attention to the 
fact that such measures [Massnahmel1 ] would force us to take actions for our 
self-protection. We should have to proclaim a state of "risk of war" which, al-
though it would not yet mean mobilization or the calling in of any reserves to 
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The Origins of Mnjar Wnr 

the colors, would nevertheless increase the tension. We continue to hope for 
the preservation of peace.·7 

Note that these telegrams are in response to military "preparations" / 
"measures" by both France and Russia, steps much less serious than mobi-
lization, as all governments understood (and as indeed the second telegram 
reiterates). Yet while Russia is told that its measures will force Germany to 
mobilize, such that war could not be prevented, France is told that its mea-
sures would not even lead to German mobilization, let alone war. If Beth-
mann had been truly seeking peace, and perhaps thought that threats 
would deter Germany's adversaries from going further, the tone of the 
telegrams should have been the opposite. France, as the much faster mobi-
lizer, should have been the one to receive the strong threat; Russia, since its 
forces would not be up to full strength for many weeks, should have been 
sent the much weaker and more hopeful telegram. 

Given that the German threat to mobilize in response to mere Russian 
preparations was so disproportional-and the opposite behavior from 
1912-13-Berlin evidently expected that Petersburg would view this tele-
gram as a sign that Germany was looking for a pretext for war. This is ex-
actly how the Russians saw it. Coupled with Vienna 's refusal to engage in 
direct talks and the bombardment of Belgrade on the morning of 29 July, 
Sazonov could only conclude that Germany wanted war. General mobiliza-
tion by Russia would have to be called.68 

Two hours after the dispatch of these two telegrams, the first confirma-
tion that Russia had ordered partial mobilization was received .. - Although 
part of Bethmann's objective had been achieved, this was still not the opti-
mal scenario: Germany could go to war over partial mobilization, but to 
truly blame Russia, Berlin needed a Russian general mobilization. In a con-
ference later that afternoon, Bethmann was able to convince the military to 
delay even public "risk of war" preparations until word of Russian general 
mobilization. Without this Russian action, he argued, "we would not have 
public opinion on our side." 70 Moltke supported Bethmann, which is not 
surprising considering his point in February 1913 that the aggression must 
be seen to come from Russia. They knew that they did not have long to 
wait. Signs were growing that the Russians would soon go to general mo-
bilization. In Petersburg, the necessity of general mobilization had been 
discussed on the night of 28 July; the next morning, the czar signed two or-
ders, one for partial and one for general mobilization, the latter to be imple-
mented only on his command. 

The night of 29-30 July, most historians would agree, is probably the 
most pivotal of the crisis. It is generally interpreted as the night German 
civilian leaders confirmed British opposition, got cold feet, and hurriedly 
scrambled to find a last-minute solution. This interpretation is based 
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The July Crisis and the Outbreak of World War I 

on two key telegrams sent to Vienna in the early morning of Thursday, 
July 30 that seem to show Bethmann desperately seeking to rein in Aus-
tria to prevent world war. Nothing could be further from the truth. As 
with Bethmann's policy over the two previous nights, he was only at-
tempting in the face of Austrian intransigence to push Germany's ally to 
appear more conciliatory. Thrusting blame onto Russia remained his 
prime objective. 

A Y07 P.M. telegram from London noted Grey's agreement that direct 
talks between Russia and Austria were the most likely way to peace. Yet 
the British were "firmly convinced" that "unless Austria is willing to enter 
upon a discussion of the Serbian question, a world war is inevitable."71 The 
term "world war" (Weltkrieg) reinforced what had been known since Mon-
day-that the British would opposed Germany. Thus twelve hours before 
the world-on-fire telegrams, it was evident that the only choices left were 
negotiated peace or all-out world war. Berlin still did nothing. 

At 8:29 P.M., a telegram was received from Petersburg. Sazonov had been 
notified that Vienna had refused direct Austro-Russian talks, and had 
replied that there was now nothing left but to return to British proposal for 
conversations a quatre. Sazonov made clear that he was not expecting Aus-
tria "to submit to a sort of European court of arbitration," but that "he was 
only looking for a way out of the present difficulties, and that in doing so 
he was grasping at every straw."n Bethmann now had to be careful. He had 
heard nothing from Vienna regarding his instructions the previous night, 
and he needed Austria to appear to be negotiating with Russia. But in 
Sazonov's desperate state of mind, he might accept an Austrian offer if it al-
lowed him to save face . Thus, at 10:18 and then again at 10:30 P.M., Beth-
mann sent two one-sentence messages to Vienna. The first asked if the 28 
July instructions-the long telegram detailing his version of the Halt pro-
posal-had arrived; the second said simply that he "expect[ed] immediate 
carrying out" of these instructions. His urgency is shown by the fact that 
the first message went out uncoded, to speed up transmission.73 

Four telegrams arrived between 8:29 P.M. and 10:14 P.M. strongly suggest-
ing that Russia would soon move from partial to general mobilization." 
Bethmann had provoked Russia into a total military response. It was now 
time to shift to a softer position to lead Petersburg to believe that, as in 
1912-13, Germany would tolerate Russian mobilization as long as Austria 
was not attacked. At 11:05 P.M ., Bethmann sent a telegram to Petersburg 
containing none of the previous threats. Instead, he stated that although 
things were starting to get out of hand, Berlin was still seeking a negotiated 
solution.7s 

I now turn to the two world-on-fire telegrams sent to Vienna at 2:50 and 
3:00 A.M. It is typically argued that they reflect the chancellor's realization 
that Britain would indeed fight, based on a Lichnowsky telegram arriving 
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The Origins of Major War 

at 9:12 P.M. and on a meeting with the English ambassador at 10:00 P.M. Yet 
this view cannot explain why Bethmann's telegrams to Vienna for the six 
hours between 9:00 P.M. and ):00 A.M. show no signs of nervousness about 
Germany's situation. Instead, they show Berlin pressing Austria to appear 
to be negotiating with Petersburg in order to blame Russia for war. At the 
same time, they are carefully manipulated to mislead Vienna as to Russian 
resolve, and thus the real possibility of world war. In behavior perfectly 
consistent with the previous two nights, Bethmann sought to avoid the ap-
pearance of responsibility while simultaneously ensuring that Austria did 
not back out for fear of general war. 

Bethmann sent a message to Tschirschky at 12:10 A.M. providing infor-
mation on the kaiser-czar correspondence. The full texts of the kaiser's two 
letters to the czar are included, emphasizing that Russia could remain a 
spectator of any Austro-Serbian conflict and that an understanding be-
tween Petersburg and Vienna was desirable.76 Significantly, however, Beth-
mann does not give the text of the czar's letter, but says of it only that the 
czar "made an appeal for the mediation of His Majesty [the kaiser]." 
Nicholas had indeed made such an appeal. But the czar's missing text is 
conspicuous in its absence: 

The indignation in Russia [regarding the Austrian declaration of war], shared 
fully by me, is enormous. I foresee that very soon I shall be overwhelmed by the 
pressure brought upon me, and be forced to take extreme measures which will 
lead to war. To try and avoid such a calamity as a European war, I beg you in 
the name of our old friendship to do what you can to stop your allies from go-
ing too far. 71 

That this was a deliberate effort on Bethmann's part to downplay the likeli-
hood of war is clear: in an almost identical telegram to the ambassador in 
Petersburg less than an hour later, he reproduces the kaiser's letters and 
then provides the complete text of the czar's response.78 

At 12:30 A.M., the chancellor sent another message to Vienna. Instead of 
communicating the text of Lichnowsky's telegram from 9:12 p.M.-the 
clearest statement that England would fight with France-Bethmann sent 
only selective parts of the Lichnowsky telegram that had arrived at 5:07 
P.M. Since he had been completely informed of the 9:12 P.M. telegram, this 
move was again designed to avoid scaring Vienna unless it was absolutely 
necessary. Of the 5:07 P.M. telegram, Bethmann relayed only two small 
parts: that Russia was aware that Vienna had refused direct talks; and that 
Grey was forwarding a proposal suggesting Serbia might accept the 
harsher demands if Austria agreed to it.79 Conveniently, Bethmann left out 
the part where Grey warned ·that Russia "could not and would not stand 
by quietly" while Serbia was destroyed.so The chancellor instructed 
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The July Crisis nnd tile Outbrenk of World Wnr 1 

Tschirschky to inform the Austrian leaders that Berlin considered compli-
ance to the proposal "an appropriate basis for negotiations, if founded on 
an occupation of a portion of Serbian territory as a hostage."RI Bethmann 
had still heard no word on whether Vienna would agreed to appear to ne-
gotiate with Russia. He thus reiterated his watered-down Halt proposal. 

At the same moment, 12:30 A.M., Bethmann sent another message to Vi-
enna relaying Pourtales's message that Russia had gone to partial mobiliza-
tion. This telegram nicely demonstrates Bethmann's technique of relaying 
the text from other ambassadors either word-for-word or with his own 
paraphrasing, depending on the desired impact. Here, instead of quoting 
Pourtales's text, he simply states that "Russian mobilization, however, is 
far from meaning war, as in western Europe; the Russian army might be a 
long time under arms without crossing a frontier; relations with Vienna not 
broken off, and Russia wants to avoid war, if in any way possible."R2 These 
lines are actually Sazonov's, but Bethmann presents them as Berlin 's opin-
ion of the situation! The chancellor was obviously trying to convince Vi-
enna not to be too worried by Russian partial mobilization.83 The chancellor 
ends the telegram saying that "Russia complains that . .. the conferences 
[have not] made any headway. Hence we must urgently request, in order to 
prevent a general catastrophe, or at least to put Russia in the wrong, that 
Vienna inaugurate and continue with the conference according to telegram 
174·" 84 

Telegram 174 was the one that went out the previous night with the mod-
ified Halt proposal (DO: doc. 323). So here we have the German chancellor, 
more than three hours after final confirmation of British opposition, telling 
Tschirschky to carry out instructions that he knew had little chance of suc-
cess, in order to "at least put Russia in the wrong." BS Where are the cold feet 
that Bethmann should have had at this time? Is it at all conceivable, since 
the world-on-fire telegrams did not go out until yoo A.M., that the informa-
tion from Britain somehow had a delayed psychological effect on him, 
enough to then prompt a change of mind? Of course not. If it had not hit 
him by 12:30 A.M. that his policy was leading to world war, there is no rea-
son why it would hit him two and a half hours later, especially since no 
new troubling information was received during that time. Indeed, the very 
fact that Bethmann would stay up until the small hours of the morning in-
dicates that he was waiting for some other piece of crucial information. 

So what information did arrive that led to the world-on-fire telegrams? 
Finally, at 1:30 A.M., after sending three telegrams that evening seeking in-
formation on Vienna's response to the Halt proposaV" Bethmann received 
the following message from Tschirschky: 

Count Berchtold's thanks for the suggestion. Minister is ready to repeat dec-
laration concerning territorial disinterestedness which he has already made 
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The Origins of Major War 

at Petersburg .... So far as the further declaration with reference to military 
measures is concerned, Count Berchtold says that he is not in a position to 
give me a reply at once. 

In spite of my representations as to the urgency of the matter, I have up to 
this evening received no further communication.87 

This telegram could not have pleased the chancellor. That Austria contin-
ued to show resolve was heartening. But Vienna had not implemented his 
modified Halt proposal. As Bethmann had stated on Tuesday night, such 
an uncompromising attitude from Austria would make it impossible to 
carry out a successful war on three fronts. 

The chancellor was thus in a bind: now that he had pushed Vienna into a 
hard-line posture, Austria was so convinced it could destroy Serbia-or 
that Berlin would accept nothing less-that it would not even go through 
the motions of appearing willing to compromise. To shift responsibility, 
Berlin had to be seen to favor the English proposals for a mediated solution. 
This was especially so now that Russia, after Austria's intransigence, had 
turned to England and its idea of European-wide conversations.88 

Yet here was the dilemma. If Bethmann suggested that Austria accept the 
idea of European-wide mediation, as had occurred in December 1912, Aus-
tria would likely refuse, and the odium for world war would fall on Ger-
many's shoulders. Even worse, Austria, fearing general war, might accept 
the idea. Russia would then agree, and preventive war would have to be 
postponed. Berlin therefore needed something to satisfy the British request, 
make Austria appear to want peace, and at the same time ensure that no 
diplomatic solution could ever be achieved. The solution: direct Austrian-
Russia talks around an unacceptable Halt proposal, with Germany playing 
the role of mediator. 

It is this objective that led to the two world-on-fire telegrams, sent to Vienna 
at 2:55 and yoo A.M. The first began by providing the first three paragraphs of 
the Lichnowsky telegram that had arrived at 9 :12 P.M. on Wednesday (the last 
two paragraphs being studiously left off). The first two paragraphs concerned 
Sazonov's request that Grey again take up mediation efforts. Grey saw two 
possibilities: mediation either a quatre (European-wide) or by Bethmann him-
self. It would be a suitable basis for mediation, Grey said, if Austria, after oc-
cupying Belgrade or other places, should announce its conditions. The third 
paragraph contained Grey's warning that if Germany and France were to be-
come involved, Britain could not stand aside, and the resulting war would be 
the greatest catastrophe ever experienced.89 After the presentation of Lich-
nowsky's message, Bethmann writes that if Austria continued to refuse all 
mediation, Austria and Germany would stand alone against all other great 
powers including England. Austria could satisfy its honor and claims against 
Serbia by the occupation of Belgrade or of other places. 

[100] 
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The July Crisis and the Outbreak of World War I 

Under these circumstances we must urgently and impressively suggest to 
the consideration of the Vienna Cabinet the acceptance of mediation on the 
above-mentioned honorable conditions. The responsibility for the conse-
quences that would otherwise follow would be an uncommonly heavy one 
both for Austria and for us.'" 

This grim picture of an impending world war, with a suggestion for a 
diplomatic way out, seems to demonstrate a sudden desire for peace on the 
part of the chancellor. Yet note that Vienna is not asked to accept a Halt, but 
only "mediation on the above-mentioned conditions," that is, negotiations 
with the Halt as a potential point of discussion. The beginning of such ne-
gotiations would deflect blame from Germany while ensuring that no solu-
tion was quickly found. 9

! And what kind of mediation is Berlin pushing for 
here? This message is vague as to whether Vienna should accept mediation 
a quatre or only through Germany. The second telegram to Tschirchsky at 
3:00 A.M. resolves this ambiguity: Austria should choose the second. 

This telegram starts off by reproducing most of the Pour tales telegram 
that had arrived in Berlin at 8:29 P.M. on 29 July. Sazonov had told Pourtales 
of Vienna's categorical refusal to enter into direct negotiations, and that 
therefore it seemed necessary to return to British proposals for conversa-
tions a quatre.92 Bethmann told Tschirschky that this did not agree with 
Tschirschky's previous reports indicating that Count Berchtold and the 
Russian ambassador in Vienna had begun discussions (i.e., bilaterally, not a 
quatre). 

[Vienna's] refusal to hold any exchange of opinions with Petersburg . .. [is] a 
serious error, as it would be [a] direct provocation of Russia's armed interfer-
ence, which Austria-Hungary is beyond all else interested to prevent. 

We are, of course, ready to fulfill the obligations of our alliance, but must 
decline to be drawn wantonly into a world conflagration by Vienna, without 
having any regard paid to our counsel.93 

Berlin was clearly pushing Austria to accept direct Russian-Austrian talks 
with German mediation, as opposed to European-wide intervention. Yet 
this proposal did not represent any real change from what Berlin had been 
suggesting since Monday evening. By controlling the mediation process, 
Germany could not only appear as the honest broker; it could also ensure 
that any Austrian offer to "halt" remained harsh enough to preclude Russ-
ian agreement. 

If any doubt remains that the chancellor and the Foreign Office conspired 
to unleash general war under favorable conditions, it is dispelled by their 
other actions from 29 July to 1 August. The trick was to maneuver Germany 
and German public opinion into position so that as soon as Russian general 
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The Origins of Major War 

mobilization was announced, war could be instantly initiated. As Admiral 
Muller nicely summarized on 27 July, the "tendency of our policy [is] to 
keep quiet, letting Russia put itself in the wrong, but then not shying away 
from war."94 

On 29 July, as noted, Bethmann had secured the military's agreement to 
delay even the announcement of "risk of war" preparations until after 
Russian general mobilization. That same day, in meetings with the top offi-
cials of the Social Democratic Party, he secured their support for a general 
war against the Slavic threat.95 By the next day, Bethmann could tell his col-
leagues that the "general public feeling was good in Germany," with 
"[nothing] particular to fear from Social Democracy or from the leadership 
of the Social Democratic Party."96 Riezler had noted on 27 July that the 
chancellor ,was going to "work the Social Democrats from all sides."97 The 
strategy was evidently paying off. 

One potential obstacle remained: the kaiser. Since his signature was 
needed to wage war, he had to be convinced that Russian actions would ne-
cessitate German mobilization without scaring him into a compromise. At 
11:15 A.M. on 30 July, the chancellor sent two telegrams to Wilhelm. In the 
first, Bethmann confirmed England's determination to fight and then noted 
that while he had carried out Wilhelm's instructions regarding mediation, 
he had heard no word yet from Vienna. Needless to say, Bethmann did not 
explain that he had altered the kaiser's instructions without authorization. 
His next lines are revealing as to his intentions: 

I instructed [Tschirschkyl., . to demand an immediate explanation from 
Count Berchtold, in order that this episode may be closed in one way or an-
other. I also called his attention to the fact that every declaration by Vienna to 
Petersburg concerning the purpose and extent of Austria's action against Ser-
bia would only emphasize and openly label Russia's responsibility before the 
entire world.98 

This language is hard to reconcile with the view that the chancellor sought 
peace when he sent the world-on-fire telegrams. Here he is, a mere eight 
hours later, talking again about thrusting blame onto Russia. 

In the second 11 :15 message, we see the chancellor using the kaiser to ad-
vance his plan. Bethmann suggests that Wilhelm send a message to the czar 
stating that if Russia continues with partial mobilization, "then the role of 
mediator which I [the kaiser] took upon myself at your request will be en-
dangered, if not made impossible. Yours alone is for the moment the re-
sponsibility of deciding." Bethmann ends his telegram with the following: 

As this telegram will be a particularly important document historically, I 
would most humbly advise that Your Majesty do not-as long as Vienna's 
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The July Crisis and the Outbreak of World War I 

decision is still outstanding-express in it the fact that Your Majesty's role as 
mediator is ended."" 

Why would Bethmann say such an odd thing just when he should have 
been seeking a negotiated solution? The answer, of course, is that he 
wanted no such solution. Hence, he was already planning ahead to the 
time when the German people would be given documented evidence on 
Russian aggression. It is no coincidence that the German White Book-
titled "Germany's Reasons for War with Russia"-was published just 
three days later on 2 AugustlOO and then presented to the Reichstag the next 
day (before hostilities with France began). Considering simple publishing 
logistics, the book must have been in preparation all through the previous 
week, when Berlin was supposedly seeking a mediated solution. It is also 
not by accident that Exhibit 23 of the White Book is Wilhelm's very 
telegram to the czar that Bethmann notes will be a "particularly important 
document historically." 

The machinations do not end there. In the White Book, the telegram's 
time of sending is given as 1 A.M., 30 July. But it was actually sent at 3:30 
P.M. Berlin time that day, and only arrived in St. Petersburg at Y30 P.M. The 
final version of the telegram, and the one appearing in the White Book, 
ends: "the whole weight of the decision lies solely on your [the czar's'] 
shoulders now, who have to bear the responsibility for peace or war." lOl 
Given that Russian general mobilization was not ordered untilyoo P.M., an 
earlier dispatch time had to be put on the published document to make it 
appear that the Russians, despite being given plenty of forewarning, had 
still aggressively moved to mobilization against Germany. A "particularly 
important document historically" indeed! 102 

During the day on 30 July, reports showed that Russia was gearing up for 
general mobilization.lo3 The night before, it had been ordered by the czar at 
around 8:00 Moscow time. Just after 10:00, however, Nicholas received a 
letter from Wilhelm which frightened him enough that he canceled the or-
der. On the morning of 30 July, Sazonov and the military, distressed by this 
change, agreed on the need to reinstate general mobilization. At around 
yoo P.M . Petersburg time, Nicholas and Sazonov met, and after about an 
hour, the reluctant czar agreed to move once again to general mobilization. 
By yoo, the order was sent out, with a starting date of 31 July. lll4 

The need to sustain Russian mobilization gave Bethmann and his col-
leagues still one more scheme to execute. The chancellor had already se-
cured the military's agreement to delay public military moves until after 
Russian general mobilization. The next part of the plan went as follows. As 
soon as word was received from Petersburg confirming this mobilization, 
Berlin would send Russia an ultimatum giving it only twelve hours to re-
call it or face German general mobilization. Meanwhile, all energy would 
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The Origins of Major War 

be directed to averting any last-minute diplomatic solution. This required a 
coordinated three-pronged effort. 

First, Russia would be told that rejecting the ultimatum would lead only 
to German mobilization, with any hint that mobilization meant war now 
removed. Petersburg would thus believe that mobilization could continue 
while both sides negotiated an agreement. Yet upon the Russian rejection, 
Berlin would surprise Russia by declaring war. This move, as with the dec-
laration of war on Serbia, would prevent all possible diplomatic settle-
ments. Second, Austria would be instructed to cease all negotiations and 
move immediately to war against Russia. If the Austrian leaders were get-
ting cold feet, this tactic would forestall an Austrian-Russian agreement. 
Moreover, it would ensure that Austria redirected the bulk of its troops 
against Russia rather than concentrating on its main goal, the destruction of 
Serbia. 

Third, Britain, the power most able to play the honest broker, had to be 
prevented from convincing Russia to capitulate. London therefore had to 
be told that Russian-Austrian talks had begun and that Berlin was actively 
mediating. It was also important that London not know that Germany was 
preparing to jump immediately to war, since it might then press the czar to 
accept Austrian terms, and war would be off. With France, Berlin had an 
ironic and self-caused dilemma: France had not proceeded far enough in its 
mobilization to allow Berlin to blame France for the blow to come. Hence, 
on 31 July, the same technique previously used to provoke Russia was now 
to be employed against the French: Paris would be told that its military 
measures inevitably meant war. In short, German diplomacy toward Rus-
sia and France would be reversed from just two days before. On 29 July, 
Russia had been provoked and France assuaged; now, Russia would be as-
sured that negotiations could continue, while France was told that nothing 
more could be done. lOs 

Up until Russian general mobilization was confirmed, Berlin still needed 
Austrian agreement to open talks with Petersburg along the instructed 
lines. Hence, all through Thursday, 30 July, Bethmann continued to press 
for word from Vienna. At Y20 P.M., a report from Tschirschky arrived stat-
ing that Austria had instructed its ambassador in Russia to begin conversa-
tions with Sazonov. This, although overdue, was encouraging. Yet the 
telegram also indicated that Austria was unwilling to halt on Serbian terri-
tory, and would pull back only after peace was concluded to "compel [Ser-
bia] to the complete fulfillment of [Austrian] demands." Of equal concern 
was word that despite Vienna's partial mobilization against Serbia, the 
Austrians were uncertain as to whether general mobilization was neces-
sary. l06 In short, it seemed by late Thursday that Austria might not only fail 
to appear conciliatory, but also that it would not fight Russia in the critical 
first days of war. 
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As they had done in February 1913, Bethmann and Moltke worked to-
gether to whip Austria into line. At 9:00 on Thursday night, Bethmann 
wrote to Tschirschky, noting that should Vienna decline to make conces-
sions, "it [would] hardly be possible any longer to place the guilt of the out-
break of a European conflagration on Russia's shoulders." Austria's stand 
in the face of English diplomacy "would place us, in the eyes of our own 
people, in an untenable situation. Thus we can only urgently advise that 
Austria accept the [British] proposal." 1D7 Once again, Bethmann's goal was 
not to save the peace, but to shift blame to Russia. That afternoon, Moltke 
spoke with Austria's military attache, who reported to Vienna at 5:30 P.M. 
that Berlin desired Austria's immediate mobilization against Russia. 
Moltke also promised that this move would invoke German alliance obli-
gations, a promise Vienna had been anxious to hear. lDs 

Late in the evening, Bethmann met with Moltke and Falkenhayn to dis-
cuss the military situation. The military now revealed that Russian general 
mobilization was truly impending. 109 The significance was clear: Germany 
could now blame Russia for the war. Yet Bethmann now had to stop Austria 
from acting on Berlin's demand that it offer Russia a halt in Serbia (a de-
mand Bethmann had reiterated just two hours before). At 11:20 P.M., Beth-
mann sent uncoded (to speed transmission) the one-line message "Please 
do not carry out instructions number 200 [the 9:00 P.M. telegram] for the 
present." The reason for this sudden cancellation was written up but never 
sent, probably because it revealed too well Berlin's plan to await Russian 
mobilization and then compel Austria to fight: 

I [Bethmannl cancelled the order of instruction in No. 200, as the General 
Staff just informs me that the military preparations of our neighbors, espe-
cially in the east, will force us to a speedy decision, unless we do not wish to 
expose ourselves to the danger of surprise. General Staff earnestly desires to 
be informed definitely and immediately as to Vienna's decisions, particularly 
those of a military nature. 

Instead, at 2:45 A.M . on 31 July Berlin forwarded a spurious explanation stat-
ing that the cancellation was a result of a letter from the king of England. II D 

The situation was now primed for war. On the morning of Friday, 31 
July, the chancellor and the military gathered to wait for word of Russian 
general mobilization. At 11:40 A.M ., confirmation was received. 1II General 
Karl von Wenninger recorded the reaction at the German War Ministry: 
"Everywhere beaming faces, people shaking hands in the corridors, con-
gratulating one another on having cleared the hurdle."112 The hurdle here is 
obviously the risk that Russia would not go to general mobilization, thus 
preventing Germany from blaming Russia for the war. 

Now Bethmann could execute the final diplomatic instruments to ensure 
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The Origins of Major War 

Russian responsibility. An ultimatum with a twelve-hour deadline was 
prepared for dispatch to Petersburg, telling the Russians to back down or 
face German mobilization. The wording of this ultimatum, and the way 
other embassies were informed, constitute perhaps Bethmann's most sub-
tle manipulation in the crisis, so subtle that it been missed by almost every 
historical account.1I3 Between 1:45 P.M. and 3:30 P.M. on 31 July, five 
telegrams were sent to the five key capitals. All but the one to Vienna paint 
a similar picture: that Berlin was being forced by circumstances to present 
an ultimatum to Russia. The telegram to Russia containing the ultimatum 
was written by the chancellor himself. The other four were written by 
Jagow but carefully altered by Bethmann before being forwarded.l l4 This al-
lowed Bethmann to tell each capital a slightly different story, tailored to his 
objectives for each situation. 

The ultimatum to Petersburg, sent at 3:30 P.M., stated: 

In spite of the still pending negotiations for mediation and although we our-
selves have up to the present hour taken no mobilization measures of any 
kind, Russia has mobilized her entire army and navy, thus against us also. 
For the security of the Empire, we have been compelled by these Russian 
measures to declare a state of threatening danger of war, which does not yet 
mean mobilization. Mobilization must follow, however, in case Russia does 
not suspend every war measure against Austria-Hungary and ourselves 
within twelve hours and make us a distinct declaration to that effect.lls 

The first sentence is deliberately deceptive. Negotiations were not "still 
pending"; Berlin had asked Tschirschky to cease pursuing them the previ-
ous night. And while Germany had not yet gone to mobilization, it had se-
cretly taken all measures needed to achieve it within days (indeed it was 
able to cross into Luxembourg on 2 August). 

The critical aspect of this telegram, however, lies in what it does not say. 
There is no mention that Berlin was preparing to follow a Russian rejection 
of the ultimatum with a declaration of war, as was already planned as the 
ultimatum was being drawn up. Moreover, even though on 26 and 29 July 
Berlin had threatened war in response to mere preparations, there was now 
not even a hint that German mobilization would lead to war. 

This was no oversight. The telegram to Paris, sent at the same time, be-
gins with the same line about "still pending negotiations" and Russian mo-
bilization. But it continues: 

As a result we have declared a state of threatening danger of war, which 
must be followed by mobilization in case Russia does not suspend every war 
measure against Austria and ourselves within twelve hours. Mobilization will 
inevitably mean war. Please ask the French Government if it intends to remain 
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The July Crisis and the Outbreak of World War I 

neutral in a Russo-German war. Answer must be given within eighteen 
hours. ll6 

"Mobilization will inevitably mean war"?! If Berlin had truly wanted to 
warn the Russians, it should have included this line in the Russian draft. 
Yet this line, absent from Jagow's original draft, was added by Bethrnann 
just before it went OUt. 1I7 Since Berlin had been telling Paris that a negoti-
ated peace was still possible, the reason for the switch is clear: having used 
the "mobilization means war" phrase to provoke Russia, it was now time to 
push France into mobilization to blame the French for Germany's attack in 
the west."B 

Thus while the ultimatum to Petersburg was designed to prevent Russia 
from capitulating, the note to Paris was designed to force the French to go 
instantly to general mobilization (as they did). The telegrams to Britain and 
Italy were equally manipulative. Each begins by protesting Russia's mobi-
lization. The dispatch to Rome notes that Germany would move to mobi-
lization if Russia did not "suspend every war measure against Austria and 
ourselves within twelve hours." It continues: 

Mobilization will mean war. We have put the question to France whether she 
will remain neutral. ... If France's reply should be in the negative, as we cer-
tainly expect, war between France and ourselves will also have to be declared 
at once. 

We are counting with assurance upon the fact that Italy will live up to the 
obligations she has assumed. l19 

Drawing Italy into war was clearly the goal. Since the Triple Alliance in-
voked support only if an ally was attacked, Bethmann moderated the blunt 
tone of Jagow's original draft. Jagow had used the phrase: "mobilization 
will inevitably mean war." Bethmann, clearly realizing that the word "in-
evitably" might signal that Germany was seeking a pretext for war, deleted 
it from the final draft, and added the phrase suggesting that Russia could 
prevent war by canceling its war measures. 120 

With London, the objective was to keep the British off the scent long 
enough to prevent them from intervening at Petersburg. Hence, Bethmann 
had to minimize suspicions that Germany wanted war, and instead con-
vince London that a diplomatic solution was still possible. In the opening 
line about "still pending negotiations" common to all four telegrams, it is 
only in the message to Britain that the words "and apparently not hopeless 
mediation" are included, words that would have helped buoy British 
hopes. The phrase in both French and Italian telegrams-that Germany 
would mobilize if Russia did not cancel its war measures-is also in the 
British. Yet there is no subsequent line that "mobilization will mean war," 
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as the Italians were told, or that it will "inevitably mean war," as the French 
were informed. In Jagow's draft, we see that he thought Bethmann would 
want at least to hint at the possibility of war, since after stating that Russian 
rejection of the demand would be followed by German mobilization, Jagow 
wrote: "it looks as if war with Russia were hardly to be avoided." The chan-
cellor in the final draft crossed out this line. 12 1 As restrained as Jagow's draft 
is, Bethmann's final version communicates a very different message: it 
eliminates any linkage between mobilization and war, while implying that 
Germany is willing, for the sake of peace, to give Russia more time. Read 
independently, this telegram is only a low-key warning that tensions are 
rising. The reality-that Berlin planned to declare war on Russia within a 
day, and then invade Luxembourg hours after that-is nicely hidden. 

These four telegrams clearly confound the argument that Bethmann lost 
control over the process after 30 July. Yet where is the telegram to Austria? 
In fact, no parallel message ever went out to inform Austria of the ultima-
tum to Russia and the twelve-hour limit. Instead, about two hours before, 
at 1=45 P.M., Bethmann sent a short dispatch to Vienna: 

Since the Russian mobilization we have declared threatening danger of war, 
which will presumably be followed within forty-eight hours by mobilization. 
This inevitably means war. We expect from Austria immediate ACTIVE partic-
ipation in the war with Russia.122 

The incredible nature of this telegram, from a state supposedly seeking 
peace or at least the localization of conflict, might not be evident at first 
glance. Not only is Vienna the only capital not informed of the ultimatum, 
but Bethmann tells the Austrians that the declaration of threatening danger 
of war will "presumably be followed within forty-eight hours by mobilization." 
It was not "presumably," it was for certain; it was not "forty-eight hours," 
but something less than twenty-four (considering transmission time of the 
ultimatum and the twelve-hour limit); it was not to be mobilization, but a 
declaration of war ending all negotiations. One might think that if any state 
should have been told the truth of the matter, it should have been Ger-
many's last true ally. 

Combined with the telegram the night before canceling the instruction 
that Austria offer Russia a halt in Serbia, there seems only one explanation 
for this deception: Berlin wanted Vienna to know that the time for diplo-
macy had ended, and that it must move immediately to a war footing 
against Russia, not Serbia. To have told the Austrians of the ultimatum, let 
alone of the real plan, would have alerted them to the urgency of conclud-
ing an agreement with Russia, something Berlin did not want. 

All this is shown by the chancellor's words "This inevitably means war. 
We expect from Austria immediate ACTIVE participation in the war with 

[I08] 0I ? 1 ? 0 8 ? 5 CAC M I 4 DI : 0I ? 9 CP? MC Q ?MM I7O?M 2 IIE 0?
, ? IIE=? I O?M =I C I C A ? C = CI . I=31-

0 ? ? I I C A I   , ,

0
I

Q
CA

0
I

?
9

CP
?

MC
Q

?M
M

/
CA

M
?M

?
P?
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Russia." The phrase "inevitably means war" suspiciously arises again. The 
reason is evident: if war is a given, then diplomacy, by definition, is at an 
end. There is also a simple explanation for the phrase that Berlin "expects" 
from Austria immediate and active participation in the war against Russia. 
That Vienna's goal was to destroy Serbia, not to fight the superior Russians, 
was well known. Moreover, for the previous few days, Conrad had been 
hinting that even if Germany pulled Austria into general war, the bulk of 
the Austrian forces would still be deployed south against Serbia. Moltke 
had tried to persuade Conrad that it was in Austria's own interest to fight a 
general war, but Conrad remained unconvinced.123 Hence, Berlin was now 
not "requesting" or "suggesting" that Austria "consider" waging war 
against Russia-the kind of language used on previous nights with regard 
to the Halt proposals; rather, it was "expecting" it. In diplomatic terms, 
given Germany's preponderant position in the alliance, this was essentially 
a demand. 

Moreover, the expectation was for "immediate ACTIVE" participation, 
with Bethmann's emphasis on the active. To make the Schlieffen Plan work, 
Berlin needed Austria not only to concentrate troops against Russia, but 
also to go on the offensive to divert Russian forces away from Germany. 
For obvious reasons, Austria was reluctant to sacrifice its troops just so 
Germany could dispose of France. Berlin had already employed the im-
plicit threat of leaving Austria to the full onslaught of the Russians, the 
Austrians' single greatest fear.l 24 This short telegram thus could have had 
only one meaning to the Austrians: do not presume that you can focus on 
Serbia or use diplomacy to keep the Russians out; general war is a given, so 
all effort must go against Russia. 

Only one possible hitch remained: Russia might back out by capitulating 
to Austrian demands. There was one sure way to prevent this, namely, a 
declaration of war on Russia. Germany's premature declaration of war on 
1 August provides the final proof that by the end of July, world war was 
preferred over all possible negotiated solutions, even one giving Austria 
everything it wanted. Through Bethmann's diplomacy, German workers 
were ready to fight a war of self-defense against the Slavic aggressors, and 
with Austrian help. Such favorable conditions, with Germany at the peak 
of its military power, would be hard ever to recreate. 

Thus we have the puzzle that confounds other theories: Why would Ger-
man civilian leaders plan for a declaration of war on Russia as soon as the 
twelve-hour ultimatum was up, and yet not warn anyone, including the 
Russians? Military strategy would argue against declaring war until one's 
forces were ready to attack. Recognizing this, the civilian leaders kept the 
decision to declare war secret from all the top military leaders (except one) 
until after it was a fait accompli. It also makes no sense to argue, as Beth-
mann tried with his outraged military, that Germany was compelled to fol-
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low international law, which required declarations of war before an attack 
commenced. Considering Germany's unannounced plunge into neutral 
Belgium three days later, this argument is clearly absurd. Moreover, Berlin 
deliberately held back the declaration of war against France, even though 
France was to be attacked weeks before Russia. Nor can it be argued that 
the declaration of war had a diplomatic or political value. If anything, the 
declaration hurt Bethmann's own efforts to blame Russia for the war. 

The argument that the leaders acted irrationally, without thinking 
through the implications, also cannot stand. Against this view, we have the 
careful planning that went into the declaration and the moves to keep it se-
cret from the military. We also have the evidence that Germany pushed 
Austria to declare war on 28 July solely to preclude a diplomatic solution. 
One has to wonder how German leaders could have put less thought into a 
declaration guaranteeing general war than one merely ensuring an Austro-
Serbian war. Moreover, it seems odd that the reasoning behind the prema-
ture declaration on 28 July could have been forgotten less than a week later. 

Finally, we have two important pieces of direct evidence. A senior offi-
cial in the German Foreign Office made a slip on 31 July. He admitted to a 
representative of a neutral power who then told George Buchanan, British 
ambassador in Petersburg, that "the only thing which [the German] Gov-
ernment fears was that Russia would, at the eleventh hour, climb down and 
accept [the ultimatum]." '25 Even more damaging is a comment by Army 
Chief of Staff Moltke, the only individual in the military informed of the 
plan to declare war on Russia. On 1 August, just after the kaiser had signed 
the mobilization order, Moltke was recalled and told of an English promise 
to keep France neutral. Wilhelm, overjoyed with the idea that France would 
stay out of the war, called for an immediate halt to deployment in the west. 
Admiral Muller's diary records Moltke's emotional response: 

This we cannot do; the whole army would fall into disarray and we would 
end all chances of winning. Besides, our patrols have already invaded Lux-
embourg and the division from Trier is immediately following up. All we 
need now is for Russia to back off as well [Jetzt fehlte nur noch, dass auch Russ-
land abschnapptJ.126 

Far from fearing Russian attack, Moltke is worried that Russia might also 
want peace! The fact that Moltke could say this in the presence of Ger-
many's most important civilian and military leaders, and that Muller 
records no reaction, suggests either that his opinion was already well 
known or that they agreed with it. Either way, combined with the evidence 
presented below, it is clear that the biggest fear in Berlin in the last days of 
peace was not that war might occur, but that it might not. 

We have seen that the German ultimatum to Russia mentioned only that 
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mobilization would follow its rejection, not war. One might suppose that 
on the afternoon of 31 July when the ultimatum was sent, Berlin still sought 
peace, and therefore worried that stronger threats might make Russia hos-
tile to negotiation. Yet the very same day the ultimatum was sent, a 
telegram that would be used to instruct Pourtales to hand over a declara-
tion of war rather than the promised word of German mobilization was be-
ing drafted in the Foreign Office. 127 In short, it was not as though on 1 Au-
gust, due to the emotions of the moment, the civilian leaders panicked and 
declared war. They had already decided the day before to surprise Russia 
with the declaration of war immediately after the deadline. 

Berlin also made sure that the peace-inclined Pour tales would not hint to 
Sazonov that refusing the ultimatum would lead to a surprise declaration, 
thus providing Sazonov a last-second chance to back down. Pourtales was 
instructed not to hand over the declaration of war until Sazonov gave him 
official word that Russia was rejecting the German demands. 128 As it was, 
Pourtales, when he met with Sazonov at TOO P.M. on 1 August, asked him 
three times whether he could accept the ultimatum; following the negative 
reply, he reluctantly handed over the declaration of war. Thus every diplo-
matic detail was organized to guarantee Russia's refusal of the ultimatum. 

The telegram with the declaration of war went out at 12:52 P.M. on 1 Au-
gust. It again pinned all blame on Russia, stating that Germany would have 
to declare war for purely defensive reasons. So that Russia did not try to 
prolong negotiations by simply not responding to the ultimatum (as op-
posed to an outright refusal), the declaration of war had written into it both 
possibilities, neither of which could change the outcome. 129 Bethmann and 
his cohorts also carefully planned the timing of its hand-over to prevent 
any intervention by Wilhelm and the German military, both of whom were 
kept in the dark regarding the impending declaration. Hence, while the 
original telegram said that Pourtales should present the declaration "imme-
diately upon the expiration of the respite, at the latest, however, this after-
noon at five o'clock," Jagow and Bethmann crossed this out and substituted 
the much more precise statement: "at 5 o'clock this afternoon, according to 
Central European time," '30 or five hours after the actual deadline. It is 
surely not coincidental that this was the exact time military and civilian 
leaders were to meet with Wilhelm to get his signature on the order for 
general mobilization. The civilians were making it physically impossible 
for either the kaiser or the military to stop the declaration of war from being 
presented, even if they somehow got wind of it at this meeting. 

The meeting at 5:00 P.M. is also of interest because of the news presented 
to Wilhelm of an apparent British offer, received by the Foreign Office at 
4:23 P.M., that "in case [Germany] did not attack France, England would re-
main neutral and would guarantee France's neutrality."BI Sometime after 
the meeting started, just. after Wilhelm had signed the mobilization order, 
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Jagow announced that a "very important dispatch" had arrived and would 
be brought in shortly. Despite this news, Moltke and Falkenhayn left the 
meeting to send the order to the troops. As Albertini suggests, they almost 
certainly did this to avoid the chance that the dispatch might avert war. 132 

As noted, the kaiser, delighted by the English offer, recalled Moltke to 
tell him that Germany could now focus on the east. Bethmann and Jagow 
expressed joy over the English message, but it seems certain that this was 
just an act to placate Wilhelm's fears. Behind the scenes, they did every-
thing to ensure war proceeded. Jagow's announcement of this "very impor-
tant dispatch" ten minutes before it was brought into the meeting is suspi-
cious. How could he have known it was very important unless he had 
already read at least parts of it? Yet he provided the group with no details, 
nor did he try to restrain Moltke and Falkenhayn before they ran off to im-
plement mobilization.133 It thus seems likely that his announcement was 
simply a cue to the military to leave as soon as possible. 

The evening of 1 August was a nerve-racking one for Moltke, as the 
kaiser had put the Schlieffen Plan on hold as Berlin awaited the English re-
sponse. Around 11:00 P.M., word was received that the English proposals 
were a misunderstanding.l34 Wilhelm recalled Moltke, telling him, "now 
you can do as you will." 135 The Schlieffen Plan was thus back on, with the 
invasion of Luxembourg to take place early the next morning. 

The view that after 30 July the civilians gave up control to the military 
and their mobilization schedules-a myth Bethmann helped foster, and 
one accepted not only by inadvertent war scholars, but even by Albertini 
and Fischer-has been severely shaken by the above evidence. It is now 
time to put it in its final resting place. Far from the military's controlling the 
process, only one military leader-Army Chief of Staff Moltke-knew of 
the plan that would have a much greater effect on military actions than on 
civilian operations: the surprise declaration of war on Russia. When Tirpitz 
found out in the late evening of 1 August, he was outraged. Aside from the 
obvious military reasons for not declaring war until Germany was ready to 
attack Russia, Tirpitz felt that the move would undermine efforts to blame 
German adversaries for the war.l36 Minister of War Falkenhayn was also up 
in arms. To smooth ruffled feathers, at 2:30 A.M. on 2 August Bethmann met 
with Tirpitz and the generals to discuss the issue, as well as the timing of 
the declaration of war on France. 

From records of the meeting, it is clear that many in the military were still 
wondering whether the declaration of war on Russia had actually been 
served. Bethmann admitted that the telegram containing the declaration 
had already been sent. But by failing to mention that it was to be delivered 
to Sazonov at 5:00 P.M. the previous day, he evidently sought to keep them 
confused on this point. In yet another example of Bethmann and Moltke's 
insidious collaboration, Moltke informed the group that Russia had fired 

0I ? 1 ? 0 8 ? 5 CAC M I 4 DI : 0I ? 9 CP? MC Q ?MM I7O?M 2 IIE 0?
, ? IIE=? I O?M =I C I C A ? C = CI . I=31-

0 ? ? I I C A I   , ,

0
I

Q
CA

0
I

?
9

CP
?

MC
Q

?M
M

/
CA

M
?M

?
P?



The July Crisis and the Outbreak of World War I 

shots across the border. Tirpitz then records Bethmann's response: "then, 
of course, the case is clear, that means the Russians have been the first to 
start and I shall have the declaration of war handed over the frontier by the 
nearest General." The military left the meeting still believing that the decla-
ration of war was in the process of being delivered, even though the Rus-
sians had received it more than eight hours before. Thus Falkenhayn 
grabbed Jagow just after the meeting, pleading with him "to prevent the 
foolish and premature declaration of war on Russia." Jagow's reply: it was 
now too late. 137 

It is surely revealing that Moltke knew the whole time of the plan to de-
clare war, yet said nothing to his colleagues. As with the chancellor, 
Moltke's key objective over the previous two days was to ensure that Aus-
tria kept on the road to war with Russia. On 30 July, Moltke had sent mes-
sages to Conrad instructing him to turn his forces against Russia. By the 
evening of 31 JUlY-1 August, however, Berlin had received no confirmation 
of Austrian military plans, and the signs were unfavorable. On the after-
noon of 31 July, Conrad hinted to Moltke that Austria would focus on Ser-
bia and would stay on the defensive against Russia . Moltke immediately 
replied that Germany would soon be at war with Russia, but like Beth-
mann's message to Vienna that same afternoon, he said nothing about an 
ultimatum to Russia, nor of an impending declaration of war. Instead, he 
asked pointedly: "will Austria leave [us] in the lurch?" I38 

At 9:30 that evening, Conrad wrote back to say that Austria had already 
proved its willingness to wage war, and that it was only holding back to shift 
the blame by letting Russia declare war first, as per Berlin's "desire." He 
then said the words Moltke did not want to hear: that he thought he could 
"count on finishing off [the] war against Serbia before [the] move against 
Russia [is] necessary." Conrad asked for clarification on German intentions, 
pleading that only on 31 July had he received information "mak[ing] known 
Germany's intention to begin war against France and Russia ."139 Bethmann 
and Moltke's communications to Vienna had gotten them into a bind. Since 
neither could admit how quickly war was to come without scaring Austria 
off, they had said nothing to their Austrian counterparts about the twelve-
hour ultimatum to Russia, let alone the plan to declare war. Conrad was thus 
under the impression he still had time to destroy Serbia. 

For Berlin, this was worrisome. Despite Bethmann's 1:35 P.M . dispatch 
demanding Austria's immediate participation in the war with Russia, it 
now seemed that Austria was concentrating its troops in the south, not the 
east. This fear was reinforced by another telegram received from Conrad at 
10:30 P.M. on 31 July: 

I beg His Excellency von Moltke for a definite statement whether it is now 
necessary to reckon with waging a major war against Russia immediately 
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and unconditionally, that, in other words, there is no likelihood of our desist-
ing from the war against Serbia without coming to grips with Russia . This 
definite statement is indispensable and urgent for our own decision.'40 

A moment of decision had arrived. If Berlin now revealed the plan against 
Russia, it would not only show that Bethmann had withheld information; it 
might push Austria into a peace with Russia, the very fear that had led to 
the withholding of information. But the revelation of Berlin's plan now 
seemed necessary if Austria was to play its designated role in the Schlieffen 
Plan. Hence, at 11:20 P.M., Moltke revealed that indeed there was an ultima-
tum.1 41 Then at 2:20 A .M. on 1 August, knowing that Conrad had to decide 
that day whether to concentrate troops against Serbia or Russia, Moltke fi-
nally let him know the truth. Germany had demanded Russia's suspension 
of all military measures. 

If Russia rejects this demand, German declaration of war follows immedi-
ately. Russian reply demanded with twelve-hour time limit. Thus decision 
must be taken tomorrow. I regard acceptance of German demands by Russia 
as impossible.''' 

Conrad now knew that localized war against Serbia was out, and that he 
had to concentrate forces against the Russian masses. 

This interchange reveals much about Moltke's role in the last days of the 
crisis. With Moltke the only military leader privy to the plan to declare war 
on Russia, there is little doubt that he conspired with the civilian leaders-
Bethrnann, Jagow, and the others in the Foreign Office-to bring on war 
while minimizing last-minute interference from either the kaiser or the Ger-
man military. The declaration of war on Russia was a brilliant stroke, as 
Moltke surely understood: as with the Austrian declaration of war against 
Serbia, it would end any possibility of diplomatic intervention. Preventive 
war could then proceed. It is not surprising therefore that Moltke would 
confide to a friend a year later, just after being dismissed: "It is dreadful to 
be condemned to inactivity in this war which I prepared and initiated."l43 

The final piece of evidence showing the German leadership's guilt is its 
efforts to blame the French for the German attack on Belgium and France. 
By telling Paris on 31 July that Germany would mobilize after Russian re-
jection of the ultimatum, and that mobilization inevitably means war, Ger-
many had successful provoked France into mobilization. This mobilization 
was confirmed on the evening of 1 August. After heated discussions the 
next morning, it was agreed that the declaration of war against France 
should be delayed until Monday night at TOO P.M. 

Why the delay, when the military now knew of the declaration of war on 
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The July Crisis and the Outbreak of World War I 

Russia and also understood that France had to be attacked first? Bethmann 
Hollweg provides the answer. At 9:00 A.M. on 2 August, just a few hours af-
ter meeting with the military, the chancellor sent a telegram to the kaiser. 
He informed Wilhelm of reports of Russian border crossings, as well as his 
requests to Vienna that it fulfill its alliance obligations. He continued: "In 
accordance with understanding with Ministry of War and General Staff, 
presentation of declaration of war to France not necessary today for any 
MILITARY reasons. Consequently it will not be done, in the hope that the 
French will attack US." I44 Berlin was holding off a declaration of war in the 
hope that the French would attack? Perhaps no single line better demol-
ishes the argument, critical to the preemptive-war thesis, that Germany 
went to war because it feared it would be attacked first, given the supposed 
advantage of the offensive. Here, instead of a French invasion feared, that 
invasion is actually desired. Undoubtedly Bethmann was hoping, as he had 
with the Russians, to thrust the blame for war onto French shoulders. 

The argument that Germany was forced by mobilization schedules into 
war collapses completely when one sees that the real fear was not that 
France would get the jump on Germany, but that the French would not mo-
bilize enough. Despite confirmation of French mobilization, by 2 August 
there was still worry that France had not mobilized extensively enough to 
give Germany the pretext to launch the Schlieffen Plan. Moltke's memo to 
the Foreign Office on the military situation, delivered that afternoon, noted: 
"I do not consider it necessary yet to deliver the declaration of war to 
France; [rather] I am counting on the likelihood that, if it is held back for the 
present, France, on her part, will be forced by public opinion to organize 
warlike measures against Germany." Moltke expressed the hope that 
France would move into Belgium once it heard of the harsh German ulti-
matum to Brussels (written by Moltke). Thus a crossing into France would 
be avoided "until activities on the part of France render it necessary."14S It 
would be hard to find a clearer statement of the coordinated machinations 
of Moltke and Bethmann's Foreign Office in the final days of peace. By de-
laying the move against France, German leaders hoped France would in-
crease its military readiness and even enter Belgium. Germany could then 
justify its full-scale attack. 

For the next two days, until the declaration of war against France was de-
livered at TOO P.M. on 3 August, Berlin did its utmost to convince the 

Britain, which still might delay its involvement-that 
Germany was only responding to French provocations. French violations 
and atrocities were fabricated and communicated to London as truths.146 
French leaders, however, refused to fall into the German trap. They wisely 
mobilized, but the troops were ordered to move back ten kilometers from 
the border to prevent even an accidental clash that could be interpreted as 
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The Origins of Major War 

French aggression. By Monday it was evident that France would not go 
into Belgium first. Although France took these precautionary measures to 
ensure British support, the measures made it difficult for Berlin to blame 
the French for the war. 

By Monday afternoon, German leaders could wait no longer for evidence 
of French hostility. Hence, they simply pretended that it existed, and pro-
ceeded anyway. Paris was told that even though German troops had 
obeyed orders to respect the French frontier, French troops, in spite of the 
assurance of the ten-kilometer zone, had already crossed over the German 
frontier. Accordingly, "France has forced us into a state of war." 147 

On 4 August, as German troops crossed into Belgium, London sent an ul-
timatum to abstain or face a British declaration of war. It was ignored. The 
intricate maneuverings of the chancellor, the Foreign Office, and Moltke 
had delivered a war under favorable conditions: with Russia taking the 
blame, the German public supported a war for the survival of the father-
land; and Vienna had been cornered not only into fulfilling its alliance 
obligations, but into concentrating its troops on the Russian, rather than 
Serbian, border. English neutrality was not secured, but no one including 
Bethmann had ever thought it was likely in the first place. Yet by stringing 
London along, Berlin had at least delayed by a few days the deployment of 
the British Expeditionary Forces.'48 It is no wonder that Admiral Muller 
would write in his diary on 1 August: "The morning papers carry the 
speeches of the Emperor and of the Reich Chancellor to the enthusiastic 
crowd assembled outside the Palace and the Chancellor's Palais respec-
tively. The mood is brilliant. The government has managed brilliantly to 
make us appear the attacked."'49 Bethmann and his cohorts had indeed suc-
ceeded in the difficult task of making others seem responsible for a war 
only Germany wanted. Their activities were so effective that eighty years 
later we still debate who or what caused the First World War. 

This chapter has presented evidence demonstrating that the German 
leadership deliberately initiated a crisis in July 1914 in order to bring on 
war before Russia grew any stronger. At the same time, I have shown why 
none of the other explanations for the war, either realist or nonrealist, can 
be accepted. One can always find some evidence within this complex case 
to support some aspects of a particular theory. Yet only this book's argu-
ment, I believe, is consistent with all the evidence. The· other explanations 
simply face too many contradictions to remain plausible. 

The implications of this are significant: the case of major war in which 
multiple causality was apparently most at work turns out to be one of the 
most mono-causally driven major wars in history. As with Sparta before 
the Peloponnesian War, domestic factors were pushing German leaders in 
the opposite direction: toward peace to avoid revolution at home. Yet the 
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The July Crisis and the Outbreak of World War I 

systemic pressures of relative decline were so strong that war was chosen 
anyway. ISO Moreover, there is little evidence that Bethmann Hollweg or his 
closest associates ever acted irrationally because of the pressures of the cri-
sis; rather, they manipulated others into war with the greatest of dexterity. 
Although the other states did face conditions that could draw them into 
war through alliance commitments or incentives to preempt, German lead-
ers knew this. They thus restrained Austria until Germany was ready to 
take on the system, and then exploited these conditions to the maximum. 

Finally, it is hard to argue that German fear of Russia's rise was a para-
noid and unreasonable one. With its huge population and land mass, Rus-
sia's future superpower status on the Eurasian continent seemed assured. 
To build a case for why Germany should not have been worried, one would 
have to explain why Russia would not have moved into western Europe af-
ter achieving preponderance, or why Germany's decline versus Russia 
should not have been seen as deep or inevitable. Yet Nicholas ruled the 
same state that had expanded in 450 years from the tiny Duchy of Muscovy 
to become the world's largest land empire. It was also a state undergoing 
intense industrialization, technological development, and concomitant mil-
itary modernization. It did not take a genius to foresee that the chances of 
Russia moving westward at a later date (with Germany as its first victim) 
were more than negligible. 

This case, perhaps more than any other, illustrates the tragic dimension 
of world politics. Bethmann Hollweg, the "philosopher from Hohenfi-
now," can hardly be characterized as an individual who liked war for its 
own sake. The Riezler diaries, moreover, reveal a man accepting the bur-
den of what he was about to unleash with the utmost reluctance. And yet it 
had to be done, even if it led to a "revolution of everything that exists." 
Bethmann was trapped in a lesser-of-two-evils choice. He thus made what 
he knew to be a leap in the dark, a decision likely to undermine the domi-
nance of his class and possibly lead to Germany's defeat, all to avoid an 
even worse fate: a Germany faced with a Russia of overwhelming size and 
unpredictable intentions. 
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The Rise of Russia and the Outbreak of 
World War II 

The Second World War in Europe is one of the most studied cases of ma-
jor war in history, and its social, political, and moral aspects are so complex 
that to capture it in a short space risks oversimplifying one's argument. The 
sheer horror of what Nazi Germany wrought in Europe is so overwhelm-
ing that to emphasize the security side of German policy, as I do below, 
seems to temper our conviction that this was one of the most evil regimes in 
history. 

Such tempering is not my objective. Rather, I seek to show that responsi-
bility for the evil must also be put squarely on the shoulders of German 
military leaders. These leaders not only accepted Hitler's long-term geopo-
litical objectives, but worked untiringly to bring about their realization. Yet 
by posing as unwilling participants in a Nazi Party conspiracy, the German 
military have managed for the most part to escape the ire of the western 
world.' They have presented their occasional resistance to Hitler's plans as 
evidence that they tried to stop the steamroller. As this chapter shows, 
however, almost all military resistance to Hitler's plans in 1938-40 was dri-
ven by expedient, not moral, reasons: the generals felt Hitler was bringing 
on major war too soon, and so recommended delays or tactical adjustments 
to his strategic goals. After surprisingly easy victories from September 1939 
to June 1940, all military "resistance" to Hitler mysteriously dried up. The 
generals were not coerced into submission; they merely now believed in 
Hitler's strategic genius. Thus from July 1940 to June 1941 they fell with 
great enthusiasm into the most arduous task of all-the destruction of the 
Soviet Union. 
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The Rise of Russia and the Outbreak of World War II 

INTERPRETATIONS OF THE WAR 

While literature on the origins of the European war overwhelmingly em-
phasizes Germany's nonsecurity objectives, this chapter shows that fear of 
the rise of Russia was a primary and probably dominant force pushing 
Hitler and his generals to war. The causes of war in 1939 thus parallel those 
in 1914. German leaders continued to face a state with three times Ger-
many's population and forty times its land mass. Once Russia completed 
its industrialization and translated economic power into military power, 
they worried that Germany would be its first victim.2 To prevent this, Ger-
many had to take on the system while it still stood a chance of European 
hegemony. Such hegemony would provide the base of potential power 
needed to compete over the long term with other world powers. Not to act, 
they believed, would mean almost certain destruction as the Russian men-
ace grew to overwhelming proportions. 

This lesser-of-two-evils view of German decision-making before both 
world wars omits the most obvious difference between the cases, namely, 
the racist ideology of Nazism. Hitler's far-reaching racial objectives un-
questionably shaped his view on the necessity for war and how it must be 
waged. In particular, his entrenched belief in an insidious Jewish conspir-
acy bent on destroying a superior German culture is evident in so many 
documents, going back to Mein Kampf, that its significance in defining the 
uniqueness of the Second World War cannot be ignored. 

What is critical to understand, however, is exactly how Nazi racism af-
fected the nature of the war, that is, how and why it was fought. Specifi-
cally, how important was racism to the decision to initiate major war versus 
its importance in shaping the complexion of the war, once underway? I sug-
gest that Hitler was driven to major war by both a rational fear of a rapidly 
industrializing Russia and an irrational obsession with a nonexistent Jew-
ish conspiracy-a conspiracy allegedly hiding behind the facade of global 
Bolshevism and therefore headquartered in Moscow. The two fears com-
bined, convincing Hitler that he must destroy the growing Soviet threat be-
fore it was too late. The rational geopolitical side of his fear was analogous 
to that of German leaders before the First World War. That war, of course, 
had failed to eliminate the Russian colossus and only temporarily retarded 
its industrialization. The second fear cannot be considered rational by any 
definition of the term. Jews within Germany posed no threat to the German 
state, and even in the Soviet Union they remained a persecuted minority. 
Hitler's deep hatred of Judaism took root in his youth, and can only be de-
scribed as pathological.3 

Hitler's racist world view leaves us morally repelled, and has been stud-
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The Origins of Major War 

ied extensively. We need here to examine another issue: the geopolitical ba-
sis for his military actions. Hitler's fear of Russian growth was not original 
in any way. It grew out of discussions with such geopoliticians as Karl 
Haushofer in the early 1920S; which in turn reflected entrenched arguments 
from the pre-1914 period. Moreover, while the pre-1914 fear was of a czarist 
Russia, after 1920 the Russian state was guided by an ideology with the de-
clared goal of destroying capitalism. For the traditional upper class, which 
included German military leaders, Russia had become doubly dangerous.5 

It is thus not surprising that German military leaders followed Hitler 
willingly into war. The generals went to war for a long-established geo-
political objective-the Wilhemine goal of destroying the rising Russian 
colossus and establishing a territorial basis for long-term security. As we 
shall see, Hitler was well aware of the security focus of the German mili-
tary. From 1933 to early 1941, he rarely motivated them with talk of plans 
for racial purity in the new Europe. His arguments were geopolitical; ideol-
ogy, when brought in, was anti-Bolshevik rather than anti-Semitic. Hitler 
understood that his military leaders were motivated by fear of Commu-
nism, not of Judaism. 

Were geopolitical fears or Nazi racism necessary or sufficient conditions 
for German aggression in 1939? If one accepts that without German mili-
tary support Hitler could not have brought about the war, then the geopo-
liticallogic was at least a necessary condition. Yet if one imagines a Ger-
many in 1939 with superior but declining military power, but led by 
military leaders lacking the racist ideology of Nazism, would these leaders 
still have gone to war? Given that to a man, senior generals were hold-
overs from the First World War, and given that the military pushed for war 
in 1914 because of a rising Russia, it is hard not to argue that German 
geopolitical insecurity alone would have led to Germany's military expan-
sion across Europe.6 

Racism clearly drove the social phenomenon of Hitler and Nazism7 and 
is the only explanation for the manner in which major war was conducted 
(the most horrendous example being the death camps).8 Yet to explain why 
Germany initiated world war for a second time in a generation, racism ap-
pears to be neither a sufficient nor even a necessary condition. It is best 
thought of as an accentuating condition, one that turned the Second World 
War into the most devastating and chilling war the world has ever seen. 
Still, German geopolitical vulnerability and the desire to eliminate the 
Russian threat would have existed with or without Nazi ideology. 

All accounts of the origins of World War II emphasize the impact of the 
Versailles humiliation and the devastation of the Depression in bringing 
Hitler to power. They disagree fundamentally as to why the German lead-
ership finally initiated major war. There are two main camps in the litera-
ture. The "intentionalists" such as Klaus Hildebrand, Eberhard Jackel, and 
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The Rise of Russia and the Outbreak of World War II 

Andreas Hillgruber build on the traditional historical account of the war 
that emerged in the first decade after the war's end. These authors argue 
that Hitler and his followers assumed power in 1933 with the intention of 
waging a new European war for German hegemony. They then manipu-
lated the diplomatic and military environment to bring about this war as 
soon as possible and under the best possible circumstances.9 

The "structuralist" counterargument, led most prominently by Hans 
Mommsen, Martin Broszat, and Tim Mason, is a revisionist effort to show 
that Hitler had no set program for German hegemony, as the intentionalists 
contend. Hitler, structuralists contend, lacked clear long-range goals. He 
reacted to the domestic forces unleashed as he sought both to rebuild the 
German economy and to grapple with struggles within a divided German 
polity. lO Internal policies created an unexpected economic crisis in 1938-39, 
which pushed Hitler to conclude that war might forestall economic disloca-
tion and divert the populace's attention. The controversial aspect of the 
structuralist argument is obvious: it suggests that Hitler was nothing but a 
improvising opportunist, gradually "radicalizing" his goals to deal with 
the latest domestic crisis. II 

As structuralists indicate, the intentionalist view ignores the social di-
mension of German history, wrongly assuming that Hitler led a centralized 
totalitarian regime which blindly implemented his long-range plans. Nazi 
Germany, as is now widely accepted, was quite divided. 12 Not only did bu-
reaucracies compete over the share of resources, but the army and the civil 
service struggled incessantly with the party apparatus for power and 
money. Nevertheless, it is also widely accepted that in foreign policy, as op-
posed to domestic policy, Hitler was firmly in control. 13 

There are three main problems with the structuralist argument. First, 
overwhelming documentary evidence (summarized below) shows that 
Hitler desired major war as soon as he assumed power in 1933, and that he 
made this intention perfectly clear to the military. Second, although it is 
true that Hitler did adjust tactically to changes in the general environment 
from 1935 to 1939, such as moving to absorb Czechoslovakia earlier than 
envisioned in the infamous war council of November 1937, this does not 
demonstrate that he lacked an overall strategy for major war. Hitler's 
geopolitical plan, designed to isolate the other great powers to maximize 
the chance for hegemony, was clearly in place by the 1937 meeting." 

Third, the notion that Hitler went to war in response to an internal eco-
nomic crisis-that World War II was a diversionary or social-imperialist 
war-mixes up the causal sequence. It ignores the fact that it was Hitler's 
urgent directives from 1933 to 1936 to rearm, to become capable of launch-
ing what he called an "offensive war," that led to economic crisis. In short, 
the crisis was the result of his plan for major war, not the cause of it. So 
while economic crisis may have sped up Hitler's timetable, there is no per-
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The Origins of Major War 

suasive way to argue that Hitler went to war out of a sudden fear of do-
mestic turmoil. 's 

Structuralist arguments are severely deficient in explaining the origins of 
war in 1939. This does not leave the other camp victorious, however. The 
intentionalists are right to say that Hitler planned for major war, but they 
are less than clear as to why. Some (Hillgruber, Hildebrand) focus on 
Hitler's geostrategic objectives: the desire to destroy France and Russia and 
eventually the British empire and the United States. Yet their analyses ob-
scure Hitler's ultimate objectives-whether he sought national security, or 
wealth, or the spread of Nazi ideology. Most intentionalists would proba-
bly accept Alan Bullock's classical realist line that Hitler had a pathological 
lust for power. l6 Yet such a conclusion is not only unilluminating (do not all 
leaders thirst for power?), it is essentially tautological: in the very act of 
seeking geopolitical hegemony, leaders who initiate major wars show they 
"want" to dominate others. 

Realist interpretations are also lacking. Neorealists blame the war on the 
Allies: by failing to rearm sufficiently or to form a tight alliance, Britain, 
France, and Russia could not deter Germany.'7 Neorealists rightly note Ger-
many's military preponderance in 1939-41, but they have trouble provid-
ing a systemically driven explanation for its behavior. Germany's insecure · 
position in the heart of Europe is noted. But since this, like polarity, is a 
constant factor, it cannot explain changes in German willingness to initiate 
war over time. Neorealists thus fall back on unit-level variables (the hyper-
nationalism embedded in Hitler's Nazism) to explain the specific motive 
for war in 1939.'8 

Classical realism correctly identifies Germany as a militarily superior 
state that almost succeeded in its bid for hegemony.'9 Yet, like neorealism, it 
misses the German fear of Russia's potential power. Hence, classical real-
ists tend to follow the intentionalist account, arguing that Hitler's lust for 
power and his "nationalistic universalism" provide a sufficient account of 
German ends.20 Aside from suffering from the problems inherent in the in-
tentionalist argument, classical realism leaves unexplored why the German 
military followed Hitler into war. 

Finally, the hegemonic stability argument emphasizes Germany as a ris-
ing power that had been denied the status and rewards commensurate 
with its new power.21 As I show, however, Hitler drew Germany into war 
only after he saw Germany's relative military power starting to decline. 
Those in the military who disagreed with his actions accepted that Ger-
many should attack once declining; they simply believed that Germany in 

was still rising and war therefore should be postponed. In short, the 
key decision-makers followed dynamic differentials logic, not hegemonic 
stability logic. Moreover, Hitler and the generals saw Germany as militarily 
superior to any other individual great power, given its qualitative advan-

0I ? 1 ? 0 8 ? 5 CAC M I 4 DI : 0I ? 9 CP? MC Q ?MM I7O?M 2 IIE 0?
, ? IIE=? I O?M =I C I C A ? C = CI . I=31-

0 ? ? I I C A I   , ,

0
I

Q
CA

0
I

?
9

CP
?

MC
Q

?M
M

/
CA

M
?M

?
P?



The Rise of Russia and the Outbreak of World War II 

tages in weaponry, training, and strategic acumen. The evidence thus un-
dermines the hegemonic stability thesis that major wars occur only when 
the top two states believe they are at parity. 

Current explanations for the outbreak of the Second World War are in-
adequate. To go beyond them, we need to reexamine Hitler and his gener-
als' strategic military logic, a logic rooted in German geopolitical thinking 
for the previous half-century. 

THE COMING OF WORLD WAR II 

German fear of Russia had deep historical roots. As early as 1769, 
Friedrich II was warning his brother that "in a half-century [the Russians] 
will make all of Europe tremble."22 As we saw, this anxiety crystallized in 
the years before 1914 as Russia transformed itself from a backward feudal 
state into a future superpower. It is tempting to believe that with the 
Weimar Republic, German geopolitical thinking changed. If only the Ger-
man leaders of the 1920S, in particular Gustav Stresemann, had stayed in 
power, the tragedy of world war might have been avoided. A democracy 
led by Stresemann (winner of the Nobel Peace prize) would not have at-
tacked other democracies; only an authoritarian state could have wanted 
another horrific war. So the popular liberal logic would gO.23 

We can never know how Stresemann would have acted in 1939 leading a 
German state possessing superior but declining military power. Still, we do 
know something about the private objectives of Stresemann himself, objec-
tives that should make us reconsider the simple equation of democracy 
with peace, fascism with war. During World War I, Stresemann and his Na-
tional Liberal Party were rabidly annexationist. A report of the party's May 
1915 Executive Committee meeting noted that to improve German security, 
territory was needed in both the east and west. A month later, Stresemann 
argued at an internal party meeting that "we must weaken our opponent so 
ruthlessly, that no enemy will ever again dare attack us. For this, frontier al-
terations in east and west are absolutely necessary." Even in September 
1918, with hope of victory in the west gone, he was still arguing that Ger-
many had to "maintain [its] eastern position" set by the treaty of Brest-
Litovsk, adding prophetically: "Perhaps in the future Germany's whole 
face will turn rather more to the east."24 

Stresemann appeared to be a changed man by the mid-1920S, a man 
seeking a stable peace for future generations. His private memoranda re-
veal otherwise. In 1923, as chancellor, he argued that once Germany rebuilt 
its internal strength, it could again form alliances and challenge its ene-
mies.25 Just before signing the Locarno Treaty-committing Germany to ex-
isting borders in the west, but, by design, not in the east-the now-foreign 

0I ? 1 ? 0 8 ? 5 CAC M I 4 DI : 0I ? 9 CP? MC Q ?MM I7O?M 2 IIE 0?
, ? IIE=? I O?M =I C I C A ? C = CI . I=31-

0 ? ? I I C A I   , ,

0
I

Q
CA

0
I

?
9

CP
?

MC
Q

?M
M

/
CA

M
?M

?
P?



The Origins of Major War 

minister wrote to the crown prince. Germany's foreign policy had three ob-
jectives: first, the assurance of peace, to allow Germany to regain its 
strength; second, the protection of twelve million Germans living under 
foreign yoke; and third, "the rectification of our eastern frontiers" and later 
the absorption of Austria. And these were the German objectives "for the 
short-term." 26 

The desire for fundamental territorial changes in the east never left him. 
To the ambassador in Washington Stresemann wrote that Locarno would 
not only protect the Rhineland and split the Entente, but would "open new 
possibilities in the East."27 To the crown prince he wrote that Germany had 
to choose between allying with Russia or becoming a "continental spear-
head for England," a phrase indicating a future military move east. For 
Stresemann, the latter course was clearly preferable, for he went on to warn 
against cozying up to a Moscow that sought only to Bolshevize eastern 
Germany.2S 

These writings advance no specific plan to recapture territory won at 
Brest-Litovsk. Yet when they are placed beside his earlier calls for eastern 
annexations, it is hard not to conclude that this "man of peace," had he 
commanded the military power of Germany in 1939, would have 
reignited the heroic Drang nach Osten ("drive to the east"). Germany's 
peaceful behavior in the 1920S reflected not its regime-type, but its inferior 
power position.29 

Against this backdrop, Hitler's own obsession with Russia is a straight-
forward extension of traditional German geopolitical thinking.30 In his 1925 
Mein Kampf, Hitler reserved his penultimate chapter for Germany's relation 
to Russia, the key question in foreign affairs. Germany exists in a world of 
"giant states" which far surpass it in population, and whose territories are 
"the chief support of their political power. Never has the relation of the 
German Reich to other existing world states been as unfavorable .... Today 
we find ourselves in a world of great power states in [the] process of for-
mation, with our own Reich sinking more and more into insignificance." To 
solve the problem of living space, Germany must first destroy France to 
provide cover for the core goal: the destruction of Russia and its vassal bor-
der states. With the Soviet Union preparing to overwhelm Germany, one 
political testament should govern Germany's foreign policy, namely 

Never suffer the rise of two continental powers in Europe. Regard any at-
tempt to organize a second military power on the German frontiers, even if 
only in the form of creating a state capable of military strength, as an attack 
on Germany, and in it see not only the right, but also the duty, to employ all 
means up to armed force to prevent the rise of such a state, or, if one has al-
ready arisen, to smash it again." 
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The Rise of Russia and the Outbreak of World War II 

Hitler held to this political testament as the guiding force in his life.3> Just 
before coming to power, he spoke of his fear of Russia in private conversa-
tions with Otto Wagener, his economic adviser. Russian industrialization 
was inevitable, since Russia could not afford to remain backward amid 
other industrial powers. Wagener's argument about growing Russian ar-
mament "serves only to make us realize that the sooner we can make up 
our minds to shatter the universal danger of Russian Bolshevism at its cen-
ter of power, the easier it will be to be got rid of."33 

THE INITIAL BUILDUP: 1933 TO 1936 

Three days after assuming power, Hitler outlined his foreign policy pro-
gram to the military. On 3 February 1933, he called his top generals to-
gether and explained that the most important short-term task was the re-
building of German military power. Its most likely end: "the conquest of 
new living space in the east and its ruthless Germanization."34 Later that 
month, Hitler promised the army a massive rearmament and conscription, 
as well as the militarist indoctrination of the nation.35 Thus, in the first 
month of his regime, his generals were made perfectly aware of his rearma-
ment plans and their intended purpose. Far from resisting Hitler's pro-
gram, they embraced it. Colonel Walther von Reichenau, head of the 
Armed Forces Office, wrote in February that the orientation of the 
Wehrmacht had "never before" been "so identical with the State."36 Only 
after the war would the generals pretend they had rejected Hitler's plans.37 

The new rearmament program built upon a 1932 plan calling for a 21-di-
vision army by 1938. In December 1933, the generals agreed to triple this 
schedule through conscription. General Ludwig von Beck, often painted as 
a leader in the resistance, was a key framer of this program.38 As we shall 
see, Beck's disagreement with Hitler in 1938-39 was merely tactical: he pro-
moted the idea of smashing the rising Russian threat. Here it is sufficient to 
note that Beck worked hand-in-hand with Werner von Blomberg, the min-
ister of defense, to develop an army that would, according to a December 
memorandum, enable Germany to fight a war on several fronts as soon as 
possible.39 

A primary army concern was the SA, Hitler's brownshirts, which the 
generals feared might become the nation's military instrument. In January 
1934, Hitler reassured the generals that the Wehrmacht was the Reich's sole 
armed power: o In February, he addressed the military again. According to 
Field Marshal Maximilian von Weichs's record, he reaffirmed his resolu-
tion to build a people's army out of the traditional armed forces; the SA 
would be confined strictly to internal tasks. Hitler's behavior shows that he 
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The Origins of Major War 

understood that the military's allegiance was a necessary condition for war 
against the system; such a war could not be won with the same ruffians that 
had helped him to power.4I 

At the February meeting, Hitler expanded on his plans. The economic re-
covery could last for only eight years. Economic decline could thereafter be 
remedied only by creating living space: a short, decisive attack on the west 
and then a move east. The army thus had to be ready "for any defense pur-
poses after five years, and after eight years suitable for attacking." Weichs's 
record notes that after Hitler's address, "the feeling of contentment reigned 
amongst the military audience."·2 

With alacrity, the military threw themselves into their tasks. On 23 Janu-
uary 1934, a meeting of the Working Committee of the Reichs Defense 
Council (a body coordinating various bureaucracies) was chaired by none 
other than Ludwig Beck. Given the military-political situation, Beck noted, 
the Council's work permitted no delay. Discussion focused not on building 
an economy to support better deterrence, but on the financial and social 
measures required for a war economy. As a counselor for the Reich Econ-
omy Ministry stated bluntly, at issue was "whether to pick up where the 
war economy of 1918 left off or to start from scratch."43 It is thus not sur-
prising that from 1934 on, Beck ignored warnings that rapid rearmament 
would hurt the economy if war did not occur.44 He knew that Germany was 
preparing for offensive war. The long-term effects of rearmament on a 
peacetime economy were of little importance.45 

Thus we see that despite the generals' later efforts to minimize their re-
sponsibility, few had any illusions as to Hitler's long-term plans. A fore-
most expert on the military during this period, Wilhelm Deist, concludes, 
"there is no evidence whatever of military . . . opposition to Hitler's rear-
mament goals," even though the army was being built for offense, not de-
terrence.46 And as we will see, the generals' resistance in 1938-39 amounted 
only to disagreement about how and when the plan for hegemony was to 
be implemented, not whether it was the right course. From 1933 to 1942, the 
military worked closely with Hitler for one simple reason: his geopolitical 
goals matched their own. 

In fact, Deist shows that the generals were often one step ahead of Hitler. 
In early March 1935, Beck argued that increased rearmament was the only 
way to guarantee German security. Germany needed an army greater than 
the 21 peacetime and 63 wartime divisions laid down in December 1933. 
His superior, Commander-in-Chief of the Army General Werner von 
Fritsch, approved these conclusions and advocated an increase to 30 to 36 
divisionsY Soon after this, on 16 March 1935, Hitler announced that Ger-
many would build a peacetime army of 36 divisions using general con-
scription. Hitler thus not only followed the military' s numbers, but ac-
cepted conscription measures that Beck had been pushing since December 
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The Rise of Russia and the Outbreak of World War II 

1933. As Deist summarizes, "Hitler's proclamation was therefore the ex-
pression of a consensus on military objectives between the German gener-
als and the politicalleadership."48 

On the political side, the task from 1933 to 1936 was to get through the 
transitional period of rearmament without provoking preventive war from 
either France or Poland.49 Hitler sought to assuage enemy fears by project-
ing peaceful intentions; in the case of Poland, he went so far as to sign a 
nonaggression treaty in January 1934.50 By 1935-36, however, rearmament 
was in full swing. The army could now anticipate a shift from defense to of-
fense. A June 1935 meeting of the Working Committee of the Reich Defense 
Council, chaired by Reichenau, agreed that the key foundations for the 
restoration of military preparedness and "the direction of the nation in 
war" had been laid. Pointing to the buildup's purpose, Reichenau argued 
that securing supply bases and preparing Germany's economic resources 
"are just as important prerequisites for the defense of the German living 
space [Lebensraum] as are the military preparations proper." Since no one 
saw Germany's living space as adequate, "the defense of German living 
space" could only have meant a future offensive war.51 

The generals did have one small disagreement with Hitler during 
1935-36: they worried that too rapid a buildup would reduce the percentage 
of officers in the army, hurting quality. Yet this did not stop them from dis-
cussing in summer 1935 what they termed ways of "Increasing the Army's 
Offensive Capacity." The key issue was how to achieve the greatest military 
effect at the lowest possible cost. The solution was found in superior mobil-
ity. After impressive exercises in July 1935, Panzer Commander Heinz Gu-
derian's idea for independent tank forces within armored divisions was ac-
cepted.52 Also in July the general staff supported faster rearmament to 
ensure completion of the overall program by autumn 1939. Beck argued that 
the German army had to be "fully ready for war" by April 1940.53 As 
Michael Geyer summarizes, "now the general staff became the main propo-
nent of accelerated armament. They wanted more than a simple accelera-
tion, they wanted the premature completion of offensive armament." 54 

Soon after, Army Commander-in-Chief Fritsch began to talk of "offen-
sively conducted defense" founded on mobility.55 In general, the army's 
military plans grew in direct proportion to its anticipated or already-
realized military power. A general staff memorandum in mid-November 
1935 noted that given current constraints, the army could only stay on the 
defensive. In the short term, therefore, "other intentions had to stand 
aside," including improved offensive capabilities and mobility "as prereq-
uisites for an army which is ultimately capable of fighting a decision-
seeking offensive war [entscheidungssuchender Angriffskrieg] ."56 

Systemic conditions were changing fast enough, however, to permit a 
shift to a more aggressive posture. In December, Beck, now army chief of 
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The Origins of Major War 

the General Staff (number two behind Fritsch), wrote a report titled "Con-
siderations on Increasing the Offensive Capacity of the Army." It went be-
yond his point in December 1933 that the army had to be able to wage war 
on several fronts. Now the army could think "on a larger scale." In particu-
lar, the defense of the realm would be successful only "if it were able to be 
carried out in the form of an attack." Beck's arguments were soon accepted 
within the army. In February 1936, general staff officers were briefed that 
"the goal of the future build-up of the army [is the] creation of a mobilized 
army with the highest possible mobility and offensive potential."57 

Beck's 1935 report showed his adherence to Guderian's ideas: Beck advo-
cated that every army corps should contain at least one armored brigade, 
effectively doubling the number of such brigades. Armored divisions 
should not only support infantry, but have independent use in association 
with armored divisions. These points led to radical restructuringss and 
would have great significance: it was the superior mobility of German 
panzer units, coupled with air superiority, that made Germany such a for-
midable military opponent. 

ENTERING THE CRISIS PERIOD: 1936 TO 1937 

The phenomenal growth of Germany's army by 1936 emboldened Hitler 
to begin pressing, albeit with caution, for territorial changes. The series of 
crises from 1936 to 1939 support the contention that as a great power in 
multipolarity begins to reach military preponderance, but anticipates a 
peaking in relative strength, it will take greater risks.'" In this case, gains 
through crises could sustain temporary growth but could not alter Ger-
many's inferiority in potential power. Thus Hitler's strategy, under the 
guise of self-determination, was to position Germany for total war, with 
Russia's destruction still his core objective. Reabsorbing the Rhineland in 
March 1936 was his first victory in this delicate game of brinkmanship. 

If Hitler's generals and economic advisers needed reminding of the rea-
son for rearmament, Hitler's August 1936 memorandum on the Four-Year 
Plan provided it. This plan directed both groups to ready Germany for of-
fensive war within four years. Concerned about Germany's trade problems 
in the face of global protectionism,60 Hitler used the memorandum to re-
state his world view. He began by noting that even ideological conflicts 
were ultimately about the struggle of nations for survival. In recent years, 
with Marxism controlling one of the world's largest empires, this struggle 
had intensified. Soviet military resources were "rapidly increasing." 

One has only to compare the Red Army as it actually exists today with the as-
sumptions of military men of ten or fifteen years ago to realize the menacing 
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The Rise of Russia and the Outbreak of World War II 

extent of this development. Only consider the results of a further development 
over ten, fifteen, or twenty years and think what conditions will be like then. 

All efforts must focus on destroying the Russian threat, he argued. Ger-
many could not wait; "otherwise, time will be lost, and the hour of peril 
will take us all by surprise." Should German industry not grasp the new 
challenges, "it will [bel incapable of surviving any longer in this modern 
age in which a Soviet State is setting up a gigantic plan."61 

The plan was accepted with enthusiasm by the Wehrmacht, including 
War Minister Blomberg. As the war-economy staff observed on 1 October 
1936, the Four-Year Plan was "an enterprise of great boldness and determi-
nation in the economic field," and could be accomplished on time.62 

Such memoranda were not simply justifications for a war driven by other 
concerns. Joseph Goebbels's diaries detail private conversations with Hitler 
about his fear of the rising Russian-Bolshevik menace. Goebbels records a 
talk with the Fuhrer in November 1936: "He is very content with the situa-
tion. Rearmament is proceeding .. . . In 1938 we'll be completely ready. The 
showdown with Bolshevism is corning. Then we want to be prepared." 
During 1936-37, Hitler was still uncertain as to the exact timing of the war 
against Bolshevism, since much would depend on the pace of foreign re-
armament. In February 1937, he told Goebbels that he expected a show-
down with Russia in five or six years. The month before, Hitler had said 
that he hoped for six years, but would act earlier if necessary.63 

On 5 November 1937, his thoughts on timing clarified, Hitler held a war 
council with War Minister Blomberg, Foreign Minister Konstantin von 
Neurath, and the Commanders-in-Chief of the Army (Fritsch), Navy (Erich 
Raeder), and Air Force (Hermann Goring). Hitler used the meeting, called 
to resolve growing internal struggles over resources, to expound on his 
overall strategy. Without more land it would be impossible to "arrest the 
decline of Germanism." Regarding short-term policy, Hitler foresaw three 
contingencies. The first involved Germany's predicament should France 
not be weakened by internal conflicts or war: 

Contingency I: Period 1943-45 
After this date only a change for the worse, from our point of view, could 

be expected .... Our relative strength would decrease in relation to the re-
armament which would by then have been carried out by the rest of the 
world .. . . It was while the rest of the world was [rebuilding] that we were 
obliged to take the offensive. 

The second and third contingencies outlined how Germany would react if 
France suffered internal strife or became involved in a war with another 
state. In both cases, Germany would act before 1943-45. Specifically, Ger-
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many would move against Czechoslovakia and Austria to improve its 
geopolitical position for subsequent attacks on the great powers.64 

There is strong evidence that military commanders shared Hitler's view 
that German military strength would soon peak and then decline. From 
1934 on, Beck was being warned that the very speed and extent of the 
buildup would hurt Germany's economy over the long term. Fritsch re-
ported to Blomberg in October 1936 that a powerful army was being 
formed in the shortest possible time and would be ready as early as 10cto-
ber 1939. The same fall, Fritsch was informed by the general army office 
that the Wehrmacht had to be "used in combat very soon, or the situation 
must be alleviated by reducing the required level of war-readiness."65 By 
1936 raw material shortfalls were becoming evident; Blomberg, Fritsch, and 
Beck, rather than reining in rearmament, accelerated it. 

One might surmise that the generals simply did not understand econom-
ics and how it affected their program.66 Such a view assumes, however, that 
they did not realize the real purpose of the buildup. Yet they had known of 
Hitler's plan since 1933 and saw that Germany had only a short time to 
achieve superiority. If the rush to superiority destabilized the peacetime 
economy, it was unimportant; Germany would have initiated major war by 
then. Thus their concern through 1937-38 was simply that the army would 
not be ready fast enough. Severe raw material shortages by early 1937, for 
example, led army commanders to conclude that the October 1939 deadline 
had to be pushed back to April 1941.67 This conclusion shaped their "resis-
tance" to Hitler in the summer of 1938. In short, although they accepted 
Hitler's view that Germany should strike after peaking in power, they came 
to disagree on exactly when that peak would be reached. 

THE YEAR OF CRISIS AND "RESISTANCE": JANUARY TO DECEMBER 1938 

In multipolarity, the militarily dominant but declining power cannot in-
vade only the rising state: since other powers will fear being the next vic-
tim, they will generally support the attacked state. The declining state will 
thus be worried about threats at its rear even as it prepares to eliminate its 
main adversary. In 1914, Germany was forced to take on both France and 
Britain in order to destroy Russia. In 1938, Hitler faced a similar calculus. 
He knew that to crush Russia, France would have to be eliminated, and 
that despite efforts to neutralize Britain, London would support Paris.68 In 
January, later Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop, at the time am-
bassador in London, summarized the situation when he wrote to Hitler: 
"An alteration of the status quo in the East ... can only be carried out by 
force . So long as France knows that, England ... will support her, then 
France is likely to march in defence of its Eastern allies [which included 
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The Rise of Russia and the Outbreak of World War II 

Czechoslovakia and Russia] ... and that will mean an Anglo-German 
war."69 

With English, French, and Soviet rearmament increasing, time was work-
ing against Hitler earlier than anticipated. He thus accelerated his plans. 
On 30 May, he issued a directive stating his decision to attack Czechoslova-
kia in the near future. That he would risk war with Britain and France is 
shown by the directive's title: "War on Two Fronts with Main Effort in 
Southeast."7o Two days before, he told his military of his reasoning: France 
and Britain were still completing their buildups; Czech fortifications were 
improvised. Overall then, the "favorable moment must be seized."71 

A study by the Supreme Headquarters of the Wehrmacht (OKW) in June 
assumed France's active intervention, while "Great Britain's entry into the 
war ... must be reckoned with.,m So by mid-summer, as Hitler confirmed 1 

October as the start of the invasion of Czechoslovakia, he was ready to risk 
major war with two great powers (even if he preferred to pick Czechoslo-
vakia off without interference). Consistent with the theory, Hitler's willing-
ness to take risks increased as he began to see Germany peaking in military 
superiority. 

During the summer a few generals challenged Hitler, most notably Army 
Chief of the General Staff Beck. On 7 May Beck wrote to his boss, 
Commander-in-Chief Walther von Brauchitsch, that the armed forces 
would not be ready for a few more years. In mid-June, Beck submitted an-
other analysis stressing concern not with Hitler's geopolitical objectives but 
with the risks of acting too soon. He argued that Germany "needs greater 
living space" and such space "can only be captured through a war." More-
over, the Czech problem should be solved quickly, given increasing Czech 
strength and "advancing [French-British] rearmament." Nevertheless, Ger-
many was still not ready to face both Britain and France in what would be-
come a European or world war.73 

In June and July, Beck presented two other memoranda to Brauchitsch 
reinforcing the need to postpone action. In early August, Brauchitsch told 
Hitler that a Beck memorandum had been read at a meeting of senior gen-
erals, suggesting military agreement that the time was not right for war. 
Hitler was furious. He argued that the generals were overestimating the 
risk of British-French intervention, but they were not persuaded. On 15 Au-
gust, he met again with the generals, arguing that the moment was favor-
able and that Britain would not respond.74 This time, he got no objections. 
Evidence from army exercises now indicated that France could not win eas-
ily on the western front. Military opinion thus shifted away from Beck's 
view.75 Recognizing his lack of support, Beck resigned. 

This confrontation between Hitler and the military has generated much 
discussion. Little evidence exists, however, showing that the generals op-
posed Hitler's overall goal of German hegemony. The disagreement was 
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purely tactical: Hitler was risking major war too soon, especially given his 
argument the previous November that Germany would not peak until 
1943. The generals had no moral qualms about initiating war.?6 And once 
evidence in August showed that Germany could overrun Czechoslovakia 
quickly, they abandoned Beck, the main advocate of delay. Perhaps most 
surprising, given Beck's reputation as the "good" general who tried to pull 
Germany back from war, is his complete agreement with the need to de-
stroy the rising Russian threat (discussed later). 

One might argue that by mid-1938 Hitler had removed generals opposing 
his views, the rest being coerced into silence.77 The main piece of evidence 
here is Hitler's dismissal in early 1938 of Blomberg and Fritsch on charges of 
moral indiscretion (Blomberg for marrying a former prostitute, Fritsch on 
trumped-up charges of homosexuality) . This argument cannot be sustained. 
Blomberg and Fritsch, as shown, had been active supporters of Hitler's pro-
gram for major war since 1933. Even their "opposition" in the November 
1937 war council-the generally cited reason for their dismissal-was 
highly muted, focusing only on tactics and timing, as the Hossbach memo-
randum shows.?8 Indeed, after the meeting Blomberg supported the prepa-
ration of the plan for Czechoslovakia's elimination.79 Moreover, Blomberg 
was one of Hitler's closest associates, and Hitler was shocked by the revela-
tions of his marriage (which Hitler had actually attended).80 

As for Fritsch, his ouster was driven not by Hitler, but by Goring and 
Heinrich Himmler for reasons of personal ambition. That Brauchitsch, 
Fritsch's successor, was the generals' (not Hitler's) choice shows the still 
powerful position of the military. Moreover, the generals supported the 
dismissals, recognizing that such moral indiscretions, even if only rumors, 
would undermine army morale.81 Finally, the reconstituted army hierarchy 
still challenged Hitler on key issues in summer 1938 and fall 1939, and yet 
Hitler demanded no resignations. Thus even after the dismissals, military 
leaders still felt free to express concerns without threat of demotion. Not 
until the disasters of 1941-42 did Hitler fire generals for opposing his plans. 
As Blomberg himself later wrote, through the prewar years "we soldiers 
had no cause to complain to Hitler. He fulfilled hopes which were dear to 
all of us. If the generals no longer choose to remember this, it is obviously a 
case of deliberate forgetfulness."82 

To turn briefly to the crisis of September 1938/3 it is clear that Hitler, de-
spite reservations, was keen to invade Czechoslovakia by 1 October. The 
crisis was resolved at Munich on 29 September with the agreement to trans-
fer the Sudetenland (about one-quarter of Czech territory) to the Third 
Reich. The significance of this resolution is that it was unexpected by late 
September. After Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain's second meeting 
with Hitler at Godesberg, Hitler rejected Britain's acceptance of his Godes-
berg demands; now only immediate military occupation of the Sudeten-
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land was acceptable. The British cabinet, however, believed that the form of 
the Sudeten transfer was critical to Britain's reputation. Hence, the British 
rejected Hitler's new demands, signaled they would support France mili-
tarily, and waited for war.54 It was Hitler, through Mussolini, who backed 
down and requested the Munich meeting. 

There is no indication that Hitler's Godesberg demands were mere bluff 
to secure a better deal, and every indication that Hitler preferred an inva-
sion of Czechoslovakia to its peaceful occupation.85 He feverishly prepared 
the army for attack through September. Major-General Alfred JodI noted in 
his diary on 8 September that "it gradually seems as if the Fuhrer would 
stick to his decision even though he may no longer be of [the] opinion" that 
Britain and France would stay neutral.86 Hence, Hitler clearly decided to 
back away from war at the eleventh hour. This seems to reflect his aware-
ness that after Chamberlain's diplomatic efforts, the German population, 
far from viewing war as a justified act of self-preservation, preferred 
peace.87 

Hitler's retreat probably also reflected his late acknowledgment that per-
haps Germany had not yet peaked. In early September, Finance Minister 
Lutz Schwerin von Krosigk sent him a report warning that England might 
indeed enter the war given expected U.S. participation. Germany had a 
head start militarily and others were racing to catch up, but it was still not 
at maximum strength. "Time works in our favor," Krosigk stressed. "The in-
crease in power which we gain each month .. . through the completion of 
our military and primarily our economic preparations, is considerably 
greater than the added strength which the Western powers gain from their 
own re-armaments." Hence, Germany could only gain by waiting.sa This ar-
gument could explain Hitler's ultimate reluctance to accept too large a risk 
of total war in 1938. By waiting a bit longer, Germany would be that much 
more able to take on the system. His subsequent arguments in early 1939 
suggest that he had moved back to his 1937 view that Germany needed 
more time to maximize its military superiority, especially since Britain's 
participation was a given. The parallel to Berlin's postponing of war in 
1912, in order to better prepare for war with France and Britain, should be 
evident. 

TOWARD THE ABYSS: JANUARY TO SEPTEMBER 1939 

After Munich, Hitler and his military organized for the next stage, the ab-
sorption of the rest of Czechoslovakia and the invasion of Poland. Rump 
Czechoslovakia was occupied in March 1939. On 5 April, Hitler issued a di-
rective requiring that preparations allow for operations against Poland any 
time after 1 September 1939.89 Yet Hitler was not necessarily convinced that 
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the fall was the optimal time for general war. In late March, he told Rome 
that since Britain would almost certainly assist France, delaying for eigh-
teen months or two years might be advisable to help maximize German 
land and especially naval strength.90 Mussolini understood. He told Goring 
on 16 April that since general war was unavoidable, the issue was merely 
"when would be the most favorable time for the Axis powers."91 

By late May 19)9, however, Hitler shifted to the belief that major war 
should be launched as soon as possible. Two factors were apparently criti-
cal in changing his mind. The first was growing evidence that Britain and 
France were strengthening their deterrence stances. After Rump Czecho-
slovakia was occupied, London extended security guarantees to Poland. 
In April it announced a formal alliance with France, introduced general 
conscription, and made an initial proposal to Moscow for security guaran-
tees to eastern Europe and possibly an alliance.92 As the German charge 
d'affaires in Paris telegraphed on I) April, the new moves meant the end of 
appeasement and an increased effort to encircle Germany.93 

The second factor was news that the main enemy, Russia, was growing at 
an accelerating rate. In early May, Hitler brought in Gustav Hilger, com-
mercial counselor at the Moscow embassy, to assess Stalin's dismissal of 
M. M. Litvinov as foreign minister in favor of V. M. Molotov. There were 
few Germans with greater knowledge of Russia; Hilger had been born 
there and had worked at the embassy since the early 1920S. Hilger in-
formed Hitler of Stalin's increased efforts to build up Russia and of the 
growing success of Soviet industrialization. Later, Hitler told Ribbentrop 
that if Hilger was right, "then we have no time to lose in taking measures to 
prevent any further consolidation of Soviet power."94 

By late May, Hitler decided to align temporarily with Moscow to allow 
him first to eliminate the western powers.95 Hitler' s conference with senior 
commanders on 2) May shows how impending encirclement and others' 
accelerating rearmament had convinced him to speed up plans to invade 
Poland, regardless of the consequences. Despite his assurance to the mili-
tary in April that Poland would be attacked only if it would not spark war 
with the west,96 Hitler's view had changed. The conference's purpose, he 
said, was to determine the military tasks arising from recent developments. 
Although Germany's situation had improved, it was now being sur-
rounded by a hostile balance of power. It was therefore time to solve the 
problem of Germany's territorial space: "The alternatives are rise or de-
cline. In fifteen or twenty years' time the solution will be forced upon us," 
and Germany could not shirk the problem any longer. Poland provided 
only a weak barrier against Russia and had to be attacked at the earliest op-
portunity. Yet another bloodless victory could not be expected; there would 
be war. Isolating Poland was preferred, he argued, but if that proved im-
possible, Germany would have to attack Britain and France even as it fin-
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The Rise of Russia and the Outbreak of World War II 

ished off Poland. Moreover, while the government should strive for a short 
war, it must also "prepare for a war of from ten to fifteen years' duration."9? 

This was sobering news for the generals, to say the least. The task they 
had been preparing for since 1933 was fast approaching. Yet once again 
they showed not a trace of moral outrage at the mission assigned. 

June and July were spent preparing the diplomatic ground for war. By 
mid-August Hitler had reason to believe he would beat out British and 
French suitors for the hand of Stalin. That his ultimate objective remained 
Russia's destruction, however, is clear. On 11 August, frustrated that Lon-
don would not stay neutral, Hitler made a prophetic revelation to the 
League of Nations commissioner in Danzig: "Everything I undertake is di-
rected against the Russians; if the West is too stupid and blind to grasp this, 
then I shall be compelled to come to an agreement with the Russians, beat 
the West, and then after their defeat turn against the Soviet Union with all 
my forces." 98 

On 22 August, Hitler addressed his military commanders to tell them 
that the time for war had come. The opposing powers were still militarily 
weak. Hence, "the present moment is more favorable than in two or three 
year's time." Germany must "take the risk with ruthless determination ... . 
We are faced with the harsh alternatives of striking or of certain annihila-
tion sooner or later." Britain and France might still decide against interven-
tion. Still, "Everyone must hold the view that we have been determined to 
fight the Western Powers right from the start."99 There was no time to lose 
in dealing with Russia, Hitler argued. The pact with Stalin was designed 
only to buy time, and "to Russia will happen just what I have practiced 
with Poland-we will crush [it] ."IOO 

The final days of peace were hectic. Any hope of isolating Poland was 
dashed by two developments on 25 August. The first was London's an-
nouncement, reaching Hitler around Y30 P.M., that guarantees to Poland 
had been formalized into an English-Polish alliance. Combined with a 23 
August letter from Chamberlain warning against the 1914 assumption that 
Britain would stay neutral, tO' it made clear that attacking Poland meant to-
tal war.t02 Then at 6:00 P.M., a letter arrived from Mussolini: Italy could not 
participate in the war, given the state of Italian preparations. ,o3 Germany 
would fight alone. 'o. 

After discussion with Foreign Minister Ribbentrop, Brauchitsch, and 
General Wilhelm Keitel, Chief of the OKW,'OS Hitler recalled the order for 
the attack on Poland, set for 4:30 A.M. the next day. Over the next week of 
negotiation, London and Paris would not back down; as a result, the Polish 
government decided to take a hard line. ' 06 With attack on an isolated 
Poland now out, Hitler proceeded to his next best option, an invasion that 
would automatically lead to war with the western powers. On 1 September, 
German forces crossed into Poland. Two days later, Britain and France re-
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The Origins of Major War 

sponded with a declaration of war. The second world war in a generation 
had begun. 

This was no war of miscalculation. Hitler hoped that Britain and France 
would swerve so he could maximize his strength for later attacks,107 but he 
recognized that if his first preference was impossible, general war was 
preferable to a return to the status quo. Contrary to deterrence theory's 
view that Hitler invaded Poland believing the British and French lacked re-
solve, he acted despite expecting their response. IOS Ironically, it was the west-
ern powers' shift to a hard line after March that convinced Hitler that Ger-
many's relative power had peaked, and that he could wait no 10nger.H19 

Britain and France entered the war because their reputations were over-
committed. Yet since Hitler knew they would act, his action was a choice 
for major war-just as Bethmann Hollweg chose major war in 1914 know-
ing that Russia, for reputational reasons, would have to respond to an at-
tack on Serbia. 

FIGHTING WITH MAXIMUM SUPERIORITY: SEPTEMBER 1939 TO MAY 1940 

Until May 1940, Germany, France, and Britain fought no major battles. 
Through the fall of 1939, however, Hitler pressed his military to attack 
France at the earliest date possible. The generals opposed such an attack in 
the short term. Their objections were again tactical. Hitler felt Germany 
had maximized its relative strength and must act; the generals believed 
Germany needed more time to complete preparations and to develop a vi-
able plan to exploit its superiority in the air and in armored mobile war-
fare."o They understood that without a decisive defeat in the west, Ger-
many would not have the residual strength for the real goal: destroying 
Russia. Both sides thus followed dynamic differentials logic. Their dis-
agreement remained simply about whether Germany was still rising or had 
passed its peak. 

Hitler told the military on 27 September that time was working against 
Germany and that an attack must begin as soon as possible. "As in 1914, we 
now have superiority, experience, aggressiveness." "! On 9 October, a Hitler 
directive reinforced the fact that German military equipment was even 
stronger in quantity and quality than in 1914. Yet Germany's buildup had 
been so complete that little unused capacity remained. Over time the west-
ern powers, particularly Britain, would catch Up. 112 

Through the fall, the generals, divided over war plans, resisted Hitler's 
designs. Some sought a Schlieffen-type plan. Others proposed a more radi-
cal solution-a bold thrust through the Ardennes forest to split Allied 
forces in two. 113 On 23 November, Hitler spoke to his supreme commanders 
of the parallel between the present situation and the pre-1914 dilemma. The 
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The Rise oj Russia and the Outbreak oj World War II 

elder von Moltke had rightly favored "preventive war" to exploit Russia's 
slow mobilization; "Today, the second act of this drama is being written." 
Stalin would buy time by down playing Communist internationalism. Yet 
the Russians had far-reaching goals, he noted, and even if internationalism 
was renounced, they would revert to Pan-Slavism. In the short term, Ger-
many had better soldiers and a superior airforce and artillery. This favor-
able situation, however, would last only for one or two years, and Germany 
could only oppose Russia when it was free in the west.1J4 

The generals focused not on the question of superiority, but on whether 
Germany could win quickly enough in the west to have the strength for fu-
ture battles. They knew that Germany was significantly superior to Britain 
and France taken individually. In June 1939, Army Chief Brauchitsch ar-
gued that Germany could likely beat the combined forces of Britain, France, 
and Poland. 115 General Georg Thomas, head of the OKW economics branch 
and one hardly known for overly optimistic assessments, told the Foreign 
Ministry in May that Germany's modern weaponry gave it significant qual-
itative superiority. The real issue was whether the advantage over the other 
powers could be maintained as the war proceeded."6 

Hitler and his generals' perception of Germany's military superiority 
supports the theory's causal logic. That this was a reasonable assessment of 
the balance is shown first by Germany's performance in the first two years 
of the war. In the ultimate test of objective military power-the field of bat-
tle-Germany showed itself to be clearly superior. Indeed, among military 
analysts it is "conventional wisdom" that Germany had marked military 
preponderance. II ? 

Interestingly, even the most noted critics of this conclusion, such as John 
Mearsheirner and Matthew Cooper, end up supporting it. Mearsheimer 
states that German military strength in early 1940 was equal to the combined 
strength of France and Britain, meaning that Germany was significantly su-
perior to these two states taken individually.JlS Cooper accepts that the Ger-
man army had superior leadership, and that its early successes "demon-
strate[d] to the world an unequaled degree of military proficiency on the 
field of battle." He argues, however, that Germany was not fully prepared in 
1939 and should have waited four years to complete its rearmament. 119 This 
parallels arguments made by many generals through 1938-39. Yet what 
Cooper misses is the difference between peaking in absolute versus relative 
power. "0 As Hitler stated at the 27 September meeting, German rearmament 
was not totally complete, yet "[its] relative strength will not improve in our 
favor," especially given others' aggregate economic superiority.121 

The German military also understood that Russia's army was temporar-
ily weak. It was a well-known fact that Stalin had decimated his officer 
corps in 1937-38.122 Russian weakness was reinforced by the inability in fall 
1939 to defeat Finland. A German General Staff study at the end of 1939 
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The Origins of Major War 

concluded that while the Red Army was huge, it was weak in organization, 
equipment, troop quality, and leadership. It was thus no match for Ger-
many's modern army.123 

Yet this did not mean that German generals discounted Russia's future 
potential. After visiting the Soviet Union in 1933, General Thomas came 
away "deeply impressed" with Russia's size, the vitality of its people, and 
its agricultural and industrial potential.124 General Beck, far from resisting 
Hitler as is so often presumed, actually shared Hitler's obsession with the 
rising Russian colossus. In the fall of 1939, he circulated an anonymous se-
ries of analyses on the Russian threat. In two reports in September and Oc-
tober, he warned of Russia's return to European great power politics.125 

Later in the fall, Beck offered a more extended analysis. Russia's drive to 
the west was eternal, compelled by its geopolitical situation. It was the 
biggest empire on earth, but was hemmed in by a ice-bound northern coast-
line. History shows that such a power "naturally drives toward the sea," a 
drive that has "only grown stronger" in recent times. 

Before the Russo-Japanese war of 1904-5, Russia had been pushing east. 
After its failure there, Russia shifted back toward Europe again. This move, 
Beck noted, was a key reason for the outbreak of the First World War. This 
war had helped push Russia back, and for a while Russia had again turned 
its attention to Asia. Yet with the English-French-Russian discussions in 
1939 and the end of its conflict with Japan, Russia "had again appeared in 
Europe with its entire weight." The consequences "could be incredibly far-
reaching": "The whole Russian problem from 1914 had arisen again."126 

This pessimistic view was widely shared. In October, the army's Foreign 
Office liaison officer, Hasso von Etzdorf, wrote that Russia would "build 
up a front against us which we in the long run cannot be a match for, either 
in war material ... or war economy." The result would be a collapse on the 
military and home fronts. 127 Etzdorf's comments are significant, for along 
with Lieutenant-Colonel Helmuth Groscurth he formed a group in October 
to avert an early attack on France, even if it required overthrowing Hitler. 
On 19 October, Etzdorf and another officer wrote an essay summarizing 
the group's views. Hitler's policies had only strengthened Bolshevism. In-
stead of turning west, Germany should join forces against Russia with 
France and Britain. This document was apparently warmly received by 
both General Franz Halder, Beck's replacement as chief of the General Staff, 
and his boss, General Brauchitsch.128 

In sum, the military after 1918 never relinquished the view that Russia 
was Germany's primary geopolitical threat. That it was now the home of 
Bolshevism only made things worse.129 These facts suggest that even if 
Hitler had been deposed, the generals would have pursued total war until 
Russia lay prostrate at their feet. Objections to Hitler in fall 1939 were 
solely tactical. Those in opposition simply felt that fewer concessions 
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The Rise of Russia and the Outbreak of World War II 

should have been given to Stalin and more done to secure the west's help 
in destroying Russia . This view was of course na·ive given British-French 
interests in preventing German hegemony. Yet this does not diminish the 
key point that the military's geopolitical ends and Hitler's were the one 
and the same. 

THE ULTIMATE TASK: PREPARING FOR BARBAROSSA, MAY 1940 TO JUNE 1941 

By January / February 1940, the generals finally had a plan that promised 
quick victory at low cost: General Erich von Manstein's bold strategy for a 
blitzkrieg through the Ardennes. l30 The May attack succeeded brilliantly. 
Yet even as Germany was decimating France, Hitler's thoughts were on 
Russia. He preferred that Britain concede peacefully. On 20 May, upon 
hearing that his tanks had reached the Channel, he told JodI that London 
could secure a separate peace at any time. With British forces trapped at 
Dunkirk, Hitler excitedly explained to General Gerd von Rundstedt that 
Britain would now seek peace, so that he could focus on "his real major 
task, the conflict with Bolshevism."131 So while Hitler over the next year 
sometimes argued that defeating Russia would make London comes to 
terms, Britain for him was clearly an undesirable sideshow.132 

After victory over France in June, the generals abandoned former doubts 
and embraced JodI's view that Hitler was both a political and military ge-
nius. Hence, when it became apparent that Hitler was preparing to turn on 
Russia, the generals fell eagerly to their task. Even before Hitler directed 
the military to formulate invasion plans, the generals were developing their 
own plans. Army Chief of Staff Halder knew in late June that Hitler's focus 
was shifting to the east. On his own initiative, Halder began to prepare for 
action against Russia. '33 On 3 July, he explained to a colonel in Operations 
that Germany had to launch "a military blow at Russia which will force her 
to recognize Germany's dominant role in Europe." I34 In June, the army had 
already started to transfer units from the west to the east. On 4 July, Halder 
instructed subordinates to continue this movement, but to ensure that these 
forces did not reveal a hostile attitude. Although a two-front war was to be 
avoided if possible, military planning in early July took into account the 
likelihood of fighting Britain and Russia simultaneouslyYs 

Brauchitsch was also enthusiastic about the eastern mission. When he 
and Halder met with Hitler on 21 July, they gave the Fuhrer their initial re-
port. Probably to Hitler's surprise, given the military's previous cautious-
ness, they told him that Germany could be ready to invade Russia as early 
as the autumn of 1940. Since Russia had only 50 to 75 good divisions, the 
generals argued, Germany would require only 80 to 100 to do the job, 
which would take four to six weeks. The goal was to "crush [the] Russian 
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The Origins of Major War 

army" and "to penetrate far enough to enable our air force to smash Rus-
sia's strategic areas." The generals specified political aims similar to those 
achieved by the treaty of Brest-Litovsk: the takeover of White Russia-
Finland, a Ukrainian state, and a federation of Baltic states.l 36 

To see the significance of this, remember that Hitler had not yet officially 
directed the generals to plan the invasion; they were formulating these 
plans on their own, knowing that Russia's destruction was also the 
Fuhrer's ultimate aim. Moreover, their confidence knew no bounds. Al-
though subsequent analysis would reveal that invasion should be delayed 
until 1941, at this time Halder and Brauchitsch were pushing for an attack 
as soon as possible. Once again, far from being unwilling puppets, the gen-
erals were one step ahead of Hitler in the planning for hegemony. 

A few days after the 21 July conference, word was received that Russia 
was stronger than previously estimated. Hitler, apparently more pes-
simistic than his military about an early eastern campaign, requested a sep-
arate assessment from his OKW. In late July, a report signed by Keitel and 
likely written by JodI (the OKW's two top generals) informed him that ow-
ing to time and weather, an attack on Russia in the fall was not practic-
able.!37 Hitler now accepted the ideal date as spring 1941. But his determi-
nation had not waned. On 29 July, JodI told his four key subordinates that 
Hitler had decided to destroy the Soviet danger once and for all by a sur-
prise attack in May 1941. The collision with Bolshevism, JodI noted, was 
bound to come and therefore "it was better . . . to have this campaign now, 
when we were at the height of our military power."I38 

Hitler met with the military on 31 July and announced his decision. Rus-
sia's elimination must be planned for spring 1941, and "the sooner Russia is 
crushed the better." The objective of the invasion: "the destruction of Russia's 
vital power [Lebenskrajtl" \39 From late July until November, the army and 
Hitler's staff worked on war plans. The Marcks plan of 1 August, initiated 
by Halder, envisioned two main thrusts: one toward Moscow, and one to-
ward Kiev. The capture of Moscow, consistent with blitzkrieg thinking, 
was critical since it would destroy Soviet internal coordination. Estimates 
of Russia's army had increased since July; both sides were now seen as 
quantitatively equal. Russian inferiority at the command level, however, 
would cause problems once their extended line was broken. Fighting in iso-
lated groups, the Russian army would "soon succumb to the superiority of 
the German troops and leadership." '4o Confidence remained high as Army 
Headquarters spent the fall of 1940 revising the plan. A 5 December meet-
ing of Hitler and the generals affirmed that the Russians were inferior in 
equipment and tanks and lacked proper leadership. '41 

One belief united Hitler and his generals through the winter of 1940-41: 
even though the Soviet Union was a huge future threat, Germany could 
beat it if action was taken soon. In November, Hitler reiterated that Russia 
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The Rise of Russia and the Outbreak of World War II 

"remains the great problem of Europe." The 5 December meeting noted 
that the battle with Russia would decide the issue of hegemony in Europe 
and that by the spring German power would be at a temporary peak. 142 On 
18 December Hitler directed that Germany must crush Russia in a quick 
campaign even before concluding the war against England.143 

Some contend that since Russia was at a low point militarily, and thus 
had no desire for war, Germany's attack could not have been a preven-
tive one. 144 This argument mistakenly requires the adversary to be an im-
mediate threat to classify the war as preventive. The German problem 
was always the prospect of Russia's long-term growth from its enor-
mous base of potential power. Hitler and the military believed that al-
though Russia was temporarily weak, and therefore could be beaten, it 
would be an overwhelming long-term threat. In the fall of 1940, Hitler 
told General Lieutenant-Colonel Bernhard von Lossberg that the present 
moment was his best and probably only chance of destroying Russia and 
the Communist system. The Soviets were getting stronger each day, but 
they would collapse within six weeks if he acted soon enough.145 Hitler 
was not blind to the difficulty of the task. In a meeting on 9 January 1941, 
he told the military that despite Stalin's purges of his officer corps, the 
Russians should not be underestimated. Thus the strongest possible at-
tack was required to prevent the Red Army from falling back into the 
Russian hinterland. 

Hitler understood that rising states do not seek war. Stalin, he noted, was 
a clever leader who would not take an open stand against Germany. In the 
long term, however, as Russia's power grew, "his demands [would] be-
come bigger and bigger." Russia had therefore to be destroyed while Ger-
many still had the chance. Through victory, Germany would acquire a 
huge territory containing vast resources; then "nobody will then be able to 
defeat her anYlnore."146 

These arguments aligned with the military'S thinking. Halder told his se-
nior officers in mid-December 1940 that Russia would use every opportu-
nity to weaken Germany's position. He later acknowledged that Ger-
many's invasion was a response to a "long but steadily rising political 
danger." 147 Yet while Halder saw Russia as a future threat, he, like the rest 
of the military, also believed it could be beaten in the short term. On 3 Feb-
ruary, Halder and Brauchitsch took Hitler through the details of the up-
coming operations. After the war Halder claimed that in this meeting he 
had cautioned Hitler against the campaign by noting Soviet strength. Con-
temporary records show otherwise. Halder did tell Hitler that the Soviets 
now had 155 divisions, including 30 mechanized divisions. Yet "our own 
strength [is] about the same [in quantity], [and] far superior in quality," es-
pecially in tanks, weapons, and artillery.148 

At the Nuremberg trials, Brauchitsch also claimed that at this meeting he 
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The Origins of Major War 

told Hitler of his misgivings: Russia's geography, large population, and 
"high armament potential" would make victory difficult.149 Yet the OKW 
war diary shows Brauchitsch expressed no such misgivings. ISO If he did in-
deed entertain them, we can suspect that, like Halder, they were more re-
lated to Russia's long-term potential. Brauchitsch admitted at Nuremberg 
that German leaders were concerned "that if a war [against Russia] were to 
break out . .. it was to be a preventive war." ISI 

In the last two months before the 22 June invasion, Stalin, accepting Rus-
sia's military inferiority, sought to buy time by projecting his good inten-
tions. On 5 May, the acting military attache in Moscow notified Berlin that 
Russia would do everything possible to avoid a war. IS2 Yet the problem was 
still Russia's future intentions. As Halder noted in April, if one could free 
oneself "from the accepted belief that Russia desires peace and will not at-
tack of its own accord, then one must admit that the Russian organization 
would very easily permit a quick change-over to the offensive, which could 
be very troublesome for US."IS3 

This understanding of Stalin's calculus was not far off. On 5 May, Stalin 
held a private conference with his officers. Russia, he said, had to be pre-
pared for a German attack, but the Red Army was not yet strong enough: "it 
is still suffering from a serious shortage of modern tanks, modern planes, 
and much else," while the training of soldiers was still far from complete. 
Russia must try to delay a German attack during 1941. If this worked, "then, 
almost inevitably, the war with Nazi Germany will be fought in 1942-in 
much more favorable conditions, since the Red Army will have been better 
trained, and will have far more up-to-date equipment." As for Soviet future 
intentions: "Depending on the international situation, the Red Army will ei-
ther wait for a German attack, or it may have to take the initiative, since the 
perpetuation of Nazi Germany as the dominant power in Europe is 'not 
normal.' " 154 These arguments align closely with beliefs in Berlin. Like the 
Germans, Stalin knew that Russia was temporarily weak but would be 
much stronger within a year. And while short-term Soviet intentions were 
peaceful, they might change once rearmament was completed. 

On 14 June, Hitler held his last big prewar meeting with the military. 
Commanders from all services were assembled to take him through inva-
sion plans. After lunch, Hitler reiterated the reasons for war against Russia. 
According to the Navy High Command's record, he "explained ... in [an] 
all-inclusive, convincing explanation, that the eastern campaign was in-
evitable, and that we therefore must conduct it in a preventive and offen-
sive manner to avoid [the possibility] that the Russians could overrun us at 
a later time after longer appropriate preparations." lss General Walter War-
limont, who attended the conference, noted that all commanders present 
came away in a confident mood.l56 The period when the military might dis-
agree with even the tactical execution of Hitler's plans was past. The great-
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The Rise of Russia and the Outbreak of World War II 

est and most brutal military undertaking in history would be undertaken 
without one German military leader showing any sign of dissent. 

This analysis has shown the preventive logic behind German thinking. 
One might still argue that while Hitler and the generals did act according to 
the theory's logic, their attack on Russia was irrational, insofar as wishful 
thinking and other psychological pathologies led them to misperceive Rus-
sia's true strength. The documents indicate, however, that German leaders 
did conduct an objective evaluation of the information available. In the 
twelve months up to June 1941, estimates of Russian strength were contin-
ually updated, given new information from spies and reconnaissance. The 
report in early July 1940 of 50-75 Russian divisions was adjusted to 147 
within a month. By February 1941, the estimate was raised to 177, and by 
June to 216.157 After December 1940, the generals increasingly worried 
about Germany's ability to achieve a decisive victory. Yet they agreed that 
such an attack was still necessary. 

Indeed, for Hitler and the generals, evidence of increasing Russian 
strength simply reinforced the need to act quickly to destroy the rising 
colossus. In February 1941, Hitler was stunned by news of large increases 
in the Russian air force, stating that conflict was now inevitable.l58 In April, 
the German air attache in Moscow sent word that the Soviets were not as 
inferior in aircraft quality as previously believed. Hitler responded: "Well, 
there you see how far these people are already. We must begin immedi-
ately." By May IJune, Hitler was not necessarily confident about the chance 
of success. Just a day before the invasion, Himmler told Reinhard Heydrich 
that the Fuhrer was actually less optimistic than his military advisers. ls9 

A postwar Soviet internal history confirms that Russia was weak in the 
short term but growing quickly. Despite efforts to double aircraft production, 
it notes, the vast majority of the new planes were obsolete. Even though Rus-
sia had a huge number of tanks by June 1941-Berlin estimated 10,00o--less 
than 1,900 were either KVs or T-34S (the modern tanks that later proved su-
perior to German models). Of the thousands of older models, only 27 percent 
were in working order. Moreover, Russian tank forces often lacked wireless 
communication or trained officers, while many tank operators had only two 
hours of driving experience. Compared to German forces with their signifi-
cant battle experience in Poland and France, the Red Army was clearly infe-
rior in quality. Indeed, not until 1943 did Russian military leaders see their 
soldiers and officers as being as competent as their German counterparts. l60 

In sum, German leaders went through a fairly rational information 
search: they sought out information through reconnaissance; and they up-
dated estimates of Russian strength according to the data received. 161 Given 
what eventually transpired, their expectation of a quick victory might still 
seem irrational. Yet other capitals at the time also believed Russia was sig-
nificantly inferior in technology, training, and leadership.162 Moreover, in 
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The Origins of Major War 

the final test of relative military strength-the battlefield-Germany 
showed itself as superior in 1941. It not only did very well in the first six 
months of the war, but came very close to winning it. If not for Hitler's er-
ror in failing to push on to Moscow in September before winter hit, Ger-
many might well have won the eastern war. 

Considering all this, it is not surprising that Hitler and his generals 
would expect Russia to collapse quickly when invasion began on 22 June. 
Given Russia's headlong retreat and its need to fight for four years to defeat 
Hitler, it is hard not to conclude that had the Russians lacked the advantage 
of geography, they would have suffered as devastating a defeat as the 
French in 1940. 

This chapter has shown that, in addition to Hitler's horrific racial goals, 
the Fuhrer and his military initiated World War II to complete the task left 
unfinished in 1918-the elimination of the rising Russian colossus. The ur-
gency with which the German leadership undertook this second more nar-
rowly geopolitical dimension of its project reflects the systemic situation of 
the post-World War I period. Having failed to stop Russia's growth, but 
still facing a multipolar system, Germany had only a very short timeframe 
to build the kind of military superiority needed to take on the system. Thus, 
the German leadership plunged into the construction of a war economy 
needed for massive rearmament. With a three-year head start on the west-
ern powers and Russia, Germany won the first stage of its risky game: tem-
porary military superiority was reached by 1939-40. Yet precisely because 
they were knowingly overheating the economy to reach this objective, 
Hitler and the generals knew that this superiority would have to be used 
quickly if hegemony was to be won. To wait until after the peak would al-
low others to catch up as their rearmament programs were completed and 
as the German peace-time economy fell into crisis. 

Driving the whole process, however, was Germany's marked inferiority 
in potential power versus Russia. As Stalin completed his massive industri-
alization program, this potential would be translated into overwhelming 
economic and military strength. Time was therefore of the essence. De-
stroying Russia would not only end the long-term threat, it would also give 
Germany the territory ("living space") needed to compete with other grow-
ing global powers, primarily the United States.163 That is, if Russia's poten-
tial power made German leaders fear it, taking over that power would give 
Germany the base for future security. As in 1914, Britain and France were 
undesired obstacles in this strategic plan. France had to be eliminated since 
it would always support Russia; Britain, in Hitler's view, simply refused to 
see how its own interests mirrored those of Germany. 

The Allies made one critical error in all of this. In the period from 1933 to 
1936, downplaying the speed of German rearmament, they allowed them-
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selves to fall behind. In multipolarity, maintaining rough military equality 
between states is essential to deterrence. Had this requirement been met, 
even Hitler would likely have held back from war. He would have recog-
nized that costly bilateral wars would have so sapped German strength as 
to make the state even more vulnerable to powers like Russia. Thus the real 
Allied mistake was not the failure to take a hard-line stance in 1937-38-
appeasement can make sense when one is inferior and needs to buy time 
for rearmament-but the failure to start rearming immediately four to five 
years earlier.l64 

Of existing realist theories, hegemonic stability theory is the one most 
at odds with the evidence. Not only was Germany significantly superior 
in military power by 1939-40, but Hitler initiated all-out war only once 
he believed that Germany was declining. Classical realist and neorealist 
explanations are incomplete: they rightly emphasize Germany's military 
preponderance, but they fall back on Hitler's ideology and German hyper-
nationalism as primary driving forces for war. By emphasizing the disjunc-
ture between Germany's military superiority and its inferiority in potential 
power, this chapter provides the necessary and sufficient conditions for 
German behavior (without denying that unit-level factors exacerbated the 
intensity and brutality of the conflict). This dynamic, systemic explanation 
can thus account for the remarkable agreement between Hitler and the tra-
ditional military on the requirements of German security. 
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[6] 

Bipolarity, Shifting Power, and the 
Origins of the Cold War, 1945-1950 

The puzzle that animates the following two chapters is a simple one: 
What explains the changes in the likelihood of major war between the 
United States and the Soviet Union from 1944 to 1963? This question has 
two parts. In this chapter I examine the first big jump in the probability of 
superpower war, namely, the move from wartime alliance to cold war. 
Given ideological differences, some disagreements between America and 
Russia were inevitable after 1945 (just as they are today with China). Yet 
the relationship could have stayed in the realm of a moderate spheres-of-
influence detente, rather than escalating into a dangerous cold war. Why 
did it not? I argue that the United States was most responsible for the shift 
to cold war, since it was the first to adopt provocative hard-line policies. As 
early as mid-1945, American concern for the long-term rise of the Soviet 
state drove U.S. leaders to implement a vigorous and destabilizing contain-
ment strategy. The next chapter analyzes the second element of the puzzle: 
the movement from the sustained tension of normal cold war interaction to 
the intense crisis periods of the early cold war era. Here I show that crises 
over Berlin in 1948 and 1961 and over Cuba in 1962 were driven more by 
fears of relative decline during marked power oscillations than by 
domestic- or individual-level factors. These fears led leaders on both sides 
to take steps that put their nations on the slippery slope to nuclear war. 

THE COLD WAR DEBATE 

Three perspectives on the origins of the cold war have dominated the de-
bate. For traditionalists, the cold war was caused by Soviet aggression, 
which forced the United States into a containment posture it would have 
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otherwise avoided. The Kremlin sought to expand its sphere by promoting 
Communist revolution abroad and through direct occupation of neighbor-
ing lands. Consistent with deterrence theory and classical realism, propo-
nents of this view argue that had it not been for hostile Soviet intentions-
rooted in ideology, the need to justify internal repression, or a paranoid 
view of Soviet security needs-both superpowers could have cooperated.l 

Revisionists turn the traditionalist view on its head, laying most of the 
blame on the United States. Washington initiated hostile actions from 1945 to 
1947 as Soviet leaders sought to rebuild after a devastating war. Reasons for 
US. aggression vary across scholars. For neomarxist revisionists, American 
leaders strove to promote global capitalism in order to avoid depression. 
Others view US. behavior as more complex, reflecting a mix of factors which 
include economic motives, but also a paranoid view of security and distorted 
beliefs about the likelihood of Communist revolution in western Europe.' 

The third argument, postrevisionism, offers a moderate and highly eclec-
tic position incorporating domestic, individual, and systemic factors. 
Above all, however, the origins of the cold war are found in the tragedy of 
the security dilemma. Both superpowers sought security, yet each saw the 
other as aggressive. Each side's hard-line actions simply reinforced the per-
ception that its rival desired its destruction. As a result, a spiral of hostility 
was created which persisted into the 1980s.3 

This chapter breaks ranks with all three perspectives. Contrary to tradi-
tionalists, I argue that the cold war was sparked by actions taken by Wash-
ington, beginning in 1945, to contain Russia. I thus reject a core premise of 
traditionalism: that US. leaders were initially naive, and only switched to 
containment once Moscow's hostile intentions could no longer be ignored. 
Traditionalists contend that containment began only in 1947 with the Tru-
man Doctrine, within signs of a shift appearing in 1946. Containment as a 
policy certainly became more intense after 1947, but the core elements were 
in place by July-August 1945. Yet my argument rejects the revisionist view 
that American efforts to uphold capitalism, or paranoia about global com-
munism, drove US. policy. Containment in 1945 reflected rational geopoli-
tics: US. leaders recognized that if Russia was allowed to grow, it could 
eventually overwhelm the American sphere. Prudent security calculations, 
not elite paranoia and greed, were determinative. 

This chapter's argument is closest to postrevisionism, in that US. secu-
rity concerns led to hard-line policies which provoked Soviet suspicions, 
thus creating an intensifying spiral of tension. Three differences are evi-
dent, however. First, I argue that in mid-1945 Harry Truman moved to con-
tainment not because he perceived Stalin as innately hostile-in fact, he 
liked and even respected Stalin at this time. Rather, Truman recognized 
that if America did not act, Russia would grow significantly, and Soviet 
leaders-namely, those replacing Stalin-might not be so moderate down 
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The Origins of Major War 

the road. The postrevisionist argument, like the spiral model, posits that 
the actor initiating the spiral believes the other is presently aggressive, even 
if it is not.4 My argument operates from an even more tragic foundation. 
The actor which begins the spiral (in this case, the United States) is fairly 
sure that, currently, the other's intentions are relatively restrained. But in 
an environment of dynamic change, it remains uncertain about the other's 
future intentions should the latter reach a position of preponderance. 
Hence, the actor reluctantly initiates a hard-line policy-not because the 
other is seen as necessarily hostile but to avoid decline.s This argument 
does not mean that Truman had no concerns with Soviet behavior in east-
ern Europe / the Near East or with the brutal nature of Stalin's regime. He 
did. Yet these concerns, the evidence indicates, were less salient than fears 
of Soviet growth and future intentions. 

Second, I demonstrate that US. decision-makers anticipated spiral ef-
fects, but chose a hard-line posture anyway. In postrevisionism, as in the 
spiral model, each side acts believing that the other will see its moves as de-
fensive, not aggressive.6 I show, however, that Truman and his advisers 
were quite aware that their policies would heighten Soviet suspicions and 
thus foster a cold war standoff, with all the attendant risks of inadvertent 
war. Yet they also felt such risks must be accepted in order to avoid a 
greater evil, namely, the unabated growth of Soviet power. 

Third, and finally, by breaking power into three forms, the chapter pro-
vides a more complete systemic explanation for the cold war than other 
theories have offered. It was Truman's fear of Soviet growth in economic 
and potential power that led him to adopt hard-line policies. He recognized 
that should Moscow successfully consolidate its new larger realm, it could 
translate these gains into superior military power. Truman thus moved to 
restrict Russia's development through military, economic, and political 
means. Postrevisionists, by downplaying exogenous trends in economic 
and potential power, end up treating power as solely a function of state be-
havior. That is, the spiral gets going only when one state stupidly starts the 
ball rolling by increasing military power. I argue that leaders, knowing that 
decline may occur in the absence of strong action, may be forced into esca-
latory policies to avert a loss in power. 

For political scientists schooled in established cold war debates, my per-
spective may seem too extreme to be fully plausible. Yet it aligns nicely 
with the most comprehensive documentary analysis of the Truman era, 
namely, the seminal work of the historian Melvyn Leffler.7 Leffler shows 
that US. leaders sought to thwart Soviet growth to ensure America's pre-
ponderance and therefore long-term security. Thus beginning in 1945, 
Washington undertook forceful actions to avoid decline. My argument is 
strongly influenced by Leffler's, but it goes a few steps further. I seek to 
show that the US. containment strategy in mid-1945 was even more com-

0I ? 1 ? 0 8 ? 5 CAC M I 4 DI : 0I ? 9 CP? MC Q ?MM I7O?M 2 IIE 0?
, ? IIE=? I O?M =I C I C A ? C = CI . I=31-

0 ? ? I I C A I   , ,

0
I

Q
CA

0
I

?
9

CP
?

MC
Q

?M
M

/
CA

M
?M

?
P?
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prehensive than Leffler observes, despite Truman's relatively moderate 
view of Stalin. 

Before turning to the evidence, I should discuss one evident aspect of the 
cold war period: major war never occurred. Neorealists use this outcome to 
argue that bipolar systems are more stable. This conclusion cannot be sus-
tained.8 The post-1945 period did experience strong jumps in the probabil-
ity of major war, especially during the Cuban missile crisis. The fact that we 
often got close to major war despite the prudence inspired by nuclear 
weapons underscores the inherent instability of the bipolar cold war era. 
Moreover, as I discuss in chapter 8, three examples of bipolarity prior to 
1945-Sparta versus Athens, Carthage versus Rome, and France versus the 
Hapsburgs-each gave rise to devastating major wars, and for the reasons 
anticipated by the theory. In each case a declining state with at best slight 
military superiority attacked the rising superpower before it became over-
whelming. Moreover, the declining state was inferior in potential power 
and thus had reason to believe that decline would be both deep and in-
evitable. These cases provide strong additional support for my argument 
regarding the dynamics of bipolar systems. 

The strong U.S. position after 1944 helps explain why Washington did not 
simply copy the pattern of previous bipolar conflicts and initiate war before 
it lost its nuclear monopoly. As I later discuss, U.s. leaders and officials ac-
tively considered preventive war in the late 1940s. Yet because America pos-
sessed the superiority in potential and economic power needed for long-
term military preponderance, it was not necessary to turn immediately to 
this ultimate sanction. All-out preventive war, given its costs and risks, is ra-
tional only when there are no other means of reversing decline. Since Wash-
ington still had these other options, the better first steps were the ones taken: 
arms racing and containment to preserve superiority and thus security. 

THE ORIGINS OF PREVENTIVE CONTAINMENT, 1945 

Standard accounts of the cold war usually designate 1947 as the year 
when the American containment strategy was set in place. Yet the core ele-
ments of containment were actually laid down by August 1945. The full ex-
tent of this policy can be seen in the eight interlocking actions taken in 1945 
to restrict Soviet growth in military, economic, and potential power: 

1. The surrounding of Russia with air and naval bases, in order to project of-
fensive power against the Soviet heartland. 

2. The rebuilding of western Europe, which required the revitalization of 
western Germany, a nation that had just killed over twenty-five million 
Russians. 
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The Origins of Major War 

3. The ending of aid to Russia, even as it was extended to China. This in-
cluded resisting Soviet claims to badly needed reparations from Germany. 

4. The demonstration of the atomic bomb, which-in addition to ending the Pa-
cific war quickly-was designed to restrict Soviet penetration of Manchuria 
and to convince Moscow to accept U.s. terms for the postwar peace. 

5. The rushing of U.s. and Allied troops into Korea, China, and Manchuria to 
prevent Communist consolidation of areas already conceded to Moscow 
by prior agreements. 

6. The exclusion of any role for the Soviet Union in the occupation and revi-
talization of Japan. 

7. The denial of atomic secrets and materials to Russia. 
8. The restricting of Soviet naval access to the Mediterranean and North Sea, 

despite recognition of Soviet legal rights. 

In implementing this policy, Truman did not believe he was abandoning 
all chances for cooperation with the Soviet Union. But any cooperative 
arrangement would be on US. terms. In short, the United States would fol-
Iowa two-track policy. Washington would do everything necessary to 
maintain a preponderant position. Simultaneously, it would try to work 
out a great power modus vivendi. If the Soviets went along, so much the 
better. If they did not, Truman preferred a cold war-with all its attending 
risks of inadvertent war-to a situation where the United States cooper-
ated, but at the expense of long-term power. Allowing the Soviets to grow 
to a dominant position would threaten US. security, should their inten-
tions prove more aggressive down the road.9 

Truman and Secretary of State James F. Byrnes acted despite believing 
Stalin's intentions were relatively moderate. They also acted knowing that 
their policies could spark a cold war rivalry that would increase the likeli-
hood of inadvertent war. The evidence thus supports the argument that in 
the face of decline, leaders will take their states into risky rivalries when 
hard-line postures offer a better means to security than either soft-line co-
operation or preventive war. 

U.S. Strategic Thinking up to June 1945 

US. geopolitical concerns were already shifting before the end of the 
war. In spring 1944, Admiral William Leahy, Roosevelt's chief of staff, 
wrote to Secretary of State Cordell Hull that the outstanding fact about the 
new global situation was °the recent phenomenal development of the 
heretofore latent Russian military and economic strength-a development 
which seems certain to prove epochal in its bearing on future politico-
military international relationship, and which has yet to reach the full 
scope attainable with Russian resources. O lO In December 1944, George Ken-
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nan, Averell Harriman's next-in-command at the Moscow embassy, ex-
panded on this view. In a report to Harriman that foreshadowed his Febru-
ary 1946 Long Telegram," he warned that by occupying eastern Europe, 
Russia had shifted the overall balance of population. Given Russia's indus-
trial strength, this new larger realm "constitute[d] a single force far greater 
than any other that will be left on the European continent ... and it would 
be folly to underestimate [its] potential-for good or for evil."12 

Harriman thought enough of Kennan's analysis to forward it to the State 
Department, and it undoubtedly shaped his campaign in early 1945 to ex-
pose the growing Russian threat. 13 Yet Harriman was hardly a lone voice. 
On 2 April 1945, a top secret report from the Office of Strategic Services (the 
forerunner of the CIA) was sent to Roosevelt and subsequently to Truman. 
It summarized the dilemma: 

Russia will emerge from the present conflict as by far the strongest nation in 
Europe and Asia-strong enough, if the United States should stand aside, to 
dominate Europe and at the same time to establish her hegemony over Asia. 
Russia's natural resources and manpower are so great that within relatively 
few years she can be much more powerful than either Germany or Japan has 
ever been. In the easily foreseeable future Russia may well outrank even the 
United States in military potential. I ' 

Two weeks later, the Joint Chiefs distributed a paper titled "Revision of Policy 
with Relation to Russia." Lend-lease to Russia, it argued, had ironically suc-
ceeded too well, leading to a "new and serious situation" -a much stronger 
Russia . The report not only recommended ending military aid, but also 
stressed the importance of maintaining a firm stand against Moscow. ls An 
OSS report to Truman on 5 May stressed that if a hands-off policy were 
adopted, the Soviets might unite the resources of Europe and Asia and then 
within a generation outbuild the United States in military production. 16 Yet an-
other OSS report on 11 May noted that despite Russia's wartime devastation 

her recovery and further [industrial] development promise to be rapid, and 
the sharp upward trend of her population is another favorable long-term fac-
tor of the greatest consequence .... Thus, Russia has every mark and charac-
teristic of a rising power, destined to stand with America as one of the two 
strongest states in the world." 

These concerns were well understood. Acting Secretary of State Joseph 
c. Grew wrote to Harriman in May of his fears of steadily increasing Soviet 
power. A June paper by Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson underscored 
that Russia's control of a sphere of 200 million people would give it the ca-
pability to project influence into China and Japan. Army Chief of Staff 
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George C. Marshall told Stimson that the paper captured the U.S. dilemma, 
namely, that by helping Russia in the war, "we have made [it] . . . the un-
questionably dominant power in Europe," a view reiterated by Byrnes in 
July, not long after he became secretary of state.18 The potential power of 
technology was also worrisome. In a May cabinet meeting, Truman empha-
sized that America must not only keep up with the Russians in scientific re-
search, but also stay "ten years ahead of them." !9 

Given these fears, a policy to hold onto U.s. preponderance naturally fol-
lowed. A 2 April memorandum from the War Department to the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff bluntly argued that the United States could not wait until So-
viet intentions were revealed before taking preparatory actions in anticipa-
tion of another world war. Washington should therefore build a "West-
European-American power system as a counterweight to Russia."20 Efforts 
toward a modus vivendi would not end. But the two-track strategy begun 
under Roosevelt would be maintained." Marshall on 31 May told a meeting 
of the Interim Committee, the committee established to study the policy 
implications of the atomic bomb, that since Russia was driven primarily by 
security, some cooperation on atomic energy might be acceptable. Yet he 
still favored forming an alliance to force Russia to conform to U.S. wishes. 
Byrnes, who opposed atomic sharing, put the two-track approach in a form 
more acceptable to the group: he "expressed the view, which was generally 
agreed to by all present, that the most desirable program would be to push 
ahead as fast as possible in production and research to make certain that we 
stay ahead and at the same time make every effort to better our political re-
lations with Russia." 22 

The Quest for Bases 

The first pillar of the eight-pronged containment strategy was bases to 
project power against Eurasia. Already by December 1942, Roosevelt was 
asking the Joint Chiefs to consider postwar air base requirements.23 A 
March 1943 report of the Joint Strategic Survey Committee noted that since 
international organizations might not keep the postwar peace, overseas 
bases were essential to U.S. security, "and their acquisition . .. must be con-
sidered as among our primary war airns."24 Although Roosevelt hoped the 
bases would help implement his Four Policemen concept, it seems clear he 
hedged his bets to prepare for possible containment. On 22 August 1943, a 
Joint JCS/OSS committee issued a memorandum titled "Strategy and Pol-
icy: Can America and Russia Cooperate?" The United States and Britain, it 
argued, must immediately concentrate forces on the continent to make a 
policy of hostility unattractive to Moscow. This stance was necessary even 
though "the major Soviet war aim is the security of the Soviet Union."25 

In November, the president approved JCS 570, which emphasized the 
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need, in an era of strategic bombing, to keep any future enemy as far from 
U.S. shores as possible. To this end, the document envisioned bases in the 
western Pacific, west Africa, Iceland, Japan, and the east Asian mainland, 
including Korea and northern China.26 In mid-January 1944, Roosevelt ap-
proved the idea of a system of U.S. air bases, and on 5 February he wrote to 
Hull to emphasize that the State, War, and Navy departments and the Joint 
Chiefs should study the issue of bases for naval and ground forces as welp7 

By March 1945, Roosevelt had to reconcile his plan for island bases in the 
western Pacific with the principles of self-determination to be enshrined in 
the UN charter. The solution was to define "trusteeships" so as to provide a 
facade for U.S. control. As Stimson noted, the president knew he was con-
strained by his own declared principles. Yet "he is just as keen as anybody 
else to take the full power of arming [the islands] and using them to protect 
the peace and ourselves during any war that may come, and for that reason 
his people [at the first UN conference] will by trying to form a definition of 
trusteeships or mandates which will permit that to be done."2s 

Through spring and summer 1945, the military updated its list of re-
quired bases.29 In late August, the value of such bases in an atomic era in 
which Russia would be the primary adversary was made clear. A Joint War 
Plans Committee paper argued that given the emergence of long-range air-
craft and missiles, devastating attacks could now be launched from great 
distances. The enemy must therefore be destroyed "at the source," and the 
best means was "overwhelming force combined with surprise." In short, 
"in the event of a breakdown in relations between the U.S. and U.S.S.R. . . . 
U.S. dominated bases on the European and Asiatic continents will be re-
quired for full projection of our offensive power."30 

The Rebuilding of Western Europe and the Rehabilitation of Germany 

As the war entered its last year, there were many, led most prominently 
by Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau, who sought the destruction of 
Germany as a nation-state. Given the devastation Germany had caused 
twice in the century, in 1944 Roosevelt himself supported this position. It is 
thus significant that by spring 1945, majority opinion had swung to the op-
posite view, namely, that Germany's rehabilitation was critical to U.S. long-
term security. The reason for the shift was simple: western Europe was 
devastated, and without Germany's integration into its economy, the re-
gion might fall prey to Communist revolutions. Such revolutions, even if 
Moscow did not actively promote them, would nonetheless increase the 
potential power of the Communist sphere. 

By September 1944, Roosevelt, under Morgenthau's urging, had ac-
cepted the division of Germany into harmless independent provinces. Mor-
genthau's plan, in a watered-down form, was embedded in the September 
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The Origins of Major War 

draft of JCS 1067. This document gave control of occupied Germany to the 
Allied military, and required the Allies to take no steps toward Germany's 
economic rehabilitation.31 Through the winter of 1945, the State Department 
resisted this plan, arguing it would create economic chaos in Germany and 
thus in western Europe. On 10 March, Secretary of State Edward R. Stet-
tinius convinced Roosevelt to rescind the order, but this was soon reversed. 
With Truman's approval in early May, JCS 1067 was apparently established 
as American policy in occupied Germany.32 

Morgenthau's victory was more apparent than real, however. As U.S. 
forces marched deeper into Germany in March, the nation's total devasta-
tion became increasingly evident. Concerns that Europe might fall to Com-
munist revolution now had more salience. On 14 March, a White House 
counsel informed Roosevelt of the dire food shortage in northwestern Eu-
rope.33 Three days later, Stimson noted that the situation in Germany was 
approaching a crisis, leading him to write three memoranda to Roosevelt 
challenging the "economic fallacies" in Morgenthau's plan.34 These views 
were reinforced by Assistant Secretary of War John J. McCloy upon his re-
turn from Germany. McCloy informed Truman on 26 April that the "com-
plete economic, social, and political collapse going on in Central Europe" 
was almost "unparalleled in history."35 On 16 May, Stimson told Truman 
that all members of the War Council agreed that famine in Europe was very 
probable. "This is likely to be followed by political revolution and Commu-
nistic infiltration. Our defense against this situation are the western [Euro-
pean] governments . . . . It is vital to keep these countries from being driven 
to revolution or Communism by famine."36 Truman acted quickly. On 22 

May, he sent a letter to the various agencies stressing that future peace re-
quired the restoration of western European economies.3? 

Germany was the key. In a letter to Stimson on 8 June, Acting Secretary 
of State Grew agreed that drastic steps had to be taken to supply German 
coal to what were already being called "our Western European Allies."38 On 
24 June, Truman told Churchill that military authorities in Germany had to 
exert every effort to increase German coal production for export to western 
Europe. Otherwise, "we will have turmoil and unrest in the very areas of 
Western Europe on which the whole stability of the continent depends."39 

The need to resuscitate Germany for Europe's sake had much to do with 
the strong U.S. stand at Potsdam over reparations, as I discuss later. By 
minimizing reparations to Russia from Germany's western zone, Truman 
sought to strengthen western Europe at the Soviets' expense. As for U.S. 
policy in occupied Germany, Military Governor Lucius Clay was allowed 
to ignore the harsh dictates of JCS 1067. Clay understood that without Ger-
man coal, revolution would engulf the western sphere.40 Also critical was 
the Ruhr valley's integration, notwithstanding French objections, back into 
the west German zone. Both state department and JCS briefing papers for 
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Bipolarity, Shifting Power, and the Cold War 

Truman emphasized the Ruhr's importance to German recovery and thus 
to western European stability.41 

Thus we see that by the start of Potsdam, Truman favored German revi-
talization. In a meeting on 3 July, Stimson argued that Germany should be 
rehabilitated and any desire for vengeance discarded. Truman said that 
"that was just the way he thought it should be exactly."'2 Considering the 
twenty-seven million lives they had just lost to Germany, Soviet leaders 
could not have viewed this development with equanimity.'3 

Economic Containment: Denying Lend-Lease and Reparations to Russia 

The containment policy that emerged after February 1945 had an im-
portant economic dimension. Harriman made policy-makers aware of 
Russia's need for capital to rebuild a ravaged country. In January 1945, 
the Soviets had asked for a low-interest loan of six billion dollars, and at 
Yalta they had made twenty billion dollars the figure for discussions on 
reparations from Germany. Harriman's refrain through April was that 
loans should be used as leverage to exact concessions, while lend-lease 
should be limited only to material that would help the Soviets fight 
Japan.44 

His arguments had an impact. On 9 May, Secretary of State Edward R. 
Stettinius wrote Grew that programs to assist "western Allies" should have 
priority over assistance to Russia, and that America should immediately 
curtail lend-lease shipments to Russia. U.S. policy on this "and similar mat-
ters" (presumably meaning reparation issues) should be one of "firm[nessl 
while avoiding any implication of a threat." Two days later, Stimson told 
Truman of the need for a more forceful policy regarding Russia and lend-
lease.'5 Grew also spoke with Truman that day, arguing that lend-lease sup-
plies designated for Russia not related to war against Japan should be cut 
off immediately and that such goods should be diverted to western Eu-
rope.'6 Truman approved this policy on 11 May. Bureaucratic overzealous-
ness, however, led to the cancellation of all lend-lease to Russia. Although 
the order was quickly rescinded to permit aid for the Asian front, for Stalin 
this was a sign of things to come.'7 

Moscow soon became aware of the rediversion of lend-lease to western 
Europe and protested. Through June and July, Harriman, upon instruction, 
offered a number of excuses.'B On 18 August, the contradiction of giving 
lend-lease to states such as France, which had played no role in defeating 
the Nazis, and denying it to Russia, became too great. Truman approved a 
directive ending all lend-lease aid (except for the secret aid that would be 
sent to China, as we will see). The actual cutoff of Russia had occurred on 
17 August, even though lend-lease continued to others until 2 September. 
When the assistant chief of the Division of Lend-Lease inquired about this 
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The Origins of Major War 

discrepancy, he was informed that the decision was deliberate and was 
"part of a general squeeze now being put on the U.S.S.R."49 

As for reparations, Truman's get-tough strategy took the form of appoint-
ing Edwin Pauley to head the U.S. reparations negotiating team. In early 
July, Pauley, under direction from Byrnes and Truman, took a new tougher 
stand in the ongoing talks with Soviet Foreign Minister Molotov. From now 
on, Germany would have to pay for imports out of exports before any repa-
rations would be allowed. This would ensure that western Germany could 
feed itself and revive its industry before having to pay heavy reparations. 
Even more significantly, Pauley told Molotov that no fixed sum of repara-
tions from the western zone would go to Russia. The Yalta figure of twenty 
billion, of which ten billion was to come from western Germany, was dis-
carded, despite Russian protests. In its place, Russia was offered only a cer-
tain percent of what the western zone could afford to pay, after paying for 
imports.50 As the Soviets understood, this meant Russia would receive few if 
any goods from the western zone, since it could always be claimed that 
there was little surplus above and beyond German imports. 

At Potsdam, Truman stuck to his guns, fortified by the recently successful 
test of the atomic bomb. After much discussion, the Russians were forced to 
concede to Pauley's position. Despite Molotov's willingness to reduce the ten 
billion dollar figure down to two billion-but as a guaranteed amount-the 
final agreement specified only a figure of 10-15 percent of western Germany's 
surplus industrial production. The agreement ensured there would be little 
coordination between western and eastern zones. The Soviets could take 
what they wanted from eastern Germany-a policy that of course would only 
hurt their sphere's overall strength. But they would receive little from the 
west. Since the west held most of Germany's industrial strength, this was a 
major blow to Soviet leaders' efforts to rebuild their industrial infrastructure. 51 

As Carolyn Woods Eisenberg notes, the American stand on reparations 
constituted a clear breach of the spirit of Yalta.52 The twenty billion figure 
had been a symbolic recognition of the sacrifice made by Russia in defeat-
ing Nazi Germany. Now, just three months after Hitler's defeat, Washing-
ton was helping to build up the western part of Germany as well as Amer-
ica's "Western Allies." The huge influx of funds for western Europe would 
await the Marshall Plan of 1947. But it was already clear to Moscow by late 
summer 1945 that U.S. leaders would work actively to constrain Soviet eco-
nomic development. 

The Atomic Bomb and Containment through Preponderance 

To control Moscow, it was soon recognized that America held what Sec-
retary of War Stimson called the master card: the atomic bomb. Much has 
been written on whether the United States practiced atomic diplomacy in 
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1945, thus helping make a cold war inevitable. I argue that Truman and 
Byrnes did indeed see the bomb as an additional means to restrict Soviet 
growth, even if they still hoped, at least initially, for a great power modus 
vivendi. 

Revisionists and traditionalists have been strongly divided on why 
America dropped the atomic bomb. Revisionists argue that Washington 
wanted to send a signal to Russia/ 3 while traditionalists maintain that the 
goal was to end the war with Japan.54 There is no need to choose between 
these perspectives. Truman and Byrnes saw the bomb as a best means to 
the simultaneous achievement of both ends. Overall, the bomb would help 
Washington shape the postwar peace on its terms by demonstrating U.S. 
military superiority and the resolve to use it. In particular, it would limit 
Soviet penetration into key areas of the Far East such as Manchuria and Ko-
rea-areas that had already been conceded to Moscow by prior agreement 
in order to draw Russia into the Pacific war. The bomb would also end the 
war ·quickly, saving lives, while minimizing any relative loss to Russia 
caused by continued U.S.-Japanese fighting. 

In early May, Truman approved the formation of the Interim Committee. 
In a committee meeting on 10 May, the group livery confidentially" dis-
cussed the bomb's connection to the Russian question.55 Stimson's view 
was that the bomb's diplomatic potential should be exploited to the fullest. 
He told Assistant Secretary of War McCloy on 14 May that it was time to 
"let our actions speak for words." America had to "regain the lead and per-
haps do it in a pretty rough and realist way." Toward this end, the atomic 
bomb was a "royal straight flush, and we mustn't be a fool about the way 
we play it."56 

On 15 May, in a meeting with Harriman and Secretary of the Navy James 
Forrestal Stimson noted that "it may be necessary to have it out with Russia 
on her relations to Manchuria . . . and various other parts of North China . 
. . . Over any such tangled wave of problems the 5-1 secret [the A-bomb] 
would be dominant." The Big-Three meeting should be postponed, he felt, 
until after the bomb was tested, since it "seems a terrible thing to gamble 
with such big stakes in diplomacy without having your master card in your 
hand."57 In late May, Truman agreed to delay the Potsdam meeting until af-
ter 15 July (the A-bomb test was 16 July) .58 

Until October, the most forceful advocate of using the bomb for diplo-
matic leverage was James Byrnes, Truman's representative on the Interim 
Committee, and Secretary of State after 2 July. In late May, Byrnes bluntly 
told Leo Szilard, a scientist on the Manhattan project, that lithe demonstra-
tion of the bomb might impress Russia with America's military might," 
perhaps making it more manageable in Europe.59 By late July, Byrnes's be-
lief in the bomb's diplomatic efficacy would only be strengthened by word 
of its true power, as we will see. 
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The Origins of Major War 

In using the bomb to deal with Russia, the goal was not to deny Moscow 
its gains in eastern Europe. Truman, like Roosevelt, understood that he 
could not alter the division of Europe. Truman's willingness to write off 
eastern Europe is shown by the Hopkins mission to Moscow in late May. In 
late April, Truman had scolded Molotov, demanding that Moscow live up 
to the Yalta agreements. Yet, as with Roosevelt, Truman's main concern 
was that Stalin provide the facade of democracy in eastern Europe to satisfy 
U.S. public opinion. Harry Hopkins's objective was to bring back this 
figleaf for Poland. Truman instructed Hopkins that he wanted "fair under-
standing" with Stalin, and that Hopkins should make Stalin aware that 
what transpired in eastern Europe "made no difference to U.S. interests" 
except in terms of the overall peace. Poland should go through the motions 
of holding elections. But this was for U.S. domestic consumption: Stalin, 
Truman told Hopkins, should make some gesture "whether he means it or 
not to keep it before our public that he intends to keep his word."60 

The immediate U.S. objective in summer 1945 was not rollback in Eu-
rope, but containment in east Asia. In late May, Grew told Harriman that 
once Russia was in the Pacific war, Mongolia, Manchuria, and Korea would 
slip into its orbit.61 Earlier that month, the ass gave Truman a report on the 
expected postwar situation. Eastern Europe was already lost. Things could 
be done in Asia, but the United States had to act quickly, since once Japan 
was defeated Russia's position in Asia would be greatly strengthened. If 
Washington failed to act, Russia might organize China as its ally.62 

Until late July, however, Truman faced a problem: the atomic bomb 
might be a dud. Truman had been warned by the military in April that 
should the war stay conventional, Russia had to be brought in; otherwise, it 
would drag on to the Russians' benefit.63 Meeting with Truman on 18 June, 
the Joint Chiefs confirmed that invading Japan would be costly. Russian en-
try, however, would likely lead to Japan's capitulation. Truman replied 
that, given this information, he would use the Potsdam conference to se-
cure from Russia all possible assistance in the war.64 Stalin's assurance that 
Russia would enter the war on 15 August was obtained on 17 July, the first 
day of the conference, much to Truman's satisfaction.65 

What is interesting, however, is the change in U.S. policy after the 
bomb's true destructive power was revealed. When Truman obtained 
Russian agreement to enter the war, only a very initial report on the atomic 
test had been received. He therefore was focused primarily on the goal of 
ending the war quickly. Yet Truman's thinking shifted dramatically on 21 

July, when General Leslie Groves's report on the test was formally pre-
sented. This report described in great detail how truly destructive the bomb 
was, and how its power had far exceeded even the most optimistic expecta-
tions of the scientists.66 

When Stimson read the report to Truman, the president "was tremen-
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dously pepped up by it. .. . He said it gave him an entirely new feeling of 
confidence."67 It showed. Churchill remarked the next day, after Stimson in-
formed him of the report's contents, that he now understood why Truman 
the day before was a "changed man." He told the Russians "just where they 
got on and off and generally bossed the whole meeting."68 

A critical change in the situation had occurred: the United States no 
longer needed Russia to bring about Japan's surrender. The bomb pro-
vided the magic formula both to end the war and to prevent any further 
consolidation of the Soviet sphere. Even when information on the atomic 
test was still fragmentary, Truman had told Pauley that the bomb "would 
keep the Russians straight."69 On 20 July, with evidence arriving regarding 
the bomb's true power, Byrnes revealed to Walter Brown, his personal as-
sistant, that he was now "determined to out-maneuver Stalin on China." 
Previously Byrnes had been pushing T. V. Soong, Chiang Kai-Shek's for-
eign minister, to negotiate a deal with Stalin over Manchuria to ensure Rus-
sia's early entry into the war. Now he sought to delay this agreement for as 
long as possible. From Brown's diary: Byrnes "hopes Soong will stand firm 
and then Russians will not go in [the] war. Then he feels Japan will surren-
der before Russia goes to war and this will save China."70 Byrnes's faith in 
the bomb's coercive power seemed to know no bounds. On 28 July, he re-
marked that the success of the atomic test now gave him the confidence 
that the Soviets would agree to U.s. terms on the postwar peace. The next 
day, Byrnes argued that the bomb "had given us great power, and that in 
the last analysis, it would control."71 

By late July, then, Washington was in a position to revise by force an 
agreement which had been in place for months, namely, that the Soviets 
would occupy Manchuria until Japan was defeated and its troops repatri-
ated. At a 10 August cabinet meeting, Truman accepted a deal that would 
allow the Japanese to retain their emperor. Someone asked whether Wash-
ington should wait to hear back from the Soviets before implementing this 
compromise. Truman "interjected most fiercely" that the United States 
must proceed without Moscow. Stimson added that the Russians favored 
delay so they could grab as much of Manchuria as possible. Truman 
agreed. It "was to our interest," he argued, "that the Russians not push too 
far into Manchuria."n 

The Beginning of Active Containment: China, August 1945 

The bomb was not the only means to restrict Soviet consolidation in areas 
Washington had supposedly already conceded to the Soviet sphere. In Au-
gust to September 1945, U.S. troops went into China to help Chiang Kai-
Shek's Kuomingtang forces retake northern China and Manchuria.73 The 
strategy was threefold. First, U.S. marines would help to patrol southern 
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cities so that KMT troops could be redeployed north to fight Mao's Chinese 
Communist Party forces. Second, lend-lease would be secretly extended to 
help roll back the CCP, even as it was canceled for all other allies, including 
Russia. Finally, Washington would press Stalin to withdraw from 
Manchuria and hand over control only to the KMT. 

On 10 August, the Joint Chiefs wrote to Commanding General of the 
China Forces Albert Wedemeyer that U.S. forces were preparing to secure 
key ports and communication points in China "for the purpose of assisting 
[the KMT]." Surrenders of Japanese forces would be to the KMT only, de-
spite the CCP's equally important role in fighting Japan. Wedemeyer was 
also told to assist in the rapid transport of KMT forces to northern China 
where the CCP was strong.74 There was no misunderstanding of Washing-
ton's intent. On 19 August, Wedemeyer replied that he would do every-
thing in his power "to preclude [the] loss of advantages we now enjoy in 
Far East and to insure that favorable conditions are created for accomplish-
ments of ultimate U.S. political and economic objectives." He warned, how-
ever, that the U.S. objective might be hard to hide: that while ostensibly he 
was facilitating Japanese surrender, "actually in effect . . . we are making 
an important contribution to preclude successful operations by Communist 
forces." 7s 

Much more was to come. On 3 September, Byrnes informed Truman that 
Chiang wanted U.S. help in building a modern military force. Byrnes rec-
ommended this course, but noted that in peacetime such a Military Advi-
sory Group was illegal. He thus suggested acting immediately, before the 
war was "legally terminated," to get around this restriction. The assistance 
sought was significant: Byrnes noted that about thirty KMT divisions had 
already been equipped by the United States, and that Chiang wanted sixty 
more. Truman was quick to respond. On 7 September, he told Soong, acting 
as Chiang's special envoy, that U.S. military advice would be provided.76 
Soon after, Washington was committed to building thirty additional KMT 
divisions. 

The situation in China continued to deteriorate, however. By October, it 
was becoming apparent that Stalin was siding with the CCP in its effort to 
occupy Manchuria. U.S. troops were dispatched to northern China to re-
ceive surrender of Japanese troops, to help remove the "Communist men-
ace which has been growing steadily since [the] war ended."n On 22 Octo-
ber, the State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee (SWNCC) submitted a 
report noting U.s. support through lend-lease would now include the 
equipping and training of a 39-division KMT army and support for its air-
force. Quoting from a prior analysis, the SWNCC report was blunt: 

"Continued support to China ... should be carried on without hiatus in or-
der best to preserve the present favorable position of the United States with 
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respect to China." Our "present favorable position" in China, cannot ... in 
the light of the present situation, be interpreted otherwise than as referring to 
our position as military collaborators with Chiang Kai-Shek.78 

The report was approved and sent to the U.S. charge in China on 7 Novem-
ber for implementation. 

American aid to China was hardly insignificant: in the two months up to 
15 October, it totaled more than 400 million dollars (approximately four bil-
lion in current dollars) .79 U.S. commitment to China was seen as critical to 
holding the line in all of Asia.so Truman understood the severity of the is-
sue. In early December, he appointed General Marshall to find a solution 
on favorable terms. Marshall told Truman that should Chiang be unwilling 
to make concessions and America then failed to support him, "there would 
follow the tragic consequences of a divided China and of a probable Rus-
sian reassumption of power in Manchuria, the combined effect of this re-
sulting in the defeat or loss of the major purpose of our war in the Pacific." 
Marshall then asked whether, in such circumstances, the United States 
should then just swallow its pride and support Chiang anyway, despite his 
antidemocratic ways. Truman and Byrnes agreed that it should.81 

Thus U.S. containment in 1945 was not only active, but supported by a 
logic most scholars associate more with post-1947 policies. At the root was 
the premise that preserving America's "presently favorable" power posi-
tion was essential to U.S. security. 

Additional Measures in 1945 

Efforts in 1945 to constrain the Soviet sphere were not confined to the Far 
East. By June, the Soviets were pressuring Turkey for better naval access to 
the Mediterranean Sea. A warm-water port on the Mediterranean had been 
a Russian geopolitical goal for centuries, and Stalin saw the end of war as 
the opportunity to realize it. In March, Moscow informed Ankara that the 
1925 Turkish-Soviet treaty of nonaggression was no longer in force. In June, 
Molotov upped the ante, demanding in return for a new treaty joint control 
of the Dardanelles and the cessation of certain Turkish naval bases in the 
Mediterranean, at least in time of war. Ankara rejected these demands and 
sought U.S. help in countering Soviet pressure.82 

For Washington, this pressure was part of a general Soviet effort to 
gain better access to the Atlantic Ocean, an effort that included Soviet 
demands in June for the internationalization of the Kiel canal. The canal 
had been built before 1914 to provide freer movement of German vessels 
between the North and Baltic Seas. Since the Soviets now controlled the 
ice-free port of Konigsberg (renamed Kaliningrad), the canal's interna-
tionalization would give the Soviet navy year-round access to the At-
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lantic. On both issues, the canal and Turkey, Washington responded 
quickly. 

On 6 July, the Strategy and Policy Group gave Assistant Secretary of De-
fense McCloy an analysis covering both the canal and the Dardanelles. 
Should Washington permit their internationalization, it might set a prece-
dent undermining U.S. control over such waterways as the Panama canal. 
The report sympathized with Russia's problem, since it was "practically a 
land-locked nation." Given short-term weakness, however, Moscow would 
not take military action. Washington could thus take a strong stand, and 
"no concessions ... need be made."83 

A draft of Stimson's letter to Byrnes on the issue, dated 8 July, also ac-
knowledged there was "considerable justification" for Soviet proposals, 
given Russian geography. Indeed, the argument that Washington must 
preserve control over Panama while denying Russian control of the Dar-
danelles might seem illogical. It was, however, "a logical illogicality." The 
Soviet Union was a "vigorous nation of unlimited potential." Should 
Washington concede on the Kiel-Dardanelles issue, this would give Russia 
greater power to realize possibly expansionist aspirations "without [us] 
knowing for certain that she is indeed free from them." Soviet control of 
these waterways must therefore be opposed.54 As we will see, Truman and 
Byrnes held to a similar logic: although the jury might still be out on Soviet 
intentions, Russia's potential was already so huge that no further growth 
could be permitted. 

Stalin introduced the waterways question at Potsdam on 22 July. Both 
Truman and Churchill were sympathetic to Russia's desire to revise the 
convention which had given Turkey control of traffic through the Dar-
danelles. Over the next few days, however, both leaders refused any sub-
stantive changes. Stalin eventually agreed to postpone the issue to a later 
conference.Bs The results on Kiel were similar. Truman and Churchill would 
grant the Soviets free access through the canal. Beyond that they would not 
go; Kiel would not be internationalized, but would remain under the Con-
trol Council for Germany's jurisdiction. This meant that the canal would re-
main firmly in the western Allied camp, as it was wholly within the British 
occupation zone.86 

STAYING AHEAD REGARDLESS OF THE COSTS: U.S. POLICY AFTER NAGASAKI 

After Nagasaki, Secretary of State Byrnes moved quickly to preserve the 
U.S. atomic monopoly. On 18 August, he told George Harrison, special as-
sistant to Stimson, that since an atomic agreement was unlikely, "a contin-
uation of all our efforts on all fronts to keep ahead of the race" was re-
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quired. Scientists should therefore pursue their work full force, including 
work on the hydrogen bomb.87 By this time, Stimson's attitude had moder-
ated; he now favored some sharing of atomic secrets. When he sent McCloy 
in late August to discuss the issue, however, Byrnes remained "radically 
opposed" to sharing. The bomb for Byrnes was the perfect tool to shape the 
postwar peace on U.S. terms. As Stimson recorded, Byrnes was preparing 
for the foreign ministers' meeting "and wished to have the implied threat 
of the bomb in his pocket."BS 

On 12 September Stimson met with Truman to discuss a memorandum 
he had written on the issue. The atomic bomb was seen in many quarters, 
the report argued, "as a substantial offset to the growth of Russian 
[power]." Yet if the Soviets were not brought into an atomic partnership, 
the United States would be pursuing a policy of "maintain[ing] the Anglo-
Saxon bloc over against the Soviet [bloc] in the possession of this weapon. 
Such a condition will almost certainly stimulate feverish activity on the part 
of the Soviet [bloc] toward the development of this bomb in what will in ef-
fect be a secret armament race of a rather desperate character." To negotiate 
with the bomb placed "rather ostentatiously on our hip" would only in-
crease Soviet suspicions and distrust. Instead, an agreement had to be 
reached that could "sav[e] civilization not for five or for twenty years, but 
forever."89 

Truman feigned sympathy, even agreeing that Washington should take 
Russia into its confidence.90 His subsequent actions revealed something 
else. Truman supported Byrnes's strong stand at the foreign ministers' con-
ference in September. He failed to support atomic sharing when Stimson 
and Under Secretary of State Dean Acheson argued their case in a 21 Sep-
tember cabinet meeting.91 In a speech to Congress on 3 October, Truman 
deleted a section noting that atomic secrecy would not stop others from 
catching up in a comparatively short time, thus tacitly upholding the view 
that the secret could be preserved.92 Then on 7 October, Truman made on-
the-record remarks confirming he would not share the secrets. He sketched 
three levels of technical knowledge related to the bomb: basic scientific 
knowledge; engineering know-how; and the industrial capacity and re-
sources needed to build the bomb. He used U.S. superiority on the second 
two levels to justify not sharing information on all three dimensions. If 
other nations such as Russia were to catch up to the United States, "they 
will have to do it on their own hook, just as we did." A few days later, an 
old friend asked Truman: "what it amounts to is this. That the armaments 
race is on, is that right?" The president replied in the affirmative but added 
that "we would stay ahead."93 

By late October Byrnes's views were shifting somewhat. His failure to se-
cure concessions in September apparently convinced him that Stimson was 
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right-the Soviets would not cave in to atomic diplomacy. In a speech on 31 
October, he argued that cooperation depended upon compromise, and ex-
pressed Washington's sympathy with Russia's special security interests in 
eastern Europe.94 He departed for the Moscow conference of foreign minis-
ters in December with a new plan for atomic cooperation. Still, the plan did 
not give away much: at most, he would offer information only at the first 
level of basic scientific knowledge. 

Truman himself seemed to soften his stance in December. He let Byrnes 
take his new plan to Moscow, despite opposition from notable congress-
men. Yet his harsh reaction to the deal Byrnes struck indicates that Truman 
still only sought cooperation that preserved America's overwhelming pre-
ponderance. On Byrnes's return, Truman took him aside to reiterate the 
need for a hard-line stance. The Russians understood force. Thus the 
United States had to rebuff any Soviet moves against Turkey and Iran, 
maintain control of Japan, and build a strong central government in 
China.95 

Military planning during the fall continued to operate from the premise 
that Russia must be contained. On 29 August, at a meeting of the Joint Staff 
Planners, Vice Admiral Russell Willson read from his draft on the new mil-
itary policy. 

When it becomes evident that forces of aggression are being arrayed against 
us by a potential enemy, we cannot afford, through any misguided and per-
ilous idea of avoiding an aggressive attitude, to permit the first blow to be 
struck against us. Our government, under such conditions, should press the 
issue to a prompt political decision, while making all preparations to strike 
the first blow [if] necessary.96 

This passage was incorporated in SWNCC 282, Basis for the Formulation of 
a U.S. Military Policy, approved by the Joint Chiefs on 19 September and 
forwarded to the SWNCC a week later. It specified as a key national policy 
the "maintenance of the United States in the best possible relative position 
with respect to potential enemy powers."97 

Truman's hard-line views were no doubt reinforced in mid-October by a 
JCS report, forwarded to his chief of staff, Leahy, which emphasized the 
importance of maintaining a strict policy of atomic secrecy. America's 
"present advantageous position" must be preserved for as long as possible, 
and "most certainly during the present period of uncertainty" when Rus-
sian intentions were unclear.98 A JCS report eleven days later, with Leahy 
again copied, gave the Americans at least a five-year head start on the 
bomb: "Security in peace and victory in any future major conflict requires, 
inter alia, that we make every possible effort to maintain this advantage 
and to advance more rapidly in scientific warfare than any other nation."99 
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Preserving conventional strength was also important, but Truman, like 
Roosevelt, was up against the public's desire for a return to peacetime nor-
malcy, meaning a tiny standing army. Roosevelt and Forrestal had pushed for 
a new Service Bill before FDR's death. When a Senate vote on 3 April killed it, 
Forrestal got Stimson to agree to take up the campaign for universal military 
training. Stimson made the government's case to the House on 15 June. 100 Tru-
man fully supported the idea.101 So did the State, War, and Navy departments, 
which agreed on 16 October that it was highly inadvisable to continue rapid 
demobilization. Truman took the issue to the people on 23 October, arguing 
before a joint session of Congress that Americans had to face the fact "that 
peace must be built upon power, as well as upon good will and good 
deeds."I02 The UMT bill, however, never passed. Truman thus switched to 
strengthening the armed services through unifying the War and Navy depart-
ments. Speaking to the Senate on 20 December, he laid down another building 
block for his campaign to prepare public opinion for the coming struggle. 103 

Now that our enemies have surrendered it has again become all too apparent 
that a portion of the American people are anxious to forget all about the 
war ... [yet] the future peace of the world will depend in large part upon 
whether or not the United States ... is willing to maintain the physical 
strength necessary to act as a safeguard against any future aggressor. 

America, he added, also required industrial mobilization and greater scien-
tific research for military purposes. I04 

In sum, the extent to which U.S. policy-makers sought to built a position 
of U.S. economic-military superiority in 1945 is clear. Domestic factors 
played a role, restricting the resources available for containment. More-
over, public expectations that American leaders should promote a moral 
liberal order limited Truman's ability to be forthright about U.S. actions, es-
pecially in China and Germany. To have acknowledged the full extent of 
the new containment policy in 1945 might have led the United States to be 
blamed for the subsequent cold war. Still, this does not give the domestic-
level argument much explanatory power. It can only explain a constraint 
on U.S. leaders-why they sought to circumvent or subvert domestic ob-
stacles to their strategy. It cannot explain what drove them to this strategy, 
namely, the same geopolitical fear compelling Germany earlier in the cen-
tury: the fear of a rising Russian superpower. 

THE TRAGEDY OF THE AMERICAN CONTAINMENT POLICY IN 1945 

The evidence cited shows that U.S. leaders pursued active containment 
against Russia long before the "official" start of the cold war in 1946-47. 
This policy, as I discuss later, exacerbated Soviet suspicions and made a 

[165] 0I ? 1 ? 0 8 ? 5 CAC M I 4 DI : 0I ? 9 CP? MC Q ?MM I7O?M 2 IIE 0?
, ? IIE=? I O?M =I C I C A ? C = CI . I=31-

0 ? ? I I C A I   , ,

0
I

Q
CA

0
I

?
9

CP
?

MC
Q

?M
M

/
CA

M
?M

?
P?



The Origins of Major War 

cold war essentially inevitable. The tragedy is that the policy sprang not 
from a conviction that the Soviets were unalterably hostile, but from fear of 
growing Soviet power should Washington not act. Moreover, Truman and 
Byrnes took a hard-line posture despite strong warnings that it would 
make cooperation with the Soviets almost impossible . 
. . For theorists who emphasize the perceptions of hostile intentions, it is 

surprising that at the time Truman crystallized his containment strategy in 
mid-1945 he found Stalin not entirely disagreeable. On Potsdam's first day, 
he wrote in his diary: "I can deal with Stalin. He is honest-but smart as 
hell." lOs The next day he told his old friend Joseph Davies that Stalin was a 
"direct" man with whom he "got along fine."I 06 Even though U.S. policy 
hardened after 21 July, Truman's view of the Soviet leader had not changed. 
On 28 July he told Forrestal that he "found Stalin not difficult to do business 
with." He wrote his wife the next day: "I like Stalin. He is straightforward. 
Knows what he wants and will compromise when he can't get it."I07 To an-
other, Truman noted that Stalin was simply a good political boss, "as near 
like Tom Pendergast [Truman's mentor in Missouri] as any man I know."' 08 
Even twelve years later, in an unsent letter to Acheson, Truman acknowl-
edged that during this period "I liked the little son of a bitch." 109 

Truman's main concern was not Stalin, but Stalin's successors. The Soviet 
system, he felt, had a fundamental flaw: without a clear means of succes-
sion, any militaristic oligarch could grab the reins of power. Truman told 
his cabinet in mid-May that his great fear was some Russian general would 
take over, acting like Napoleon. 110 Near the end of Potsdam, when Stalin 
canceled a meeting because he had a cold, Truman wondered what would 
happen if Stalin suddenly died. If some "demagogue on horseback" gained 
control of Russia's vast army "he could play havoc with European peace." 
Truman also wondered "if there is a man with the necessary strength and 
following to step into Stalin's place and maintain peace and solidarity at 
home." Dictators did not train successors, and he saw no one at the confer-
ence who could do the job.1ll Even in October, Truman noted that Stalin was 
"a moderating influence," and that it would be great catastrophe should he 
die.1l2 

The other architect of containment, James Byrnes, felt the same way. He 
admitted to Davies in July that while Molotov was problematic, he had 
confidence in Stalin.ll3 In September, Byrnes confided to his assistant that if 
Molotov was not ousted he would lead Russia to the same fate Hitler had 
led Germany. Stalin, on the other hand, "wants peace and [Byrnes] is fear-
ful for the world if Stalin should die.""4 This explains his efforts in Decem-
ber to meet directly with Stalin to secure a modus vivendi over Molotov's 
head. liS 

In qualifying the postrevisionist view, it is also critical to note how keenly 
U.S. leaders saw that their actions would make cooperation more difficult. 
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Bipolarity, Shifting Power, and the Cold War 

As early as September 1944, advisers told Stimson it would be the "height 
of folly" to try to maintain the atomic monopoly, since it would only force 
Russia into a crash program. 1I 6 Morgenthau warned the State Department 
in January 1945 that Moscow must be assured that America was not using 
Germany as a possible future ally against Russia. lI7 Stimson also told the de-
partment that month that the trusteeship question for Pacific islands should 
not be broached with Moscow since it would "provoke a sense of distrust" 
and "call marked attention to our aims."118 Nevertheless, U.S efforts to re-
vive Germany and to control the islands were soon underway. 

Truman understood the dangers. After berating Molotov on 23 April, he 
asked Davies whether he had gone too far. Davies spoke of the dangers of 
being too firm. Soviet foreign policy was driven by "fear of a hostile 
world," which, given recent history, was "abundantly justified." Truman 
sympathized, noting the many times Russia had been invaded. Davies ar-
gued that unless cooperation obtained, the United States would have to ex-
pect and prepare for a war in the near future . Truman "agreed entirely" 
that peace required a foundation of trust. Davies told him to keep fighting 
for peace. "Your conference with Molotov commanded their respect. You 
must now command their confidence in our good will and fairness ."119 

That Truman accepted this advice, and built it into his two-track strategy, 
is clear. 120 By mid-May he sent Hopkins to Moscow. He also sent Davies to 
explain his policy to Churchill, specifically why U.S. troops would be with-
drawn from the Soviet occupation zones. The selection of Davies was delib-
erate. Since Davies was known to be sympathetic to the Soviets, sending 
him would end rumors that America and Britain were "ganging up" on 
Russia.12I 

Davies became one of Truman's most important confidants over the 
next few months. One of a select few invited by the president to Pots-
dam, he warned Byrnes just before the first meeting that to secure peace 
it was critical "to see the other fellow's point of view" specifically that 
"the first and dominant [Soviet] purpose .. . is their physical security." 122 
By 29 July, as we have seen, Byrnes was convinced the bomb would con-
trol the peace. Davies warned him against this view. If the Russians felt 
excluded from atomic cooperation, "it would engender bad feeling-
possible hostility, and ultimately a race in .. . armaments, which would 
culminate in the annihilation of one or the other [great powers], or per-
haps both." '23 

The fact that Byrnes used Davies's idea on the Polish border question to 
end the conference on a cooperative note indicates that he did take some 
of Davies' s concerns to heart.124 This is also shown by a conversation on 1 

August, when Byrnes told Davies of the impending atomic bombing of 
Japan. Davies asked whether this would not mean an atomic arms race. 
Byrnes agreed that it was "a serious danger." Given this, Davies argued, 
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The Origins of Major War 

the president should secure an understanding with Stalin now, since the 
bomb was an "immediate . .. threat to [Soviet] security." Without an 
agreement, compromise on all other matters might be impossible. Byrnes 
agreed, but felt he needed more time to consider the issue.125 Byrnes's 
dilemma was clear. Unless there was a partnership on the bomb, Moscow 
would feel betrayed. Yet Byrnes also believed that sharing the atomic se-
cret would mean foregoing a critical tool needed to contain Soviet 
growth. 

Given these warnings, Truman and Byrnes hardly moved to containment 
ignorant of its possible effects. Yet while Davies's language is the bluntest, 
the belief that hard-line policies might irretrievably damage cooperation 
was shared by many. For this reason, atomic sharing became one of the 
most debated issues of containment in the fall 1945. 126 On 22 September, the 
day after a cabinet meeting on the subject, Truman wrote to his wife that he 
faced conflicting advice-those on the right arguing for secrecy; those on 
the left arguing for sharing scientific knowledge. Truman knew he was at a 
crossroads, that his decision "is probably the most momentous one I'll 
make."!2? Within a week, however, his sense of prudence led him to choose 
a policy of complete secrecy. 

Byrnes later regretted this strategy and sought to offer more carrots 
while upholding the two-track policy. By late 1945, however, Truman 
seemed to accept that a modus vivendi was now impossible; he thus em-
phasized the stick. For Truman, a cold war was unwanted, but it was better 
than allowing U.S. power to fall. In a meeting with Stettinius in October, he 
commented that the failure of the foreign ministers' conference did not up-
set him, since this was bound to occur a t the end of the war, and that it was 
"perhaps better to [have it] happen out in the open at this stage." !2. By early 
1946, Truman's attention was focused not on saving the peace, but on gain-
ing the support of the American people for containment. This included not 
only recruiting Churchill to give his famous iron curtain speech in March, 
but the using of public forums to highlight Soviet violations of the spirit of 
Yalta. Within a year, world and U.s. public opinion would be primed for 
the Truman Doctrine and the official start of the cold war. 129 

STALIN'S R EACTION TO U.s. POLICY AND THE SHIFT TO COLD WAR 

Although relatively few Soviet documents on the 1945-49 period have 
been released, l3n the extant evidence shows that U.s. policies did indeed un-
dermine postwar cooperation. Needless to say, Stalin was a brutal dictator. 
Moreover, he was highly suspicious of western countries, given Russia's 
historical experience. But out of simple geopolitical self-interest, he wanted 
good relations with the west: he needed breathing space to rebuild his war-
ravaged country. 13! Thus in 1945 he offered little support for local Commu-
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nists in western Europe and Greece and allowed Czechoslovakia and Hun-
gary a moderate degree of freedom. Over Austria, Stalin had been pushing 
for joint control, not Soviet occupation, since 1944. He also quickly shifted 
to demobilization and industrial conversion. From 11.4 million men in 
May, the Red Army was reduced by 3 million by the end of 1945; by late 
1947, the army was down to 2.9 million. 132 The US. military saw this trend. 
An October 1945 report noted that demobilization would cut the Soviet 
army to 4-4 million by spring 1946. Most of the divisions were needed to oc-
cupy eastern Europe; only 20 were capable of being used outside the Soviet 
sphere. Thus Russia would likely "avoid the risk of a major armed conflict 
for 5 to 10 years, except for purely defensive purposes." !33 

Note also that Stalin was at his most accommodating just as Truman was 
solidifying his containment strategy. In June, Stalin accepted the UN Secu-
rity Council voting formula so important to the US. secretary of state.!34 As 
Truman's diary entries indicate, Stalin was a tough bargainer at Potsdam, 
but hardly uncooperative. Even hard-liners noticed Soviet efforts to accom-
modate. Forrestal noted in June that Grew had achieved significant 
progress in recent discussions with Moscow. McCloy indicated that Stalin 
had been compliant in a number of areas, including agreeing to make no 
territorial claims against China.J35 Reports from the military in Germany af-
firmed that Soviet commanders were cooperating; the problem, in fact, was 
not the Russians, but the French.!36 

Soviet policy began to harden only after August, as the US. strategy 
became increasingly obvious. Soviet fears were most manifest in their ef-
forts to prevent Japan's remilitarization. As Stalin told his advisers at the 
time, Moscow had to "keep Japan vulnerable from all sides, north, west, 
south, east, then she will keep quiet." !37 At the foreign ministers' confer-
ence in September, Byrnes was taken aback by Molotov's strong concern 
for Japan. The Soviets were upset by the unilateral decision excluding 
them from an occupation role. At the first meeting, Molotov noted that 
the Japanese question was not on the agenda, even though Britain had 
promised it would be. He later requested an Allied Control Council for 
Japan, noting that the task of destroying Japanese militarism could not 
be left to the United States alone. Japan's highly militarized industrial 
structure, he argued, was "likely to lead to the renewal of Japanese ag-
gression in the near future." 138 Byrnes dismissed these concerns despite 
Harriman's warnings that the Soviets were clearly fearful that America 
was preparing to use Japan against them.!39 Byrnes told Molotov that he 
refused to consider the issue at this conference. He later acknowledged 
that his tough stand had been a primary cause of the breakdown of the 
conference. !40 

By October, Soviet anxiety was tangible. When Harriman met with Stalin 
on 25 October, Stalin was angry that Truman was still ignoring the Japa-
nese question.!4! The next day he was more blunt: if Washington continued 
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The Origins of Major War 

to exclude the Soviets from the occupation, Moscow would pursue a "uni-
lateral course" in Asia. In December, Byrnes offered a compromise. The So-
viets were given a symbolic place on both the Far Eastern Commission in 
Washington (an advisory board to the U.S. occupation) and the smaller Al-
lied Control Council in Japan (although MacArthur's decisions remained 
final) .142 Yet there is little doubt, as Harriman had warned, that U.S. resis-
tance heightened Moscow's beliefs that Washington would use Japan as 
part of a broader policy to contain Russia.H3 

Although evidence on Stalin's response to other specific elements of con-
tainment is lacking, his negative reaction to Hiroshima is clear. Spies had 
revealed-U.5. atomic research, but the demonstrated power of the bomb 
unnerved him. Just after Nagasaki, Stalin met with his top scientists and his 
commissar of munitions. He had one demand: with Hiroshima, the "equi-
librium has been destroyed. Provide the bomb-it will remove a great dan-
ger from US."144 As part of his overall policy of "catch up and overtake," 
Stalin proceeded to reorganize his country for this mission.145 

As intended, the bomb gave the Russians new respect for American 
power. Two Russian scholars most familiar with the documents note that in 
August 1945 "the Americans vividly demonstrated to Stalin and many Rus-
sians that they could threaten the Soviet Union in the not-so-distant fu-
ture." Thus, the "security belt of friendly regimes around the Soviet Union 
acquired a new urgency." '46 A scientist who helped develop the Soviet 
bomb recalled that "the Soviet government interpreted [Hiroshima] as 
atomic blackmail against the USSR, as a threat to unleash a new, even more 
terrible and devastating war." 147 

The American effort to shape the postwar peace through the implicit 
threat of atomic war had thus achieved more than mere containment. It had 
so frightened the Russians that all-out arms racing and cold war were now 
essentially inevitable. Truman of course had countenanced this eventuality. 
But as he noted in October, in the end the United States would stay ahead. 

U.S. STRATEGIC PLANNING, 1945-1950 

In the last part of this chapter, I focus on one question: Why did Wash-
ington not initiate a preventive war against Russia in the late 1940s, when 
American strategic superiority was apparently at its height? I show that 
U.S. leaders and officials, despite active consideration of preventive war,148 
rejected it for two reasons, both supportive of this book's theory. First, the 
United States had superiority in both potential and especially economic 
power. '49 Hence, compared to Germany before the two world wars, there 
was far less reason to believe that any U.S. military decline would be both 
deep and inevitable. Arms racing could "prevent" such a decline. Second, 
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until the early 1950s, technical restrictions meant that the United States had 
too few atomic bombs to defeat Russia quickly and decisively in an all-out 
war. War plans consistently concluded that the west would have to sacri-
fice all of western Europe; a long, costly war would then follow in which 
Soviet surrender was far from assured. In short, containment was the better 
means to security: although it raised the likelihood of major war through 
inadvertence, it did not entail all the risks of actually choosing such a war. 
Security-maximizers are rational to choose major war only when no other 
feasible means of reversing decline exist. 

American officials were well aware of Russia's ability to narrow the huge 
US. strategic advantage. A November 1945 military study predicted that 
as time went on, the Soviets would develop new weapons, including 
guided missiles, while improving their bomber force. ISO Another November 
analysis noted that, although the Soviet economy was weakened by the 
war, it possessed "tremendous war industrial potential." Since Moscow 
lacked an atomic bomb, however, it would not run the risk of a major war 
while rebuilding. lSI 

Russia's potential for future military power was certainly unsettling. Yet 
all-out preventive war was not necessarily the best means to arrest its rise. 
That even the military saw arms racing from a position of US. economic su-
periority as a better first step is shown by a report on the atomic age written 
by the influential commanding general of the Manhattan project, General 
Groves. One version of the report was sent to the State Department in Janu-
ary 1946 to help shape civilian thinking. If the bomb could not be controlled 
by agreement, it argued, the world would enter into a vicious arms race. In 
such a race, the United States "must for all time maintain absolute su-
premacy in atomic weapons, including number, size and power, efficiency, 
means for immediate offense use and defense against atomic attack." Yet 
the report also seemed to temper the value of the arms-racing option. 

If we were truly realistic instead of idealistic, as we appear to be, we would 
not permit any foreign power with which we are not firmly allied, and in 
which we do not have absolute confidence to make or possess atomic 
weapons. If such a country started to make atomic weapons we would de-
stroy its capacity to make them before it had progressed far enough to 
threaten us. 

If Americans could be made aware of their true peril fifteen years later in a 
world of unrestricted atomic bombs, the report continued, they would de-
mand one of two outcomes: either an agreement outlawing of atomic 
weapons forever or an exclusive US. monopoly. Since the latter, without 
the former, could only be achieved by war, the memorandum strongly im-
plied that the Pentagon favored preventive war should diplomacy fail. 152 
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The Origins of Major War 

Yet this was not the military's complete view. Groves's report to the civil-
ians was taken word-for-word from an updated version of JCS 1477, a 
study of the impact of atomic weapons on national security.l53 Since JCS 
1477 was for internal purposes, however, it contained the following pas-
sage excised from the civilian version. After noting that mutual trust was 
an essential requirement for an enforceable U.s.-Soviet agreement, JCS 1477 
explained that "this will not be easy to obtain. Realistically, the second al-
ternative [preventive war] will be equally difficult to achieve. Therefore, let 
us consider the probable effect on our armies of the future of an unre-
stricted atomic armaments race."I54 In short, the military did not tell the 
civilians that it had already concluded that decisive preventive war was 
simply too hard to achieve, and thus that arms racing was the most realistic 
means to security. The omission was no doubt deliberate. Pentagon offi-
cials likely worried that more dovish civilians might use any argument 
against preventive war to reject the course altogether, even if declining con-
ditions later required this extreme step. Leaving preventive war in as a 
plausible alternative thus preserved U.S. options. Still, both the report to 
the State Department and JCS 1477 made clear that arms racing was the 
least of three evils considered. As the final sentences in both documents 
stated: "If there are to be atomic weapons in the world, we must have the 
best, the biggest, and the most." 

January 1946 was thus a critical point in the decision against preventive 
war. Although calls for preventive war would continue for another fifteen 
years/55 military planners realized that such a war, rather than being im-
moral, was simply infeasible. Every war plan created within the next five 
years showed that in the event of major war the Soviets would overrun Eu-
rope. This would force America to fight a long war from England, the 
Azores, and North Africa. Given these distances, and given the strong So-
viet air-defense system, it would be very difficult to achieve a decisive vic-
tory. l56 Added to the problem was the small number of atomic bombs: until 
the successful "Sandstone" tests of the late 1940s, the United States had no 
way to mass-produce the weapon; in 1948, there were still only fifty bombs 
in the arsenal.'57 Set against an arms race founded on American economic 
preponderance, initiating major war was clearly not the rational means to 
security. 

One might still wonder why, after the surprise Soviet atomic test in Au-
gust 1949, Washington did not move immediately to preventive war. Pre-
ventive war was one of four alternatives considered as part of the NSC-68 
process in early 1950. Yet once again, American leaders understood the ra-
tional choice: the U.S. economy was so preponderant that by simply 
spending more on the military, the United States could maintain military 
su periori ty. 158 

The shock of the Soviet test pushed the State Department's Policy Plan-
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ning Staff into action in the fall of 1949. Its two key members were Kennan 
and Paul Nitze (until Kennan's departure in January 1950). At a PPS meet-
ing in October, Kennan laid out the key question: "Are we holding our 
own?" Secretary of State Acheson stressed that the issue of future trends 
had to be studied carefully.ls9 At a follow-up meeting in December, both 
Kennan and Nitze emphasized the importance of increasing conventional 
forces in Europe to prevent the Soviets from gaining the potential power of 
the area .'60 

One pillar of NSC-68's final recommendations grew out of this logic. The 
United States, to uphold preponderance, would need to deter Soviet terri-
torial expansion and thus growth in Soviet potential power. For this, large-
scale conventional military spending was required. The other pillar-mas-
sive increases in nuclear weaponry-was shaped by analyses from the Joint 
Chiefs and the CIA in early 1950. A 9 February JCS report argued that al-
though the Soviets would gradually narrow the strategic gap, the overall 
power balance still favored the western camp-not only because of Amer-
ica's superior nuclear capability but also the superior Allied economic po-
tential in support of a global major war.161 The next day, the CIA issued a re-
port that supported a nuclear buildup but also offered a warning. The 
Soviets were driven by fear. Overzealous steps to improve the U.S. position 
might cause them to believe the west was planning to attack Russia, which 
in turn might lead the Kremlin to launch a preemptive war. 162 Preventive 
war was thus quite unappealing versus the arms-racing option. Aside from 
the likelihood of an indecisive outcome, the very act of preparing for such a 
war could lead to a Soviet preemptive strike. 

The arguments since autumn 1949 for a stronger containment posture 
culminated in NSC-68, presented to Truman in April 1950. The document 
was driven by the overarching belief that if America did not act soon to 
maintain its military preponderance, the Soviet Union might overtake it. 
Fortunately, the United States had four times the Soviet GNP. All Ameri-
cans had to do, therefore, was to "summon up the potential within our-
selves" and translate it into the military strength needed for a more vigor-
ous containment policy. 

The last part of the document considered four possible courses of action: 
continuation of current policies, isolation, preventive war, and an accelerated 
buildup of political, economic, and military strength. The fourth was chosen 
as the one best able to reverse the present trends and to maximize U.S. secu-
rity. Continuing present policies or isolation would only allow Russia to 
dominate Eurasia, thus giving it "a potential far superior to our own." 

The document recognized that in light of history the argument for pre-
ventive war made a powerful case. The argument fell apart on purely real-
ist grounds, however: it was based on the faulty assumption that the 
United States could launch a decisive attack or win a long war. Atomic 
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blows alone, however, would not cause the Kremlin to capitulate, and Rus-
sia would then go on to dominate most of Eurasia. Moral considerations are 
also noted, but even here the document's argument was purely expedient: 
the shock of U.S. responsibility for the war would make it difficult to estab-
lish a satisfactory international order after the war was over. Hence, even a 
military victory would not bring the United States closer to victory in the 
conflict with Communism. 

In maximizing security, therefore, preventive war was inferior to the 
fourth option: using U.S. superiority in economic/potential power to main-
tain military dominance. The goal therefore was to construct "a success-
fully functioning political and economic system in the free world backed by 
adequate military strength." This would "postpone and avert the disas-
trous situation which, in light of the ' Soviet Union's probable fission bomb 
capability and possible thermonuclear bomb capability, might arise in 1954 
on a continuation of our present programs."l63 

In sum, NSC-68 reflected two aspects of the theory's logic for bipolar sys-
tems. First, what drove the United States to accelerate the cold war rivalry 
after 1950 was the prospect of continued military decline in the absence of 
new, stronger action by Washington. Second, U.S. superiority in all three 
dimensions of power-military, economic, and potential-was critical to 
the sense of optimism regarding the future, notwithstanding current nega-
tive trends. In short, the United States possessed the strength to reverse the 
trends. In such circumstances, arms racing and economic revitalization are 
always more rational than preventive war. 

As a postscript, it is worth noting that internal discussions of the merits 
of preventive war did not end in 1950. In 1953, President Eisenhower au-
thorized a policy reappraisal, code-named Solarium, which had as one of 
its three alternatives preventive war.l64 In September, Eisenhower wrote a 
confidential letter to Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, observing that if 
America could not stay ahead of Russia, his duty to future generations 
might require initiating war "at the most propitious moment that we could 
designate." l65 Fortunately, by October, presentations to Eisenhower made 
clear that arms racing could indeed uphold U.S. nuclear superiority. l66 We 
can be thankful that Eisenhower, like Truman, did not opt for preventive 
nuclear war. But their reason for not doing so had little to do with demo-
cratic morality and almost everything to do with U.S. superiority in eco-
nomic and potential power. So while German leaders earlier in the century 
had seen that decline would be deep and inevitable in the face of Russian 
industrialization, the United States had the luxury of being able to arms 
race its way to long-term security. 

This chapter supports the book's contention that dynamic trends drive 
states to adopt policies that increase the chance of major war, all in order to 

0I ? 1 ? 0 8 ? 5 CAC M I 4 DI : 0I ? 9 CP? MC Q ?MM I7O?M 2 IIE 0?
, ? IIE=? I O?M =I C I C A ? C = CI . I=31-

0 ? ? I I C A I   , ,

0
I

Q
CA

0
I

?
9

CP
?

MC
Q

?M
M

/
CA

M
?M

?
P?



Bipolarity, Shifting Power, and the Cold War 

reduce their prospects for long-term decline. American officials were more 
than aware of the Soviet system's capacity for evil, particularly against its 
own citizens. Yet significantly, Washington moved to containment even be-
fore it had determined the Kremlin's foreign policy intentions, and even 
though Truman and Byrnes saw Stalin as a businesslike geopolitician. 

Contrary to traditionalists and classical realists, containment and the 
cold war were not results of a delayed American awakening to Soviet ag-
gressive intentions. Nor were they, as revisionists and some liberal scholars 
argue, reflections of American greed or domestic economic structure. The 
U.S. policy-makers acted for national security, even as they saw the Soviets 
doing the same. Yet the postrevisionist view, which parallels aspects of 
neorealism, is also insufficient. This was not simply a spiral of misunder-
standing fueled by the zero-sum nature of bipolarity. Bipolarity mattered, 
but because of dynamic trends. It was fear of decline in economic and po-
tential power that compelled U.S. leaders to limit Moscow's consolidation 
of its realm and to prevent revolution in western Europe. Neorealism, 
which remains underspecified in its analysis of dynamic trends, cannot ex-
plain when bipolar systems will move from relative calm to intense rivalry 
and crisis. But the spiral-model aspect of postrevisionism is also incomplete 
in its understanding of the initial impulse to containment (even if it helps 
explain the subsequent action-reaction cycle). American policy-makers 
chose containment in mid-1945 not because they saw the Soviets as hostile 
in the near term-they knew the Kremlin wanted peace to rebuild after a 
devastating war. The fear was of the future: the authoritarian nature of the 
Soviet system meant that an expansionistic Napoleon-like character might 
wreak havoc down the road, if Russia was allowed to gain more power.167 

Restricting Soviet growth was thus a prudent step, even if it meant a 
heightened risk of inadvertent war. 

A full explanation for the jump into cold war requires a different theoret-
ical perspective. By separating power into three dimensions, dynamic dif-
ferentials theory shows how fear of decline in economic and potential 
power led to such hard-line policies in the military realm. Containment 
served to protect the U.S. lead in economic/potential power, even at the 
cost of a hostile rivalry. Yet since the United States started the rivalry with 
superior economic/potential power, American leaders could hold off on 
preventive war until they saw whether arms racing and containment 
would indeed maintain U.S. military preponderance. The strategy helped 
"prevent" the kind of deep and inevitable decline that had, in the past, led 
other bipolar systems into total wars for survival. This suggests counterfac-
tually that had the United States started in 1945 with the same military 
power but only the territorial mass of the original thirteen colonies, for ex-
ample, American confidence in the future might have been closer to that of 
German leaders prior to the two world wars. 
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The Berlin and Cuban Missile Crises 

What explains the shift within the early cold war from ongoing tension to 
periods of intense crisis? My focus here is on the three crises of greatest 
salience: the Berlin crises of 1948 and 1961 and the Cuban missile crisis of 
1962 (with emphasis on the latter). These crises were, by almost all histori-
cal accounts, times when the risks of major war rose significantly. Such dra-
matic jumps in the probability of major war must be explained.' I show that 
perceptions of decline and fears for the future played a dominant role in all 
three crises. 

There are three categories of explanation that have been applied, or could 
be applied, to the crises of the early cold war. The first focuses on personal-
ities: variations across leaders in terms of beliefs, values, and character 
should lead to differences in the probability of their states initiating crises. 
Some actors, for example, are seen as inherently more risk-acceptant and 
therefore more likely to respond to a given domestic or external problem 
with dangerous policies.2 

The second category examines domestic factors. In the bureaucratic poli-
tics model, policy results from the pulling and hauling of competing bu-
reaucracies.3 Each bureaucracy's position on an issue reflects its narrow or-
ganizational goals-protecting its mission, increasing its budget, and so 
forth-rather than the larger national interest. Variations in superpower 
behavior, such as shifts to crisis initiation, would thus follow from changes 
in the relative strengths of key bureaucracies over time. This logic is also 
found in theories of societal groups, whereby shifts to harder-line policies 
reflect changes in the relative power of various social groups. Soviet behav-
ior, for example, might be explained according to battles between hard-
liners and moderates,. with American behavior explained according to 
White House-Congress and Democratic-Republican struggles for controP 
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The third group captures systemic/realist explanations. For Waltz ian 
neorealists, bipolarity explains the lack of major war during the cold war 
era.6 Classical realism, assuming Soviet aggressiveness, would predict 
shifts in behavior following changes in the snapshot of power differentials.7 

Greater Soviet expansionism should therefore occur during periods of rela-
tive Soviet strength. Hegemonic stability theory would expect few crises 
during the period of U.S. hegemony, and instability only as Russia reaches 
a power-transition point in the early 1970s. Aggressive acts should be initi-
ated by the rising power.s 

Before turning to the evidence, I have a few comments on these positions 
to offer. One theory must be put aside because it lacks a variable: Waltz's 
argument for bipolar stability. Since bipolarity is a constant during the cold 
war, it alone cannot explain shifts in the likelihood of major war over time! 
Dynamic changes in power differentials must be incorporated. Similarly, 
theories stressing psychological tendencies are limited. Because these ten-
dencies are given by human nature, there is nothing to vary to explain 
shifts in behavior.1O 

I have had difficulty assessing the causal impact of bureaucratic and so-
cietal variables, for one reason: in thirty thousand pages of declassified doc-
uments and in work based on the recent documents, I found little evidence 
that these factors played a key role in U.s. and Soviet decisions." This does 
not mean unit-level factors were unimportant. Yet given the abundant evi-
dence showing the importance of declining power, bureaucratic and do-
mestic forces appear to be less salient than systemic ones. 

The other realist theories are inadequate as they stand. Hegemonic sta-
bility theory cannot explain why it was invariably the superpower fearing 
decline that initiated the crises. Classical realism and post-Waltzian neore-
alism are compatible with my argument to the extent that they incorporate 
the security dilemma and changing power differentials. Still, as we saw in 
chapter 2, these theories remain underspecified. Because they do not con-
sider simultaneously the preventive and preemptive aspects of the security 
dilemma, they have no formal argument about how declining states grap-
ple with the risks of inadvertent war when deciding whether to adopt 
harder-line policies. 12 Moreover, they tend to assume that if a great power 
seeks to maintain the power balance through measures internal to its 
sphere, such as arms racing and alliance building, it can. The evidence ex-
amined below shows that when actors view such measures as inadequate 
and therefore fear what would be otherwise exogenous decline, they initi-
ate risky crises as the only means short of war to avert decline. Moreover, 
we see actors calibrating the severity (and thus the riskiness) of actions to 
the severity of decline and to the degree to which crisis initiation might co-
erce concessions mitigating that decline. 

The crises of the early cold war reflected the third of three forms of de-
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cline discussed in the introductory chapter, namely, power oscillations. Un-
like in the German cases, potential power was not the main problem; after 
u.s. actions in 1945-46, the two superpowers maintained a rough balance 
of population and basic resources.13 Moreover, neither state feared en-
trenched stagnation, at least in the 1948-62 period. 14 Rather, the crises re-
sulted from oscillations in the power balance caused by differential rates of 
success in the two sides' armament and alliance-building programs. Rus-
sia's power trends were generally upward after 1945 as it recovered from 
the war. But there were critical moments when the trend shifted downward 
because of the exogenous relative success of u.s. policies. At these mo-
ments, destabilizing crises broke out. In 1948, the anticipated impact of u.s. 
moves to incorporate western Germany into the western camp forced 
Stalin to act against Berlin. In 1961, the Soviets pressed on Berlin to stem the 
relative decline of eastern Europe. In October 1962, the United States was 
the one initiating the crisis, but for similar reasons. Khrushchev's deploy-
ment of missiles in Cuba could not be offset by internal U.S. measures in 
the short term. To avert a temporary but precipitous decline, Kennedy was 
compelled to bring on a crisis to compel Khrushchev to withdraw the mis-
siles. In each case, the actors would not have taken such destabilizing ac-
tions had more moderate policies existed internally to avert decline. IS 

Note that in two of the crises-Berlin 1948 and Berlin 1961-the second-
ranked great power brought on the crisis. Typically, it is the dominant mil-
itary power in any system that initiates a major war or the crises that raise 
significant risks of such a war. As I argued in chapter 1, however, in bipo-
larity the second-ranked state can also do so when in decline, since there 
are no third parties to worry about. We would expect, however, that this 
actor would calibrate the severity of its actions to its power level, and this is 
borne out in the cases examined below. Khrushchev in mid-1961 was rela-
tively bolder than Stalin in 1948, since he could rest on at least the percep-
tion of Soviet strategic strength. The Soviets' true inferiority in ICBMs was 
clear by early 1962, however. This gave Kennedy the confidence to move 
aggressively against the Cuban missiles later that year. 

One other difference from the two world war cases should be noted. 
Washington and Moscow worried about expected decline in their larger 
geopolitical realms, not just shifts in u.S.-Soviet power per se. As I pointed 
out in chapter 1, when leaders calculate relative power, they analyze not 
only the resources they can mobilize within their borders, but also the 
power of small states within· their spheres.16 In 1914 and 1939, Germany's 
empire was so small that developments within it played little role in Ger-
man decision-making. In the cold war, both superpowers' spheres were es-
sential to overall security given their economic and potential power. Soviet 
decline in the critical European theater thus twice pushed Moscow to initi-
ate crises over Berlin. Washington's concern in October 1962, in addition to 
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The Berlin and Cuban Missile Crises 

the threat to the U.S. homeland, was that the western sphere's cohesion 
would deteriorate once the allies saw the shift in the power balance. 

In sum, the evidence supports a dynamic systemic interpretation of the 
crises of the early cold war. Perceptions of declining power resulting from 
the anticipated success of the other's programs led to risky policies. Do-
mestic factors cannot be completely dismissed. Yet given the lack of docu-
mentary evidence confirming their significance, their role appears to be rel-
atively minor. 

THE BERLIN CRISIS, 1948 

The Berlin Crisis of 1948 and the Korean War shared a causal root. They 
reflected Moscow's reaction to U.S. policies that could not be countered by 
more intense arms racing and alliance tightening and that were thus lead-
ing to a relative deterioration of the Soviet sphere. 17 For Moscow in 1948, 
the trend in u'S.-to-Russian economic power was favorable as the Soviets 
rebuilt their · devastated economy. Stalin's larger empire was in trouble, 
however, because of the anticipated impact of U.S. moves in Europe. Pre-
ventive motives were thus critical to Stalin's accepting the risks of escala-
tion over Berlin. Most studies agree that Moscow was acting defensively, so 
I cover the crisis only briefly. IS 

Until even mid-1947, declassified documents show that Moscow still pre-
ferred detente to all-out cold war. This hope was undermined by Washing-
ton's announcement of the Marshall Plan to strengthen western Europe's 
economy. 19 The primary factor leading to the Berlin crisis was the London 
Conferences of January-March 1948, in which the United States, Britain, 
and France agreed to unite the German occupation zones and to hand po-
litical control over to an independent western German government.20 This 
act left the Soviets facing a rising West Germany tied to the western bloc, a 
daunting prospect for a nation that had just lost so many lives fighting Ger-
many. Berlin was both a means and an end for Moscow. As a means, the So-
viets saw pressure on Berlin, particularly the blockade, as a way to con-
vince the west to reverse the London agreements. As an end, the Soviets, by 
terminating the western presence in Berlin, hoped to stop the flow of 
refugees from the Soviet zone that was weakening the eastern German 
economy. 

On 18 June, General Clay announced currency reform for the western 
zones, a first step in creating a unified West German state. The Soviets 
warned that they would act to protect their bloc's economy; on 24 June they 
blockaded all ground traffic to West Berlin. Washington realized the im-
pact of currency reforms on the faltering eastern German economy. Politi-
cal Adviser for Germany Robert Murphy wrote to the secretary of state on 
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19 June that Soviet measures to restrict traffic were "not unreasonable 
[given] the natural defensive action to protect [the] Soviet zone."2l On 24 
June, eastern bloc foreign ministers released a statement on the London 
Conferences revealing the larger Soviet fear: a resurgent West Germany. 
Among the problems to be settled, the statement noted, were Germany's 
demilitarization and control over heavy industry "with a view .. . to pre-
venting the re-establishment of Germany's war potential."22 In negotiations 
with Stalin and Molotov over the next two months, the concern for a rising 
Germany was a constant refrain. 

On 3 July, Secretary of State George C. Marshall wrote to his ambassador 
in London that Moscow wanted to reopen the entire German question to 
reverse the recommendations of the London Conferences; he reiterated this 
opinion six days later.23 U.S. leaders thus understood that Moscow's behav-
ior reflected its concerns about the effect of western actions on the balance 
of power. American strategy was fixed, however: the London agreement 
would not be on the bargaining table.24 

When negotiations began in early August, blocking the London agree-
ments was still the primary Soviet goal. Only after Washington would not 
budge did Stalin shift to pushing the west out of Berlin. At the very least, he 
wanted to use Soviet currency reforms to absorb the city into the eastern 
economic sphere. This hierarchy of objectives was understood even before 
negotiations began. Ambassador Walter Bedell Smith in Moscow wrote on 
24 July that Moscow might forgo a battle for Berlin, but only if the London 
agreements were canceled. The Soviets desired "a return to [the1 status quo 
ante." Since this was unlikely, they would fall back on their other aim, 
namely, liquidating Berlin as center of western reactionary influence.25 

Talks began on 2-3 August, with Stalin pressing the question of a unified 
West Germany. Restrictions were placed on western access to Berlin, he 
said, because the London decisions and the currency reforms "had dis-
rupted the economy of the [Soviet1 zone." The London agreements should 
be suspended until after a four-power meeting. If they had already been 
put into effect, "there would be nothing left to discuss." Smith made it clear 
the London decisions would likely proceed. Stalin argued that he was still 
worried about the creation of the West German government, although he 
might allow some economic unification of the western zones.26 

Smith reported on 3 August that the key Soviet concerns were the Berlin 
currency and the establishment of a West German government. The next 
day, Counselor to the State Department Charles Bohlen gave Marshall the 
consensus on Soviet actions: Stalin had retreated to some degree on the 
London agreements issue, but "he makes it entirely clear that [its1 suspen-
sion is [his1 objective . .. especially in respect of a Western zone govern-
ment." If this could not be achieved, the Soviets would accept a divided 
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The Berlin and Cuban Missile Crises 

Germany, which would force the Russians to oust Allied troops from 
Berlin.27 

In sum, the evidence shows that U.S. leaders knew that Moscow was 
defending against a declining situation resulting from the anticipated 
success of western policies, and was risking escalation as a means to 
reestablish the status quo ante. The struggle to reverse a negative power 
trend thus explains the Soviet risk-taking behavior. Domestic and per-
sonality approaches fall short. Not only was Stalin in complete control 
within the Russian hierarchy, but shifts in a given leader's behavior over 
time, barring physiological decay, are best explained by changes external 
to the actor. 

THE BERLIN CRISIS, 1961 

Next to Cuba 1962, the world probably never skated as close to the nu-
clear abyss as during the Berlin crisis of 1961. The June 1961 Kennedy-
Khrushchev summit ended with a harsh exchange on the possibility of war 
over Berlin.28 In July, Kennedy announced a conventional buildup in Eu-
rope and requested an additional $3.2 billion from Congress to signal U.S. 
resolve.29 The construction of the Berlin Wall beginning on 13 August 
stemmed the refugee exodus, but the crisis was not over. Khrushchev's ul-
timatum that he would sign a treaty with East Germany, handing control 
over access to Berlin to the unstable East German regime, still stood. 

On 31 August Khrushchev announced an end to Moscow's moratorium 
on nuclear testing, noting that any confrontation over Berlin would likely 
escalate to general war.30 For Washington, the issue was U.S. access not 
only to West Berlin but also to East Berlin-whether the wall was designed 
to keep East Berliners in or Americans out.3! As in 1948, Washington could 
not allow access rights to be trampled without a reputation loss. On 8 Sep-
tember, Kennedy asked his secretaries of defense and state to determine if 
NATO could mount a corps-sized probe to reopen access to Berlin. Over 
the next three days, war games were run indicating that NATO strategy re-
quired the "ability to manipulate the risks of undesirable consequences to 
both sides."32 These risks were rising, as both sides committed arms and 
prestige. On 8-9 September, the Warsaw Pact announced measures to en-
hance its military strength, while Washington revealed that another 40,000 

troops had been ordered to Europe.33 
In mid-October, East German guards began denying access into East 

Berlin to U.S. nonuniformed personnel. Kennedy responded by authoriz-
ing commanders to use tanks to smash any barrier blocking access. On 23 
October, he issued a memorandum which noted that if the crisis moved be-
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yond a military buildup, conventional forces and then nuclear weapons 
would be used, with general war likely to follow. 34 On 25 October, East Ger-
man guards again prevented a U.S. vehicle from crossing into East Berlin. 
U.S. tanks moved to the checkpoint. On 27 October, the Soviets moved 
twenty tanks to within 100 yards of the crossing; the Americans positioned 
their thirty tanks on the other side. This was the first and only direct con-
frontation of U.S and Soviet ground forces in the cold war. Fortunately, 
diplomacy pulled both sides back from the brink. 

The preconditions for accidents and preemptive actions were clearly 
present. Moscow had information that American troops had been practic-
ing using tanks to knock down a replica of the wall. A U.S. operational plan 
had indeed been designed to bring down parts of the walp5 Given commit-
ted reputations and the high tension, a misfired gun could easily have led 
to fighting. Such a clash, Khrushchev recalled, might have escalated to 
war.36 Kennedy himself noted in early October, "The chances of settling this 
without war are not yet too good."3? In sum, participant Paul Nitze's con-
clusion that "the risks were great and miscalculation on either side was our 
greatest potential enemy" seems justified.38 

At issue is how the actors allowed themselves to get so far out on the slip-
pery slope. The root of the crisis lies in Moscow's view of Berlin's role in the 
east-west power balance. Khrushchev's first move came in November 1958, 
when he announced that the wartime allies must turn Berlin into a "free 
city," meaning the allies must leave. Were this not done within six months, 
Moscow would sign a separate peace with the German Democratic Repub-
lic (GDR), making western access to Berlin contingent on East German 
kindness.3• The threat was real: while Russia avoided responsibility, the 
East Germans could squeeze the United States, Britain, and France out of 
West Berlin though blockades and harassment. Khrushchev let his ultima-
tum slide in May 1959, but a struggle over Berlin's fate had begun. 

Declassified documents reveal Moscow's motives.40 The Soviets were act-
ing defensively to protect their position in eastern Europe from the rise of 
West Germany and the steady decline of the GDR. In 1958, the main Rus-
sian concern was the growth of West Germany's army, particularly its nu-
clearization by the United States. By 1960-61, when the crisis reached its 
height, the key problem was the drain on East Germany's economy caused 
by the flight of refugees into West Berlin.41 At stake was not just the Euro-
pean balance. Berlin and Germany were symbols of the whole cold war 
struggle, as Khrushchev noted. Moscow had to demonstrate the advan-
tages of the socialist system of production. Should East Germany's econ-
omy collapse, it would have had repercussions for Russia's global posi-
tion.42 And that collapse, according to internal reports, seemed "inevitable" 
by mid-1961 unless something drastic was done.43 

Soviet fears of decline had their origins in U.S. decisions in the early 
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1950S to make the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) the key NATO con-
ventional power and to nuclearize its army and NATO central-front forces 
in Germany. In 1957, Konrad Adenauer's government rejected all demands 
to suspend nuclearization. In October 1958, the Soviet ambassador in Bonn 
told East German leader Walter Ulbricht that Moscow's goal was at least to 
delay West German armament by two to three years.44 The economic situa-
tion was also bad. West Germany's economic miracle was not only hurting 
GOR's relative power, but it was drawing away its most productive indi-
viduals. Reforms were having only a minimal effect. Ulbricht told Moscow 
in October 1958 that the 1957 passport law, while reducing the refugee to-
tal, had increased the number leaving through West Berlin from 60 percent 
in 1957 to over 90 percent by the end of 1958. Anticipated decline led to 
Khrushchev's first tentative probing through the ultimatum in November. 
Eisenhower stood firm, however. This led Khrushchev to retreat in March 
1959 and call for a four-power conference to discuss the German question. 
But Khrushchev had not given up. As he told Ulbricht, "the conditions are 
not ripe as yet for a new scheme of things."'s 

The crisis was reignited by Khrushchev's announcement in June 1961 
that a new six-month deadline existed to solve the Berlin question along the 
lines of the 1958 ultimatum. The Soviets were again responding to a deteri-
orating situation: the acceleration of East German economic decline. 
Moscow thus sought to halt the refugee exodus and in the process achieve 
de facto western recognition of both the GOR and the division of Europe. 

The refugee situation and the GOR economy had been getting progres-
sively worse through 1959-60. In November to December 1960, Khrushchev 
and Ulbricht met in Moscow to discuss the problem. Only a renewed 
threat of a peace treaty with East Germany, Khrushchev felt, would push 
the west to work out a stabilizing solution.'6 His position was straightfor-
ward: if there were no progress on Berlin, "the position of the West, partic-
ularly West Germany would be strengthened ."'? Ulbricht was so worried 
about his economy that he initially rejected an early treaty. Given East Ger-
man dependence on the FRG, he explained, a treaty would lead to West 
German economic retaliation, which would only exacerbate East Ger-
many's decline.'s 

Ulbricht wanted Soviet help. In late November, he had informed 
Khrushchev of measures needed to strengthen the GOR's economy. By the 
end of their meetings, Khrushchev agreed "to take over almost completely 
the East German economy . . . in order to save it."'9 Only then did Ulbricht 
accept the possibility of a peace treaty should other options fail. 
Khrushchev had his own price, however. Two years of economic reforms 
had not reduced the GOR's vulnerability to the West German economy; 
this dependence had to end, he argued.50 Khrushchev's goals were thus 
twofold: to stem his satellite's economic decline-even at some short-term 
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The Origins of Major War 

cost to Russia-and to ensure that if western powers would not leave 
Berlin, then at least a viable East German state would be secured. To 
achieve these goals without a major crisis was his preference. 

Unfortunately, despite Khrushchev's renewed commitment the situation 
continued to deteriorate. From January to June 1961, 100,000 refugees left 
the GOR.51 Three of every four were under the age of forty-five, and in ad-
dition to the flight of the intelligentsia, the GOR was losing its most skilled 
factory workers and engineers. These departures were having a devastat-
ing effect on the economy of East Germany.52 For Khrushchev, this "un-
stable situation" was undermining the whole socialist movement.53 Com-
pounding this were the massive injections of economic aid: if the East 
German economy could not be stabilized soon, Soviet economic growth 
might be severely damaged.54 

At the Warsaw Pact meeting in March, Ulbricht called for increased bor-
der controls, including a barbed-wire fence between the two Berlins. By 
mid-May, Moscow faced a new problem: the anxious East Germans might 
take independent action to close the border. This increased the risks of a 
military escalation that Khrushchev was hoping to minimize. On 19 May, 
Soviet ambassador Mikhail Pervukhin reported to Moscow that the East 
Germans wanted to reduce the exodus to prevent further economic decline. 
Yet in seeking an end to Berlin's occupation, "our German friends some-
times exercise impatience ... not always studying the interests of the entire 
socialist camp."55 

The June summit with Kennedy did not go well. Khrushchev's heavy-
handed tactics failed to secure concessions. Afterward, the Soviet attache in 
the GDR, Yuli Kvitsinsky, wrote that East German patience was growing 
thin. The East Germans believed it was now time to sign a peace treaty to 
resolve the West Berlin issue. They felt that this measure was "connected 
with a certain risk, but there is even more risk in further delay of the reso-
lution of the issue, since any delay assists the growth of militarism in West 
Germany which increase the danger of a world war."56 By early July, Ul-
bricht was talking as though the peace treaty would be soon signed, with 
East Germany then controlling all access routes to Berlin, including those in 
the air.57 The threat to close air routes was especially worrisome to the 
Kremlin-in 1948 the Soviets had carefully avoided interfering with the 
western airlift to avoid a direct clash. The chance that East German impa-
tience might cause an escalation to superpower war was rising. 

The East Germans were in a good bargaining position, however, given 
the importance Moscow placed on the GOR's viability. In June, Anastas 
Mikoyan visited East Berlin for economic discussions, telling the East Ger-
mans that the GOR was critical to proving that Communism was the supe-
rior model. Hence, "We must do everything so that your development con-
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stantly and steadily goes forward .... We cannot and must not lose out to 
West Germany." 58 The primary means to stabilize East German decline was 
ending the refugee problem. Ambassador Pervukhin wrote to Foreign Min-
ister Andrei Gromyko on 4 July that any peace treaty must establish a 
regime over movement between the two halves of Berlin. If necessary, the 
border should be closed, although Pervukhin thought this was both techni-
cally and politically a difficult step.59 

Moscow, however, was becoming increasingly concerned with the grow-
ing time pressures caused by decline. In early July, Ulbricht informed 
Khrushchev that if the present situation continued, "collapse is inevitable" 
and he "could not guarantee that he could keep the situation under control 
this time." The East Germans themselves were beginning to worry about 
escalation. The problem, as the GDR secret police chief told officials on 7 
July, was that western powers might overestimate their military power. 
Thus, "in spite of the [true] correlation of forces, the danger of open conflict 
exists."60 Khrushchev needed a stop-gap measure to reduce the pressure. At 
the 3 August meeting of the Warsaw Pact, Ulbricht restated his demand to 
close the border between the two Berlins. Soon after, Khrushchev accepted 
the wall as the best way to avoid more extreme options, at least at this stage 
of the crisis: ' 

In acting, Khrushchev knew that he was taking risks. But the risks of doing 
nothing were even greater. In early August, Khrushchev told Warsaw Pact 
officials that without eastern bloc help, the GDR would not survive. Then 
"the [West German army] . .. would come closer to our Soviet border." 
Should this happened, "it would cost us . .. significantly more not only in the 
political, but also in the material [sense] than it [would cost] to help the GDR 
and strengthen it. By strengthening its position, we strengthen our posi-
tion."62 The Americans ultimately did not try to knock the wall down. Yet 
when Khrushchev decided to build it, a U.S. response was seen as likely. As 
Ulbricht told Khrushchev in mid-September, "the enemy took fewer counter-
measures [over the wall] than expected."63 The U.S. government was seen as 
potentially unstable since hawks were in a position to drive policy. "Hence 
everything is possible in the United States," Khrushchev told east European 
leaders in early August. "War is also possible. They can unleash it." 64 

In sum, the evidence upholds the hypothesis that leaders will accept sig-
nificantly greater risks of major war when, because of the relative success of 
the other's policies, decline will continue unless stronger measures are taken. 
Other arguments find less support. To be sure, Khrushchev's personality af-
fected his willingness to take risks. Yet information supporting the need for 
urgent action came from lower-level sources, and the rest of the Politburo 
apparently agreed with Khrushchev's actions. This consensus suggests that 
neither personality nor factional infighting was determinative.65 
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The Origins of Major War 

Classical realism and hegemonic stability theory can explain Soviet will-
ingness to be more assertive: from Sputnik in 1957 to 1961, there was at 
least the perception of greater Soviet strategic power. Hegemonic stability 
theory, however, cannot explain why the Kremlin acted from the pes-
simism caused by anticipated decline. To the extent that classical realists 
and neorealists incorporate decline, they can explain the motives behind 
the Soviet moves. Yet, like Berlin 1948, the case illustrates how easily bipo-
lar systems are upset by oscillations in the balance of power. It also rein-
forces the need for a more complete decision-making model, one that 
shows how declining states weigh the risks of continued decline against the 
risks of inadvertent escalation (factoring in the extent to which crisis initia-
tion can help avert the decline). 

KENNEDY, KHRUSHCHEV, AND THE CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS 

The Cuban missile crisis is generally cited as the point in cold war history 
where the superpowers came the closest to all-out nuclear war. President 
Kennedy himself estimated the probability of nuclear war at the height of 
the crisis as between one-third and one-half, and two of his closest advisers 
agree.66 

At issue is why, over missiles in Cuba, Kennedy would initiate a crisis 
that risked nuclear war, and why he would ratchet up the risk as the crisis 
progressed. Many might argue that Khrushchev initiated the crisis by plac-
ing missiles in Cuba, but this is incorrect. Khrushchev's move, while 
provocative, was technically a buildup of forces within the larger Soviet 
sphere. It was not only allowed by international law, but it was equivalent 
to the U.S. deployment of intermediate-range missiles in Turkey in 
1961-62. We do not talk about the "Turkish missile crisis" of March 1962 
because the Soviets, exposed in late 1961 as inferior in strategic nuclear 
power and lacking any viable means to prevent the U.S. deployment, chose 
to do notlung. Similarly, Kennedy could have done nothing in October 
1962. Instead, he consciously raised the risk of an inadvertent escalation to 
nuclear war to compel Moscow to withdraw the missiles. U.S. nuclear pre-
dominance and naval superiority in the Caribbean gave him the confidence 
to think that Khrushchev would probably comply. 

Washington brought on the crisis period for preventive reasons and with 
two main goals: (1) the protection of the U.S. homeland from a marked shift 
in the strategic balance, and (2) the maintenance of allied confidence in U.S. 
extended deterrence. The conventional view has been distorted by ac-
counts from participants of Kennedy's ExComm, the select group estab-
lished in the first week of the crisis to advise the president. These partici-
pants have overwhelmingly emphasized just the second objective. They 
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likely did so to ensure alliance unity. To have revealed how much narrow 
security interests drove U.S. decision-making might have pushed allies to-
ward neutralism, especially since NATO wishes were compromised by the 
secret trade of Turkish missiles. Nevertheless, participants have fostered 
the illusion that they believed Cuban missiles changed the balance of 
power only in perception, not in reality.67 

The president himself was instrumental in propagating this account. In a 
nationally televised interview on 17 December 1962, he said: "The Soviets 
were not . .. intending to fire [the missiles], because if they were going to 
get into a nuclear struggle, they have their own missiles in the Soviet 
Union. But it would have politically changed the balance of power. It 
would have appeared to, and appearances contribute to reality." He then 
underscored Soviet unwillingness to accept a peaceful world of separate 
spheres.68 The implication: the Cuban crisis was only about preventing So-
viet gains on the periphery. America acted for the good of the alliance, not 
for itself.69 

Preventing the disintegration of the alliance was indeed critical to U.S. 
actions. In the game of geopolitics, small states are essential, in their total-
ity, to a great power's total resource base. Allowing Moscow to place mis-
siles in the American backyard would have undermined allied confidence 
in U.S. power and resolve. Allies might have defected from the U.S. sphere, 
producing a dramatic shift in the balance of global economic and potential 
power.70 

Yet U.S. policy-makers also worried about a significant and real shift in 
the nuclear balance. By the last week of the crisis, it was accepted that the 
missiles would mean at least a 50 percent increase in Soviet first-strike ca-
pability. Even more worrisome were future missile deliveries to Cuba. 
Without strong action, therefore, the United States faced a loss of superior-
ity and even potential vulnerability to a first strike. Moreover, negating this 
vulnerability later might only make matters worse. An August report had 
warned that Soviet leaders might launch preventive nuclear war should 
they ever corne to believe that they had temporary but waning superiority. 
Thus by late October, the ExComm was determined to prevent the missiles 
from becoming operational by any means, including an invasion of Cuba. 

In what follows, I show that u.s. decision-making during the crisis was 
driven by the preventive logic of the model described in chapter 2.71 Most 
critical was preventing a sharp negative oscillation resulting from the antic-
ipated success of the Soviet deployment relative to any internal measures 
Washington could take to counter it. In acting, Kennedy and his advisers 
calibrated the risks of inadvertent nuclear war against the risks of decline 
and the anticipated likelihood that certain hard-line options would in fact 
avert decline. The severity of decline drove the severity of policy: the more 
U.S. officials believed that decline would be deep in the absence of stronger 
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action, the more risks of nuclear war they were willing to accept.72 
Domestic-level factors had little influence on decision-making, except as 
occasional obstacles to the main goals. Kennedy and the ExComm weighed 
options according to what would further U.S. security, not what would 
serve the internal interests of any individual or group. 

The Lead-up to the Crisis 

To put U.S. behavior in October into context, one must understand the 
rising anxiety over the previous four months. On 9 July, Kennedy was 
given a new National Intelligence Estimate, which focused on strategic 
power trends. Its conclusions were not encouraging. The pace of the Soviet 
ICBM program had increased, and Soviet bombers were integrated into 
plans for a ballistic missile attack. These delivery vehicles were equipped 
with bombs hundreds of times more powerful than the Hiroshima weapon. 
The implications were stark: in a preemptive attack, Russia might soon be 
able to hit U.S. bases and still be able to respond to a U.S. retaliation.73 

Kennedy immediately asked that a special committee of key departments 
be formed to study the NIE's implications and report within a month.74 

On 23 August, a detailed analysis signed by the secretaries of State and 
Defense, the CIA director, and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs was pre-
sented to Kennedy. Moscow was heightening efforts to achieve parity as 
soon as possible. Although U.S. superiority would likely continue as long 
as programs approved in 1961 were implemented, the biggest danger lay 
with Soviet perceptions. War might occur if Soviet leaders came to believe 
that they had achieved temporary military superiority that would then 
quickly erode. To avoid increased Soviet risk-taking driven by perceived 
decline, Washington had to act "to see to it that this military advantage 
does not occur."7S The report thus underscored that should the Soviets ever 
see a marked shift in the strategic balance in their favor, subsequent U.S. ef-
forts to catch up would increase the chance of war.76 

Turning to pre-crisis preparations, we can trace American fears of Cuban 
missiles back to August 1962.77 On 21 August, Kennedy's staff met to dis-
cuss accelerating Soviet aid to Cuba. From CIA director John McCone's 
minutes of the meeting: 

There was general agreement that the situation was critical. ... There was 
discussion of various courses of action open to us in case the Soviets place 
MRBM [medium-range ballistic] missiles on Cuban territory . . . . It was felt 
that ... drastic action on a missile site or other military installations of the So-
viets in Cuba would bring about similar action by the Soviets with respect to 
our bases and numerous missile sites, particularly in Turkey and Southern 
Italy.7" 
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On 23 August, the group met with the president, who asked about op-
tions against Soviet missiles in Cuba: whether "we [could] take them out by 
air or would a ground offensive be necessary."79 A presidential National Se-
curity Action Memorandum was issued after this meeting. Reflecting the 
group's preventive thinking, it directed the Department of Defense to 
study "various military alternatives which might be adopted ... to elimi-
nate any installations in Cuba capable of launching nuclear attack on the 
US. What would be the pros and cons, for example, of pinpoint attack, gen-
eral counter-force attack, and outright invasion?" With Cuba likely to grow 
stronger "with the passage of time," America had to be ready.so 

A 19 September CIA estimate prepared for Kennedy noted that Soviet 
MRBMs and IRBMs (intermediate range-twice that of the MRBMs) in 
Cuba, acting as the equivalent of ICBMs, would represent "a significant 
strike capability" and "would increase the total weight of the attack which 
could be delivered against the U.s. in the event of general war."SI The mili-
tary would not be caught unprepared. Through September, the military de-
veloped two main contingency plans: OPLAN 312, or air strikes against 
Cuba; and OPLAN 316, a full-scale invasion seven days after air strikes be-
gan.s> Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and the Joint Chiefs met on 1 

October to discuss the plans. They decided to prepare for a blockade of 
Cuba to support any required operation. The next day, McNamara told the 
Joint Chiefs, "The political objectives of the [plans] were defined as the re-
moval of the threat of Soviet offensive weapon systems, and if, necessary, 
the removal of the Castro regime to assure the permanent removal of these 
weapons." On 6 October, OPLANs 316 and 312 were ordered to the highest 
state of readiness.s3 

In short, well over a week before the "surprise" discovery of the MRBMs 
and the official start of the Cuban missile crisis (Tuesday, 16 October), the 
United States was readying itself for preve ntive military action agains t mis-
siles in Cuba. This was not due to inherent U.s. aggressiveness or a will to 
take risks; in September, Mongoose Plan B, calling for covert means to 
overthrow Castro, was still the main plan. The shift to emphasis on 
OPLANs 312 and 316 was simply the result of increasing evidence that 
Cuba was turning into a Soviet missile base. 

The First Week of the Crisis 

On Tuesday morning, 16 October, Kennedy was told that the existence of 
a MRBM base in Cuba had been confirmed. The first meeting of the Ex-
Comm was held at 1l:50 A.M . Significantly, given the common division of 
the ExComm into hawks and doves, every person held one and only one 
opinion-that immediate military action was necessary. Also significant is 
the tangible sense of time pressure, the feeling that action had to be taken 
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before the missiles became operational. This would grow until 28 
October, the day Khrushchev agreed to remove the missiles. These two 
points support the argument that faced with an impending power shift, of-
ficials who see few options will support preventive measures that increase 
the risk of major war, regardless of their bureaucratic position. 

In the first meeting, Kennedy's first major question was: "How long have 
we got ... before it can be fired?" 84 McNamara noted that it was very criti-
cal in formulating plans to know "the time between today and the time 
when the readiness to fire capability develops." The best estimate was two 
weeks. This helps explain the relatively calm debate over the next two days 
and the shock felt on Friday when the CIA revealed not only that many 
more missiles existed, some of them ICBMs, but that some were already 
operational. Discussion for the rest of the meeting focused on which mili-
tary option was most appropriate, not whether military action should be 
chosen. McNamara noted that any air strike must be "fairly extensive" and 
must happen before the missile sites became operational; "[this] is ex-
tremely important." Revealing prior planning, he said that the strike could 
be executed within days and that the military was prepared to follow it by 
"an invasion, both by air and by sea ." 

Halfway through the meeting, Kennedy switched to a discussion of 
Russian motives for deploying the missiles. His first remark, and the re-
marks that followed, are significant: 

JFK: What is the, uh, advant- . . . Must be some major reason for the Rus-
sians to, uh, set this up as a . .. Must be that they're not satisfied with their 
ICBMs. What'd be the reason that they would, uh .. . 

[Joints Chiefs of Staff Chairman] Taylor: . . . it'd make the launching base, 
uh, for short range missiles against the United States to supplement their 
rather defective ICBM system. 

Secretary of State Dean Rusk added: 

Khrushchev ... knows that we have a substantial nuclear superiority, but he 
also knows that we don't really live under fear of his nuclear weapons to the 
extent that .. . he has to live under fear of ours. Also we have nuclear 
weapons nearby, in Turkey and places like that. 

This was the only discussion of Soviet motives in the first meeting. 8s It 
shows that ExComm members, including Kennedy, instantly grasped that 
the Soviets were using Cuban missiles as a quick means to strategic parity.86 

In the last half of the meeting, the president summarized the policy op-
tions, all military ones: a surgical air strike, a general air strike, and an in-
vasion. Reflecting the group's manifest sense of the declining trend, he told 
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the ExComm: "I don't think we got much time on these missiles .... We 
can't wait two weeks while we're getting ready to roll. Maybe we just have 
to just take them out, and continue our other preparations [i.e., for inva-
sion] if we decide to do that." He added: "We're certainly going to do [the 
surgical strike]; we're going to take out these missiles." The first meeting 
thus ended with Kennedy's tentative decision for immediate air strikes, 
possibly to be followed by a general air strike or invasion. 

The blockade option that was eventually chosen was not introduced un-
til the second meeting that day, beginning at 6:30 P.M. Significantly, when 
McNamara suggested it, no one took it up; discussion continued to focus 
on military options.87 It was also in this meeting that McNamara, for the 
first time, broached the possibility that the Cuban missiles were not a real 
threat to the United States. National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy, 
after observing that the group was now fixed on military action, had 
asked how gravely the Cuban missiles changed the strategic balance. Mc-
Namara's response: "not at all." In this opinion, McNamara stood alone. 
Only the next day would the idea gain even limited acceptance. In deflect-
ing the common postcrisis argument that the missiles constituted not a 
real shift in the balance of power, only the perception of it, one should re-
member that when McNamara made his comment, and for the next two 
days, only 12 medium-range missile launchers had been spotted. Given 
the 75 ICBM launchers estimated for the Soviet arsenal, this was only a 16 
percent increase in strategic missiles. By Saturday, however, 36 to 40 
launchers, including IRBMs covering most of the United States, had been 
identified. This perceived increase of 50 percent was the figure accepted 
by Kennedy thereafterBB-and this was only the first installment of Soviet 
missiles to Cuba. 

Even in the Tuesday evening meeting, Joint Chiefs Chairman Maxwell 
Taylor instantly grasped the problem that the missile total could grow, 
telling McNamara: 

You're quite right in saying that these, these are just a few more missiles, uh, 
targeted on the United States. Uh, however, they can become a, a very, a 
rather important adjunct and reinforcement to the, to the strike capability of 
the Soviet Union. We have no idea how far they will go. 

It was the president who then jumped in to agree: 

let's just say that, uh, they get, they get these in there and then you can't, 
uh, they get sufficient capacity so we can't, uh, with warheads. Then you 
don't want to knock 'em out [because], uh, there's too much of a gamble. 
Then they just begin to buildup those air bases there and then put [in] more 
and more. 
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The Origins of Major War 

Taylor continued that America would face "the same kind of, of pistol-
pointed-at-the-head situation as we have [against] the Soviet Union at the 
present time." JFK replied that this "shows [why] the Bay of Pigs was really 
right," that is, why he had been right to try to eliminate Castro early on, be-
fore the situation got worse.89 Kennedy later agreed that the missiles were 
also a challenge to U.S. resolve. The two U.S. objectives for opposing the 
missiles were now established: the protection of the U.S. homeland, and the 
maintenance of credible extended deterrence to ensure U.S. control over 
the periphery's potential power. 

For the bureaucratic politics model, the behavior exhibited in this second 
meeting is puzzling. Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, far from being a 
"dove from the start,"90 was the most hawkish ExComm member; he tried 
to push the group toward the most extreme option-invasion. The secre-
tary of defense and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs were more cautious. 
McNamara warned of the risks of military action. Although Taylor favored 
a general strike, he opposed invasion, and even stated that the Chiefs pre-
ferred no action to a limited strike, since the latter might invite Soviet retal-
iation. The president replied that he would not let the Chiefs' reluctance 
block the invasion option.91 

The domestic-level argument also does poorly. Other than one comment 
by McNamara in the second meeting that the issue was a "domestic-
political" one, there was no mention on 16 October that such considerations 
were important. McNamara's words are used by those arguing that domes-
tic reasons, not national security, drove U.S. officials.92 Yet the transcripts 
show that McNamara was just observing that Kennedy'S public pro-
nouncements, in which he had stated that he would "act" if offensive mis-
siles were found in Cuba, did not mean only military options had to be con-
sidered. The blockade option was therefore still viable. In short, McNamara 
was not suggesting that the crisis be used to further the Democrats' chances 
for reelection, as the domestic argument contends. Rather, he was simply 
pondering the best means to national security and noting that domestic 
politics did not constrain U.S. choices.93 

To summarize the first day, it is clear that, aside from McNamara in the 
second meeting, all participants maintained three core beliefs: first, the mis-
siles constituted an unacceptable shift in the power balance, one that would 
directly threaten the U.S. homeland while undermining extended deter-
rence; second, the Soviets acted to shore up their weak strategic position; 
and third, preventive military action had to be taken quickly, since the mis-
siles would soon be operational. Such thinking fits the predictions of dy-
namic differentials theory. Faced with impending decline, and with no in-
ternal or diplomatic options to reverse it, American officials readied 
themselves for a violent confrontation-despite the clear risks of escalation 
to major war. 
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The Berlin and Cuban Missile Crises 

For the next three days-from Wednesday until Friday-all but one of 
the ExComm meetings was held without JFK, who was away from Wash-
ington or busy with prearranged meetings. Debate revolved around two 
main options, the general air strike and the blockade. On Wednesday, a 
smaller ExComm met three times at the State Department. Here emerged a 
key point that would eventually shift the group toward the blockade-not 
the reaction of Moscow or the American people, but that of the allies. It be-
came apparent that a surprise U.s. attack would damage one of the two ob-
jectives-the allies' allegiance. As RFK stated on Wednesday, the allies 
would see the United States as a "hysterical" great power if it attacked 
Cuba without trying some form of nonmilitary action first.94 

The group adjourned Wednesday without a consensus on the best op-
tion.95 Surprisingly (for the bureaucratic politics model), Secretary of State 
Dean Rusk was a strong hawk, arguing for immediate strikes against the 
missiles and then preparation for invasion. The president himself still 
leaned toward a quick military action.96 

On Thursday morning, 18 October, an ExComm meeting was held with 
Kennedy.97 Rusk began the discussion by arguing for military strikes. He 
reiterated the two key reasons: preventing a dangerous shift in the military 
balance, and avoiding losses on the periphery. Cuba would not be just "an 
incidental base for a few of these things," he stressed, but rather a "power-
ful military problem" both in any direct contest with Russia and in terms of 
the overall global struggle. 

In recommending military action, Rusk acknowledged that it involved 
"very high risks indeed." Moscow might retaliate against Berlin or Korea, 
or even against the United States itself. A repetition of 1914 might occur, 
"where certain events brought about a general situation which at the time 
none of the governments involved could avoid." These comments show 
that even normally cautious individuals, faced with steep decline, are dis-
posed to steps that knowingly risk inadvertent major war. Yet not all offi-
cials wanted to get this far out on the slippery slope, or at least not yet. A 
note from Charles Bohlen, former ambassador to Moscow, was read, stat-
ing that since action against Cuba "would greatly increase the probability 
of general war," he favored trying diplomacy first. Llewellyn Thompson, 
another former ambassador to Moscow, argued strongly for the blockade. 
Rusk found support from JCS Chairman Taylor, who stressed that Moscow 
were making Cuba into a "forward base of major proportions." 

Kennedy wanted to know whether his option, a general air strike, might 
lead to nuclear weapons being used against the United States. McNamara 
felt that the Soviets would not authorize their use, but they might be unable 
to stop the Cubans from doing so. Escalation scenarios were discussed. 
Khrushchev would have to respond strongly to any attack on Cuba, McNa-
mara argued. Kennedy said the United States might have to allow a Soviet 
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The Origins of Major War 

occupation of Berlin, but others objected that Washington was required to 
defend the city. This might mean a clash of U.S. and Soviet troops, which, a 
number of ExComm members noted, would lead to "general war." 

Kennedy summarized the dilemma: striking Cuba would hurt the al-
liance, since allies would feel that Washington was exposing them to the 
risks of general war. Yet if Washington failed to act, then the alliance would 
deteriorate. The latter problem was more dire, he concluded. Hence the real 
question was what action against the missiles would maintain alliance 
unity while "lessen[ingl the chances of a nuclear exchange which obviously 
is the final failure ."98 

The stark risks were evident. Yet through the meeting's last half, military 
action was simply assumed as the preferred option, with discussion focus-
ing on how to implement it politically. The problem was again dynamic 
trends: the missile sites were under rapid construction, and, as RFK noted, 
the blockade was a slow means to the end. Assuming the general air strike 
as the course of action, the president said that he could announce on Friday 
that missiles were found, and call Congress back into session. Then, "we go 
ahead Saturday and take them out." After all, "The race is against those 
missiles.""" 

As the meeting ended, no formal decision was made. Two things were 
resolved, however: the limited strike and purely diplomatic options were 
out. Only two courses, the blockade and the general strike (with invasion 
likely to follow), were now up for consideration. It was agreed to have two 
groups investigate the options and report back to Kennedy after he re-
turned from campaigning. Importantly, the blockade was seen at best only 
as a first step, since it was to be "followed by such further actions as ap-
peared necessary as the situation evolved." 100 

Early on Friday morning, there was new information that additional sites 
existed, some with IRBMs. At 9A5 A.M., the Joint Chiefs briefed Kennedy 
on their views and recommended the general strike. Kennedy, wrestling 
with the tradeoffs, explained his dilemma: the strike would reduce the 
chance of missiles being used against the United States, while securing U.s. 
leadership in Latin America. Yet there was bound to be a reprisal from 
Moscow, which left him only the alternative of beginning a nuclear ex-
change. Yet Kennedy also noted a problem with the blockade. Its supposed 
advantage-that it reduced the risk of escalation to nuclear war-was false; 
Moscow would go after Berlin anyway, and the Cuban missiles would re-
main in place. Kennedy thus left the impression that he favored the military 
strike as the lesser of two horrific evils, even if he was now clearly con-
cerned about the risks of escalation. lO' 

By 11:00 A.M., when the ExComm met without Kennedy, Bundy under-
mined a consensus toward the blockade which had emerged the previous 
evening. 102 He related his meeting with the president that morning, observ-
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ing that a blockade would only work over time while the military option 
was quick and effective. 103 Subsequent discussion showed a split between 
advocates of immediate military action (Bundy, Taylor, former Secretary of 
State Dean Acheson, Treasury Secretary Douglas Dillon) and those favor-
ing the blockade (RFK and McNamara). 

At the meeting the CIA unveiled the new evidence on the extent of the 
buildup. There were up to forty launchers in Cuba, not just twelve, and six-
teen were IRBMs covering almost the whole of continental United States. 
Adding to the shock, at least two of the MRBM sites could now be consid-
ered "operational" (on Tuesday, the CIA had said it would take two weeks). 
After presenting this evidence, Arthur Lundahl, director of the National 
Photographic Interpretation Center, recalled that ExComm members be-
came jittery and nervous .10<! Their anxiety was no doubt heightened by a CIA 
Special Estimate distributed that day. MRBMs and IRBMs in Cuba would 
increase limited Soviet ICBM capability, it indicated, since Cuban missiles 
could hit similar targets with equivalent warheads. Moreover, they were 
more accurate, while "for a preemptive or first strike, Cuban-based missiles 
would possess an advantage over Soviet-based ICBMs in that they would 
approach the US. with a shorter time-of-flight, and from a direction not 
now covered by US. BMEWS [Ballistic Missile Early Warning] capabilities." 
Then there was the problem of future installments. Should Washington ac-
cept the current missiles, Moscow would then simply add more MRBMs 
which it already had "in quantity." The report ended: "in the near future, 
therefore, Soviet gross capabilities for initial attack on US. military and 
civilian targets can be increased considerably by Cuban-based missiles."los 

The impact of anticipated decline on the inner circle can be seen in a com-
ment by Robert Kennedy that day. On Tuesday night, he had briefly mused 
about the possible advantages of fighting a nuclear war with Russia now 
rather than later.l06 In the Friday session, with the situation now more per-
ilous, RFK expressed his opinion with more forcefulness. From the minutes: 

At different times the possibility of nuclear conflict breaking out was referred 
to. The point was made that once the Cuban missile installations were com-
plete and operational, a new strategic situation would exist, with the United 
States more directly and immediately under the gun than ever before .... 
During this discussion, the Attorney General said that in looking forward 
into the future it would be better for our children and grandchildren if we de-
cided to face the Soviet threat, stand up to it, and eliminate it, now. The cir-
cumstances for doing so at some future time were bound to be more unfa-
vorable, the risks would be greater, the chances of success less good I07 

The group's sense of a negative dynamic-of a terrible future situation that 
had to be prevented by present action-is tangible to say the least. 
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The Origins of Major War 

On Saturday 20 October, RFK and McNamara visited the National Pho-
tographic Interpretation Center to confirm the operational status of the 
IRBM sites. They were shown photos substantiating the rapid pace of site 
construction. Both men agreed, however, that the sites could still be elimi-
nated if attacked soon. 108 At 2:30 P.M., a full National Security Council meet-
ing began. The had no doubts about the missiles' military signifi-
cance: "In his view the existence of fifty [bombers] in Cuba did not affect 
the balance of power, but the missiles already in Cuba were an entirely 
different matter." I09 He still leaned toward the military option. A blockade, 
he argued, would allow more missiles to become operational, increasing 
the threat. RFK took a middle position: start with the blockade, but give 
Moscow only a short time to respond. If it did not immediately stop devel-
oping the bases, then the air strike should proceed. The president was con-
vinced. He made the decision to initiate a blockade but still prepare for air 
strikes by Monday or Tuesday. He also authorized final preparations for a 
full-scale invasion of Cuba. 110 

The next morning Kennedy met Taylor, McNamara, RFK, and General 
Walter Sweeney (commander of Tactical Air Command) to discuss military 
details. McNamara confirmed the figure of forty launchers in Cuba, ap-
proximately a 50 percent increase in Soviet strategic missile power. III This 
figure, a product of CIA analysis,112 became part of the discourse for the rest 
of the crisis. The missiles' significance was clear. The next day, Kennedy 
confided to the British prime minister that "the build-up in Cuba, if com-
pleted, would double the number of missiles the Soviets could bring to bear 
on the U.s. They would also overcome our warning system which does not 
face south. Furthermore, the short distance involving short times of flight 
would tempt them to make a first strike." 113 Policy-makers saw their 
dilemma. A military adviser briefed Vice-President Lyndon Johnson on 
Sunday that opinions varied as to whether Moscow would retaliate against 
U.S. bases in Turkey should America attack Cuba. "[The] risks involved in 
eliminating the situation are grave. Yet as time goes on, not only the risks 
but the magnitude and number of them are certain to increase. No amount 
of discussion ... is going to moderate these unpleasant realities." II' 

On Monday, 22 October, Kennedy was not terribly optimistic. At 3:00 

P.M., just hours before his national address, he told the National Security 
Council that despite the blockade, he might still end up having to invade 
Cuba. Even a blockade would force Khrushchev to respond, perhaps 
against Berlin or even against the United States. lls 

A meeting at 11:00 A.M . with core advisers revealed other concerns.1J6 
Discussion focused on reducing the risks of escalation to nuclear war if 
Cuba was hit. On Saturday, Kennedy had asked that U.S. personnel in 
Turkey manning the missiles be told not to fire back if fired upon. McNa-
mara now explained that the Joint Chiefs assured him these instructions 
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The Berlin and Cuban Missile Crises 

were already out. Kennedy replied that the message must be reinforced, 
"since as I say we may be attacking the Cubans, and the reprisal may come; 
and we don't want them firing on our nuclear weapons." 117 

Assistant Secretary of Defense Nitze then observed that "NATO's strategic 
concept requires the immediate execution of EDP in such an event [as an at-
tack on Turkish missilesl ." Kennedy asked, ''What's EDP?" Nitze replied: 
"The European Defense Plan, which is nuclear war. So that means ... " 
Kennedy, his voice rising in anger, cut Nitze off in mid-sentence: "Now that's 
why we ordered [theml to get on that," meaning why he wanted to ensure 
that any orders to respond were not carried out without his authorization. 
Kennedy could not have been pleased with what he was hearing. On the one 
hand, advisers were saying that standing instructions to US. personnel in 
Turkey were that they should not return fire. On the other hand, he was now 
told it was standard operating procedure to go to nuclear war should Turkish 
missiles be hit! The stark uncertainties associated with removing the Cuban 
missiles were now staring him in the face . Nonetheless, their continued con-
struction would push Kennedy to assume such risks as the week wore on. 

The Last Week of the Crisis 

On Monday night, Kennedy announced to the world the existence of So-
viet missiles and his planned steps to halt the buildup. He did not reveal 
that by Tuesday the Strategic Air Command would go to DEFCON 2, its 
highest level of alert in the cold war. He did warn, however, that he would 
regard any nuclear missiles launched from Cuba against any nation in the 
Western Hemisphere as an attack on the United States, requiring a "full re-
taliatory response upon the Soviet Union."IlB 

The Soviets were not about to take this lying down. Back in September, 
Khrushchev had decided to support Russian troops in Cuba with tactical 
nuclear weapons and nuclear-tipped cruise missiles. The warheads for 
those weapons and for the MRBMs and IL-28 bombers had begun to arrive 
in Cuba on 4 October. "• Now, on 22 October, Khrushchev faced a possible 
clash of US.-Soviet forces over Cuba. With word of Kennedy's impending 
speech, Khrushchev held a special Presidium meeting. Russia had to be 
ready for the worst, he said. "They can attack us, and we shall respond . ... 
This may end in a big war."120 

He outlined different scenarios, including a US. military attack or block-
ade on Cuba. With 41,000 Soviet troops on the island no match for the 
forces the Americans could throw at Cuba, the Presidium authorized the 
use of tactical nuclear weapons against any US. invasion. The Soviet com-
mander in Cuba, General Issa Pliyev, could employ these weapons without 
first checking with Moscow. But he was not to fire MRBMs and IRBMs 
without a direct Kremlin order.'21 Since Kennedy had already decided to in-
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The Origins of Major War 

vade should diplomacy fail, the possibility of a nuclear exchange was very 
real. 122 

On Tuesday, the Kremlin received Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin's 
analysis of U.S. motives. Confidential information indicated that Ken-
nedy's advisers were worried about America's deteriorating position and 
were determined to stop any further decline. The U.S. military in particular 
feared that the American strategic advantage was being liquidated.123 This 
report accurately captured the ExComm's preventive motivations. Yet by 
reinforcing 196<r62 reports that the U.S. military might want war,I24 it prob-
ably also strengthened Khrushchev's view that nuclear parity had to be 
reached-and soon. Yet as both sides made moves that further committed 
their reputations, the risks being taken to shape the strategic balance were 
now dangerously high. 

On the Tuesday, Washington secured Organization of American States' 
approval of the blockade. The Russians confronted the U.S. Navy, but did 
not run the blockade. By Friday, site construction in Cuba was continuing 
at a feverish pace despite the quarantine, and Khrushchev showed every 
sign of trying to play for time. During the day Kennedy sent word to 
Khrushchev that he would soon take action to remove the missiles if 
Moscow did not. That night a private letter was received from Khrushchev 
indicating that he would withdraw the missiles if Washington pledged 
publicly not to invade Cuba. Optimism was dashed the next morning when 
a public announcement over Radio Moscow stated that, in addition to the 
pledge, Washington must also withdraw U.S. missiles from Turkey. 

This upping of the ante, and the shooting down of a U2 over Cuba, cre-
ated the profound pessimism of "Black Saturday," 27 October 1962. After 
much debate, the ExComm decided to respond formally only to the first let-
ter, accepting Khrushchev's terms. Through RFK's backchannel with Do-
brynin, however, a secret proposal was made Saturday night, offering 
Turkish missiles in exchange for the withdrawal of Cuban missiles. A select 
group had met at 8:00 P.M. to approve this plan, knowing many ExComm 
members opposed any trade. Should word leak that Washington had 
traded an ally's assets under pressure, the second U.S. objective-the cred-
ibility of extended deterrence-would be undermined. 

Robert Kennedy relayed the offer to Dobrynin, and the group held their 
breath. Hopes were not high. Having made a public demand for the Turk-
ish missiles, Khrushchev was unlikely to accept a private deal damaging 
the Soviet reputation. Moreover, many felt, particularly McNamara, that 
Moscow was simply buying time to make the missiles operational. McNa-
mara's behavior that afternoon-his preoccupation with immediate mili-
tary strikes, his lack of interest in further negotiations-suggests that he 
was now the ExComm's greatest pessimist. '25 Robert Kennedy later wrote 
that after he gave Dobrynin the 24-hour ultimatum and returned to the 
White House, "[the] President was not optimistic, nor was I. . .. He had not 
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abandoned hope, but what hope there was now rested with Khrushchev's 
reversing his course within the next few hours. It was a hope, not an expec-
tation. The expectation was a military confrontation by Tuesday and possi-
bly tomorrow." 126 That U.S. policy-makers were in a position where military 
confrontation was now expected aligns with the theory: the need to remove 
the missiles was driving them to take extraordinary risks. If Khrushchev re-
jected the private offer, it would be hard for Kennedy to accept a public deal 
without destroying America's credibility and therefore its global position.127 

Fortunately, Washington received word the next morning that Khru-
shchev would accept the private trade on Turkish missiles. The main part 
of the crisis was over. Dismantling of the missiles began soon after and, 
with the negative trend reversed, tension abated. 

Much of this history of the last week of the crisis is well known. A few 
key details are not, mainly because ExComm members chose not to reveal 
them. The extent to which members were bombarded with information 
that the missiles were a significant and growing threat has been down-
played . Also minimized is the extent to which the State Department and 
White House collaborated, prior to Khrushchev's 27 October demand, to 
secure a secret deal on the Turkish missiles, knowing that NATO allies 
would not accept any such deal, public or private. 

ExComm participants have argued that their focus was on maintaining 
the U.s. alliance system, while in fact they were equally concerned with the 
direct threat to the U.s. homeland. Yet here was the dilemma. It became 
clear through the last week that trading Turkish missiles was the key to 
getting rid of Cuban missiles and thus to achieving both U.S. ends. Yet 
this trade, should it have become known, would have undermined the 
extended-deterrence objective even as it maintained U.S. strategic prepon-
derance. Hence the trade had to be denied for as long as possible. And 
when it was finally acknowledged, 128 participants had to make it appear 
that Kennedy had decided long before to remove the Turkish missiles, and 
that therefore there was no explicit "trade." 

In what follows, I examine U.S. decision-making on a Turkish-Cuban 
missile deal as it occurred under the shadow of impending decline. The 
critical importance of the strategic balance was reinforced by two reports 
on Monday, 22 October. In the first, Bundy told Kennedy that in communi-
cating with British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, he should remember 
to include the point about future deployments, namely, that if the buildup 
in Cuba continued, "it would be a threat to the whole strategic balance of 
power, because really large numbers of missiles from this launch could cre-
ate a first-strike temptation . ... The missiles that are there now do not cre-
ate this hazard, but a further build-up would."'29 

The second report was an analysis of Soviet motivations received by 
Walt Rostow, head of the ExComm Planning Subcommittee. ' 30 It concluded 
that the Soviets sought a military advantage to help them settle various re-
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The Origins of Major War 

gional problems, including Berlin, and to enable Moscow "to engage with 
maximum chance of success in a final military showdown with the u.s." 131 

At the 11:00 A.M. meeting on Monday, the group had discussed a 
Turkish-Cuban trade. 132 One hitch was noted in a report Bundy received 
that day: the United States retained only "custody" of the "warheads," 
meaning that the missiles themselves were the property of Turkey (the 
problem would be raised again on Saturday). 133 As for the attitudes of allies, 
including Turkey, reports were not favorable. On Tuesday, the US. ambas-
sador to NATO, Thomas Finletter, sent word that the allies were upset over 
the lack of consultation. A delicate probing of Turkish feelings had begun 
after Monday night. On Wednesday, Rusk sent a telegram to both Finletter 
and Ambassador Raymond Hare in Ankara informing them that a negoti-
ated solution might involve dismantling and removing the Jupiter missiles. 
Rusk noted that this would create serious politico-military problems for 
US.-Turkish relations within NATO. Hare was asked to assess the conse-
quences of a removal, while Fin letter was asked to comment on other allies' 
positions. l 34 

In sending this telegram, Rusk knew that nothing was likely to occur 
quickly. On Tuesday he had received a report suggesting he press Turkey 
to announce a phase-out of the IRBMs as soon as a multilateral sea-based 
force (MLF) was in place. 135 Progress on MLF was a prerequisite to resolv-
ing the Turkish missile question, since Washington could not take any ac-
tion which might make Ankara feel "pressed to give up the weapons 
against [its] will." l36 

Time, however, was of the essence. On Tuesday, the CIA reported that 
the three confirmed !RBM sites were under rapid construction. 137 On 
Wednesday, Rostow gave Bundy two analyses from his subcommittee, and 
Bundy no doubt forwarded their findings to Kennedy. The first argued that 
the issue of taking out the Cuban missiles was increasing in urgency, since 
Moscow was trying to settle for what was already on the island and what it 
could later smuggle in. l3R 

The second report provided the subcommittee's view on Soviet motives 
and on US. policy. The recent American buildup had undermined Soviet 
calculations. Moscow "consequently needed quickly to redress the balance, 
and at the same time to convince the US. that it had been redressed, or 
more than redressed." Otherwise, it would face "a grave, and perhaps 
growing, disadvantage" in the cold war struggle. The Cuban missiles re-
versed this trend. Thus US. interests would be "seriously jeopardized" if 
Washington did "not follow up a refusal by the USSR to liquidate the bases 
by forcefully liquidating them ourselves." Three points supported the need 
for immediate action: the risk of escalation increased the longer the block-
ade continued; time worked in the Soviets' favor; and the Cuban missiles 
were a direct threat to U.s. strategic forces. 139 The sense of urgency was in-
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creasing. That night Kennedy told Macmillan that the Soviet buildup was 
continuing and he would have to decide soon whether to invade Cuba and 
take his chances, or wait until Khrushchev acted on Berlin and then go into 
Cuba. Waiting might reduce the risk of escalation, but if construction con-
tinued "the danger [of warl will be greater within 2 weeks." I.o 

Behind the scenes, the State Department was probing a possible missile 
deal. A memo to Rusk from Rostow on Wednesday reiterated the need for 
Turkey and Italy to accept a phase-out of IRBMs once a multilateral force 
was in place. I" There was a problem, however. The allies had never shown 
much enthusiasm for the MLF concept. Negotiating an agreement on it 
now, within the next few days, was infeasible-except through U.S. coer-
cion, which would undermine alliance cohesion. 

Hence, over the next three days, strenuous but subtle efforts were made 
to get the allies to propose an MLF, so that it would seem like a European 
initiative. The Europeans refused to take the bait. As for Turkey, equally 
subtle diplomacy was having equally unsuccessful results. On Thursday, 
Finletter reported that the Turks were wedded to the Jupiters as a symbol 
of NATO's resolve. He warned that a missile deal would undermine the al-
liance by showing that Washington would sell out European interests each 
time Moscow manufactured a crisis. l 42 

The United States was on the horns of a dilemma. Khrushchev would not 
retreat unless shown the carrot of Turkish missiles as well as the stick of a 
possible invasion of Cuba. Yet trading away missiles that were unimpor-
tant to the Americans, but were important to the Europeans, would be seen 
as appeasement. The paradox was surreal: Kennedy needed missiles out of 
Cuba to maintain the material superiority for extended deterrence and u.s. 
security. The only way to do this without risking nuclear war was to trade 
away Turkish missiles. Yet the trade, if discovered, would destroy the 
ideational basis of the U.s. global position-America's reputation for re-
solve in the face of Soviet pressure. 

By Friday, 26 October, a strategy to jump through the dilemma's horns 
was in place, but it was unlikely to succeed. Washington would deny ru-
mors of a Turkish-Cuban trade. Simultaneously, it would offer Polaris sub-
marines and MLF, explain the growing chance of escalation, and hope the 
Europeans got the message: that they had to propose a phasing out of Turk-
ish and perhaps Italian missiles to avoid general war. This strategy was laid 
out in two memoranda, one from Rusk to the president and one from Ros-
tow to Rusk.143 The first told Kennedy he had to give Moscow a face-saving 
measure. Regarding European allies, Washington had to avoid any notion 
"that we are trading off pre-crisis allied or U.s. interests to secure removal 
of [Cuban missiles]." Failure on this point would undermine the alliance. I .. 

Kennedy knew what face-saving measures were required. He and his 
brother, on their own, had made a critical decision earlier that week. On 
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The Origins of Major War 

Tuesday, journalist Frank Holeman relayed to Georgi Bolshakov, the 
Kennedy brothers' backchannel, that Robert Kennedy would consider trad-
ing Turkish for Cuban missiles. 145 This information was held up by Russian 
intelligence in Washington. Only on Thursday was it received in Moscow, 
and apparently it did not make it into Soviet leaders' hands until Friday.146 
These facts explain why Khrushchev rushed out a second letter on Satur-
day morning, demanding the Turkish missiles-he now had reason to be-
lieve Kennedy would throw them into the deal. 

By Friday, the crisis was nearing its climax. At the NSC meeting that 
morning, Kennedy argued that time was running out. Work on the sites 
had to cease. Only two ways remained to remove the missiles: "to trade 
them out .. . [or] take them OUt." 147 He authorized that a subgroup of Oper-
ation Mongoose (the covert effort to overthrow Castro) be formed to dis-
cuss organizing a post-Castro government. 148 At 2:30 that afternoon, the 
Special Group (Augmented) on Operation Mongoose-augmented by the 
likes of McNamara, Taylor, and Bundy-met to coordinate the invasion. 149 
The ExComm was readying for a major operation against Cuba, one that 
would involve 150-250,000 U.s. servicemen. 

The next day was the most dangerous of the crisis. Three long meetings 
were held: at 10:00 A.M . to around noon, from 4 :00 P.M. until almost 8:00, 

and then again from 9:00 P.M. until about 10:00.150 In the morning, the group 
was discussing Khrushchev's first letter, offering removal of the missiles 
for a U.S. noninvasion pledge, when word was received of Khrushchev's 
public demand that the Turkish missiles be included in any deal. One of the 
stranger episodes of the crisis followed . The ExComm split into two. On 
one side were almost all key members, who ganged up on Kennedy to con-
vince him not even to hint at a Turkish-Cuban trade. On the other side, ar-
guing for the reasonableness of Khrushchev' s new demand, were just two 
people-the Kennedy brothers. What at first is puzzling becomes under-
standable when one remembers that earlier that week the brothers had se-
cretly broached a backchannel trade. The surprise demand by Khrushchev 
was thus no surprise to Kennedy-it was his earlier initiative that had ap-
parently encouraged Khrushchev to up the ante. 

Yet Kennedy was now in a corner. Khrushchev had turned what were 
supposed to have been secret discussions into a public demand. A deal 
now could destroy America' s reputation. Kennedy asked the group about 
discussions with Turkey; he was told that the strategy was not to broach 
the question directly, but to feel out the Turkish response. After all, Under 
Secretary of State George Ball said, if Washington was the one bringing up 
the issue, "this would be an extremely unsettling business." Kennedy shot 
back: "Well this is unsettling now George." The United States might be tak-
ing military action against Cuba in the face of "reasonable" proposals. In 
discussions that followed, Bundy argued that even accepting the notion of 
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a possible trade would undermine the alliance, and he was supported by 
Ball, Thompson, Rusk, and Dillon. Kennedy gave little ground. 

The horns of the dilemma remained: go with Kennedy's wishes, and al-
lies would sense a sell-out; refuse to discuss a trade and Khrushchev would 
stand firm, leading to a U.s. attack on Cuba and possible escalation to nu-
clear war-all for Turkish missiles only the Europeans thought had much 
value. And time, as RFK reiterated, was running out. The sense of impend-
ing doom was reinforced that day by a report on the missiles' military sig-
nificance. Even the existing missiles represented "a serious dilution of U.S. 
strategic deterrent capability." Yet 

There is no reason why the Soviets could not, if unimpeded by an effective 
quarantine, literally multiply the number of launchers to a force large 
enough to threaten the entire strategic balance of power. The Soviets have de-
ployed over 500 MRBMs and IRBMs on their own territory, and the lesser 
cost to ICBMs would make a major expansion in Cuba very attractive. lSI 

As it turns out, this was not just a prudent warning. In May, Castro had 
privately informed the Russians that since the missiles strengthened the 
socialist camp, Cuba would accept as many missiles as necessary, "even 
1,000, if you want to send so many."IS2 

The Saturday report came on the heels of another CIA analysis empha-
sizing the rapid pace of site construction and Cuban mobilization.' s3 In the 
morning meeting, the Kennedy brothers used the negative trends to argue 
that little time remained for hard-line negotiating-either the Turkish mis-
siles were traded, or the invasion of Cuba would begin. The president con-
ceded some ground, agreeing that publicly he would respond only to the 
first letter. Still, he wanted increased pressure on the Turks so Ankara 
would understand the impending danger, namely, that if the United States 
acted against Cuba, Khrushchev would act against Turkey. Rusk and 
Bundy now shifted somewhat to the president's side, probably because of 
the agreement to go with the first letter. 

There was still a constraint, however: ownership of the missiles. 
Kennedy opined that Ankara would agree to relinquish the missiles, since 
they belonged to the Americans. The others corrected him: the missiles be-
longed to Turkey; just the warheads were in U.S. custody. So the United 
States could only withdraw the warheads? Kennedy inquired. McNamara 
responded that even this was not possible, since America was simply "cus-
todians of the warheads [for the Turks] ." In short, U.S. decision-makers had 
no legal right within the NATO IRBM agreement to withdraw the missiles 
unilaterally. Thus quite apart from the symbolic problem of "selling out" 
the allies, the goods they had to offer Moscow were not even theirs to sell! 

Kennedy refused to be held back by such details: "we cannot permit our-
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The Origins of Major War 

selves to be impaled on a long negotiating hook while the work goes on at 
these bases," he argued. 154 He then prepared to leave the meeting to address 
the state governors on civil defense preparations. ' ss Before leaving, he sum-
marized his views: 

If the missiles in Cuba added 50% to Soviet nuclear capability, then to trade 
these missiles for those in Turkey would be of great military value .... From 
a political point of view ... [w]e are in a bad position if we appear to 'be at-
tacking Cuba for the purpose of keeping useless missiles in Turkey. We can-
not propose to withdraw the missiles from Turkey, but the Turks could offer 
to do so. The Turks must be informed of the great danger in which they will 
live during the next week and we have to face up to the possibility of some 
kind of a trade over missiles. l56 

Given the risks of escalation, Kennedy was not going to let Turkish missiles 
preclude a negotiated settlement. Still, in accepting that the initiative had to 
come from the Turks, he was acknowledging that the United States could 
not be seen as selling out the allies under pressure. 

Underlying discussions on Saturday afternoon was the recognition that, 
given the trends, the group would soon face a least-of-many-evils choice. 
At one point Kennedy was reiterating the need to move quickly given the 
pace of site construction. Either Moscow halted construction to allow time 
to bring the allies on board, or military strikes would begin. Bundy empha-
sized that it was the group's strong consensus that if Washington appeared 
to be trading away allied interests, "[we'd] just have to face a radical de-
cline in the ... " Kennedy cut him off by noting that 

as the situation is moving .. . this trade has appeal. Now if we reject it out of 
hand and then have to take military action against Cuba, then we also face 
a decline .... let's try to word [discussions with the allies] so that we 
don 't harm NATO-but the thing that I think everybody would agree to [is 
that] ... there should be a cessation of work. ... If [the Soviets] don't agree to 
that ... then we retain the initiative. ls7 

As they grappled with the various options, three aspects of "decline" hov-
ered over the discussion. Implicit for both Bundy and Kennedy was the sig-
nificant increase in Soviet nuclear capability resulting from doing nothing. 
Bundy was also concerned about the decline the United States would face 
should the allies get wind of a trade (decline in the U.S. global position as 
the alliance crumbled). Kennedy accepted this, but emphasized the decline 
that would follow from military action against Cuba, namely, the risks of a 
superpower conflict which escalated to nuclear war-what he had called 
on 18 October the "final failure ." 
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The Berlin and Cuban Missile Crises 

By Saturday evening, therefore, the goal was to minimize the total de-
cline stemming from these three sources. On the negotiating spectrum, 
three positions remained to secure the withdrawal of Cuban missiles with-
out war. From hard-line to soft-line, they were: (1) no deal on the Turkish 
missiles, and acceptance only of the "no-invasion" pledge; (2) a private deal 
to remove the Turkish missiles, plus the no-invasion pledge; and (3) agree-
ment to Khrushchev's demand for a public deal on the Turkish missiles, 
plus the no-invasion pledge. From ExComm discussions and reports re-
ceived that weekend on NATO/Turkish feelings, it is clear that Washing-
ton could go no further than the private deal without risking the alliance's 
disintegration. This, of course, was the deal offered that night through the 
backchannel. 

Had Khrushchev turned down the deal and played for time-as he 
was expected to do-then military strikes against Cuba would have be-
gan early the next week. From there, Soviet retaliation against Europe 
was expected, compelling U.s. retaliation. Thus the world came frighten-
ingly close to the escalation that could have led to nuclear war. No won-
der McNamara wondered that night whether he would ever see another 
sunset. ISS 

The documentary evidence provides solid support for the argument. The 
placement of missiles in Cuba-like U.S. deployments in Turkey-was a 
perfectly legal act within a superpower's sphere. Yet there was little inter-
nally the United States could do to match it in the short term. This meant, in 
the absence of a harder-line policy, a significant downward shift in the strate-
gic balance, especially once Russia deployed additional missiles from its 
huge stock of MRBMs and IRBMs. Moscow would not only be better poised 
for a first strike, but subsequent U.S. efforts to reestablish America's nuclear 
position might push the Soviets into preventive war out of a belief that they 
possessed temporary but waning nuclear strength. Moreover, the loss of 
power would hurt extended deterrence, thus jeopardizing U.s. control over 
the vast economic and potential power of the periphery. To prevent this neg-
ative oscillation in the overall power balance, Kennedy and the ExComm 
embarked on a course that they knew entailed high risks of major war. 

The evidence also upholds some of the nuances of the model outlined in 
chapter 2. Dominant states do not jump into preventive major war at the 
first sign of decline. Rather, they determine what measures short of war 
might be taken to alleviate the deteriorating situation. Rational actors, the 
model predicts, take more extreme steps only when they see no other op-
tions to prevent decline. On the first day of the crisis, when no other op-
tions seemed viable, immediate military action against Cuba was agreed to 
by all. Once the blockade option emerged as a useful first step, it was se-
lected. Yet since it did not stop further construction on existing sites, by 
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The Origins of Major War 

26-27 October the ExComm readied itself for military strikes and invasion. 
Each step up the escalation ladder, each additional increase in the likeli-
hood of inadvertent war, was weighed against the harm to U.S. security 
caused by accepting a permanent missile base in Cuba. As expected, 
greater and greater risks of an unwanted crash were assumed as the power 
situation continued to deteriorate. 

The other theories find only minimal support. There is little declassi-
fied evidence indicating that domestic politics played an important role. 
In the main example-McNamara's remark on 16 October that the issue 
was a "domestic-political" one-McNamara was concerned about domes-
tic obstacles to the achievement of security objectives, not about domestic 
goals per se.1S9 The bureaucratic politics model also performs quite 
poorly. The documents show that ExComm members were obsessed with 
national security, not parochial needs; disagreements were almost exclu-
sively over the best means to the agreed end. l60 Not only were actors' po-
sitions often opposite to those predicted by their bureaucratic stand-
ings-for example, the attorney general pressing for invasion on 16 
October, while the secretary of defense warned of the risks of military ac-
tion-but their positions shifted as new information on risks and benefits 
was received. 

Personality had some bearing on individual behavior. Still, it was sys-
temic pressures that pushed the ExComm to take such extraordinary risks. 
The personality approach works best at the margins-why, for example, 
Adlai Stevenson suggested diplomacy and Paul Nitze more hard-line ac-
tion. But it cannot explain the broader consensus for strong action. Of exist-
ing realist theories, hegemoniC stability theory does particularly poorly. It 
cannot explain why security fears drove American behavior or why expec-
tations of decline led Kennedy to initiate the crisis period. Moreover, the 
United States took actions that increased the risk of major war despite hav-
ing clear strategic superiority over Russia. Classical realism and neoreal-
ism, once preventive motivations are incorporated, can explain the U.s. de-
sire to avert any anticipated decline in power. Still, these theories remain 
underspecified. To predict when states will shift to increasingly risky op-
tions, we need a model showing how leaders weigh the risks of allowing 
further decline against the risks of inadvertent major war associated with 
harder-line policies. . 

This chapter has tested one such model against three cold war crises. In 
each case, declining power stemming from the relative success of the ad-
versary's arms and alliance policies led to the outbreak of a dangerous cri-
sis. Trends and differentials of power were not the only factors shaping su-
perpower behavior. Yet the strong salience of these factors relative to 
competing variables is confirmed. 
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The Berlin and Cuban Missile Crises 

EPILOGUE 

It is appropriate to close this chapter by considering the thoughts of crisis 
participants on what was probably the single most dangerous 24-hour pe-
riod in world history-Saturday evening and Sunday morning, 27-28 Oc-
tober 1962. All members of the ExComm were pessimistic, but McNa-
mara-one of its more reasonable members-was perhaps the most so. 
Around 6:30 P.M., word of the U2 shot down over Cuba was received. Mc-
Namara reacted strongly. He agreed with Kennedy that this was a signifi-
cant escalation. His suspicions were rising: even Khrushchev's first letter-
which the ExComm had already accepted as a basis for negotiations-was 
merely "twelve pages of fluff," with "not a damned thing in it that's an of-
fer." Khrushchev was stringing America along and nothing would be 
signed quickly; hence "[we] ought to be prepared for attack, all-out attack 
[on Cuba]." 

He also outlined in stark detail the escalation scenario that would have 
brought the world to the brink of nuclear war. The United States had to be 
ready to attack quickly, with a general air strike against Cuba almost cer-
tain to lead to an invasion.'6' Then the Soviets "may, and I think probably 
will, attack the Turkish missiles." If they did that, "we must respond" with 
at least a NATO attack against Soviet warships and naval bases in the Black 
Sea. "Now that to me is the absolute minimum, and I would say that it is 
damned dangerous." In saying this, McNamara was not trying to dissuade 
the ExComm from attacking Cuba, only to warn them to be prepared for 
the consequences.'62 The fact that his efforts earlier had steered the group 
from an immediate military strike shows that McNamara was no warmon-
ger. Systemic pressures had thus overridden his own propensity toward 
more moderate solutions. 

By Saturday night the United States was ready to bear all the risks of es-
calation associated with an invasion of Cuba. And McNamara was not sim-
ply giving the worst-case scenario. In his memoirs, Khrushchev acknowl-
edges that "if the Americans had started a war [over Cuba], we were not 
prepared to adequately attack the United States. In that case, we would 
have been forced to start a war in Europe. Then, of course, a world war 
would have begun." '63 President Kennedy that Saturday evening, piggy-
backing his brother's comments that Washington had to warn NATO that 
"on Tuesday we go in" should no agreement be reached, stated that NATO 
had to be prepared "for a disaster," since "the situation is deteriorating, 
and if we take action, we think there will be reprisals." '64 

In the end, the world avoided what JFK had called the final failure of nu-
clear destruction. Yet the ExComm was taking incredible chances as it 
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The Origins of Major War 

made its moves, resting always on the hope that the Soviets would relent 
before things got out of hand. Behind such risk-taking was an overarching 
fact: the United States could not allow a fundamental shift in the balance of 
power. American policy-makers thus willingly accepted the short-term risk 
of an inadvertent nuclear holocaust in order to avert an oscillation that 
would have otherwise reduced long-term U.s. security. 
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[8] 

Major War from Pericles to Napoleon 

This chapter offers a brief survey of seven other important cases of major 
war. Given space constraints, the goal is not to engage established historical 
debates or to provide definitive evidence for or against particular argu-
ments. Rather I seek, by what amount to plausibility probes, to test the 
salience of the theory's logic across time and space. 

The cases represent the seven best-known examples of major war in Eu-
rope before the twentieth century.l Three are bipolar: the ancient Greek sys-
tem; the Second Punic War between Carthage and Rome; and the French-
Hapsburg conflict in the early sixteenth century. The other four are 
multipolar: the Thirty Years War; the wars of Louis XIV; the Seven Years 
War; and the Napoleonic Wars. Of these cases, the theory is well supported 
in all but one, the Seven Years War (for reasons to be explored) . In each of 
the bipolar situations, war was initiated by the declining superpower even 
though it was only roughly equal in military power to the rising state. As 
with Germany in the twentieth century, decline was driven primarily by in-
feriority in potential power. Other realist theories find little support: classi-
cal realism cannot explain why two near-equal states fell into war; hege-
monic stability theory, why the declining state attacked; and Waltzian 
neorealism, why major war broke out in bipolarity. 

In each of the multipolar cases except the Seven Years War, the conflict 
was brought on by a state possessing significant military superiority but 
anticipating deep decline over the long term. This decline reflected en-
trenched stagnation relative to the rising state(s), as well as inferiority in 
certain dimensions of economic and potential power. Again, established re-
alist arguments are not well supported. Classical realism accurately pre-
dicts the preponderant state as initiator, but it downplays the primary mo-
tive for war, namely, fear of decline rather than unit-level aggression. 
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The Origins of Major War 

Hegemonic stability theory cannot explain why a superior state attacked, 
or why it did so when declining rather than rising. Waltz's neorealism pre-
dicts war in multipolarity by miscalculation. Yet in each of the following 
cases, the initiator understood the risks and consciously unleashed war be-
fore its power fell any further. 

Covering so many wars in so short a space leads to a focus on the wars 
themselves and therefore to some selecting on the dependent variable. To 
compensate, I try where possible to sketch the situations of the great pow-
ers in the periods prior to the wars. This allows us to see if incentives for 
war shifted as the causal variables did.2 

THE PELOPONNESIAN WAR 

The ancient Greek system up to the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War 
in 431 B.C. was dominated by two great powers, Sparta and Athens. Thucy-
dides, our primary source, provides an argument that supports the theory. 
He contends that the real reason for the war lies not in complaints made by 
the Spartans and their allies about Athens before the war began. Rather, 
"what made war inevitable was the growth of Athenian power and the fear 
which this caused in Sparta."3 In support of his thesis, Thucydides de-
scribes the growth of Athens through the gradual extension of imperial 
control over its former allies in the anti-Persian alliance, the Delian League.' 
He also argues that both sides were essentially equal in overall military 
power/ and this is supported by the fact that the war was a long, stale-
mated battle of the highest intensity.6 

The Peloponnesian War is significant, since it is probably the singularly 
most "crucial case" against the argument that domestic-level forces push 
states into major wars.7 It is clear, as I discuss, that Sparta initiated the war 
and that the Athenians sought to avoid it. This is directly contrary to what 
one would expect from knowledge of their internal dispositions. The Spar-
tans needed their military at home to keep the helots, their slaves, from re-
volting; thus up until 432 B.C. they had been very reluctant to engage in ma-
jor wars abroad.8 Athens, on the other hand, was a vigorous power, as 
indicated by its massive empire-building efforts.9 Hence a domestic-level 
approach should have predicted Athens as initiator, with Sparta the one 
seeking peace. Yet the result was the exact opposite. 

Two points have been made to try to defeat Thucydides' argument, using 
his own evidence: first, that Athens, not Sparta, provoked the war;'o second, 
that Athens had already peaked in relative power more than two decades 
before and therefore was not rising by 431. 11 Neither point is convincing. 
Sparta decided on major war a year before actual hostilities, just after the 
first public conference with its allies in summer 432 (it called a second con-
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Major War from Pericles to Napoleon 

ference soon afterward to secure allied ratification). Sparta spent the next 
year maximizing military preparedness." Hence, the whole Greek world 
knew for almost a year that the Spartans were preparing to initiate a major 
war. Moreover, it was Sparta and its allies that launched an all-out attack 
on Athens in spring 431. 

From the first conference until the end, Athens tried to dissuade Sparta 
from war. Athenian representatives at that conference, Thucydides relates, 
"hoped to divert their audience from the idea of war and make them incline 
towards letting matters rest."13 Athens invoked the Thirty Years Peace of 
445, which required that disputes be solved by arbitration, not force, and 
this was a constant Athenian refrain until war began." The Spartans rejected 
all such nonviolent measures. Instead, they sent envoys to demand conces-
sions under the threat of war. As Thucydides notes, this was done mainly to 
provide "a good pretext for making war" if Athens refused to capitulate.'s It 
is clear therefore that Sparta must be held responsible for initiating the war. 

The second critique argues that since the majority of the cities of what later 
became Athens's empire were under Athenian suzerainty by 460-457, Athens 
had peaked in power at this time. '6 This argument confuses a city's entry into 
the Athenian realm with the consolidation and growth of the realm itself. 17 It 
would be equivalent to saying that the United States peaked in power by 
1867, simply because so few territories were added after that date. The trea-
sury of the Delian League was not moved to Athens until 454 B.C., and it was 
not until peace with Persia in 448 that Athens shifted from simply leading an 
anti-Persian alliance to controlling, as hegemon, an imperial realm. Signifi-
cantly, it was only around 447 that tribute payments by subject states began 
to be used to build the greatness of Athens (including the construction of the 
Parthenon). Moreover, trade within the Athenian empire, from all evidence, 
increased dramatically from 450 to 431 as the Persian threat declined. Athens 
grew significantly as a result. '8 Indeed, the period from 446 to 431 is now 
known as the acme of the Athenian state, the vaunted "Periclean Age." 

Thus Thucydides' argument for the origins of the Peloponnesian War re-
mains the most plausible, once Athens is eliminated as an aggressor, and 
given that Sparta had no unit-level reason for total war. This supports the 
theory's prediction that the declining great power in bipolarity will initiate 
war even when it is only equal to the rising state, out of fear for its long-
term security. 

THE SECOND PUNIC WAR 

The major war between Carthage and Rome beginning in 218 B.C. closely 
follows the preventive logic of the Greek case.'9 Carthage had been the 
dominant western Mediterranean power for many centuries before the rise 
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The Origins of Major War 

of Rome. Indeed, until 272 Rome was solely preoccupied with enemies on 
the Italian peninsula. That year Rome completed its domination of both 
central and lower Italy. In 264, a minor dispute over Messana in northern 
Sicily drew both Rome and Carthage into a struggle for control over this vi-
tal island lying directly between their homelands. This First Punic War, 
lasting from 264 to 241, reflected Carthage's first effort to prevent the ex-
pansion of the rising Roman power beyond its sphere.2o 

Carthage failed in its containment policy and in 241 was forced to sign 
a peace treaty relinquishing Sicily. Three years later, as the Carthaginian 
empire suffered a revolt of ethnic subjects, Rome forced its rival to sur-
render Sardinia. A glance at the map shows the significance of these 
losses: Carthage moved from domination of the western Mediterranean-
indeed, Rome had no navy when conflict began in 264-to a situation 
where Rome ruled half the sea and was projecting power from islands 
dangerously close to Carthage itself. It did not take a genius to see that 
once Rome consolidated its new realm, it would easily overwhelm 
Carthage.21 

With the loss of naval supremacy, only one way remained for Carthage 
to wage the preventive war necessary for its security: the land route over 
the Italian Alps. Already in 237, to compensate for the loss of Sardinia, 
Carthage had established a foothold in southern Spain. By 227, New 
Carthage was founded on the southern Spanish coast as a base for opera-
tions against the north. Rome, however, reacted to Carthage'S northern ex-
pansion in order to protect Roman trading colonies along the French coast. 
With the 226 Ebro Treaty, Spain was divided into Roman and Carthaginian 
spheres of influence. 

Carthage, however, could not remain satisfied with this status quo, so 
long as Rome continued to grow. This Roman rise began to appear in-
evitable by the end of the 220S. In 222, Rome scored a critical victory against 
Gaullic tribes occupying the one area of the Italian peninsula outside Ro-
man control: northern Italy up to the Alps. If the Carthaginians had any il-
lusions that Rome would not expand beyond Italy, these were dispelled by 
the Roman wars with the Illyrians (who occupied the coast of present day 
Croatia / Albania). In 228, Rome had achieved a partial victory against Illyr-
ian cities. By 219 the Romans were intensifying their attacks on the Illyrian 
coast and showed every sign of overwhelming it.22 

The writing was on the wall for the Carthaginians. Accordingly, like the 
Spartans, they proceeded to find a pretext for fighting all-out war before it 
was too late. This pretext was presented in the form of a valuable but vul-
nerable Spanish city under Roman protection: Saguntum. After 223, as the 
Carthaginians proceeded to conquer the countryside surrounding Sagun-
tum, the city sought Roman aid. Initially reluctant, by 220 Rome decided to 
give Saguntum the assurance that it would act to uphold the city's security; 
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this was unequivocally communicated to the Carthaginians. Rome's repu-
tation for defending small cities in its realm was now on the line. Carthage 
exploited this to its fullest advantage. By spring 219, with the full approval 
of the Carthaginian Senate, the young Carthaginian commander Hannibal 
began to besiege Saguntum, despite additional Roman warnings. 

This was a full-scale assault on the credibility of Roman extended-
deterrence commitments, and the Carthaginians no doubt expected, and 
desired, a vigorous Roman response. They got it in early 218, just after Sa-
gun tum fell to Hannibal. Roman envoys were sent to Carthage to demand 
the punishment of Hannibal, apparently assuming he had acted on his own 
and unaware of the Carthaginian Senate's support. Given the choice be-
tween peace and war, the Senate enthusiastically accepted war, and the Ro-
man envoys departed. Soon after, Hannibal launched his famous attack 
across the Alps, plunging into the heart of Roman territory. 

The ultimatum to Carthage in 218 seems to put some blame on Rome for 
the subsequent war, but two facts indicate that only Carthage was seeking 
all-out war using the pretext of Saguntum. First, the Romans clearly had no 
sense that Carthage would be foolish enough to besiege Saguntum after the 
unequivocal extension of Roman security commitments in 219. This is 
shown by the fact that Rome, before it received the news of Hannibal's at-
tack on Saguntum in the summer of 219, elected to launch a large-scale of-
fensive in the opposite direction, namely, against Illyria. Surely if the Ro-
mans had been seeking war with Carthage over Saguntum, they would not 
have diverted their forces from the western Mediterranean theater.23 Sec-
ond, Hannibal, in early 219-a year before major war began and around 
the same time he began his attack on Saguntum-secretly sent messengers 
to the Gauls in northern Italy to encourage revolt against Rome and to 
promise support. By spring 218 he received favorable replies.24 This indi-
cates that Hannibal was already planning a surprise attack against the Ro-
man heartland before Rome was even aware that Saguntum had been be-
sieged, that is, before Rome felt compelled to act to uphold its reputation. 
Given these facts, it is clear that Carthage used Saguntum as a means for 
bringing on preventive war against the rising .Roman threat; the Romans, 
on the other hand, preferred to buy time to complete their expansion 
against the Balkan coast and to consolidate recent gains in northern Italy.25 

In sum, the case supports the theory'S predictions for bipolarity: war was 
initiated by the declining state despite its having only rough equality with 
the rising state.26 This declining state, left inferior in potential power after 
the First Punic War and faced with an adversary still growing by internal 
consolidation and regional expansion, had to attack to avoid being over-
whelmed in the long term. The fact that Carthage, despite early successes, 
ended up losing the war does not make its leaders any less rational; a risky 
preventive war was better than almost certain destruction later. 
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THE FRENCH-HAPSBURG WARS, 1521-1556 

The third case 9f bipolarity is the European system from 1496 to 1556, 
dominated by France and the Hapsburg empire.27 Major war between these 
two powers began in 1521, ended in 1556, and consisted of five separate 
wars. Three things are clear from the evidence: that France initiated all five 
wars; that France was the declining power; and that France and the Haps-
burgs were essentially equal in relative military power, despite Hapsburg 
superiority in overall economic and particularly potential power.28 

In the last half of the fifteenth century, the foundations for the modern 
unitary French state were laid. With the end of the Hundred Years War in 
1453, France became the preeminent power of an essentially multipolar Eu-
rope. England, however, became seriously weakened by the devastating 
civil war, the War of the Roses (1455-85), to the point that by the early six-
teenth century it was at best a middle power. The expansive Hapsburg 
realm of 1519 had not yet been formed; it emerged only gradually as a re-
sult of strategic marriages between the kings of Spain and Austria. It was 
the formation of this realm-indeed, the transformation of the system from 
multipolarity to bipolarity as Spain and Austria united-that undermined 
French security and led France to launch preventive war in 1521. 

In 1469, Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon had consolidated 
Spain to push back the Moors, a task accomplished by 1492. In 1496, their 
daughter married Philip, the son of Maximilian of Austria. For the French, 
this was a somber warning, for upon the death of Ferdinand and Maximil-
ian, Philip would rule a united empire that would include not only Spain 
and Austria, but the Spanish Netherlands and Burgundy on France's east-
ern front. France would be effectively encircled. The date 1496 thus marks 
the shift from tripolarity (France, Spain, and Austria) to bipolarity (France 
and the Hapsburgs) in the European system, although the full realization of 
bipolarity would not come unti11519. In that year, Philip's nineteen-year-
old son Charles became emperor of the united realm after Maximilian's 
death (Ferdinand having died three years before, and Philip in 1506). Sig-
nificantly, in the same year, the twenty-five-year-old French king, Francis I, 
had lost out to Charles in his bid to become the Holy Roman Emperor. As a 
result, France faced a sprawling Hapsburg power whose possessions now 
included the German states on France's eastern border. 

The French sun was clearly setting. Soon after the losses of 1519, Francis 
began planning for a surprise attack on three fronts against Charles.29 All-
out war began in the spring of 1521, when the French simultaneously in-
vaded Navarre in northern Spain and Burgundy and the Netherlands; a 
French attack on Hapsburg possessions in Italy soon followed . It is impor-
tant to realize how qualitatively different these actions were from previous 
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wars in the 1453-1521 period. France had launched attacks on Italy before 
and indeed had been fighting for control of northern Italy since 1494. The 
war begun in 1521, however, was not a struggle over third parties, but an 
all-out assault on the core territory of the Hapsburgs. In fact, had the 
French succeeded in controlling Navarre, they would have been less than 
two hundred miles from the capital of Charles's empire, Madrid. 

To understand the preventive motivations behind this assault, it is cru-
cial to distinguish between short-term French military strength and the 
long-term economic and potential strength of the Hapsburgs. Charles had 
taken over an empire whose territory and population were about twice the 
size of France. Clearly, once this empire started to grow internally, it would 
overwhelm France. Moreover, with Cortes's defeat of Montezuma in 1520, 
the Spanish were poised to take over the riches of Latin America. As a mil-
itary power, however, the Hapsburg empire was temporarily no stronger 
than the French. For one thing, the French state was unified, with an effi-
cient centralized bureaucracy critical for sustained warfare. As with Ger-
many in the twentieth century, France had all the advantages of strong in-
ternallines of communication. The Hapsburg realm in 1521, on the other 
hand, was still a patchwork of different nationalities, with no strong over-
arching administration. Moreover, the Hapsburgs were temporarily weak-
ened in the middle of 1520 by a major internal revolt in the core of the em-
pire-Spain-Ied by nobles resentful of the new tax system. 

The year 1521 was thus perfect timing for a French preventive war 
against an empire whose long-term growth seemed assured.30 That the rest 
of Europe saw France as what F. C. Spooner calls the "first military power" 
is indicated by three facts. 3l First, when Francis and Charles attempted to 
bribe German electors in 1519 in their competition to become Holy Roman 
Emperor, Charles won even though his bribes were seen as less substantial; 
the German princes apparently selected Charles as the less threatening of 
the two candidates.32 Second, Francis had won a significant battle in Italy in 
1515-the battle of Marignano-thereby demonstrating not only French 
military prowess, but Francis's leadership skills. Third, Henry VIII of En-
gland signed a secret alliance treaty with Charles in 1520, renewed it in 
June 1522 when France was still doing well on the battlefield, but switched 
to an alliance with France after Francis's defeat at Pavia in 1525. This be-
havior-later known as England's traditional balance-of-power strategy-
suggests that in 1521 European states feared a possible French victory 
against the temporarily disorganized Hapsburgs. 

In addition, the war itself from 1521 to 1556 suggests that the French and 
the Hapsburgs were about equally matched. Francis's loss at Pavia in 
northern Italy-a defeat no one had expected, especially not Charles33-

ended the first round of war, but France was far from finished. Over four 
subsequent wars, France fought the Hapsburgs to a stalemate. The French-
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The Origins of Major War 

Hapsburg case thus nicely supports the theory: a declining France initiated 
major war once it realized that decline would be both deep and inevitable, 
and it did so even though it was only essentially equal to the rising state in 
military power. 

THE THIRTY YEARS WAR 

The Thirty Years War lasted from 1618 to the Peace of Westphalia in 
1648. The puzzle addressed here is why a small revolt in Bohemia in 1618 
against the Holy Roman Emperor led to a system-wide total war-the most 
destructive European war until the twentieth century. The Thirty Years 
War is often seen as the archetypical ideological conflict: the great powers, 
divided into Protestant and Catholic, fought to determine which religion 
would dominate in the German states. The war thus provides a "hard test" 
of any realist theory. If dynamic differentials theory works here, the 
salience of its logic is strongly supported. 

The war was primarily driven by the fears of decline due to entrenched 
stagnation in the system's dominant military power: Spain.34 It was Spanish 
intervention in the Bohemian crisis that caused the escalation to major war. 
No other great power wanted war; indeed, the rest sought to localize the 
conflict.35 Spain alone exploited the crisis for a larger purpose, namely, to 
shore up its deteriorating position in Europe. Over the previous two 
decades, the Spanish elite had increasingly realized that economic and de-
mographic power was shifting from Spain and its Italian possessions to 
northern Europe, specifically England, Holland, and France. Europe was 
going through a commercial revolution as Spanish bullion fueled a boom in 
interstate commerce. Yet the efficiency of the north was undermining 
Spain's historical economic dominance. Economic decline in turn was dev-
astating its population. For Madrid, one country above all stood to gain 
from Spanish decay: Spain's traditional rival, France. Thus Spain inter-
vened in Germany to bolster the overall position of the House of Hapsburg, 
despite awareness that this would likely lead to total war. 

Religion played only a supporting role in the escalation to systemic war: it 
served to mobilize armies and for German princes provided the pretext for 
greater autonomy. Yet the critical divide in the system, a divide that deter-
mined the nature and scope of the war, was between France and Spain, two 
Catholic states. In the end, power politics trumped religious identification. 

The war can be divided into two parts. From 1618 to 1627, the Spanish 
goal was to keep the Austrian cousins strong in eastern Germany while 
Spain, to maintain the encirclement of France, improved its position in the 
west and reduced Dutch strength. Spain had given Holland de facto inde-
pendence in the truce of 1609. Yet the Dutch continued to hurt Spanish 

[216] 
0I ? 1 ? 0 8 ? 5 CAC M I 4 DI : 0I ? 9 CP? MC Q ?MM I7O?M 2 IIE 0?

, ? IIE=? I O?M =I C I C A ? C = CI . I=31-
0 ? ? I I C A I   , ,

0
I

Q
CA

0
I

?
9

CP
?

MC
Q

?M
M

/
CA

M
?M

?
P?



Major War from Pericles to Napoleon 

trade in the East and West Indies. With the truce set to expire in 1621, Spain 
used the 1618 crisis to increase its control in western Germany as it pre-
pared to attack Holland.36 

After 1627, Madrid shifted to a more direct strategy of reducing and then 
destroying the growing French threat. Planning for all-out war against 
France began after 1625, gaining steam as French and Spanish troops 
fought in northern Italy from 1628 to 1631 for control of Mantua. By 1634, 
Spain was readying forces for a three-pronged attack on France itself. In 
1635, France preempted this preventive attack by a declaration of war. 
Spain plunged into France the next year and came within eighty miles of 
Paris before being stopped. A twenty-four-year war of attrition ensued, 
lasting until the 1659 Peace of Pyrennes. 

The Thirty Years War was thus the second major war in a 250-year 
French-Hapsburg struggle for hegemony in Europe, the third being the 
wars of Louis XIV.37 Spanish concerns about the rise of France increased af-
ter three decades of French internal religious strife ended in 1598. Mercan-
tilist reforms under King Henry IV led to a marked French recovery by 
1610.38 In potential power, France's population of sixteen million was twice 
that of Spain's eight million, and France was more economically diverse 
and richer in natural resources (although Spain had a stronger colonial 
base).39 Moreover, France's population grew rapidly after 1590, while 
Spain's was devastated by economic turmoil and plagues.4o 

With Henry's assassination in 1610, France entered a decade of uncer-
tainty, as young King Louis XIII and his mother struggled for control and 
as internal clashes with Protestant Huguenots were renewed. Not until 
Cardinal Richelieu's ascendancy in 1624 did France reignite the consoli-
dation process begun under Henry. In relative terms, however, while 
France's economy merely leveled off, Spain's continued to decline pre-
cipitously. Early seventeenth-century Europe experienced a period of 
general economic crisis. Yet it affected individual countries quite differ-
ently: depression began in Spain and the Mediterranean region in the late 
1590S and Germany in the 1610S; after 1610, the French economy re-
mained flat as northern states such as Holland and England grew. These 
differences reflected the relative cost-efficiency of French, Dutch, and En-
glish manufacturing.41 

The Spanish elite were keenly aware of these trends. Beginning in 1600 
and gaining force thereafter, economic writers, the arbitristas, began distrib-
uting analyses of Spanish declinaci6n. They identified three key problems: a 
declining population, diminished national wealth, and falling levels of bul-
lion from overseas colonies. The initial reaction was to hunker down and 
hope that peace with the Dutch would stem decline. By the late 1610S, how-
ever, as imports flooded Spain and bullion from the Americas fell by half, a 
pervasive sense of pessimism set in: 2 This mood, as John Elliott and Peter 
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Brightwell show, had much to do with Spain's increased willingness to ac-
cept the risks of major war. 

The Thirty Years War traditionally begins with the revolt in May 1618 of 
Protestant Bohemian noblemen against the centralizing authority of Catholic 
Austria. Conflict between German Protestants and Vienna had been brewing 
for a decade, as the former sought greater autonomy. For Vienna, however, 
the challenge in May 1618, if allowed to stand, would have quickly under-
mined Austria's control over the Holy Roman Empire.'3 Any weakening of 
Austria was of great concern in Madrid. The two Hapsburg houses-Spain 
and Austria-had separated in the mid-sixteenth century, but familial bonds 
were strong and growing by the 161OS. Emperor Matthias was first cousin to 
Philip III of Spain. The ties were strengthened by the 1617 Onate Treaty: 
Philip agreed to Ferdinand II's becoming Holy Roman Emperor upon 
Matthias's death, in exchange for territory in Italy and Alsace. Ferdinand 
was not only Philip's wife's brother, but was married to Philip's daughter. 

The disintegration of the Austrian house would have jeopardized Haps-
burg lands across Europe. In the early summer of 1618, however, the Span-
ish government was initially divided on the Bohemian crisis. One faction, 
led by the duke of Lerma, argued that Spain lacked financial resources and 
that intervention would spark a general war. This faction lost out to that led 
by Don Balthasar de Zuniga, former ambassador at Vienna. Zuniga was 
highly aware of the risks of escalation, but he argued that Spain could not 
let Austria fall. He also sought to position Spain for war against Holland as 
he protected the Spanish possessions on France's eastern border.44 

As Brightwell shows, over the next year the Spanish made a series of re-
luctant lesser-of-two-evils decisions, knowing that they rendered general 
war almost certain. In July-August 1618, the first dispatches of money went 
out to Vienna. In April 1619, Matthias's death opened the succession ques-
tion. In May Protestant forces marched on Vienna. Madrid responded by 
sending 7,000 troops from Flanders to fight on Austria's side, the first direct 
intervention by any great power. In the fall, the Spanish ambassador in Vi-
enna, Inigo Onate, through promises of Spanish support, helped to reestab-
lish the Catholic League, a band of German princes led by Maximilian of 
Bavaria. Another 7,000 Spanish troops were brought up from Italy in No-
vember. In August 1620, the crucial escalatory step was taken: Spain 
launched 20,000 troops against the Palatinate (in western Germany), partly 
to divert Protestant forces west, and partly to ensure Spain's control of the 
supply route from ltaly.4s This constituted a direct threat to France's posi-
tion in the Rhineland. 

By late 1620, Spanish troops represented half of the total Imperial army, 
and Madrid was paying half its expenses.46 This support was critical to Im-
perial victories in November 1620 which dealt the rebels their first major 
defeat. Spain did not stop there. In 1621, it initiated war against Holland, 
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and spent the next eight years destroying Dutch trade with Germany when 
it could not defeat Holland outright.47 From 1620 on, the rebels begged 
Paris to stop Spain, but the French were temporarily too weak. In late 1622, 
France finally aligned with Savoy to drive Spain out of Switzerland. In June 
1624, France renewed its alliance with Holland and began subsidizing the 
Dutch war with Spain. In 1625, French, Dutch, and English subsidies al-
lowed Denmark to intervene against the growing Hapsburg threat in east-
ern Germany. 

The Spanish actions in 1618-22 which decisively escalated the war re-
sulted from a pessimistic view that Spain had no choice. Zuniga under-
stood from July 1618 on that Spanish intervention would likely mean gen-
eral war.48 Yet without war, Holland would continue to undermine Spanish 
commerce. In spring 1619, he noted that while conquering Holland out-
right would be difficult, Spain had to act: "Affairs can get to a certain stage 
where every decision taken is for the worse, not through lack of good ad-
vice, but because the situation is so desperate that no remedy can conceiv-
ably be found."49 Against arguments that Spain could not afford to aid Aus-
tria, Zuniga countered that "the occasion demands that we should make all 
those supreme efforts that are normally made ' when one is confronted by 
total disaster." His plea to do everything possible despite the obstacles pre-
vailed after careful consideration by Philip's council.50 

From 1624 to 1627, Hapsburg forces scored important victories. Yet 
Spain's decline continued. Yearly receipts of New World bullion after 1610 
were one-third to one-half of the peak of the late sixteenth century; after 
1625 receipts dropped even further, and in 1628 they fell to zero when the 
entire silver fleet was captured by the Dutch.51 Pessimism intensified. A 
minister in 1629 went so far as to say that the crown's finances had been in 
"continuous declinaci6n" for his thirty-nine years of service. The same year, 
Count-Duke Gaspar de Guzman Olivares, who ran the Spanish state after 
1622, wrote that Spain's problems in its Italian war with France were just 
another setback to a nation "which still continues on its decline."52 

Aware that Spanish industry could not compete, Olivares sought to re-
form the economy along northern mercantilist lines. Yet here was the 
dilemma: he needed peace to give reforms a chance, but Spain could not al-
low France and others to grow as Spain put its economic house in order.53 
Olivares faced increasing internal pressure after 1625 to launch a preven-
tive war against France.54 He initially balked, knowing that all-out war 
would kill his reform program. The conflict in Italy from 1628 to 1631, how-
ever, exacerbated the downward spiral while increasing mistrust of French 
intentions. Sweden's intervention in 1630 further drained Hapsburg re-
sources.55 By 1631-32, Olivares resigned himself to the need for total war 
against France, using the next three years to prepare for it.56 

Richelieu meanwhile moved to protect the invasion "gates" from Ger-
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many into France.57 After 1632, the frontier became an armed camp. In 1634, 
Olivares readied Spanish forces for a three-pronged attack on France: from 
Germany, the Spanish Netherlands, and northern Spain. This was Oli-
vares's "master plan," a plan involving the coordinated operations of two 
fleets, four armies, and upwards of 100,000 men-what R. A. Stradling calls 
"the most ambitious military conception of early-modern Europe."SB Time 
was of the essence. As a Spanish envoy told the king of Hungary in October 
1634, "any more delay [in attacking France] would cause great damage" to 
the Hapsburg cause.59 

Logistical problems forced the invasion's postponement. Olivares was 
anxious; he knew Richelieu would try to buy time to further French 
growth. In January 1635, he told colleagues that given the size of Spain's 
forces, the attack should succeed. Yet "everything must begin at once, for 
unless they are attacked vigorously, nothing can prevent the French from 
becoming masters of the world, and without any risk to themselves."60 Paris 
was indeed reluctant to fight, but decided that the Spanish attack had to be 
preempted.61 In February, France renewed its alliance with Holland and in 
April secured Swedish support; in May it declared war and crossed into the 
Spanish Netherlands. The next month, Olivares gave King Philip details on 
his master plan. Spain had reached a crossroads. The plan would either 
"lose irretrievably or enable us to save the ship." If Spain did 
not have the strength to finish France off, "let us die in summoning it, for it 
is better to die than to fall under the sway of [the French heretics] .... Thus 
everything will come to an end, or Castile will be the leader of the world."62 

Preventive thinking was at the heart of Olivares's calculations. As Elliott 
summarizes, he "knew as well as anyone that he was engaged in a desper-
ate race against time. If France could be beaten quickly, the future would 
still be his ." Only then could he implement the reforms needed to revitalize 
Spain's economy.63 The Spanish plunge into war in 1618 and the subse-
quent escalation to an all-out war of elimination again illustrates the tragic 
dimension of international politics. Neither Zuniga nor Olivares, the two 
individuals most responsible for Spain's hard-line policy, were inherently 
aggressive individuals. Yet they felt compelled by geopolitical circum-
stances to take actions that they knew might lead to Spain's destruction as a 
great power. 

THE WARS OF LOUIS XIV 

For France and Spain, the Thirty Years War continued until the peace of 
1659. The French-Hapsburg rivalry was still not over, however. From 1660 
to 1685, France under Louis XIV rose to a level of marked preponderance, 
but the French felt anything but secure. Eastern borders were open to attack 
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from the system's new rising power: Austria. This Hapsburg monarchy 
had been quietly consolidating its strength in the latter half of the century. 
After 1683, it became a significant future threat. In September 1683, Austria 
halted a Turkish assault on Vienna, and then over the next five years drove 
the Turks out of Hungary, Serbia, and northern Romania. This not only 
doubled Austria's size, but it meant that Vienna might turn its battle-
hardened forces westward once Turkey sued for peace. 

Two other factors were critical in leading France to launch its preventive 
war in the fall of 1688, a war that but for a temporary pause (1697-1700) 
would last a quarter century. First was the Spanish succession question, 
which since the birth of the sickly Carlos II in 1661 had hung over almost 
every dimension of Austro-French relations. Both France and Austria had 
claims on Spanish possessions upon Carlos's death. After 1685, however, 
Paris saw increasing signs that Vienna would make a grab for the crown. 
Should it succeed, France would face a united Hapsburg realm, the very 
thing that had driven Francis into war in 1521. Second, after 1680 the 
French economy suffered from entrenched relative stagnation, due in part 
to the success of English and Dutch mercantilism. France's own mercantile 
policy, begun under Colbert in the 1660s, had failed by the 1680s. 

Louis and his advisers thus saw preventive war against the Austrian 
sphere and the Spanish Netherlands as a way not only to protect France's 
vulnerable eastern border, but to position France for a later fight for the vast 
Spanish possessions. Absorbing at least some of these possessions would 
help France compete against English and Dutch commerce, especially in the 
lucrative Levant-Mediterranean trade. Even more important, it would pre-
vent these territories from falling into the hands of the rising Austrian state.64 

The Spanish succession issue was Louis's constant obsession after he as-
sumed power in 1661. His marriage to Maria Teresa, the eldest daughter of 
Philip IV of Spain, connected France to the Spanish throne, but Maria had 
renounced her direct claim as part of the marriage agreement. This meant 
that upon the deaths of Philip and his son Carlos, the crown might go to 
Philip's second daughter Margaret Teresa, who was married to Leopold I, 
ruler of Austria. From his birth Carlos was expected to die at any moment. 
By hanging on until 1700, he provided a focal point for four decades of 
Franco-Austrian conflict. The French could not permit the reunification of 
the House of Hapsburg. In 1663, after Louis's reevaluation of French policy, 
Colbert privately wrote: 

As for foreign affairs, since it is only the [House of Hapsburg) that must al-
ways be considered, either to draw the advantages resulting from its weak-
ness, or because of fear of its elevation, he [Louis) decided to do everything 
possible to hold it always in check, both at the center and at the two extremi-
ties of its states."S 
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The Origins of Major War 

Louis was particularly worried about the Hapsburg presence in western 
Germany and the Spanish Netherlands, at some pOints less than two hun-
dred miles from Paris. In 1664, he decided to "apply myself more than ever 
. . . to prevent the Emperor [Leopold] from maintaining considerable forces 
on foot [in Germany]."66 In 1667, his forces invaded the Spanish Netherlands, 
with Louis claiming that since Spain had never paid Maria's dowry, he de-
served compensation. When this provoked an alliance of England, Holland, 
and Sweden, Louis retreated. His conciliatoriness partly reflected a secret 
deal with Leopold in January 1668 to divide Spain's territories upon Carlos's 
death. The agreement shows Louis's concern for France's border and its 
Mediterranean trade: France would receive the Spanish Netherlands and 
Franche-Comte (on the eastern border), Naples, and Sicily, as well as African 
and Asian colonies; Austria would receive Spain and the American colonies. 

In the 1660s, under Colbert, Paris sought to reduce English and Dutch 
trade dominance though mercantilism. This policy included large tariff 
jumps in 1664 and 1667 and government support for global trading compa-
nies. In 1672, France attacked Holland after isolating it diplomatically. The 
goal was to use the attack to facilitate the occupation of the Spanish Nether-
lands, a point of vulnerability. Louis also hoped to reduce Dutch commer-
cial strength.67 The war did not go as planned: the Dutch opened their dikes 
to stop the French onslaught, and within a year Spain and Austria were 
pulled into a war lasting until 1679.68 The war's costs contributed to the de-
cline of France's economy in the 1680s. 

After the Dutch War, Louis sought to absorb a number of fortresses and 
cities on the border with Germany (his policy of Reunion). Like Richelieu, 
Louis saw these pOints as "gates" facilitating a Hapsburg invasion of 
France. By incorporating them into the French sphere, he could achieve the 
long-standing French dream: a defensible frontier.69 By 1684, many impor-
tant positions, including Strasbourg and Luxembourg, had been captured. 
In August, with the treaty of Ratisbon, Austria recognized the possessions 
France had acquired since 1681, including Strasbourg. Two problems re-
mained, however: the parties to the treaty agreed only to a twenty-year 
truce, not to a permanent transfer of territory; and the critical "gate" of 
Philipsburg still remained in Hapsburg hands. 

Louis also had to worry about economic and demographic trends. Until 
the late 1670S, France's economy had been expanding. By the mid-1680s, 
however, it had stagnated while the rest of Europe continued to grow.70 
Part of the problem was the relative success of English and Dutch mercan-
tile policies.71 France was also suffering a population crisis: by the early 
1680s, deaths began to outnumber births.72 French leaders were aware of 
the problems. After 1683, there was increasing criticism of the economic 
system at the highest levels. In 1687, as the agrarian crisis intensified, the 
government began investigating the causes of rural poverty?3 
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Geopolitical trends were also negative. France was clearly the preemi-
nent military power in Europe in the 1680s.74 Yet as Geoffrey Symcox notes, 
during the decade "the balance of power began to tip in favor of Louis' en-
emies."75 As it fought Turkey, Austria's army grew in size and experience. 
Vienna also launched reforms improving the empire's cohesiveness. More-
over, military inventions that had given France a qualitative edge in the 
1670S had diffused to adversaries. These facts so unnerved War Minister 
Louvois that in 1687 that he interrogated officers who had served in Aus-
tria's eastern army and sought new ways to increase his army's firepower. 76 

Of primary concern were Austria's consistent victories against Turkey. 
Aside from the huge increases in Austrian territory, Paris feared that once 
Turkey sought peace, Austria would turn west to reclaim its lost border ar-
eas. Louis sought to turn the twenty-year truce into a permanent agree-
ment; Vienna refused. As Austrian victories continued, Louis hastily 
erected further frontier fortifications.n 

Louis feared invasion above all, but he also worried that Leopold would 
use his new-found strength to enforce his claim to the Spanish throne. A 
1685 memorandum for an envoy to Madrid noted that should Leopold hear 
that Carlos's health was failing, he would "make peace with the Turk . .. to 
be able to have all his troops march toward the Rhine." This was a recur-
ring concern over the next few years.78 From 1685 until the start of war in 
1688, Louis worked diligently to shape Carlos's choice of successor. Expect-
ing Carlos's death, he drew up a manifesto claiming the whole Spanish in-
heritance for his family. Despite the influence of Louis's sister, the Spanish 
queen, French efforts came to naught. Louis's concerns were not helped by 
rumors in late 1687 that Vienna might have Joseph, heir to the Austrian 
throne, raised in Madrid as successor to Carlos.79 

After 1686, the French position unraveled faster than Louis could have 
anticipated. In August 1687 came word of the Turkish defeat at Mohacs. 
Louvois wrote Vauban, the man in charge of French military installations, 
that the news had made Louis "judge it necessary to bring his frontier to-
wards Germany to the last stage of perfection."BO Through the first eight 
months of 1688, Louis sought the pope's approval for his candidate for the 
ecclesiastical principality of Cologne, a strategic point on the Rhine. Paris 
received reports in June that Holland and Brandenburg-Prussia were mobi-
lizing to block this move. In July, to increase pressure, Louis's envoy told 
the pope that France was reluctant to take advantage of "favorable circum-
stances" if war broke out as a result of the pope's decisions.81 Nevertheless, 
in August the pope decided in favor of Austria's candidate. 

The key report came on 15 August from Louis's ambassador in Istanbul. 
The Turks, driven back to Belgrade, were ready to make peace. On 20 Au-
gust, Louis met with his advisers. The decision was made: France would at-
tack Austrian positions in Philipsburg and the Palatinate.82 French forces 
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The Origins of Major War 

struck in late September; by that fall the Spanish Netherlands would be 
added to the list. Within a year, France would be battling a coalition of all 
the key great powers. 

Louis made his goals public in a declaration to Vienna in September 
1688. He had acted to prevent the emperor's "long-established plans to at-
tack France as soon as he could have peace with the Turks." France had to 
attack the forts "which would give the Emperor easy possibility to ... sus-
tain war against France."83 This was propaganda, but it also reflected 
Louis's true logic. Marshal Villars wrote that the court in August was 
forced to decide between halting the effort of Holland's William of Orange 
to capture the English throne and preventing Turkey from making peace 
with Austria, "which the next moment would bring down on us all the 
forces of the Emperor."84 Detailed work by John Wolf, Symcox, and others 
shows that Louis was acting defensively to protect France from an impend-
ing shift in the balance of power.85 

Louis hoped for a short war that would force Austria to make territorial 
concessions securing France's frontier. But he recognized the high risk of 
all-out systemic war. In a letter to his ambassador in Istanbul in late Au-
gust, Louis noted that his move would mean a "general war in all Europe" 
from which Turkey could draw advantages.86 The risks had been clear for 
some time. In October 1686, Spain, Austria, Sweden, Bavaria, and Saxony 
had formed the League of Augsburg to protect Germany against further 
French incursions. By attacking this area, France was invoking alliance 
commitments from all members. 

By the third year, the war fell into a stalemate. In 1697, a peace treaty was 
signed, but the issues had not been solved. France was still vulnerable on 
its eastern border, and Louis still worried that the Spanish inheritance 
wouid fall into Austria's hands. In October 1698, France signed an agree-
ment with England and Holland that on Carlos's death, Prince Joseph Fer-
dinand of Bavaria would receive the inheritance. While this deal did not 
benefit France, it averted a marked increase in Austrian power. Unfortu-
nately, Joseph Ferdinand died in February 1699. In March, a new deal was 
negotiated with England and Holland. To avoid another coalition, Louis 
was more than reasonable: Spain, its colonies, and the Spanish Netherlands 
would go to Archduke Charles of Austria, while France received Naples, 
Sicily, and Lorraine. Leopold refused this generous settlement. With confi-
dence bolstered by fresh victories over Turkey, he now worked to uphold 
his claim to the whole inheritance.87 

In November 1700, Carlos finally died. To everyone's surprise, his will 
designated that the entire inheritance would go to Louis's grandson Philip. 
If France turned down this offer, it would go to Austria. In late November, 
Louis and his advisers debated two unpleasant options: accept, and face 
war with Austria and probably another Grand Alliance; reject, and allow 
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Austria to recreate the realm of Charles V. After much discussion, Louis de-
cided to accept the offer. War was inevitable in either case, since France 
could not permit Austria to gain so much territory. And France's accep-
tance would at least provide the legal basis for absorbing Spain and its 
colonies, a move that among other things would improve France's ability to 
compete in foreign trade.88 

Thus Louis's logic for initiating the second half of the twenty-five-year 
major war (the War of Spanish Succession) parallels his reasoning in the 
first. Austria's 1698-1700 victories over Turkey not only reestablished the 
Austrian threat, but Vienna's insistence on the entire Spanish inheritance 
meant that if France did not act, it would soon be surrounded by a state of 
overwhelming power. Louis was not motivated by a lust for gloire as much 
as by a drive for security. As Wolf notes, no one reading Louis's letters can 
fail to notice his life-long fear of invasion.89 

THE SEVEN YEARS WAR 

The Seven Years War from 1756 to 1763 is the one case of major war stud-
ied in this book that does not work well for dynamic differentials theory. Al-
though declining trends were critical to its origins, the war broke out even 
though the key players were relatively equal in military power. The case thus 
contradicts my assertion that general war in multipolarity requires a signifi-
cantly superior military state. Moreover, the war shows that occasionally de-
clining and near-equal great powers can overcome the collective-action 
problem to organize coalitional preventive war against a rising state. The 
reasons for these deviations from the typical pattern are thus of interest: they 
help us understand the conditions under which the theory might be wrong. 

The origins of the Seven Years War are straightforward. Historians agree 
that the primary provocateur was Austria, assisted by Russia. Both states 
feared the rise of Frederick the Great's Prussia, an upstart state led by a 
man who had clearly demonstrated a penchant for territorial expansion. 
Their plan, germinating in 1748-49 but gaining steam in 1755-56, was to 
eliminate this rising threat before it did any more damage; the spoils would 
then be divided between themselves and other disaffected states. In the 
summer of 1756, as Frederick saw Austria and Russia preparing for offen-
sive war, he reluctantly decided to launch a preemptive strike. In late Au-
gust, he plunged his army into Saxony, leading to a seven-year stalemate in 
which tiny Prussia, assisted by Britain, hung on against the poorly coordi-
nated efforts of Austria, Russia, and their recent ally France. 

Austrian-Russian fears of Prussia were sparked by Frederick's surprise 
victories over Austria in 1740-44 during the War of Austrian Succession, 
which led to Prussia's annexation of Silesia.90 Prussia was a young power: it 
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The Origins of Major War 

arose out of the wars of Louis XIV and up until 1740 was not even consid-
ered a true great power by most capitals. It had a very small territory, and 
its population of four million was less than one-third of Austria's and one-
fifth of France's.91 Prussia offset these disadvantages by having the most ef-
ficient and well-trained army in Europe.92 These qualitative strengths could 
be shown only on the battlefield; thus only after its military successes in 
1740-44 was Prussia seen as a growing menace. 

As the War of Austrian Succession wound down, "the perception of rela-
tive decline . .. infused the Habsburg decision-making system," writes the 
historian Dennis Showalter.93 In 1746, Austria and Russia formed a defen-
sive alliance against Prussia which provided the basis for later negotiations. 
In March 1749, a secret conference of Austria's high council was held to dis-
cuss foreign policy. The future chancellor Count von Kaunitz offered a po-
sition that would guide his policies during the critical years 1755-56. Aus-
tria must never resign itself to the loss of Silesia, "and [must] regard the 
King of Prussia as the greatest, most dangerous ... enemy of the dynasty." 
Accordingly, Austria's constant concern must be to defend itself against 
Frederick's aggressions and to "limit his power" while retrieving lost 
lands.94 

Kaunitz's strategy over the next seven years, both as ambassador to 
France and as chancellor, was to resolve the centuries-old French-
Hapsburg conflict and then to draw France and Russia into a coalition to 
eliminate Prussia.95 France's assistance was necessary for two reasons: Aus-
tria could not attack Prussia if it had to worry about a French response (es-
pecially since France and Prussia had been allies since the 1730s); and 
France could supply the subsidies needed to ensure that the cash-poor 
Russian army attacked Prussia's eastern flank. Until May 1756, however, 
Paris was reluctant to further the designs of its historical adversary. What 
changed its mind was British-Prussian diplomacy over the winter of 
1755-56. Britain and France had already begun a long war over control of 
North America and India. London worried that Prussia might use the 
British-French conflict to grab Hanover, the homeland of the British king. 

To deter Frederick, London and Petersburg agreed in September 1755 to 
cooperate against Prussia, with Britain providing 100,000 pounds a year to 
support the Russian army. When Frederick found out, he decided to mend 
relations with London to reduce the chance of Russian attack. In January 
1756, Prussia and Britain signed the Treaty of Westminster, in which both 
parties agreed to defend Germany territory against any aggressors. The 
treaty upset both Paris and Petersburg. The French saw it as a stab in the 
back: they were relying on attacks on Hanover to divert British forces from 
the colonial arena. In February, the French decided against renewal of the 
Franco-Prussian alliance. In March-April, the Russian council agreed to 
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mobilize for war against Prussia and to promise Austria an offensive al-
liance that would include Sweden and Saxony. 

Things were falling into place for Kaunitz, but he had to be careful. To 
guarantee subsidies for Russia, he wanted France as an active and not just 
neutral player. In May 1756, the first step in the "diplomatic revolution" was 
achieved: France agreed to a defensive alliance. If Austria were attacked by 
Prussia, France would provide 24,000 troops. Vienna still had two problems, 
however. First, to ensure France acted, it had to get Prussia to appear the ag-
gressor.96 Second, Kaunitz did not feel the Austrian army was quite ready for 
war. Thus he sought to postpone the Austro-Russian attack until spring 1757. 

Russia was itching for war in 1756, and had 80-120,000 troops mobilized 
for the job. Austria had only 65-80,000 battle-ready troops, but by the next 
spring Kaunitz expected another 40-50,000 would be available. Since Prus-
sia had upwards of 150,000 men, a short delay in the invasion made sense.97 

In June 1756, Kaunitz convinced Petersburg to hold off its attack until early 
1757. Nevertheless, to ensure that Prussia would be seen as the aggressor, 
Vienna used diplomacy to provoke Frederick into a preemptive strike. In 
June-July, Frederick's spies informed him of Russia's mobilization and the 
coming Austro-Russian attack, but also told him that it would be delayed 
until the spring.98 Frederick had no desire for war; he was still consolidating 
gains from the previous conflict.99 Yet he also knew that with Vienna and 
Petersburg determined to eliminate his state, he could not afford to wait 
until their mobilizations were complete. 

In July, Frederick mobilized the Prussian army even as he sought a 
diplomatic solution. Four times between July and late August, he in-
structed envoys in Vienna to ask Austrian leaders to declare that they 
had no current or future intention, alone or with Russia, of attacking 
Prussia . In his later entreaties, he presented evidence of the Austro-
Russian plans and promised to recall his army if only Vienna would de-
clare its peaceful intentions. Each time, the Austrians either denied the al-
legations or gave "vague and haughty" replies that only affirmed 
Frederick' s suspicions. lOo On 25 August, his patience running out, Freder-
ick wrote to his sister that he had not received a response to his fourth 
demarche, but that with Austria mobilizing he was "more certain of war 
than ever." Since he was "expecting a response that was either defiant or 
ambiguous," the latter on which he "could not rely," he had arranged to 
leave with his troops on Saturday. 101 On 29 August, Prussian forces in-
vaded Saxony. By this act, Austria achieved its goal of appearing the vic-
tim of Prussian aggression. France would enter the war on Austria's side 
and would provide millions of livres in subsidies to aid the Russian 
army.'02 

The Seven Years War supports this book's theory insofar as it was fear of 
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decline rather than unit-level factors that drove Austria to organize a pre-
ventive war against Prussia. Yet neither Austria nor its partner Russia was 
militarily superior to Prussia, contrary to the prediction that only markedly 
superior military powers will initiate major wars of elimination. Unique 
geopolitical circumstances in the mid-eighteenth century explain how Vi-
enna and Petersburg could overcome the collective-action problem to ag-
gregate their strength against the common threat. First, Prussia was viewed 
by all as a new power that had upset the established structure. Dividing it 
up between Austria, Russia, Sweden, and Saxony (with France receiving 
compensations in the west) could thus be seen simply as a return to the old 
status quo, rather than as a challenge to the system.I03 

Second, history and Prussia' s small territory reduced the universal prob-
lem of relative gains in dividing up spoils. Austria, Sweden, and Saxony 
would be receiving territory taken from them by past Prussian aggression. 
Moreover, with Russia receiving parts of East Prussia/Poland, no state in 
1756 could envision a dramatic shift in the balance of power caused by any 
subsequent boundary disputes. This is dramatically different from the 
other multipolar cases, where the rising state was territorially large enough 
that its elimination would have created significant fears of relative loss. 

Third, one must take into account the other powers' extreme suspicion of 
Frederick as leader of Prussia. He had betrayed his own ally France twice in 
the War of Austrian Succession, even as he sliced off pieces of Austria. His 
militarism, arrogance, and love of war for the sake of glory were legendary. 
As early as 1743, he had declared as a basic rule of geopolitics that all states, 
no matter how small, must continuously expand to avoid falling behind. 
His political testament of 1752 outlined specific territories in Germany that 
should be eventually annexed.104 In the face of such an extreme character, 
the deep Austrian-Russian interest in eliminating the menace helped over-
come the problems of coordinated offensive war.IOS 

In sum, the Seven Years War suggests that coalitional preventive major 
war by near-equals in multi polarity can be achieved, but only under a nar-
row set of conditions. The rising state must be seen as highly expansionis-
tic, and it must be a territorially small upstart, such that its elimination 
would be viewed not as undermining the system, but as stabilizing it. It is 

. hard to think of many periods besides the mid-eighteenth century where 
these conditions were met. 106 

THE NAPOLEONIC WARS 

The period from 1792 to 1815 witnessed two distinct wars: the wars of the 
French Revolution (1792-1801) and the Napoleonic Wars (1803-15) . The 
former period was not a major war by my definition: while involving many 
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great powers, it was not a conflict that threatened the existence of those 
powers, but instead a war to reestablish the system's ideological homo-
geneity. France sought to maintain the new revolutionary government; the 
other states sought to replace it with a traditional royalist one. ' 07 The period 
after 1802, however, was clearly one where the survival of great powers 
was at stake. France was seeking hegemony, specifically the destruction of 
Britain and the reduction of others to the status of vassal states. 

Yet the roots of the Napoleonic Wars lay not in ideology or in 
Napoleon's personality, but in the eighteenth-century British-French strug-
gle for global dominance. For a century, France and Britain had fought over 
trade, industry, and colonies. By 1800, the British had won. They had a far 
larger colonial realm, one that included India, the jewel of any imperial 
crown. Moreover, Britain was decades ahead in the industrial revolution. 
For the French, these developments were alarming. Britain's larger re-
source base and massive industrial growth, tied to its trade supremacy, 
meant the long-term devastation of the French economy. This would leave 
France vulnerable to attack either from giant land powers such as Russia, 
or from Britain itself. Throughout his career, destroying Britain before it 
was too late was Napoleon's primary focus. Napoleon's obsession with 
Britain was hardly new. He simply carried on the tradition of French lead-
ers for the previous half-century-of viewing French survival as a function 
of the British question. 

Since 1700, Britain and France engaged in an unremitting struggle for 
colonies and trade. The turning point was the Seven Years War. Britain 
emerged as the war's only victor. It now controlled most of North America 
and India and had made important gains in western Africa and the West 
Indies. British trade took off. Even the loss of the American colonies (facili-
tated by France) did not slow this growth; Britain simply turned America 
into a supplier of raw materials and a market for its industrial goods. 
Britain was significantly superior in the technology of the first industrial 
revolution, and it used this superiority to undersell competitors and to 
build its dominance in shipping. British trade from 1780 to 1800 tripled, 
while from 1773-74 to 1800 the size of the merchant marine doubled. lOS 

The French economy did not fair so well. French officials, even as they 
tried to copy British innovations, were constrained by the entrenched prac-
tices of the ancien regime economy. The revolution did not help: the celebra-
tion of economic individualism reinforced a preference for small-scale 
farming and manufacturing. In fact, despite Napoleon's reform efforts, 
France would not experience a true industrial takeoff until 1850.'09 The re-
sulting trends were ominous. France's share of total European manufactur-
ing from 1750 to 1800 fell from 17.2 to 14.9 percent, while Britain's rose 
from 8.2 to 15.3 percent. By 1800, Britain's industrialization per capita was 
twice that of France.no To make matters worse, the demographic trends 
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The Origins of Major War 

were against France. France's population in 1800 of 28 million was almost 
twice Britain's 16 million (not counting colonies). By the 1780s, however, 
France had entered a period of slower absolute growth as birth rates fell; 
the British population meanwhile was growing at 10 percent a decade, a 
trend that would continue for 130 years. 111 

Napoleon's concern for the rising British threat was not unique. After the 
Seven Years War, senior French officials flirted with a plan to invade 
Britain, but realized they lacked the power. ll2 In early 1798, the Directory 
running France actively considered such an invasion but was convinced by 
Napoleon of its current infeasibility; to hurt Britain in another way, 
Napoleon was sent to conquer Egypt, in preparation for a possible attack 
on British India. ll3 

Napoleon's desire to eliminate Britain remained a constant. In 1788, at 
age nineteen, he observed that land powers like Sparta and Rome usually 
destroyed wealthy sea powers, as long as they fought on the latter's terri-
tory.l14 In October 1797, having defeated Austria in Italy, Napoleon wrote to 
the minister of foreign affairs that while the Austrians were a dull lot, the 
English were a productive people. It was therefore critical to eliminate En-
gland, "or France must expect itself to be destroyed by the corruption and 
intrigues of those active islanders." Once England was defeated, "Europe 
will be at our feet." 1l5 In March 1800, now ruler of France, Napoleon issued 
a proclamation that London desired to reduce France to a second-rate 
power and to divide Europe in order to seize its commerce."6 Three months 
later, he told the British king that it was England, not France, which threat-
ened the balance of power, because of its monopoly on global trade."7 In 
these views, Napoleon was not alone: as Arnold Harvey shows, it was 
widely felt throughout Europe after 1800 that British power had grown too 
strong."B 

Napoleon offered the most revealing insights into his thinking in 1803, as 
war with Britain was reignited after the short-lived Peace of Amiens 
(March 1802 to May 1803). On 23 August, Napoleon used a letter to Foreign 
Minister Talleyrand on Russian mediation to detail his geopolitical views. 
France and England both had interests in the East Indies and in the Ameri-
cas. But to reright the balance in these areas, England would have to "limit 
its power." England's unwillingness to evacuate even tiny Malta-one of 
the sticking points that had led to renewed war-"made clear its intention 
to add the Mediterranean to its almost exclusive commercial sphere of the 
Indies, America, and the Baltic." Of all the calamities that could arise, 
"there is none comparable to this." War, therefore, "however unfortunate it 
may be," was necessary, and would "never reduce the French people to 
bowing before this arrogant nation, who make a game of all that is sacred 
on the earth, and who have, especially in the last twenty years, assumed an 
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Major War from Pericles to Napoleon 

ascendancy and temerity which threatens the existence of all nations in 
their industry and commerce, the lifeblood of states." 119 England's destruc-
tion would satisfy more than just the French. That fall, he wrote that "all the 
evils, all the plagues that afflict mankind corne from London."12o To General 
Augereau he would state: "I have reason to hope that, within a reasonable 
time, I will achieve the objective that all of Europe desires. We have six cen-
turies to avenge."121 

Napoleon's strategy for major war after 1800 was flexible, evolving as 
circumstances changed, but destroying England remained its objective. By 
the Treaty of Luneville in February 1801, Austria recognized French con-
trol of the western bank of the Rhine and Belgium and the independence of 
the Helvetian Republic (Switzerland). Only Britain remained in the war, 
and Napoleon wanted breathing space to prepare for major war. In Octo-
ber 1801, with his position in Egypt deteriorating, he pressured London 
into an initial peace, a peace that was finalized in March at Amiens. War-
weary Britain gave up most of the colonial conquests made over the previ-
ous decade, except Trinidad and Ceylon, and agreed to evacuate Egypt 
and Malta. 

Napoleon's initial strategy was to use the peace to revitalize France's 
economy, to achieve military superiority, and to hurt British commerce 
as he rebuilt French colonial trade. Historians agree that after 1804 Na-
poleon's army was significantly superior to any other state's, primarily 
owing to mass conscription, better mobility, and Napoleon's leadership 
skills. 122 Eliminating England, however, required a navy plus the craft for 
transporting troops, and here he knew that he needed more time to pre-
pare. 123 In late 1801, Napoleon moved to retake Haiti from the rebel leader 
Touissant Louverture. Haiti had been France's most important colony be-
fore the slave revolt in 1791. Napoleon planned to use it and Louisiana (re-
cently reacquired from Spain) as the basis for a reinvigorated West Indies 
trade policy.124 A letter to Navy and Colonial Minister Decres in April 1802 
showed he had other goals as well: he instructed Decres to prepare to 
reestablish a French position in India. Having failed to get at British India 
via Egypt in 1798-99, Napoleon would now do so the long way-around 
the Cape of Good Hope.125 

By early 1803, relations with Britain were again rocky, and for one main 
reason. Napoleon, like Hitler in the late 1930s, was positioning his country 
for major war by occupying the small states on his border. Britain, also as in 
the 1930s, could not tolerate this expansion if it hoped to stop its rival from 
achieving continental hegemony. Napoleon had annexed Piedmont and oc-
cupied Switzerland in the fall of 1802. Most worrisome, however, was 
France's continued occupation of Holland. By the treaty of Luneville, 
France promised to evacuate Holland after a general peace. The treaty of 
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The Origins of Major War 

Amiens created this general peace, but Napoleon refused to leave, knowing 
that the Dutch fleet was critical to any invasion of Britain.126 London was 
also upset by Napoleon's exclusion of British goods from France. In late 
January 1803, Napoleon allowed an internal French report to be made pub-
lic, indicating that France could retake Egypt with a few thousand troops . 

. His goal of hurting British economic power as he prepared for major war 
was clear. London thus refused to evacuate Malta to restrict France's ability 
to do harm in the Mediterranean. 

Napoleon knew he could not meet London's core demand-a with-
drawal from Holland-without sacrificing his ability to wage major war. 
He thus sought to isolate Britain as he prepared to invade it. In March 1803, 
he lambasted the British ambassador in front of the entire diplomatic corps, 
blaming Britain for seeking war. m Reports from his ambassador in London 
showed that the British did not want war. 128 Nevertheless, in late March he 
ordered his soldiers north and in April gave orders to ready French forces, 
including those on the French coast. l29 With his troops failing to retake 
Haiti, he sold Louisiana to the United States to raise money for his military 
buildup and to position America as a "maritime rival" that could divert 
British forces. l30 

In May 1803, Paris and London declared war. For the remainder of the 
year, Napoleon poured money into the navy and began to develop inva-
sion plans. By December 1804, he had 2,000 craft and 177,000 men in north-
ern France, ready for invasion. 131 The plan that evolved by 1805 was risky 
but ingenious. France was far superior on land, but even with Dutch ships 
it could only barely match the English navy. Napoleon therefore would 
have his Mediterranean fleet, led by Admiral de Villeneuve, move across 
the Atlantic to draw Lord Nelson's southern fleet to the Americas. Vil-
leneuve would then race back to France and join up with the northern fleet 
at Brest. This temporary naval strength would allow French troops to jump 
the Channel and quickly defeat the weak English army. 

The plan's execution began in May 1805 and was going well until late 
July, when Villeneuve, instead of turning north after recrossing the At-
lantic, turned south and stationed his fleet at Cadiz in southern Spain. 
Napoleon spent an anxious August awaiting word that Villeneuve had met 
up with the northern fleet, aware that Austria and Russia were moving 
westward in support of Britain. The moment of destiny had arrived. On 13 

August, he wrote Villeneuve: "Never had a fleet faced such risks for a more 
important object. . . . For the sake of aiding the invasion of a power which 
for six centuries has oppressed France, we might all die without regret."132 
As late as 20-23 August, Napoleon still thought he could destroy England 
once and for all if Villeneuve were to arrive. 133 Yet to Napoleon's chagrin, he 
never did. On 23 August, Napoleon broke his camp on the north coast and 
quickly moved his 200,000 man army into Germany to meet the Austrians. 
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Major War from Pericles to Napoleon 

His new strategy was to defeat the continental states first, in order to use 
Europe as a base for undermining British commerce while he prepared for 
another invasion of the island.' 34 By December France had decisively de-
feated Austria at Austerlitz. In October 1806, Prussia was beaten. The next 
month, Napoleon announced the Berlin Decree---a blockade on all British 
goods. This formed the basis for the Continental System, Napoleon's at-
tempt to destroy Britain's economy by creating an exclusive French eco-
nomic sphere in Europe. 13s In June 1806, having defeated Russia's forces, he 
compelled Czar Alexander to agree to close all Russian ports to British 
goods and to help France force smaller states like Sweden and Denmark to 
observe the Continental System. 

Eliminating England remained Napoleon's main objective up until he at-
tacked Russia in 1812. In September 1807, he outlined plans for another in-
vasion of England, and in early 1808, he reinforced his camp in northern 
France for that purpose. 136 Britain was still hanging on by 1810, but its econ-
omy was faltering. French relations with Russia, however, had turned sour. 
The Continental System had devastated Russia's economy. 137 Moreover, Pe-
tersburg was worried by Napoleon's supply of arms to his recent creation, 
the Duchy of Warsaw. Napoleon knew of Britain's efforts to save its econ-
omy by smuggling goods through Russia. He thus pressured Petersburg to 
tighten its trade restrictions. In December 1810, the czar not only refused, 
but he issued a decree imposing tariffs on French goods while opening 
ports to neutral shipping-which in practice meant British goods would 
flood into Europe, ending any hope of forcing England to its knees. ' 38 In 
July, Napoleon had stated that he would go to war with Russia the moment 
it made peace with Britain. '39 In June 1812, he invaded Russia to bring a re-
duced Russia back into the Continental System. Conquering Russia could 
also provide a direct route to attacking British India.l4o 

This analysis shows that fear of a rising Britain was Napoleon's main rea-
son for initiating all-out major war. If England was not eliminated, it would 
gradually strangle France's economic growth, leaving it vulnerable to inva-
sion by England or by huge land powers such as Russia. Other more per-
sonal factors-Napoleon's lust for glory and power, his confidence in his 
own abilities-cannot be ignored. Yet once we put Napoleon's calculations 
within the context of a century of French-British rivalry, we see that his con-
cern with Britain's rise was neither new nor irrational. Britain was decades 
ahead in the industrial revolution, and its long-term global dominance in 
manufacturing and trade seemed assured-unless war was waged. 

This chapter has shown the remarkable continuity in the causes of major 
war over the millennia. Notwithstanding wide variations in regime-type 
and leaders' personalities, we saw that fear of deep decline drove each of 
the seven key major wars of the ancient, early modern, and modern west-
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The Origins of Major War 

ern world prior to 1900. The first three cases demonstrate how fragile bipo-
lar systems can be: in each case, war broke out even though the declining 
state was only roughly equal to the rising state in military power. In three of 
the four multipolar cases, it was a declining state with significant military 
superiority that brought on systemic war. Even in the one anomalous case, 
the Seven Years War, fears of decline were instrumental in pushing Austria 
to organize a war of elimination against Prussia. The case does suggest that 
under a narrow set of conditions-the rising state is an aggressive upstart 
with little territory-major war might break out in multipolarity among 
states with roughly equal military power. Overall, however, the weight of 
history strongly upholds the logic of dynamic differentials theory. 
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[9] 
The Implications of the Argument 

This book has sought to provide a dynamic realist theory of major war 
that represents a Lakatosian progressive problem shift within the realist 
paradigm. The evidence of the empirical chapters suggests that the theory 
has moved toward this goal: it explains the empirical facts covered by exist-
ing theories, while also accounting for evidence left unexplained by these 
theories.' The theory reaches this goal by synthesizing the systemic 
strengths of current realist arguments, while avoiding the tendency to dip 
down to the unit level to explain individual cases. This approach helps us to 
reexamine Kenneth Waltz's popular distinction between theories of inter-
national political outcomes and theories of foreign policy. For Waltz, sys-
temic theories explain continuities in outcomes within bipolar or multipolar 
systems; to understand differences in behavior across states and over time, 
he argues, one must go down to the unit leveP This view has encouraged 
most scholars to assume that systemic theory can only establish the broad 
constraints on state behavior, and that for greater explanatory power one 
must automatically incorporate domestic- and individual-level variables. 

The book shows the limitations of this perspective. At any point in time, 
states face specific systemic constraints reflecting their unique trends and 
differentials of power. This fact allows us to make predictions about how 
individual states will act without necessary consideration of their unit-level 
characteristics.3 Indeed, strong predictions on outcomes like major war can 
be made only with a theory that predicts when and why particular states 
will initiate actions making such outcomes likely. A good systemic theory 
of foreign policy, therefore, is a prerequisite for a good theory of interna-
tional political outcomes. Thus while Waltz's neorealism does not seek to 
explain when major wars will break out, but only why they might recur, 
this book offers falsifiable predictions about when states will either initiate 
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The Origins of Major War 

major wars or take the hostile steps that greatly increase the risks of such a 
war. Moreover, as the evidence shows, the key major wars, as well as 
"near-misses" such as the Berlin and Cuban missile crises, were indeed 
driven by the dynamics of relative power. Unit-level forces can be signifi-
cant, as I discuss below. But a crucial first step in theory building is estab-
lishing a deductively consistent systemic argument-the goal being to de-
termine to what extent behavior and international outcomes can be 
explained solely with reference to systemic constraints. Such a theory will 
then set the context and boundaries for the causal role of unit-level vari-
ables. 

This chapter first considers some of the implications of the argument for 
both realist and liberal international relations theory. I then examine the 
book's practical implications for the great power dynamic that will likely 
dominate the next three decades or more-the relationship between the 
United States and China. 

REALISM AND MAJOR WAR 

By fusing the strengths of current realist theories, this book makes three 
main contributions to realist theory. First, it examines the importance of 
power shifts across bipolar and multipolar systems. Classical realism and 
neorealism emphasize polarity; hegemonic stability theory and preventive 
war arguments stress the importance of dynamic power trends. Yet polar-
ity and the problems of decline have not been brought together in one 
theory. Dynamic differentials theory shows that polarity affects whether 
declining states will take actions that could lead to major war. In multi-
polarity, the declining state must have a significant level of military superi-
ority to consider risking major war. In bipolarity, it may launch major war 
or crises threatening such a war whether superior or merely equal to the 
rising state-indeed, it may do so even if somewhat inferior, as we saw 
with the two Berlin crises. 

Considering polarity and power trends simultaneously helps to elimi-
nate anomalies in the existing theories. Classical realism has trouble ex-
plaining why war would break out in bipolar systems like Sparta-Athens, 
Carthage-Rome, and France-Hapsburgs, when both states were essentially 
equal (that is, when there was a 'balance of power"). For neorealism, the 
very fact that war occurred in bipolarity is surprising. Hegemonic stability 
theory, with its view that superiority makes for peace, cannot explain why 
in each of the major wars from 1600 to 1945-with the exception of the 
Seven Years War-war would be initiated by a state with marked military 
superiority.4 The fact that decline occurred in a multipolar context provides 
the answer. 
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The Implications of the Argument 

The second contribution is the building of an argument which can ex-
plain when and why a state might take hard-line measures that increase the 
probability of war through inadvertent means. Many realists emphasize 
the problem of declining power. Crisis and security-dilemma theorists, in-
cluding defensive neorealists, underscore the risk that hard-line policies 
can provoke inadvertent spiraling. No established theory, however, com-
bines these two dimensions into a comprehensive decision-making model. 

By developing such a model, this book can make predictions of why, 
even in the nuclear age, states would ever get themselves into cold wars or 
crises that risk all-out destruction. States will accept such risks only when 
continuing with established policies will not stem decline but stronger ac-
tions hold out the promise of stabilizing their power position. Yet in mov-
ing to harder-line policies, they will weigh the risks of further decline 
against the risks of provoking an inadvertent spiral to major war. This ar-
gument helps us to explain not only why great power crises with a high 
risk of major war are so rare, but also why they occasionally occur. The two 
Berlin crises and the Cuban missile crisis only broke out when one of the 
two superpowers believed that internal measures alone would not reverse 
decline, but that crisis initiation might achieve this objective. 

The book's third contribution is its analysis of three different forms of de-
cline and their varying effects on declining states. Entrenched relative stag-
nation has been studied by countless scholars. Less well studied are the 
problems of power oscillations and of disjunctures in economic/potential 
power and military power. Negative power oscillations occur when the 
other state's policies are relatively more successful over at least the short 
term. The declining state will not only worry about the loss of power, but 
will anticipate that its subsequent effort to catch up may push the other state 
into preventive policies, perhaps even war. Depending on the size of the 
oscillation, strong action now to ameliorate decline can be rational. This dy-
namic was at work, as we saw, in the three cold war crises. Most realists ig-
nore power oscillations or do not integrate them with the risks of inadver-
tent spiraling. Consequently, they do not offer complete explanations for 
the occasional but dangerous risk-taking witnessed in the cold war. 

The separation of economic/potential power from military power is par-
ticularly valuable in explaining cases where states embark on the most ex-
treme measures to uphold their security. Probably the most destabilizing 
situation in world politics is one where a state is militarily superior, but in-
ferior in economic and especially potential power. This was Germany's 
problem prior to both world wars: it possessed marked military superior-
ity, yet it faced a Russia with three times its population and forty times its 
land mass. Without war, the German civilian and military leaders believed 
that Russia would eventually overwhelm Europe; with war, Germany 
might not only eliminate the threat, but it could grab the territory needed 
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The Origins of Major War 

for long-term security. Inferiority in potential power was also at the heart 
of the problem in a number of other important cases, particularly Carthage-
Rome and France-Hapsburgs and to a lesser degree in the ancient Greek 
case and the Napoleonic Wars. 

Current realist theories, by overlooking the importance of disjunctures in 
economic/potential power and military power, provide less comprehen-
sive systemic explanations across the various cases. Classical realists and 
neorealists recognize Germany's insecure geographic position in the center 
of Europe, but they tend to fall back on Hitler's personality and Nazi hy-
pernationalism to explain the specific motives for the Second World War. 
Classical realists have trouble explaining the First World War, given the 
balance of power between the two alliance blocs. Neorealists invoke mis-
calculation in multipolarity to account for war in 1914. Yet multipolarity is 
a constant that cannot explain the changing incentive for major war over 
time. More to the point, World War I was not a war of miscalculation; Berlin 
wanted war for preventive reasons and did everything necessary to bring it 
on under the best possible conditions. 

In sum, realist theories as they stand remain disconnected and incom-
plete. Classical realism rightly emphasizes power differentials; neorealism, 
polarity and the security dilemma; hegemonic stability theory and preven-
tive war theories, the problem of dynamic trends. By synthesizing and re-
formulating these elements, dynamic differentials theory provides an argu-
ment with greater explanatory power across the full range of cases. 

REGIME-TYPE, LIBERAL THEORY, AND MAJOR WAR 

The book's argument also has implications for liberal arguments, partic-
ularly those that stress the role of domestic-level causes of major war. The 
theoretical chapters held such unit-level factors constant to isolate the role 
of shifts in the differentials of power. By relaxing that assumption, we can 
examine how certain domestic forces might operate under properly speci-
fied systemic conditions. Overall, the empirical chapters showed that unit-
level factors were less important in causing major wars and crises than is 
commonly supposed. Yet this book does not deny the importance of such 
factors in history: They can be expected to have two separate effects inde-
pendent of relative power changes. 

First, even though the theory' s power conditions are almost always nec-
essary conditions for major war, they may not be sufficient: chapter 2 noted 
that declining states will sometimes initiate major conflict for aggressive 
nonsecurity motives. One cannot ignore the Genghis Khans of history who 
seem to be propelled more by glory and greed than by concerns about ris-
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The Implications of the Argument 

ing neighbors. It is :vorth reiterating, however, that such examples do not 
falsify the theory, only qualify its salience.5 Moreover, the fact that so many 
of the key cases of the twentieth century and of previous centuries were 
driven primarily or exclusively by fears of decline shows the strong 
salience of the dynamic differentials argument. 

Second, domestic forces may affect the probability of major war through 
variations on the regime-type of the rising state. In the theoretical chapters, 
I assumed that the declining state was fundamentally uncertain of the fu-
ture intentions of the rising state. That is, the declining state assumed either 
that the other was just as likely as not to attack later at its peak (a 50-50 
chance), or that the other's propensity to attack was a function of how far it 
rose. This assumption allowed us to isolate the interactive effects of other 
more systemic causal factors, while showing how conflict might arise even 
when all states sought only their own security. A declining state's analysis 
of the other's regime-type, however, should have some influence on its es-
timate of the other's likelihood of attacking later (the third parameter from 
chapter 2). A declining authoritarian state will probably be just as suspi-
cious of a rising democracy as of a rising nondemocracy. Declining democ-
racies, however, are likely to place some importance on the domestic char-
acteristics of the rising state-but not always in ways consistent with the 
hypotheses of the liberal "democratic peace" literature. 

By the logic of the democratic peace, a declining democracy should be 
less likely to attack a rising democracy at time to if it has strong reason to 
believe that the rising state will remain democratic after it peaks at time t1• 

At t1' the (formerly) rising state should be disinclined to attack because of 
its respect for the other's democratic ways and because of legislative con-
straints on its ability to make war.6 Anticipating this fact, the declining state 
at to will lower its estimate of the rising state's likelihood of attacking later 
and thus be less inclined to preventive war. 

Note, however, that there is a key condition underpinning the logic here: 
the relative stability of the rising state's regime-type. What really matters is 
not whether the rising state is currently democratic, but whether it will still 
be democratic years down the road, after it peaks. If Russia were rising to-
day, for example, the fact that it is democratic would be of little comfort; 
given Russia's fragile democratic structure, it seems hard to predict its 
regime-type in ten or fifteen years. This suggests an important implication of 
this book's argument for liberal democratic peace theory, at least as this the-
ory relates to great powers and major war: in dynamic power environments, 
peace will be robust primarily between established, stable democracies. 

This discussion suggests that to strengthen liberal theory, we need to 
combine the dynamics of domestic politics with the dynamics of systemic 
power changes. Since what matters to a declining state is its estimate of the 
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The Origins of Major War 

future "democratic-ness" of the rising state, the former will base this esti-
mate primarily on the internal trends within the latter. If the rising state is a 
democracy showing increasing signs of instability, there will be less confi-
dence about its future type. If, however, the rising state is currently author-
itarian but undergoing democratization, this should give the declining 
state greater confidence that by the time the other peaks, it will have be-
come democratic enough to be relatively peacefuF This leads to a second 
and surprising implication of dynamic differentials theory: declining and 
democratic states may be more likely to initiate preventive moves against 
unstable democracies than against authoritarian states that show a strong 
trend toward democracy.8 

In sum, systemic realist arguments do not need to reject the insights of 
liberal theory. Regime-type can matter. Yet if declining power is as critical 
a causal force as the empirical chapters suggest, liberal theories need to ad-
dress the twin problems of domestic instability and future intentions. De-
clining states know that the rising state, regardless of its regime-type, has 
little reason to attack while still rising. But they worry about the other's in-
tentions years into the future once it is more powerful. In the context of rel-
ative decline, therefore, the stability of the rising state's current regime-
type should provide one important means for estimating these future 
intentions.9 

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

What are the argument' s implications for the prospects for peace in the 
post-cold war world? Neorealists who predict instability in Europe and 
Asia due to the emergence of global and regional multipolarity are unnec-
essarily pessimistic.lO Multipolar systems are less likely to fall into major 
war than bipolar ones, since the conditions for war are less permissive." As 
we have seen, major wars can occur in bipolarity when states are either 
equal or unequal in military power, but in multipolarity the initiator re-
quires marked superiority to consider attacking the system. Hence, the 
presence of many regional powers in Europe and Asia will help moderate 
the behavior of any particular state. Even a resurgently nationalistic Ger-
many would be deterred from taking on the European system again, since 
costly bilateral wars would harm its relative power position versus third 
parties. The same holds for China or Japan in the Far East. 

Multipolarity in the twenty-first century will not be the problem. The 
problem is the risk of significant shifts in the power balance. Major wars 
and destabilizing crises occur when dominant states anticipate deep de-
cline. Dynamic differentials theory thus focuses our attention on powers 
that are most likely to rise against the established states. Concerns about 
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The Implications of the Argument 

the relative rise of China are particularly evident, and for good reason. 
Since the early 1980s, China's economy has been growing consistently at an 
annual rate of two to three times that of any other great power. Simple ex-
trapolation suggests that China could catch up to America in total GNP 
within a couple of decades. The worry, of course, is that China's rising eco-
nomic strength will eventually be translated into the kind of military power 
that could threaten U.S. security. To the extent that China emerges as the 
only challenger in what would become a strongly bipolar world, this worry 
will be intensified.12 

Will China's relative growth undermine the stability the global system 
now enjoys? Behind this issue lurk the questions of why exactly the system 
has been essentially stable since the early 1990S (with stability defined as a 
low probability of major war) and which state is most likely to initiate a 
new round of cold wars and crises. 

For liberals, the stability since 1991 has a number of roots: the end of an 
ideological battle between capitalism and socialism;13 the spread of democ-
racy;!4 increasing economic interdependence;I5 and a growing web of eco-
nomic and political institutions. ' 6 This book does not dismiss the potential 
effects of such unit-level and non power systemic variables. Yet just as lib-
eral theories miss one of the core causes of conflict over the millennia-the 
fear of long-term decline-they also overlook what may be both the neces-
sary and sufficient conditions for the recent peace: that unlike in previous 
eras, there is no reason to believe that the dominant great power, the 
United States, is declining deeply and inevitably. Should such a belief arise 
and gain widespread acceptance, history indicates that all of the liberal 
causes of peace combined would have little restraining value. 

The United States, compared to potential rivals, currently occupies a 
unique historical position. Unlike Britain in the nineteenth century, which 
was superior in at most industrial production, the United States is 
supremely dominant in all three dimensions of power: military, economic, 
and potentialY With the once-vaunted Red Army now in tatters, the United 
States is clearly the world's only remaining conventional global super-
power. Although Russia still retains a large strategic-missile force, its econ-
omy is so weak that the main fear is not Russian attack, but the govern-
ment's inability to maintain control of its nuclear weapons. China's nuclear 
arsenal is still a small fraction of America's, as are the British and French 
stockpiles. 

Economically, China's historically strong growth rate is a concern. But to 
explain the stability from 1991 to 2000 and the stability that will likely con-
tinue for at least the next decade, we should note the crucial differences be-
tween recent Chinese growth and the rise of Russia after 1945. After World 
War II, U.S. leaders had good reason to fear Soviet economic growth. Rus-
sia, owing to reforms starting in the nineteenth century, was by 1945 poised 
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The Origins of Major War 

to become an industrial superpower. Moreover, the years after 1945 were a 
period when total industrial output, particularly in "heavy" goods like 
steel and machinery, was still a critical basis for economic and military 
power. Thus the fear that the Soviets might become the Americans' eco-
nomic equal (or better) was a reasonable one. 

Behind Russian economic strides lay the state's potential power: a huge 
reserve of raw materials and a population equal to that of the United States. 
Most important, however, were Russian technological strengths. The Rus-
sians not only matched the Manhattan Project within four years, but were 
the first to launch an ICBM and a satellite. Moreover, from 1945 to 1962 U.S. 
second-strike capability was not necessarily assured. Potential Soviet tech-
nological achievements, backed by massive spending in basic research, 
thus represented a real threat to long-term U.S. security. IS 

The potential rising Chinese threat has a number of important differ-
ences from the situation in the early postwar years. First, China, despite re-
.cent gains, is still in many ways a developing nation. Eighty percent of its 
population still works in agriculture, using highly labor-intensive technol-
ogy. China must now move beyond an expertise in light manufacturing 
into the second stage of development: advanced industrial production. Yet 
with the United States immersed in the third stage of high-tech production, 
China will have to scramble to compete in the information age.19 

It is in the dimension of potential power that China's real strength re-
mains the most ambiguous. With a territory equal to the United States, 
China has an adequate resource base. Moreover, such a large area permits 
the dispersion of nuclear missiles. Such a dispersion is a critical condition for 
becoming a nuclear superpower, since it allows the nation to absorb a coun-
terforce first-strike without necessarily destroying itself in the process.>o 

In other aspects of potential power, however, China faces important ob-
stacles. Although historically a large population brings increased eco-
nomic strength, in China's case it is clearly too big for its own good. Super-
powerdom requires a per capita surplus over basic consumption that can 
be devoted to ongoing research and investment, global power projection 
capability, and high-tech weaponry. China' s economic growth may give it 
a total GNP equal to or greater than that of the United States within a 
decade or so. But with four times the population, per capita income will re-
main a fraction of America's for some time to come. This places clear re-
strictions on China's ability to shift greater funds to the military prerequi-
sites of superpowerdom. 

China also remains inferior in probably the most important element of 
potential power in the modern world: technology. The United States (and 
Japan) lead the world in almost all technological areas. China is far from 
narrowing the current gap, including that in military technology. So while 
in the 1950S U.S. leaders could rightly worry that Russia might overtake 
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The Implications of the Argument 

America in technological know-how-a superiority that might be trans-
lated into military superiority-there seems little reason at present to think 
China could achieve this goal. Moreover, the United States now possesses a 
large and secure second strike. Given the diversity of the U.s. bomber, sub-
marine, and missile forces, only a breakthrough on an anti-missile defense 
system could undermine the U.S. nuclear deterrent. Yet the Americans re-
main second to none in such technology. 

This analysis helps explain the global stability of the 1990S and why the 
subsequent few years should also be relatively peacefuP' Note that liberal 
arguments have difficulty accounting for this stability, at least in terms of 
the key great power relationship: the United States and China. China re-
mains authoritarian, so democratic peace arguments do not apply. By the 
turn of the new century, China was still outside the institutional framework 
that supposedly fosters peace (Organization for Security and Cooperation 
in Europe, NATO, Partnership for Peace, WTO).22 

The issue at hand, therefore, is under what conditions we would expect a 
deterioration in U.S.-Chinese relations over the next two decades.23 Since 
rising states wish to avoid conflict, the theory would expect China to con-
tinue to be relatively peaceful (especially since economic engagement is 
helping to fuel its growth). If destabilizing policies are to be initiated, the 
perpetrator will likely be a declining United States.24 Chapter 2 outlined 
three variables and three parameters that help predict when a declining 
state will shift from peaceful engagement to hard-line strategies. Two of the 
variables focus on the depth and inevitability of decline in the absence of 
strong action. We have seen that Washington over the last few years has 
had little reason to believe that decline would be either deep or inevitable. 
Given this, and given the real risks involved in reigniting a new cold war 
through containment, engagement has made sense. 

Over the next two decades, however, intense debates between hawks 
and doves over the depth and inevitability of decline-and what the 
United States can do about it-will likely increase, especially if China can 
sustain high growth rates.25 As I argued in chapter 2, however, both groups 
will likely agree on the basic causal logic, disagreeing only over estimates 
of variable / parameter values. Hawks will tend to reject engagement be-
cause they are more pessimistic about the depth of the U.S. fall . Downplay-
ing arguments as to why Chinese economic growth should peter out, such 
individuals will focus on China' s potential to become the world's largest 
economy and to translate this economic power into military strength. 
While acknowledging that hard-line strategies will likely produce a new 
cold war, hawks will probably have lower estimates than doves of the 
likely spiraling effects (parameter two). The risks of letting China rise 
would therefore be greater than the risks of inadvertent war. 

Two other parameters from chapter 2 will also animate the hawks-doves 

0I ? 1 ? 0 8 ? 5 CAC M I 4 DI : 0I ? 9 CP? MC Q ?MM I7O?M 2 IIE 0?
, ? IIE=? I O?M =I C I C A ? C = CI . I=31-

0 ? ? I I C A I   , ,

0
I

Q
CA

0
I

?
9

CP
?

MC
Q

?M
M

/
CA

M
?M

?
P?



The Origins of Major War 

debate. The first is the likelihood of China attacking the United States later 
at its peak, if permitted to grow. Hawks undoubtedly will perceive China, 
given its Communist leadership, as a future threat (and democratic-peace 
theorists should agree). Moderates and doves will point to the existence of 
nuclear weapons and America's secure second strike as a powerful deter-
rent even if China becomes preponderant.26 The other parameter is the ex-
tent to which a hard-line strategy short of war can actually overcome U.S. 
decline. Agreement is likely here that through U.S. adoption of contain-
ment, Chinese economic growth can be moderated: given China's need for 
trade and investment, CoCom-like restrictions would clearly hurt. But the 
value of such restrictions must be balanced against the real risk of unleash-
ing a new cold war that would increase the chance of inadvertent war. 

How does a president, in the midst of such tradeoffs, choose a policy to 
maximize the nation's long-run security? The president's task is to estab-
lish the best estimates for the variables and parameters described above, 
and then to balance off the benefits, costs, and risks for each option along 
the soft-line/hard-line spectrum. Over time, as more information is re-
ceived, a rational president will update his or her estimates and adjust pol-
icy accordingly. Currently, China's long-term rise to superpower status 
may not seem inevitable if engagement continues. Within the next decade, 
however, if China's relative growth continues, estimates will have to be re-
vised and policy can be predicted to gravitate toward the hard-line end of 
the spectrum. 

In short, a wait-and-see policy is rational now given the risks of a new 
cold war, but in another decade U.S. leaders may find themselves back in 
Truman's dilemma of 1945. Truman, despite warnings that a hard-line 
strategy would spark a destabilizing rivalry, moved to restrict Soviet 
growth. In ten years' time, U.S. policy-makers will likely face a similarly 
profound choice. Whether they move to containment will depend less on 
China's friendliness, and more on the updated estimates of the depth and 
inevitability of decline, the degree to which decline can be averted by 
strong action, and the likelihood of war as a result of such action. 

This book's theory is a theory on the effects of decline, not on its causes 
per se. 27 Jt thus offers predictions on state behavior for different future sce-
narios, but it cannot predict which scenario will transpire. China might 
have an internal revolution tomorrow that halts its growth, whereas Russia 
might get its economic act together to become the new rising state. By es-
tablishing the variables and parameters affecting a state's expected proba-
bility of survival, however, the theory shows the interaction between the 
key causal factors that determine a state's rational policy. Moreover, by iso-
lating the effects of differentials and trends in relative power, the theory 
helps leaders understand the systemic framework for their policies before 
they plunge into all the complications of the unit level. 
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The Implications of the Argument 

Existing realist theories remain at odds because of limitations in their de-
ductive structures. They thus offer policy-makers few predictions that are 
not challenged by opposing views within the realist camp.28 Dynamic dif-
ferentials theory, by synthesizing their strengths into one causal logic, helps 
to resolve this intrarealist conflict. No systemic argument will explain and 
predict everything; rational leaders will still want to consider domestic and 
personality factors in their decision-making process. Yet given the evidence 
demonstrating how strongly and how often systemic variables override 
such factors, leaders can ignore systemic constraints only at their own peril. 

This book has shown the explanatory and predictive value of taking a 
dynamic realist approach to the analysis of great power behavior and major 
war. Unit-level factors no doubt still play important causal roles. Yet by 
emphasizing dynamic trends in the power balance, this study reinforces 
the tragic dimension of world politics. Even good security-seeking states 
will be inclined to hostile acts in the face of deep and inevitable decline. 
Moreover, the problem for declining states is less the other's present char-
acteristics than its future characteristics once it grows to preponderance. 
And since rising states have an incentive to project peaceful intentions, de-
clining states have difficulty estimating future intentions based on the 
other's current behavior. 

The intractable problems of decline suggests new research agendas for 
both realist and liberal scholars. Realists have to abandon the sterile debate 
over whether equality or inequality between great powers is destabilizing. 
As we have seen, both may be problematic, depending on polarity and on 
the depth and inevitability of the dominant state's projected decline. The 
real question is therefore under what conditions does equality or inequality 
lead to war. This book helps to answer this question. 

Realists must also go beyond their primary focus on relative power as an 
exogenous force that actors simply accept, and act upon. Dynamic differen-
tials theory provides a framework allowing actors to adopt hard-line poli-
cies short of war that stand a chance of reversing decline. This framework 
offers important theoretical advantages. By facilitating predictions on 
when cold war rivalries and great power crises will occur, it permits pre-
dictions on the probability of major war as a continuous variable. Valid ar-
guments on the risks of spiraling to inadvertent war within rivalries and 
crises can thus be integrated with a broader realist theory of major war. 

The dilemma of decline also requires a shift in focus for liberal scholars 
and those employing modern game theory. Too much emphasis has been 
placed upon comparative statics-on examining snapshots of actor charac-
teristics and of the information each side possesses regarding those charac-
teristics. This book indicates that the problem is less one of determining the 
other's present type than of estimating its future type in environments of 
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The Origins of Major War 

shifting power. Large-N quantitative studies of the behavior of democratic 
versus authoritarian states have not captured this. Moreover, to the extent 
that games of incomplete information focus on how costly signals reveal 
the other's current type, they· miss the core problem: the declining state's 
anxiety regarding the other's type many years down the road. This future 
type is something about which the rising state's signaling practices, even 
before one considers its incentive to misrepresent, can reveal little. 

I end with a call for theoretical cooperation between realist and liberal 
paradigms. For too long these paradigms have been unnecessarily at odds 
with each other, with realists stressing the primacy of power while liberals 
counter with domestic factors, international norms, and psychological 
pathologies. Yet as I suggested in chapter 2, there exists an underlying 
causal logic on which both camps can agree. Since both groups want to 
help security-seeking states (in particular, the United States) make rational 
decisions, both can recognize the problem that decline poses but also the 
problem of the rising state's future type and of the risk that hostile policies 
can bring on an inadvertent war. Dynamic differentials theory, in order to 
build a strong systemic realist theory, has isolated the role of changing 
power on a rational state's decision-making process. Relaxing the theory's 
parameters and assumptions, however, illuminates how shifts in non-
power variables should affect state behavior within any particular dynamic 
power environment. Realists and liberals can then dispense with debates 
over whether power or nonpower variables "matter." They can move to the 
more fruitful question of the conditions under which they matter, and to 
what extent. They can also examine when and to what extent power vari-
ables will work with non power variables to create their effects, and when 
in fact power might override other factors (or vice versa). 

Beginning with this common framework, empirical analyses would then 
not seek to score definitive coups against the other paradigm. Rather, since 
empirical counterexamples can always be identified for every argument, 
the task would be to show how often power factors trumped non power 
variables (or the converse), and how often only a mixture of variables ex-
plains the events in question. This book has demonstrated the significant 
influence of declining power on state behavior across time. Yet to provide 
guidance on issues such as the rise of China, scholars must offer leaders co-
herent arguments for how power differentials and trends interact with 
other parameters to shape a state's rational policy. Dynamic differentials 
theory offers one such argument. 
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Appendix 

Table A.l reproduces the figures on national strength during the first 
years of war from Jacek Kugler and William Domke's article "Comparing 
the Strength of Nations," Comparative Political Studies 19 (April 1986): 39-70. 
The authors construct an overall index of actualized power that takes into 
account not only a nation's economic resource base (as measured by GNP) 
but also its political capacity to mobilize this resource base. 

Kugler and Domke's figures of "national strength" are a function of a na-
tion's "internal capabilities" plus its "external capabilities." Internal capa-
bilities in turn equal the "societal resource base" (GNP) multiplied by the 
"relative political capacity" of a state (a separate index measured as a ratio 
of the state's actual extraction of resources versus its expected extraction). 
External capabilities equal the foreign aid the state receives to fight a war 
multiplied by its relative political capacity. 

Kugler and Domke do not provide separate figures for the Soviet Union 
1939-41 and Britain 1941-42. Neither do they provide separately Ger-
many's total national strength for 1941 and 1942. I have calculated those 
German figures by taking the authors' total for the Axis alliance in 1941 and 
1942 and subtracting from it the power figures for Italy and Japan. On the 
eastern front in particular, Germany's index of strength was 153.2 in 1941 
and 165.5 in 1942. 

Tables A.2-A.4 provide each state's percentage share of resources over 
five different indices of power in the Correlates of War data set (University 
of Michigan). While the data to calculate these relative balances were not 
necessarily available to the leaders of any of these states at the time and are 
often distorted by questionable national-accounting practices and fluctuat-
ing exchange rates, the figures do provide a rough check on the accuracy of 
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Appendix 

leader perceptions of the distribution of power across time. The population 
column captures one aspect of a state's potential power; the figures for iron 
and steel production and energy consumption capture two dimensions of a 
state's economic power; and the defense expenditures and defense person-
nel statistics are one part of the military power balance (although they mea-
sure neither the qualitative aspects of military power nor relative strategic 
acumen). 

The COW data set, before calculation of the percentages, is provided 
in the following units: population-thousands of individuals; iron-steel 
production-thousands of tons; energy consumption-thousands of coal-
ton equivalents; defense expenditures-thousands of current-year British 
pounds (table A.2) or U.S. dollars (tables A.3 and A.4); and defense person-
nel-thousands of men. 

Figures do not capture the resources of the smaller states within each 
great power's empire or sphere of influence. Columns may not add to 100 

percent owing to rounding. 

Table A.I . Kugler/Domke's statistics on actualized power, 1914-1915 and 1939-1941 

World War I 

Britain France 

1914 30.6 33.2 
1915 78.3 47.0 

World War II 

Britain France 

1939 10·5 42.0 
1940 27-4 79.6 
1941 
1942 

Russia 

48.9 
100.1 

Total 

52.5 
107.0 

Total 
Allies 

Soviet 
Union 

Germany 

107.0 
268.0 

Germany 

121.5 
162.1 
209.7 
234.1 
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Table A.2. Statistics on relative power balance, 1820--1914 

Iron-Steel Energy Defense Defense 
Population Production Consumption Expenditures Personnel 

1820 
Britain 14.2 48.1 n/a 29.0 9·5 
France 20.8 18.2 n/a 23·3 13.8 
Russia 36.3 18.2 n/a 23.1 51.0 
Prussia 7-7 6-4 n/a 9.2 8.6 
Austria 21.1 9.1 n/a 15-4 17.1 
1830 
Britain 14.8 53.0 n/a 23 ·3 8.6 
France 20.1 20.8 n/a 34·5 15·9 
Russia 35·9 14.6 n/a 21.4 50.7 
Prussia 8.0 4.6 n/a 8·5 8.0 
Austria 21.0 6·9 n/a 12·3 16.8 

1840 
Britain 15·3 64.0 n/a 19.8 10·3 
France 19·7 15·9 n/a 36.4 27.2 
Russia 35·9 8.6 n/a 25·9 38.0 
Prussia 8-4 5.0 n/a 6·7 8.2 
Austria 20.6 6-4 n/a 11.0 16.2 

1850 
Britain 15.0 69·7 n/a 18.8 9·7 
France 19·5 12.2 n/a 27.2 21.1 
Russia 36.6 7·3 n/a 30.1 42.0 
Prussia 8·9 4.0 n/a 5.6 6·3 
Austria 20.0 6·7 n/a 18.2 20·9 
1860 
Britain 15.0 66·4 69.2 29.6 14·9 
France 19-4 15·4 12·4 30.3 26.2 
Russia 39·5 6.0 0·9 22.1 37.1 
Prussia 9·3 6.8 14.0 5·4 8.6 
Austria 16.8 5·3 3·5 12.5 13.2 
1870 
Britain 13·9 65.8 61.7 13.2 12·7 
France 17.1 12.8 12·7 39.2 22·4 
Russia 37.6 3·9 0·9 13.2 36.6 
Germany 15·4 13.0 18·5 28·5 15.8 
Austria 15·9 4·3 6.2 5·9 12·5 
1880 
Britain 13·5 60.6 57-4 18·7 10·3 
France 14.6 13·3 13·3 28·7 22.6 
Russia 39.0 H 2·5 26.6 37.8 
Germany 17.6 19.0 21.6 16·9 17·9 
Austria 15.1 3·5 5.2 9.0 11.4 
1890 
Britain 13.2 50.2 51.2 20.2 10·9 
France 13·5 12·3 12·9 25.1 23·3 
Russia 41.1 5.8 3.8 20.6 33.0 
Germany 17·3 25.6 25.1 25·5 19.8 
Austria 15.0 6.1 6·9 8·7 13.0 
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Table A.2. (continued) 

Iron-Steel Energy Defense Defense 
Population Production Consumption Expenditures Personnel 

1895 
Britain 13.1 45.6 48.5 23 ·5 11.3 
France 12.8 11.6 12-4 23 ·6 21.4 
Russia 41.9 8-4 5.6 23·7 33·9 
Germany 17·3 27.8 26.0 20·3 22.0 
Austria 14.8 6.6 7·5 9.0 11·4 

1900 
Britain 12·9 30-4 43·7 46.1 15·3 
France 12.2 9.6 12.2 15·7 19·5 
Russia 42.6 13-4 7.8 16.6 35·9 
Germany 17.6 39·5 28.8 15·3 19.6 
Austria 14·7 7.1 7·4 6.2 9·7 

1905 
Britain 12·7 27-4 41.2 16.6 9.1 
France 11.6 10-4 12.2 12·5 14·4 
Russia 43·5 10·5 8.8 50.9 54·4 
Germany 17.8 44·9 30.1 13.8 14·9 
Austria 14·5 6.8 7.6 6.2 7.2 

1910 
Britain 12·4 22·7 38.5 23·9 11.0 
France 10·9 12.0 11.4 19·3 19.2 
Russia 44·9 11.6 8.6 24.2 40.7 
Germany 17.8 46.0 33.0 23·5 19.8 
Austria 14.0 7.6 8·5 9.0 9·3 
1914 
Britain 12.2 25 ·5 38.2 25·4 12.2 
France 10.6 9.0 11.8 18,7 18.2 
Russia 45-4 14·3 9·5 13.0 30.4 
Germany 17·7 44.2 36.5 27.1 19.8 
Austria 14.1 6·9 3·9 15·8 19·3 

Note: Defense personnel measures the standing army and does not include trained re-
serves that can be put into action upon mobilization (thus Germany's relative number of 
military men in 1914 is understated) . 

Defense expenditures in certain years prior to 1914 reflect the costs of specific conflicts, in 
particular 1870 (Franco-Prussian war), 1900 (Boer war), and 1905 (Russo-Japanese war). 

I have not included either the United States or Italy, given their low military significance 
for the interactions of the main European great powers. 
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Table A.3. Statistics on relative power balance, 1920-1941 

Iron-Steel Energy Defense Defense 
Population Production Consumption Expenditures Personnel 

1920 
Britain 16.0 41.6 45.6 43 ·3 9.8 
France 13·3 12.2 14.0 10.6 24.1 
Soviet Union 43 .2 0·9 3.1 34·7 50-4 
Germany 14.6 41.9 34.2 2·3 1.9 
Italy 12·9 3·5 3.2 9.0 13·9 
1925 
Britain 14·3 24·4 38.8 21.8 19.1 
France 12.8 24.2 16·9 12.2 26·5 
Soviet Union 44.6 6.1 5·3 54·4 31.4 
Germany 15·9 39·5 35.0 5.6 6-4 
Italy 12·4 5·8 4.1 6.0 16·7 

1930 
Britain 13·3 20.2 33.6 10·3 18·3 
France 12.1 25 .6 17.8 10.1 23 .6 
Soviet Union 45·5 15.6 11·9 70.9 32.3 
Germany 17.2 339 32-4 H 6.6 
Italy 11·9 4·7 4·4 5·4 19.2 

1933 
Britain 12·9 23.8 32.5 8·3 14·8 
France 11.6 21.9 16.2 13.0 21.1 
Soviet Union 45.8 23.0 19·3 58·7 41.5 
Germany 18.0 25·4 27.8 11.2 5·5 
Italy 11.6 5·9 4.2 8·7 17.0 

1934 
Britain 12.8 23·3 31.7 9.2 13.2 
France 11.4 15·9 14·5 12.0 19.1 
Soviet Union 46.1 25.1 21.4 59.0 39·3 
Germany 18.0 30.9 28.0 12.0 13.2 
Italy 11.6 4.8 4·4 7·7 15.1 

1935 
Britain 12·7 21.0 30.6 7.1 8.0 
France 11.3 13.2 13·3 9·5 13·7 
Soviet Union 46.4 26·5 23.1 60.2 32.4 
Germany 18.0 34.6 28·3 17.6 11.5 
Italy 11.6 4·7 4·7 5.6 34·4 
1936 
Britain 12.6 21.3 30.1 10·7 10.6 
France 11.2 11·9 12.6 12.0 18.6 
Soviet Union 46.7 29.1 24·7 35·3 41.1 
Germany 18.0 34.1 29.0 28.1 18.8 
Italy 11.5 3.6 3·5 13.8 10.8 

1937 
Britain 12·5 21.7 29.0 12·3 10.1 
France 11.0 13.0 12.8 8.8 17·7 
Soviet Union 47.0 29.2 23·9 34.1 41.4 
Germany 17·9 32.7 30.2 32.6 17·4 
Italy 11.5 H 4.1 12.2 13·4 
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Table A.3. (continued) 

Iron-Steel Energy Defense Defense 
Population Production Consumption Expenditures Personnel 

1938 
Britain 12·4 17·7 27·5 11.4 9·9 
France 11.0 10·3 11.8 5.6 15·3 
Soviet Union 47.2 30.2 24.8 33.2 41.J 
Germany 17·9 37·9 31.9 45·3 20.6 
Italy 11.5 3·9 3·9 4.6 12.8 

1939 
Britain 12·5 20·4 26·9 28.6 6·5 
France 10·9 12.1 10·3 3·7 9·5 
Soviet Union 44·5 26,7 24·5 21.7 29-4 
Germany 20·7 37·3 34.8 43·5 45.1 
Italy 11.5 3·5 3.6 2·4 9·5 

1940 
Britain 12·3 21.8 27.0 22.8 6·7 
France 10·7 7·3 9·7 13.1 33.0 
Soviet Union 43 .8 30.3 24.8 14.1 27·7 
Germany 21.8 36.9 35.0 48.6 21.8 
Italy 11.3 3·7 3·5 1.4 10.8 

1941 
Britain 13.8 22·3 29.2 23 ·7 16·9 
Soviet Union 48.8 27.8 28·4 14·5 30.9 
Germany 24·7 46.3 38.7 60·7 52.2 
Italy 12·7 3·7 3·7 1.1 nla 

Note: I have not included the United States, given its low military relevance to the inter-
actions of the main European great powers (even in 1939, it was still spending only 1.6 per-
cent of its GNP on defense) . The United States does of course matter to the outcome of the 
war given its huge economic and potential power. For the Correlates of War relative per-
centages from 1930 to '940 when America and Japan are included, see Randall Schweller, 
Deadly 1mbalances (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), table 1.1. 

Table A.4. Statistics on relative power balance, 1945-1962 

Iron-Steel Energy Defense Defense 
Population Production Consumption Expenditures Personnel 

1945 
United States 45-4 85·5 84·3 91.3 49.2 
Soviet Union 54.6 14·5 15·7 8·7 50.8 

1946 
United States 45 .6 81.8 83.6 83·7 53·5 
Soviet Union 54-4 18.2 16-4 16·3 46.5 

1947 
United States 45·3 84.1 8).1 55·3 35 ·7 
Soviet Union 54·7 15·9 16·9 44·7 64-4 
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Table A+ (continued) 

Iron-Steel Energy Defense Defense 
Population Production Consumption Expenditures Personnel 

1948 
United States 45·3 81.2 82.0 45-4 31.9 
Soviet Union 54·7 18.8 18.0 54.6 68.1 

1949 
United States 45-4 75-2 79·3 49.2 30.4 
Soviet Union 54.6 24.8 20·7 50.8 69.6 

1950 
United States 45·5 76.2 80.1 48.4 24·4 
Soviet Union 54·5 23·7 '9·9 5,·2 75.6 

1951 
United States 45·5 75.2 79·9 62·4 38.0 
Soviet Union 54·5 24.8 20.1 37.6 62.0 

1952 
United Sta tes 45·5 71.0 78.7 68.6 40.0 
Soviet Union 54·5 29.0 21.3 31 A 60.0 

1953 
United States 45·5 72.7 78.0 66.0 36.3 
Soviet Union 54·5 27·3 22.0 34.0 63 ·7 

1954 
United States 45.6 65·9 75·7 60A 34·7 
Soviet Union 54-4 34.1 24·3 39.6 65·3 

1955 
United States 45.6 70.1 75 .1 57.8 32.0 
Soviet Union 54-4 29·9 24·9 42.2 68.0 

1956 
United States 45 .6 68.2 75 .0 61.0 33.8 
Soviet Union 54-4 31.8 25.0 39.0 66.2 

1957 
United States 45 ·7 66.6 73. 1 61.7 36.6 
Soviet Union 54·3 33-4 26·9 38.3 63·4 

1958 
United States 45-7 58.5 71.2 60.1 38.2 
Soviet Union 54·3 41.5 28.8 39·9 61.8 

1959 
United States 45·7 58.6 71.3 57·3 39·3 
Soviet Union 54·3 4'A 28·7 42.5 60·7 

1960 
United States 45.6 58.0 70.9 55·1 39.1 
Soviet Union 54-4 42.0 29. 1 44·9 60·9 

1961 
United States 45 .6 55·7 70A 52.3 43·5 
Soviet Union 54-4 44·3 29.6 47·7 56.5 

1962 
United States 45·9 5).3 70.0 51.2 46.4 
Soviet Union 54-3 46,7 30.0 48.8 53.6 
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Notes 

INTRODUCTION 

1. This position tends to be most associated with liberal and constructivist scholars. 
2. Extending my argument in this direction is beyond the scope of this book, but 

for an initial discussion, see Dale C. Copeland, "From Structural Realism to Dynamic 
Realism," paper delivered at the International Studies Association annual meeting, 
Toronto, March 1997. 

3. In this vast literature, see esp. Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981); Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the 
Great Powers (New York: Random House, 1987); Geir Lundestad, ed., The Fall of Great 
Powers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994); Joseph S. Nye, Bound to Lead (New 
York: Basic Books, 1991); and Michael Mann, ed., The Rise and Decline of the Na tion State 
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990). 

4. The declining state will also anticipate that its very ability to later reverse the 
power trends after suffering this short-teml loss can drive the other to preventive war. 
Note that power oscillations are deeper than the small "blips" in power referred to earlier. 

5. This long-standing division has been recently manifested, with caveats, in the 
debate between offensive realists and defensive realists. For references, see Eric J. Labs, 
"Beyond Victory: Offensive Realism and the Expansion of War Aims," Security Studies 
6 (summer 1997): 1-47, and Benjamin Frankel, "Restating the Realist Case," Security 
Studies 5 (spring 1996): xiv-xviii. 

6. For summaries of nonrealist theories, see Jack S. Levy, "The Causes of War: A 
Review of Theories," in Philip E. Tetlock et aI., eds., Behavior, Society, and Nuclear War, 
vol. 1 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989); Stephen Van Evera, "Causes of War" 
(Ph.D. diss., University of California, Berkeley, 1984), pt. 2, chaps. 7-10, and his forth-
coming Causes of War, vol. 2 (manuscript, Massachusetts Institute of Technology). 

7. Following Kenneth Waltz, this book employs the term "unit level" to refer to 
causal factors that are internal to the state: regime-type, the struggles of social 
groups and bureaucracies, domestic upheaval, psychological dimensions of individu-
als, and the like (Theory of International Politics [New York: Random House, 1979), 
chaps. 2-4). 
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Notes to Pages 10-12 

8. In particular, I examine the signjficance of declining power for the theory of the 
democratic peace and for the emergence of China as the century's new superpower. 

1. RETHINKING REALIST THEORIES OF MAJOR WAR 

1. Because of space constraints, this book does not provide complete references on 
the vast literature on major wars and crises. For more detailed chapter-by-chapter refer-
ences for both the theoretical and empirical materials, see my web site at the University 
of Virginia Department of Government and Foreign Affairs, <www.people. 
virgirua.edu/ -dcc3a>. 

2. Hans]. Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, 5th rev. ed. (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1978); Edward V. Gulick, Europe's Classical Balance of Power (New York: W. W. 
Norton, 1962); Raymond Aron, Peace and War (New York: Praeger, 1966); Martin 
Wight, "The Balance of Power," in Herbert Butterfield and Martin Wight, eds., Diplo-
matic Investigations (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1966); Michael Sheehan, The 
Balance of Power (London: Routledge, 1996). 

3· See esp. Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, chaps. 3-5, 16, and Morgenthau, 
Scientific Man versus Power Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1946). This 
pessimistic view of human nature is followed by Arnold Wolfers, who repeats Lord 
Acton's dictum that "power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely" (Dis-
cord and Collaboration [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 19621, 121). For re-
cent "neoclassical" realist arguments on these lines, see Randall L. Schweller, Deadly 
Imbalances (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), and Fareed Zakaria, From 
Wealth to Power (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998). 

4. Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, chaps. 11-14; Gulick, Europe's Classical Bal-
ance of Power, chap. 1; Aron, Peace and War, chap. 5; Karl W. Deutsch and J. David 
Singer, "Multipolar Power Systems and International Stability," World Politics 16 (April 
1964): 390-406. 

5. For a recent use of differentials, see Emerson M. S. Niou, Peter C. Ordeshook, 
and Gregory Rose, The Balance of Power (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989). 

6. For confirmation of their thesis, classical realists tend to rely on examples such 
as the 1930s, where alliances against the potential hegemon were less than complete; 
see Michael Joseph Smith, Realist Thought from Weber to Kissinger (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1986). 

7- See Morgenthau's drawings in chaps. 11-14 in Politics among Nations. 
8. See ibid., 216-17. Morgenthau does seem aware, however, that dynamic trends 

might call into question the whole notion of the balance of power as a stabilizing force. 
9. Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: Random House, 

1979), 65-69, 117-28; Waltz, "The Origins of War in Neorealist Theory," in Robert I. 
Rotberg and Theodore K. Rabb, eds., The Origins and Prevention of Major Wars (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989); Barry Buzan, Charles Jones, and Richard 
Little, The Logic of Anarchy (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993). 

10. See Waltz, Theory of International Politics, chap. 8; Waltz, "The Stability of a Bipo-
lar World," Daedelus 93 (summer 1964): 881-909; John]. Mearsheimer, "Back to the Fu-
ture: Instability in Europe after the Cold War," International Security 15 (summer 1990): 
5-56; Thomas J. Christensen and Jack Snyder, "Chain Gangs and Passed Bucks: Pre-
dicting Alliance Patterns in Multipolarity," International Organization 44 (spring 1990): 
137-68; Barry R. Posen, The Sources of Military Doctrine (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1984); Stephen Van Evera, "Primed for Peace: Europe after the Cold War," Inter-
national Security 15 (winter 1990/91): 7-57; and Benjamin Miller, When Opponents Coop-
erate (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995). For additional references and a 
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Notes to Pages 12-13 

critique, see Dale Copeland, "Neorealism and the Myth of Bipolar Stability: Toward a 
New Dynamic Realist Theory of Major War," Securih) Studies 5 (spring 1996): 29-89. 

11. On tragedy in international relations, see Robert Jervis, Perception and Mispercep-
tion in International Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976), chap. 3, and 
Michael Spirtas, "A House Divided: Tragedy and Evil in Realist Theory," Security Stud-
ies 5 (spring 1996): 385-423. 

12. In his core work, Waltz does not consider differentials of power within a system 
as a structural cause, but instead assumes states to be "near equals" (TheoYl), chaps. 5 
and 8, esp. 167-68). This assumption is used to avoid the complications of shifting 
structure that arise when differentials are introduced, as Posen points out (Sources of 
Military Doctrine, 64; see also Van Evera, "Primed for Peace," 36). In later work, Waltz 
does consider differentials of power in terms of their implications for the future peace. 
See Waltz, "The Emerging Structure of International Politics," International Security 18 
(fall 1993): 44-79· 

13. Waltz, Theory, 69, 71. Thus his theory "does not explain why particular wars are 
fought," but only "war's dismal recurrence through the millennia" (Waltz, "Origins of 
War," 44). 

14. See esp. Mearsheimer, "Back to the Future." 
15. See Barry R. Posen, "The Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict," in Michael E. 

Brown, ed., Ethnic Conflict and international Security (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1993); James D. Morrow, "A Twist of Truth: A Reexamination of the Effects of 
Arms Races on the Occurrence of War," Journal of Conflict Resolution 33 (September 1989): 
500-529; and Robert Jervis, "Arms Control, Stability, and Causes of War," in Emanuel 
Adler, ed. , The International Practice of Arms Control (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, 1992), 187. On preventive war, see esp. Jack Levy, "Declining Power and the 
Preventive Motivation for War," World Politics 40 (October 1987): 82-lOT Emerson M. S. 
Niou and Peter C. Ordeshook, "Preventive War and the Balance of Power," Journal of 
Conflict Resolution 31 (September 1987): 387-419; Alfred Vagts, Defense and DipLomacy 
(New York: King's Crown, 1956), chap. 8; Stephen Van Evera, "Causes of War" (PhD. 
diss., University of California, Berkeley, 1984), chap. 2; Randall L. Schweller, "Domestic 
Politics and Preventive War: Are Democracies More Pacific?" WorLd Politics 44 (January 
1992): 235-69; Woosang Kim and James D. Morrow, "When Do Power Shifts Lead to 
Wars?" American Journal of Political Science 36 (November 1992): 896-922; and Richard 
Ned Lebow, "Windows of Vulnerability: Do States Jump through Them?" In ternational 
Security 9 (summer 1984). For a recent review of preventive war theory, which also goes 
und er the name "window theory," see Stephen Van Evera, Causes of War: Power and the 
Roots of Conflict (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999), chap. 5· 

16. Other names for the argument include power preponderance theory and power 
transition theory. For hegemonic stability theory as a theory of international political 
economy, see David Lake, "Leadership, Hegemony, and the International Economy: 
Naked Emperor or Tattered Monarch with Potential?" International Studies QuarterLy 37 
(December 1993): 459-89. 

17. Organski is quite clear that the rising state brings on the war. See World Politics, 
2d ed . (New York: Knopf, 1968),367-71; Organski and Jacek Kugler, The War Ledger 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 27-28; and Kugler and Organski, "The 
Power Transition," in Manus I. Midlarsky, ed., Handbook of War Studies (Boston: Unwin 
Hyman, 1989), 171-94. Gilpin certainly puts most of the blame on the rising state (War 
and Change in World PoLitics [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 19811, chaps. 
1-2, especially 33, 94-95, and 186-87), but he also believes declining states occasionally 
begin major wars for preventive reasons (ibid., 191). He later suggests that who is re-
sponsible for war is not really of concern ("The Theory of Hegemonic War," in Rotberg 
and Rabb, eds., Origins and Prevention of Major War, 26). This ambiguity reduces the the-
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Notes to Pages 13-15 

ory's deductive rigor while making it less falsifiable. Hence, I focus on Gilpin's core 
discussion in War and Change which emphasizes the rising state's desire to change the 
system through war. For a formal analysis drawing from Organski's argument, see 
Robert Powell, In the Shadow of Power (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 
chaps. 4-5. For further references and for discussion of other dynamic approaches, in-
cluding George Modelski and William Thompson's long cycle theory and Charles 
Doran's power cycle theory, see Copeland, "Neorealism and the Myth of Bipolar Sta-
bility," 36; Copeland, "Realism and the Origins of Major War" (Ph.D. diss., University 
of Chicago, 1993), chaps. 1-2. For analysis of recent extensions of hegemonic stability 
theory, see Jonathan M. DiCicco and Jack S. Levy, "Power Shifts and Program Shifts: 
The Evolution of the Power Transition Research Program," Journal of Conflict Resolution 
43 (December 1999): 675-704. 

18. On this, see Levy, "Declining Power and the Preventive Motivation for War," 84. 
19. One might contend that rising states become impatient, discounting the value of 

future payoffs versus present ones. Incorporating such a psychological variable, how-
ever, is inconsistent with hegemonic stability logic, which assumes that the rising state 
is a patient, rational actor as it rises, since it realizes more power is needed to achieve 
its ends. There is no reason a priori to expect it suddenly to become impatient just be-
cause it reaches near equality with the declining state. If it has been patient that long, it 
should continue to wait until after the transition point (and Organski and Kugler'S 
own evidence indicates that that is exactly what rising states do: War Ledger, 58-{i1). 

20. Gilpin, for example, when he argues that Thucydides' insights can be applied to 
any system, does not distinguish between bipolar and multipolar ones ("Theory of 
Hegemonic War," 19-28). 

21. The initiator's military preponderance is also clear in three of the four major 
wars between 1600 and 1900 (chapter 8). 

22. Organski and Kugler, War Ledger, 58-59. 
23. Jacek Kugler and William Domke, "Comparing the Strength of Nations," Com-

parative Political Studies 19 (April 1986): tables 5-{i, and discussion 6o-{i5. I reproduce 
their results in table A.1 of the appendix (see also tables A.2 and A.3). Randall 
Schweller's calculations of the military balance in 1938-39 indicate that Germany was 
stronger than Britain and France combined, and 40 percent stronger than the Soviet 
Union (Deadly Imbalances, table A-8). The Correlates of War data set shows Germany in 
1941 having larger defense expenditures and higher defense personnel levels than 
Britain and Russia combined (table A.3 of this book's appendix). 

24. Organski and Kugler, War Ledger, 60. Note that they explicitly reject alliances as 
integral to their power transition logic (25-26). 

25. Woosang Kim, "Power Transitions and Great Power War," World Politics 45 (Oc-
tober 1992): 153-73, and Kim and Morrow, "Do Power Shifts Lead to Wars?" See Ku-
gler and Organski, "Power Transition," 184, for their reworking of the theory to ac-
commodate this fact. 

26. Another associated myth-that British "hegemony" in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury explains the relative peace of that period-has been exploded by the statistics of 
Joseph S. Nye and Paul Kennedy. Britain at most had a lead in naval and industrial 
economic power only; it was never the largest European state in total GNP and was in-
ferior to others in total military capability. See the statistics in Nye, Bound to Lead (New 
York: Basic Books, 1991), chaps. 1-2; Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (New 
York: Random House, 1987), chaps. 4-5; and table A.2 of this book's appendix. 

27. Although this variable has two aspects-the size of the differential and the 
trend-powerful predictions about state behavior can be made only by considering 
size and trend simultaneously. That is, the gap between states in relative power means 
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Notes to Pages 15-20 

little unless one knows whether the gap is growing, narrowing, or stable, while trends 
are meaningless without knowledge of relative power positions. 

28. The role of these and other core assumptions, which act as ceteris paribus 
boundary conditions for the causal logic, is explained in the methodology section. 

29. I focus on preventive wars driven solely by security fears, but states with unit-
level aggressive motives are also rational to wait until their power is declining before 
attacking. 

30. For a full discussion of the instability of bipolarity, see Copeland, "Neorealism 
and the Myth of Bipolar Stability." 

31. This loss of relative power to sideline-sitters is known as the "dilemma of the 
victor's inheritance": Richard Rosecrance, Rise of the Trading State (New York: Basic 
Books, 1986),34, and Geoffrey Blainey, The Causes of War, 3d ed. (New York: Free Press, 
1988), chap. 4. Neither author considers the implication of such a relative loss for the 
stability of bipolar versus multipolar systems. 

32. Cf. Van Evera, "Primed for Peace," 36-37. 
33. The small states in bipolarity do matter in the aggregate; thus each great power 

will be unwilling to permit the other from grabbing the small states one by one. But it 
is very difficult to get small states voluntarily to switch sides en masse, since their cur-
rent great power patron is strong enough to enforce loyalty (consider the Soviet Union 
and eastern Europe in the cold war). Thus, in bipolarity, both rising and declining great 
powers have a hard time drawing enough new powers to their side via diplomacy to 
change their blocs' relative power levels in a big way. Yet since they can enforce loyalty 
within their sphere, they are likely to include small states presently in their sphere as 
part of their overall power when determining whether to launch preventive war. 

34. This reinforces the inherent instability of bipolarity compared to multi polarity. 
See Copeland, "Neorealism and the Myth of Bipolar Stability." 

35. The dependent variable-the probability of major war-reflects the viewpoint 
of the analyst making predictions; at this point, states are assumed to have only a di-
chotomous choice between war and not-war. Chapter 2 goes further by allowing states 
to choose hard-line policies that knowingly increase the probability of an inadvertent 
slide into major war. 

36. The more detailed logic behind this conclusion proceeds as follows. In the ab-
sence of any dynamic trends, a state will expect that its relative power and therefore its 
probability of winning any war that does occur will remain the same into the future. If 
the state initiates the war now, its expected probability of survival (EPS) is simply this 
probability of winning. If it holds off from war, however, it knows that the others 
might not attack later. For even the smallest likelihood that the others will not choose 
war later, the EPS for holding off is always greater that the EPS of initiating war now 
(assuming no offensive advantage). 

37. In a situation where the second-ranked state in bipolarity is in decline (such as 
t3), we can predict that the probability of major war will be moderate to high, depend-
ing on this state's relative military power and the severity of its decline. 

38. Note that this is essentially a mixed system-type, half-way between bipolarity 
and multipolarity. It is the "bipolar" element, however, that makes it less stable than at 
time t2: the lower-ranked great powers are simply not as able to deter the declining 
state's attack on the system as compared to the more purely multipolar situation. This 
point highlights the value of using a continuous independent variable like differentials 
of power to explain a continuous dependent variable like the probability of major war. 
If one keeps in mind that it is the degree of power inferiority or superiority that mat-
ters, there is no need to establish arbitrary criteria for cut-offs between unipolar, bipo-
lar, and multipolar systems; mixed types are allowed. These power differentials can 
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Notes to Pages 20-22 

then be used to make finer-grained predictions about the stability of any particular 
real-world system than are possible in more narrowly structural theories focusing on 
ideal-type polarity alone. 

39. To reiterate, potential power embodies all the capital and resources that could 
be eventually translated into economic output, but have not yet been so translated (in-
cluding such things as population size, raw materials reserves, technological levels, 
and unused fertile territory). For other authors' considerations of the concept of poten-
tial power, see Copeland, "Neorealism and the Myth of Bipolar Stability," 54, n . 76. 

40. It is worth remembering that in calculating relative power, leaders will not sim-
ply compare the resources that their great powers can mobilize within their borders. 
The military, economic, and potential power of small states within a great power's 
sphere must also be considered. This is particularly important with regard to eco-
nomic/ potential power, since the small states often supply critical resources and terri-
tory needed for the great power's military security. Thus, when we consider the em-
pirical cases, we will see that the differentials and trends across the larger spheres had 
much to do with the changing likelihood of major war over time. Germany in 1913 and 
1938-39 remained significantly inferior to Russia and Britain in overall potential power 
because of the latter states' past imperial policies. In mid-1945, fear of decline in Amer-
ica's Eurasian position led Truman to initiate policies that led to the cold war. Decline 
in the Soviet position in eastern Europe twice led Moscow to provoke severe crises 
over Berlin. 

41. Empirical studies often use the Correlates of War (COW) data set, which pro-
vides data for military, economic, and demographic power: see J. David Singer, Stuart 
Bremer, and John Stuckey, "Capability Distribution, Uncertainty, and Major Power 
War, 1820-1965," in Singer et a!., eds., Explaining War (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1979). Al-
most invariably when the data set is used, these three categories are collapsed into one 
index of overall power: see William B. Moul, "Measuring the 'Balances of Power,' " Re-
view of International Studies 15 (April 1989): 101-21. I avoid this tendency when I repro-
duce the COW data in tables A.2-4 of the appendix. 

42. There is a plethora of quantitative studies on this first question, but since these 
studies look at all types of war, not just major wars, they have little relevance here. It is 
worth noting, however, that the results of these large-N analyses are decidedly mixed: 
see James Fearon, "War, Relative Power, and Private Information," Typescript, Uni-
versity of Chicago, 1992. 

43. These cases, each of which is covered below, are: the French-Hapsburg bipolar 
conflict (1521-56); the Thirty Years War (1618-48); the wars of Louis XlV against the Eu-
ropean "Grand Alliances" (consisting of the War of the League of Augsburg, 1688-97 
and the War of the Spanish Succession, 1701-13); the Seven Years War (1756-63); the 
Napoleonic Wars (1799-1815); the First World War, and the Second World War. 

44. See the statistics in Kennedy, Rise and Fall, chaps. 4-5. 
45. In chapters 2 and 9, I express this possibility through a parameter that takes into 

account the expected future unit-level characteristics of the rising state. 
46. See chapter 8 and Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, trans. Rex Warner (Har-

mondsworth: Penguin, 1954), 1.101-2, 1.118,4-41. 
47. This point follows directly from the tragedy of the security dilemma. See, in par-

ticular, Robert Jervis, "Cooperation under the Security Dilemma," World Politics 30 
(January 1978): 167-214, and Charles L. Glaser, "The Security Dilemma Revisited," 
World Politics 50 (October 1997): 171-201. 

48. Moreover, as Fearon notes, owing to anarchy the rising state has a hard time 
committing itself to being peaceful later: "Ra tionalist Explanations for War," Interna-
tional Organization 49 (summer 1995): 401-9. 
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Notes to Pages 23-24 

49. On the problem of changing future intentions, see Jervis, "Cooperation under 
the Security Dilemma," 168; Robert J. Art and Robert Jervis, "The Meaning of Anar-
chy," in Art and Jervis, eds., International Politics (Boston: Little, Brown, 1985), 3; and 
Mearsheimer, "Back to the Future." 

50. In chapter 9, I discuss the implications of this logic for the new world order, in-
cluding the conditions for conflict when the rising and declining states of interest are 
democratic. 

51. For arguments that multipolar systems will be stable unless one state (or an of-
fensive coalition) possesses over 50 percent of the system's resources, see Niou, Or-
deshook, and Rose, Balance of Power, chap. 3. 

52. The following is only a sketch of the collective action problem in alliances, not 
an in-depth analysis of alliance politics. For the latter (and for the alliance literature), 
see Stephen M. Walt, The Origins of Alliances (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), 
and Glenn H. Snyder, Alliance Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997). For fur-
ther discussion of buckpassing and chainganging in multipolarity, see Copeland, 
"Neorealism and the Myth of Bipolar Stability," 38-47. 

53. On the fear of "abandonment," see Glenn H. Snyder, "The Security Dilemma in 
Alliance Politics," World Politics 36 (July 1984): 461--95. 

54. Cf. Mearsheimer, "Back to the Future," 16. My argument draws on, but differs 
from, standard neorealist buckpassing arguments (Waltz, Theory, 164-65; Posen, 
Sources of Military Doctrine, 63-64; Snyder, Alliance Politics; Snyder, "Security 
Dilemma") based on Mancur Olson's seminal work on the collective action problem 
(The Logic of Collective Action [Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1965], and Olson 
and Richard Zechhauser, "An Economic Theory of Alliances," Review of Economics and 
Statistics 68 [August 1966]: 266-79). Olson assumes actors seeking to maximize ab-
solute gains. When the group is large, they free ride since the marginal costs of con-
tributing exceed the marginal benefits. Most buckpassing arguments in neorealism 
likewise assume that states focus on absolute costs. The states therefore may not only 
fail to ally, but may also neglect internal military spending (Posen, Sources, 64). As I 
have noted elsewhere, self-help in an anarchic world means that states are unlikely to 
neglect their military spending (Copeland, "Neorealism and the Myth of Bipolar Sta-
bility," 44-47). But concern about relative loss through war can reduce the willingness 
to commit fully to a coalition. 

55. This argument provides a first-cut explanation for the fluctuations in coalitional 
unity during the wars of Louis XIV and Napoleon. See Paul W. Schroeder, The Trans-
formation of European Politics, 1763-1848 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), and 
Schroeder, "History Reality vs. Neorealist Theory," International Security 19 (summer 
1994): 108-48. 

56. This argument builds on Glenn Snyder'S point that allies in multipolarity fear "en-
trapment" in committing to others, although he focuses solely on defensive alliances ("Se-
curity Dilemma"). The only counterexample to the above rule I have found is Austria's ef-
forts to form an offensive alliance with Russia in 1755-56 to eliminate a rising Prussia. As 
chapter 8 discusses, this led to Prussia's preemptive attack in August 1756. Because Prus-
sia attacked before Austria and Russia could consolidate the offensive alliance, we shall 
never know if indeed they would have been able to launch their offensive preventive war. 

57. The situation is somewhat different in bipolarity. The declining superpower 
may launch coalitional preventive war against the rising state by bringing together as 
many of the small states in its sphere as possible. The intense collective action problem 
does not manifest itself here, given the declining superpower's ability to coerce its 
small clients to join the coalition. Hence, a coalitional preventive war in bipolarity, led 
by the declining superpower, is quite likely since defection from the coalition is greatly 
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Notes to Pages 25-31 

minimized. Thus Sparta and Carthage could start their respective major wars with 
their allies firmly behind them. During the cold war, it was clear that any major con-
ventional war between the United States and Russia would have almost certainly in-
volved all the NATO and Warsaw Pact countries. 

58. What follows draws inspiration from, but goes a few steps further than, Jervis's 
discussion in "Cooperation under the Security Dilemma." 

59. In Rousseau's famous staghunt analogy, each hunter prefers to work together to 
capture the stag (CC), but fears others will defect to catch a rabbit, leaving him with 
nothing (CD). As mistrust grows, more actors will defect if only to preempt, and coop-
eration becomes difficult. 

60. A similar logic prevails in multipolarity. 
61. On the problem of oscillations, see Van Evera, "Causes of War," chap. 2, and 

Morrow, "Twist of Truth," 506-7. In chapter 2, I elaborate on this problem. 
62. On this, see Manus I. Midlarsky, "Systemic Wars and Dyadic Wars: No Single 

Theory," International Interactions 16 (December 1990): 171-81. For a critique, see Bruce 
Bueno de Mesquita, "Big Wars, Little Wars; Avoiding Selection Bias," International In-
teractions 16 (December 1990): 159-69. 

63. This is usually an element of other scholars' definitions, even if only implic-
itly; see Jack S. Levy, "Theories of General Wars," World Politics 37 (April 1985): 
344-74· 

64. See esp. Martin van Creveld, Fighting Power (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 
1982); Trevor N. Dupey, Numbers, Predictions, and War, rev. ed. (Fairfax, Va.: Hero, 
1985); Allan R. Millett and Williamson Murray, eds., Military Effectiveness, 3 vols. 
(Boston: Allen and Unwin, 1988); and Charles A. Kupchan, "Setting Conventional 
Force Requirements," World Politics 41 (July 1989): 536-78. 

65. See inter alia Gary Becker, The Economic Approach to Human Behavior (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1976), chap. 1, and Mark Blaug, The Methodology of Eco-
nomics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), chap. 6. 

66. This is the equivalent in physics to assuming a perfect vacuum to predict the 
behavior of falling objects, or in economics to assuming fixed prices of other goods to 
predict how changes in a product's price will affect demand. See Blaug, Methodology 
of Economics, chap. 3, and John Neville Keynes, "The Scope and Method of Political 
Economy," in Daniel M. Hausman, ed., The Philosophy of Economics (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1984), 85-93. I specify some additional parameters in 
chapter 2 . 

67. In game-theoretical terms, they have fundamentally incomplete information 
about the other's future type: see James Morrow, Game Theory for Political Scientists 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994). 

68. Note that it does not mean that declining state automatically assumes "worse 
case" (i .e., that the other will attack) . Rather, it means that, all things being equal, 
the other is as likely to attack as not (a 50-50 chance), or that the other's likelihood 
will be a function of how far it rises, rather than a function of internal qualities of 
the state. 

69. On disturbing causes, see J. S. Mill, "On the Definition and Method of Political 
Economy," in Hausman, Philosophy of Economics, and Blaug, Methodology of Economics, 
chap. 3. 

70. See Blaug, Methodology of Economics, 79-80. 
71. In social sciences, of course, no single disconfirming example would truly falsify 

a theory; all theories are probabilistic. This book holds itself to a higher standard than 
microeconomics, however. The latter tests hypotheses in the aggregate; we do not ex-
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Notes to Pages 31-34 

pect all individuals to buy less when the price rises, only that most will (see Fritz 
Machlup, "On Indirect Verification," in Hausman, Philosophy of Economics, 204). My 
cases, on the other hand, consider the behavior of specific actors. 

72. See Jeffrey C. Alexander, ed., The Micro-Macro Link (Berkeley: University of Cal-
ifornia Press, 1987). 

73 . For similar reasoning, see William Curti Wohlforth, The Elusive Balance (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1993). 

74. Objective evidence can also be valuable as a fallback in measuring variables 
when there is little (or unreliable) internal documentation on actor beliefs and percep-
tions. The assumption would then be made that since we do not know how the actors 
really thought, we can presume that they saw this objective evidence clearly. I do this, 
for example, when looking at the pre-modern cases in chapter 8. It must be reiterated, 
however, that this is only a second-best method. 

75 · See Waltz, Theory, 99-101. 
76. Peter J. Katzenstein, ed., The Culture of National Security (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1996), chaps. 1-2. 
77. To the extent that constructivism tries to subsume all beliefs as part of its canon, 

it becomes tautological. Since all human action is a function of beliefs, after the fact 
such a constructivism could describe and explain all behavior; nothing could falsify the 
argument. 

78. See, for example, Organski and Kugler, War Ledger, and most of the theorists 
who build on their argument (references in DiCicco and Levy, "Power Shifts"). 

79. See Gary King, Robert O. Keohane, and Sidney Verba, Designing Social Inquiry 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 217-23 (cited herein as KKV). 

80. The war in the Far East starting in 1941 is not considered, since it was a large-
scale war in a subsystem, rather than a major war as defined. Moreover, its outbreak 
was shaped by war in the core system: documents show that Japan would not have at-
tacked had France, Britain, and Russia-three important Asian powers-not been 
drawn away or defeated by Hitler. Japanese actions, however, do provide powerful 
support for my causal logic. Japan was declining precipitously in 1940-41 as a result of 
U.s. economic sanctions. As the subsystem became more bipolar owing to the Euro-
pean war, Japan's slight military edge over the United States gave it the possibility of a 
successful war; deep decline made it a necessity. See my U.S.-Japan case study in 
Copeland, "Modeling Economic Interdependence and War," paper delivered at the 
American Political Science Association annual meeting, Chicago, 1995, and the docu-
ments in Nobutake Ike, ed., Japan 's Decision for War (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1967). 

81. After 1965, as Mutually Assured Destruction became more entrenched, both 
sides were increasingly cautious about risking major war. Still, dynamic trends were 
important. The end of detente and the coming of a "second cold war" in the early 1980s 
reflected the belief that Russia might overtake the United States in first-strike capabil-
ity unless Washington acted quickly. The fact that the "Reagan buildup" actually be-
gan under Carter, a man predisposed toward peace, shows the overriding power of 
systemic pressures. For a brief discussion of the end of the cold war, see chapter 2 and 
Copeland, "Neorealism," 71-72, n. 125. On the post-cold war era, see chapter 9. 

82. See KKV, 129-37. 
83. Given space constraints, however, a full empirical analysis of the behavior of 

each of the great powers across time cannot be undertaken here. 
84. The book seeks to survey close to the "universe" of major wars, at least in west-

ern history. Footnotes in chapter 8 briefly discuss why some well-known wars should 
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Notes to Pages 34-38 

not be considered major wars, and also note the significance of some non-western ma-
jor wars not examined in the main text. 

85 . On hard tests, see Harry Eckstein, "Case Study and Theory in Political Science," 
in Fred 1. Greenstein and Nelson W. Polsby, eds., Handbook of Political Science (Reading, 
Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1975); KKV, 209-12; Waltz, Theory of International Politics, 
chap. 1 and pp. 124-25. 

86. Indeed, for theories like the bureaucratic politics model, the cold war constitutes 
their best case. Showing that such theories have little explanatory power even under 
such "most likely" circumstances constitutes a crucial test of their value. See Eckstein, 
"Case Study," and KKV, 209-12. 

87. KKV, 168-82. 
88. A final potential problem is that of endogeneity, whereby changes in state be-

havior affect the levels of power, rather than vice versa (KKV, 185-96). Chapter 2 
shows how one can turn this problem into an opportunity for stronger systemic theo-
ries of major war. 

2 . FOREIGN POLICY CHOICES AND MAJOR WAR 

1. See esp. Glenn H. Snyder and Paul Diesing, Conflict among Nations (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1977), 11-12,342-47,363-68; Richard Ned Lebow, Between 
Peace and War (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981), 61-62; and Zeev 
Maoz, Paths to Conflict (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1982), 2-3, 89-90. See also Stephen 
Van Evera, Causes of War (Ithaca : Cornell University Press, 1999), 79-80. 

2. See Robert Jervis, "Cooperation under the Security Dilemma," World Politics 30 
(January 1978): 167-214, and references in Charles L. Glaser, "The Security Dilemma 
Revisited," World Politics 50 (October 1997): 171-201. 

3. See esp. Jervis, "Cooperation under the Security Dilemma"; Glaser, "Security 
Dilemma Revisited"; Glaser, "Realists as Optimists," International Security 19 (winter 
1994-95): 50-90; Barry R. Posen, "The Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict," in 
Michael E. Brown, ed., Ethnic Conflict and International Security (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993); and Van Evera, Causes of War, chaps. 3-4. 

4. Thus for Waltz and Mearsheimer, there is no real downside to adopting a hard-
line policy; system stability is undermined only when states fail to balance enough (be-
cause of collective-action problems in multipolarity, for example). Waltz argues for 
miscalculation in multipolarity, but this reflects the number of powers, not spiraling 
within a security dilemma: Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: Random 
House, 1979), chap. 8; Mearsheimer, "Back to the Future," International Security 15 
(summer 1990): 15-19. 

5. Of course, this does not mean that rising states, like all states, will not sometimes 
seize an opportunity to expand when the risks are low. But as soon as the risks of ma-
jor war rise, they should be far more cautious than declining powers. 

6. In chapter 9, I consider how different types of rising states might influence the 
state's calculus. The key security problem, however, is the ascending state's future inten-
tions if permitted to grow, not its present intentions. Thus the declining state's knowl-
edge of the other's present regime-type will matter less than the estimated long-term sta-
bility of this regime-type (an estimate largely independent of diplomatic interaction). 

7. Since chapter 1 covers the implications of dynamic change for bipolar versus 
multipolar systems, the model here focuses for simplicity on just two actors, the de-
clining state and the rising state that constitutes its main threat. 
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8. The discussion sets up these options as discrete choices, but one should remem-
ber that there are degrees of severity attached to each one. A state choosing contain-
ment, for example, must decide exactly how strong to make such a policy. 

9. Cf. Alexander L. George's definition in George, ed., Avoiding War: Problems of 
Crisis Management (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1991), xi, 545. 

10. Fully specified, this probability must be compared to the likelihood of the other 
attacking later if its growth is hindered by hard-line policies, allowing for the effect of 
these policies on the other's level of mistrust. 

11. A rising state that grows to a relative power differential of 70-30, for example, 
might be expected to attack with a 70 percent likelihood. 

12. The analogue in economics is firms selecting the option that, all things consid-
ered, provides the highest level of expected net profit. 

13. Expressed formally: assuming that victory means survival (1.0), and defeat 
means elimination as a state (0), the EPS for any option will equal 1 - pw + P",Pu' where 
p", is the probability of war, and Pv is the probability of victory. (An outright victory or 
a stalemated war preserving the state's existence both constitute "victory" here.) This 
formalization follows from two logical steps: first, whether war occurs or not; and sec-
ond, how likely the state is to win if war occurs. The costs of war are not included, since 
I assume states are willing to accept such costs in order to survive. War costs can still 
play two roles, however: in a world of conventional weapons, they shape the p" vis-a-
vis third parties; in a nuclear world, they greatly reduce the probability of meaningful 
victory (that is, war where the society survives) . For pushing me to think along these 
lines,l thank Andrew Kydd (see his "Sheep in Sheep's Clothing: Why Security Seekers 
Do Not Fight Each Other," Security Studies 7 [autumn 1997l: 121-22 for a slightly differ-
ent formulation). 

14. See Dale C. Copeland, "A Formal Model of Preventive War," typescript, Univer-
sity of Virginia, May 1999. 

15· In the above formula, if Pw = 1.0, then the EPS is reduced to simply the Pv. 
16. Thus the conclusion from chapter 1 that major wars are more likely to be initi-

ated by dominant military powers in either bipolarity or multipolarity. In a nuclear 
world, relative power per se is less important than the probability, given the strategic 
balance, of a splendid first strike. 

17. To work, crisis initiation must be expected to address the specific source of de-
cline. Thus while Khrushchev in 1961 could reasonably think that a crisis over Berlin 
might avert eastern Europe's economic deterioration, the Soviets in the mid-1980s 
could not expect crisis initiation to solve the main problem-the widening technologi-
cal gap vis-a-vis the west (more about this later). 

].8. My analysis does not adopt the position of "prospect theory" that actors facing 
potential loss tend psychologically to be more risk-acceptant (see Barbara Farnham, 
ed., Avoiding Losses/Taking Risks [Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1994]). The 
actors are still assumed to be risk-neutral; they are simply rationally comparing the 
risks of not acting versus the risks of hard-line policies. 

19. On justification crises, see Lebow, Between Peace and War, chap. 2. 
20. Formally, deadlock preferences are DC > DD > CC > CD, where DC represents a 

state's attack which goes unreciprocated (or simply where the state gets in the first blow); 
DD is all-out war where both parties begin fighting at essentially the same time; CC is the 
current peace; and CD is allowing the other to make the first move, either by a direct at-
tack or war against a third party. In figure 6, the fact that crises have no independent 
causal force is indicated by the direct line from "preventive motives" to major war. 

21. Chapter 8 shows that the first pathway was also dominant in the Second Punic 
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War of Carthage-Rome, the French-Hapsburgs war of 1521, the Thirty Years War, the 
wars of Louis XIV, and the Napoleonic Wars. 

22. As with the first pathway, the fact that the crisis has no independent effect is 
shown by the line directly from aggressive motives to war. 

23. On inadvertent war, see esp. George, Avoiding War; Richard Ned Lebow, Nuclear 
Crisis Management (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), chaps. 2-4; Daniel Frei, Risks 
of Uninten tional Nuclear War (New York: UN Institute for Disarmament Research, 
1983); Robert Powell, Nuclear Deterrence Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1990), chaps. 5-6; Barry R. Posen, Inadvertent Escalation (Ithaca: Cornell Univer-
sity Press, 1991); and Robert Jervis, Meaning of the Nuclear Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1989), 144-47· 

24. Geoffrey Biainey, The Causes of War, 3d ed. (New York: Free Press, 1988), chap. 
9; Scott D. Sagan, The Limits of Safety (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993); 
Bruce G. Blair, The Logic of Accidental Nuclear War (Washington, D.C: Brookings, 
1993); Paul Bracken, "Accidental Nuclear War," in Graham T. Allison, Albert Carne-
sale, and Joseph S. Nye, eds., Hawks, Doves, and Owls (New York: W. W. Norton, 
1985); Bracken, The Command and Control of Nuclear Forces (New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1983). 

25. Formally, staghunt preferences are CC > DC > DO > CD (compare to deadlock 
preference rankings in n. 20). 

26. See Van Evera, Causes of War, chap. 3; Powell, Nuclear Deterrence Theory, 111-12; 
Thomas Schelling, The Strategy of Conflict (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960), 
209-29; Richard Betts, "Surprise Attack and Preemption," in Allison, Carnesale, and 
Nye, Hawks, Doves, and Owls, 57-58; Lebow, Nuclear Crisis Management, chap. 2; and 
Steven J. Brams and D. Marc Kilgour, "Threat Escalation and Crisis Stability," American 
Political Science Review 81 (September 1987): 833-50. 

27. Preemptive war therefore depends on technology and geography; the system 
must be offense-dominant. Preventive war is a function of a different independent 
variable, namely, shifting power differentials. 

28. See Sagan, Limits of Safety, chaps. 2-3. 
29. See Dan Reiter, "Exploding the Powder Keg Myth: Preemptive Wars Almost 

Never Happen," International Security 20 (fall 1995): 5-34. 
30. Snyder and Diesing, Conflict among Nations, 242-43 . 
31. Reiter, "Exploding the Powder Keg Myth," 16-25; Allen S. Whiting, "The U.s.-

China War in Korea," in George, ed., Avoiding War; Janice Gross Stein, "The Arab-
Israeli War of 196T Inadvertent War through Miscalculated Escalation," in ibid. 

32. Analysts almost universally agree that preemption is the most likely means to 
nuclear war; see Jervis, Meaning of the Nuclear Revolution. 

33. See Lebow, Nuclear Crisis Management, chap. 4; Thomas Schelling, Arms and In-
fluence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966),44,93; Richard Smoke, War: Control-
ling Escalation (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1977), chaps. 9-10; Patrick M. 
Morgan, "Saving Face for the Sake of Deterrence," in Robert Jervis, Richard Ned 
Lebow, and Janice Gross Stein, Psychologt) and Deterrence (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1985); and references in Dale C Copeland, "Do Reputations Matter?" 
Security Studies 7 (fall 1997): 33- 71-

34. See James D. Fearon, "Threats to Use Force" (Ph.D. diss., University of Califor-
nia Berkeley, 1992), chaps. 2-4; Fearon, "Rationalist Explanations for War," Interna-
tional Organization 49 (summer 1995): 379-414; Powell, Nuclear Deterrence Theon); and 
D. Marc Kilgour and Frank C Zagare, "Credibility, Uncertainty, and Deterrence," 
American Journal of Political Science 35 (May 1991): 305-34. 
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35. Chicken preferences are DC > CC > CD > DD (compare to staghunt and dead-
lock preferences, nns. 20 and 25). 

36. Cf. Schelling, Arms and Influence, chaps. 2-3. 
37. Snyder and Diesing, Conflict among Nations, 242-43. 
38. For most analysts, crises by definition involved a higher probability of war be-

tween the actors. See James L. Richardson, Crisis Diplomacy (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 10-12; Michael Brecher and Jonathan Wilkenfeld, A Study of 
Crisis (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997), 3-4; and Brecher and Wilken-
feld, "Crises in World Politics," World Politics 34 (April 1982): 382-83. 

39. Schelling, Arms and Influence, chap. 3· 
40. Cf. Stephen Van Evera, "Causes of War" (Ph.D. diss., University of California, 

Berkeley, 1984), chap. 2, and James D. Morrow, "A Twist of Truth: A Reexamination of 
the Effects of Arms Races on the Occurrence of War," Journal of Conflict Resolution 33 
(September 1989): 500-529. 

41. It should be remembered that conciliation is a highly rational strategy for rising 
states, regardless of their motives. Note also that when the power trends are essentially 
fIat (no state rising or falling), then reassurance policies are wise, since they avoid pro-
voking an escalatory spiral. 

42. The fact that United States was a democracy may have made the alignment that 
much easier, but it is worth recalling that U.S.-British relations in the nineteenth cen-
tury were anything but amicable. Not only did the two countries compete for territory 
in North America, but in 1896 they almost came to blows over Venezuela. That En-
gland after 1900 also put aside outstanding problems with an authoritarian Japan (not 
to mention Russia) indicates that geostrategic factors more than regime-type were 
driving the process. Cf. Randall L. Schweller, "Domestic Politics and Preventive War," 
World Politics 44 (January 1992): 235-69· 

43. For an analysis of accommodation which assumes the power transition hypoth-
esis that the rising state is the one most likely to attack, see Robert Powell, "Uncer-
tainty, Shifting Power, and 'Appeasement," American Political Science Review 90 (De-
cember 1996): 749-64. 

44. Fearon, "Rationalist Explanations for War." See also Jervis, "Cooperation under 
the Security Dilemma"; and Robert J. Art and Robert Jervis, "The Meaning of Anar-
chy," in Art and Jervis, eds., International Politics (Boston: Little, Brown, 1985) on the 
problem of future intentions. 

45. I summarize the evidence in Copeland, "Trade Expectations and the Outbreak 
of Peace: Detente 1970-74 and the End of the Cold War 1985-91," Security Studies 9 (au-
tumn 1999/winter 2000): 15-58. 

46. For references on enduring rivalries, see Paul F. Diehl, ed., The Dynamics of En-
during Rivalries (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1998). 

47. Gary Goertz and Paul Diehl's statistical analysis indicates that states are far 
more likely to fall into war if part of an enduring rivalry than if not: "Empirical Impor-
tance of Enduring Rivalries," International Interactions 18 (1992): 158-59. 

48. On the spiral and deterrence models, see esp. Robert Jervis, Perception and Mis-
perception in International Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976), chap. 
3; Charles Glaser, "Political Consequences of Military Strategy: Expanding and Refin-
ing the Spiral and Deterrence Models," World Politics 44 (July 1992): 497-538; and An-
drew Kydd, "Game Theory and the Spiral Model," World Politics 49 (April 1997): 
371-400. 

49. Thus since 1990, China has maintained a relatively moderate policy, so as to re-
duce any American incentive for trade sanctions and preventive actions. A rising state, 
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of course, can be expected to respond to hostile actions by the other, if only avoid 
power losses and to ensure deterrence against attack. 

50. This is true even when, as I assume, the system is neither offense or defense 
dominant. Of course, the more offense dominates, the more a given deterrence action 
will undermine the other's security; see Jervis, "Cooperation under the Security 
Dilemma." 

51. See Jervis, Perception and Misperception, chap. 3; Jervis, "Cooperation under the 
Security Dilemma"; Glaser, "Political Consequences"; Russell J. Leng, "Reciprocating 
Influence Strategies in Interstate Crisis Bargaining," Journal of Conflict Resolution 37 
(March 1993): 3-41; and Jonathan Bendor, "In Good Times and Bad: Reciprocity in an 
Uncertain World," American Journal of Political Science 31 (August 1987): 531-58. 

52. See esp. Glaser, "Political Consequences"; Glaser, "Security Dilemma Revis-
ited"; Jervis, Perception and Misperception, chap. 3; Lebow, Beyond Peace and War; 
Richard Ned Lebow and Janice Gross Stein, We All Lost the Cold War (Princeton: Prince-
ton University Press, 1994); and Posen, "Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict." 

53. This argument builds on Jervis's point that the two models are not necessarily 
incompatible, since they work from differing assumptions about the adversary's inten-
tions. When the adversary is aggressive, the deterrence model applies; when the ad-
versary is a status-quo security seeker, the spiral model applies (Jervis, Perception and 
Misperception, chap. 3). My argument links the two models with variables and param-
eters other than the adversary's intentions. Moreover, in the third parameter I focus 
more on the rising state's future intentions than its current intentions. 

54· Cf. Jervis, "Hypotheses on Misperception," in G. John Ikenberry, ed ., American 
Foreign Policy, 2d ed. (New York: HarperCollins, 1996),516. 

55. On the difference between falsification and salience, see the methodology sec-
tion of chapter 1. The term "falsification" should be used advisedly here; it simply 
means that the evidence contradicts the causal logic of the theory in a particular case (a 
"disconfirmation") . Since we are dealing with probabilistic theories, no single empiri-
cal disconfirmation should lead to a theory being discarded. Theories, as per Lakatos, 
should be evaluated against one another for their relative explanatory power-the 
amount of evidence supporting a theory's logic versus the amount of evidence discon-
firming it. 

56. For a more extensive test of this proposition, see Dale Copeland, "Neorealism and 
the Myth of Bipolar Stability," Security Studies 5 (spring 1996): 29-B9. To the extent that 
neorealists implicitly capture the point that states take increased risks of inadvertent war 
to avoid decline, they would agree with hypothesis 1 of dynamic differentials theory. 

57. This is based on the original arguments of Organski/Gilpin, before later adjust-
ments for alliance blocs (see chapter 1). 

3. GERMAN SECURITY AND THE PREPARATION FOR WORLD WAR I 

1. For ease of exposition, henceforth I will refer to the Austro-Hungarian state sim-
ply as "Austria." 

2. See esp. Fritz Fischer, The War of Illusions (New York: Norton, 1975); Fischer, Ger-
many's Aims in the First World War (New York: Norton, 1967); Fischer, From Kaiserreich to 
Third Reich (London: Unwin Hyman, 1986); Luigi Albertini, The Origins of the War of 
1914, 3 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1952); John C. G. Rohl, The Kaiser and 
His Court (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994); V. R. Berghahn, Germany 
and the Approach of War in 1914 (London: St. Martin's, 1973); and lmanuel Geiss, German 
Foreign Policy, 1871-1914 (London: Routledge, 1976). 
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3. Scholars closest to this position are Fritz Stern, "Bethmann Hollweg and the 
War," in Stern, The Failure of llliberalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992), 
and David E. Kaiser, "Germany and the Origins of the First World War," Journal of 
Modern History 55 (September 1983): 442-76. Neither, however, would see security as 
the sole driving force behind German policy. 

4. Karl Dietrich Erdmann, "War Guilt 1914 Reconsidered," in H. W. Koch, ed., The 
Origins of the First World War, 2d ed. (London: Macmillan, 1984); Egmont Zechlin, "Cab-
inet versus Economic War in Germany," and "July 1914: A Reply to a Polemic," both in 
ibid.; Andreas Hillgruber, Germany and the Two World Wars (Cambridge: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1981); John W. Langdon, July 1914 (New York: Berg, 1991), 109-29. 

5. See esp. Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Relations 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976), chap. 3. This perspective was shaped by 
revisionist historians of the late 1920S (see Langdon, July 1914, chap. 2) . 

6. Richard Ned Lebow, Between Peace and War (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, 1981), chap. 5. 

7. Stephen Van Evera, "The Cult of the Offensive and the Origins of the First 
World War," International Security 9 (summer 1984): 64, 71-78; Jack Snyder, "Civil-
Military Relations and the Cult of the Offensive, 1914 and 1984:' International Security 9 
(summer 1984); Snyder, The Ideology of the Offensive (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1984). Van Evera also argues that faith in the offensive made expansion more tempting, 
increasing the risk of preventive war. 

8. See esp. Albertini, Origins, vol. 2; Van Evera, "Cult of the Offensive"; Snyder, 
"Civil-Military Relations"; and Joachim Remak, "1914-The Third Balkan War," in 
Koch, ed., Origins, 93-95. For a critique, see Marc Trachtenberg, "The Meaning of Mo-
bilization in 1914:' International Security 15 (winter 1990-91): 120-50. 

9. Paul Kennedy, The Rise of Anglo-German Antagonism, 1860-1914 (London: 
George Allen and Unwin, 1980), chap. 14. 

10. See esp. Woodruff D. Smith, The Ideological Origins of Nazi Imperialism (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1986), chaps. 4 and 8, and Otto Hammann, The World Policy of 
Germany, 1890-1912 (London: Allen and Unwin, 1927). 

11. Snyder, Myths of Empire (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), 31-49, chap. 3; 
Eckart Kehr, Economic Interest, Militarism, and Foreign Policy (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1970). See also Charles A. Kupchan, The Vulnerability of Empire (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1994), chap. 6. 

12. Fischer, War of IlLusions, viii. On the primacy of domestic polities, see esp. Wolf-
gang J. Mommsen, "Domestic Factors in German Foreign Policy before 1914:' in 
Mommsen, Imperial Germany, 1867-1918 (London: Arnold, 1995), chap. 9; Hartmut 
Pogge von Strand mann, "Germany and the Corning of War," in R. J. W. Evans and 
Strandmann, The Coming of the First World War (Oxford: Clarendon, 1988); Michael Gor-
don, "Domestic Conflict and the Origins of the First World War," Journal of Modern His-
tory 46 (June 1974): 191-226; and Arno J. Mayer, "Internal Causes and Purposes of War 
in Europe, 1870-1956," Journal of Modern Histonj 41 (September 1969): 291-303. 

13. Fischer, War of Illusions, 470. For arguments that Austria's aggressiveness and 
fear of decline drew others into war, see Samuel R. Williamson, Austria-Hunganj and 
the Origins of the First World War (New York: St. Martin's, 1991), and Paul W. Schroeder, 
"World War T as Galloping Gertie," Journal of Modern History 44 (1972): 319-45. 

14. Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: Random House, 1979), 
167; Thomas J. Christensen and Jack Snyder, "Chain Gangs and Passed Bucks: Predict-
ing Alliance Patterns in Multipolarity," International Organization 44 (spring 1990): 
137-68. Like the first category, this explanation sees war as inadvertent. Yet states are 
drawn into war less as a function of irrational beliefs, and more as a rational response 
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to systemic imperatives. See Scott D. Sagan, "1914 Revisited: Allies, Offense, and Insta-
bility," International Security 11 (fall 1986): 151-75. 

15. See chapter 2. Both Gilpin and Organski also believe Germany initiated war to 
gain the prestige and benefits that it had been denied. 

16. Recall that a war of preemption results from the belief that the other seeks to at-
tack now, while a war of prevention is a function of decline and the belief that the other 
might attack later after it has accumulated greater power. 

17. DO, doc. 629. Except for corrections, my translations from DO follow those in 
Max Montegalas and Walther Schucking, eds., The Outbreak of the World War: German 
Documents, collected by Karl Kautsky (New York: Oxford University Press, 1924). 

18. See especially Lebow, Between War and Peace; Fischer, War of Illusions; and 
Fischer, Germany's Aims. Those showing that German leaders, including Bethmann, 
did not count on British neutrality include Erdmann, "War Guilt," 363-64; Mommsen, 
"Domestic Factors"; and Hillgruber, Germany, 26. 

19. See inter alia Kennedy, Rise of British-German Antagonism, and Smith, Ideological 
Origins. 

20. See William L. Langer, European Alliances and Alignments, 1871-1890, 2d ed. 
(New York: Knopf, 1962),38-48,109. 

21. Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (New York: Random House, 
1987), chap. 4. 

22. Langer, European Alliances, 38-39, 48-49. 
23. The fact that no other great power tried to take on the system after 1815 is easily 

explained. As noted in chapter 1, no state ever achieved the level of marked military su-
periority needed for a bid for hegemony; only Russia came close in terms of troop num-
bers, but the quality of its army always remained inferior (see the statistics in table A.2 
of the appendix and in Joseph S. Nye, Bound to Lead [New York: Basic Books, 1991], 
chaps. 1-2, and Kennedy, Rise and Fall, chaps. 4-5). Thus, despite many domestic 
changes, including the rise of many questionable leaders, the nineteenth century 
avoided major war. Relative equality served as a powerful constraint. Leaders thus 
sublimated their desires into.imperialism in the south and localized battles for position 
in Europe, such as the Crimean War. 

24. Quoted in Fischer, War of Illusions, 45· Bulow continues that Russia would be 
truly weakened only when it had lost the areas to "the west of the line Onega Bay-
Valdayskaya heights-Dneiper" (ibid.). This territory, constituting most of eastern 
Russia, is essentially what Germany received in 1918 by the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. 

25. Quoted in ibid., 38. 
26. Gerhard A. Ritter, The Schlieffen Plan (New York, 1958); Fischer, War of Illusions, 54. 
27· Quoted in Fischer, War of Illusions, 55. 
28. See L. C. F. Turner, "The Significance of the Schlieffen Plan," in Paul Kennedy, 

ed., The War Plans of the Great Powers, 1880-1914 (Boston: Allen and Unwin, 1979), 
207-10; Fischer, War of Illusions, 55-60; and Holger Herwig, "Imperial Germany," in 
Ernest R. May, ed., Knowing One's Enemies (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1986),77-

29. Graydon A. Tunstall, Planning for War against Russia and Serbia (Boulder, Colo.: 
Social Science Monographs, 1993), chap. 4; Albertini, Origins, 1:436-37. 

30. Quoted in Fischer, War of Illusions, 61. 
31. David G. Hermann, The Arming of Europe and the Making of the First World War 

(Princeton: Prince.ton University Press, 1996); Tunstall, Planning for War. 
32. Quoted in Fischer, War of Illusions, 62. 
33· Hermann, Arming of Europe, 135· 
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34. Quoted in ibid., 135-36. 
35. Quotations in Fischer, War of Illusions, 84-86. 
36. Quoted in ibid., 86. 
37· Quoted in ibid., 139· 
38. Quoted in Berghahn, Germany, 186. 
39. Hermann, Arming of Europe, 161, 165. 
40. Quoted in ibid., 166; David Stevenson, Armaments and the Coming of War: Europe, 

1904-1914 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996), 201-2. 
41. Quoted in Hermann, Arming of Europe, 166-67. 
42. Quoted in ibid., 169. See also Stevenson, Armaments, 202-3. 
43. Fischer, War of Illusions, 124-25. See also Geiss, German Foreign Policy, 137-38, 

and documents in B. De Siebert, ed., Entente Diplomacy and the World (New York: 
Knickerbocker, 1921), chap. 7. 

44. GP, vol. 39: doc. 15612. 
45. See Fischer, War of Illusions, chap. 9; John C. G. R6hl, "V. Admiral Von Muller 

and the Approach of War, 1911-1914," Historical Journal 12 (1969): 651-73; R6W, Kaiser, 
chap. 7; and Geiss, German Foreign Policy, 142-45. 

46. From Admiral MUller's diaries, quoted in R6hl, Kaiser, 162. 
47. Quoted in ibid., 162-63, 177. Muller's notes are corroborated by reports by the 

Saxon and Bavarian military attaches and the notes of a confidant of Tirpitz. See ibid, 
165; Fischer, War of Illusions, 161-63; and R6hl, "Admiral Muller," 663. 

48. Quoted in R6hl, "Admiral MUlIer," 663. 
49. Quoted in R6hl, Kaiser, 175--'76. 
50. Fischer is the strongest supporter of this view, although his own evidence shows 

that Bethmann saw the likelihood of British neutrality as very slim (War of Illusions, 
chap. 9). 

51. Ibid., 166 (see also 69)· 
52. Quoted in R6hl, Kaiser, 162-63· 
53. Quoted in Fischer, War of Illusions, 164; R6hl, "Admiral Muller," 664. 
54. Fischer's summary, War of Illusions, 164. 
55· On Italy, see ibid., 170. 
56. Ibid., 169. 
57· Ibid., 173. 
58. Hermann, Arming of Europe, 221-25. 
59. For some quantitative data, see tables A .l and A.2 of the appendix. 
60. General Friedrich von Bernhardi, Germany and the Next War (London: Edward 

Arnold, 1914), 20, 53, and chaps. 5 and 9· 
61 . Quoted in Hermann, Arming of Europe, 181-85. These arguments were passed on 

to Bethmann (ibid., 182). 
62. Ibid., 183. 
63. Norman Stone, The Eastern Front, 1914-1917 (New York: Scribner'S, 1975),37· 
64. Quoted in Fischer, Kaiserreich, 47. 
65. William C. Fuller, "The Russian Empire," in May, ed., Knowing One's Enemies, 113. 
66. Quoted in Hermann, Arming of Europe, 191""92. 
67. DD, Appendix IV: doc. 27. 
68. The accuracy of German perceptions is upheld by Jacek Kugler and William 

Domke's evidence, which shows Germany in 1914 to be almost equal in actualized 
military power to Britain, France, and Russia combined (see table A.l of this book's 
appendix). The Correlates of War data set (table A.2) indicates that while Germany 
was not quantitatively superior in troop numbers, it was very dominant, especially 
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versus France and Russia, in the iron and steel production so necessary to Germany's 
war machine. 

69. Contrary to the social-imperialist argument, social cohesion was seen as the 
means to a successful war for security, not as the end of a victorious war. Thus it was 
critical to achieve this cohesion before the war broke out. 

70. Quoted in Fischer, War of Illusions, 192--93. 
71. See Fischer's extensive evidence, ibid., 190-99. 
72. Although estimates generally assumed a short war, a longer war was also con-

sidered, and financial preparations for it were actively discussed (ibid ., 200). 
73· Ibid., 203. 
74. See esp. 1. 1. Farrar, The Short War Illusion (Santa Barbara, Calif.: ABC-Clio, 1973). 
75· Quoted in Fischer, War of Illusions, 203. 
76. See Turner, "Significance of the Schlieffen Plan," 211-12; Otto Friedrich, Blood 

and Iron (New York: Harper Collins, 1995), 235; and Snyder, Ideology of the Offensive, 
111, 153-54. Bernhardi, recognizing that Germany would be opposed by Britain, 
France, and Russia, had advised in 1912: "We must therefore prepare not only for a 
short war, but for a protracted campaign" (Germany and the Next War, 154). 

77. Quoted in Friedrich, Blood and Iron, 229. See also Snyder, Ideology of the Offensive, 
153-55. It is important to note that the German military was aware that tactically (on 
the battlefield) defense held the advantage. It was for this reason that the strategic con-
centration of forces in the north was emphasized, to overcome France's defense 
through sheer numbers. See ibid., chap. 5, esp. 138-39. So while Snyder and others see 
German adherence to Schlieffen's plan in the face of acknowledged defense dominance 
as a product of irrational motivated bias, there is a simpler and more plausible expla-
nation: political motives-the need to destroy a rising Russia-required an offensive 
plan to take territory from Russia . Since France was allied with Russia, the Schlieffen 
Plan was the only plan that held any possibility of achieving the political goals in the 
face of defense dominance. 

78. Quoted in Fischer, War of llIusions, 262; see also 371 on fears of Russian financial 
reforms. 

79. William C. Fuller, Strategy and Power in Russia, 1600-1914 (New York: Free Press, 
1992),437. On Russia's massive industrial and military growth before the war, see Pe-
ter Gatrell, Government, Industry, and Rearmament in Russia, 1900-1914 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994), chaps. 3-7. 

80. Fischer, War of n/usions, 371. 
81. Quoted in ibid ., 372-73. For other newspaper articles on the rising Russian 

threat, see ibid., 374-77. 
82. Quoted in ibid., 381. See also Berghahn, Germany, 180. 
83· Fischer, War of Illusions, 388. 
84· Quoted in ibid., 397· 
85. Quoted in ibid., 402. See also William C. Wohlforth, "The Perception of Power: 

Russia in the Pre-1914 Balance," World Politics 39 (April 1987): 362. 
86. Quoted in Albertini, Origins, 1:437. Jagow was sympathetic to Moltke's views. 

The main problem, he felt, was the kaiser, who would oppose such a war and therefore 
had to be manipulated into it (Fischer, War of Illusions, 402) . 

87· Albertini, Origins, 1:375· 
88. Quoted in ibid., 381. 
89. Williamson, Austria-Hungary, 128. 
90. Ibid., 130. 
91. It cannot be argued that Russian mobilization in 1912-13 was only partial and 
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therefore was not seen as a threat in BerHn . As we will see, in 1914 Germany threatened 
Russia with general mobilization in response to only partial Russian mobiliza tion, in-
voking alliance commitments to Austria as the pretext. 

92. Williamson, Austria-Hungary, 133. 
93· Quoted in Albertini, Origins, 1:436. 
94· Quoted in ibid ., 437· 
95· Ibid ., 44(}-47. 
96. Ibid., 454. 
97· The first quotation is Albertini's paraphrase; the second is from the documents; 

ibid., 455. 
98. Quoted in ibid., 456. On 7 July and then on the 8th, Jagow reinforced the theme 

of nonintervention to the Austrians. 
99. In addition to citations in n. 12, see Hans-Ulrich Wehler, The German Empire, 

1871-1918 (Leamington Spa, u.K.: Berg, 1985); Hans Mommsen, "The Topos of In-
evitable War in Germany in the Decade before 1914," in Volker R. Berghahn and Mar-
tin Kitchen, eds., Germany in the Age of Total War (London: Croom Helm, 1981); 
Willibald Gutsche, "The Foreign Policy of Imperial Germany and the Outbreak of the 
War, in the Historiography of the GDR," in Gregor Schellgen, ed., Escape into War? 
(Oxford: Berg, 1990); and Schbllgen, "Introduction," in ibid., 5-12. 

100. See esp. Wehler, German Empire, and Schbllgen, "Introduction," 6-8. 
101. Smith, Ideological Origins, chap. 4. 
102. See esp. Wehler, German Empire, and Fischer, War of Illusions. 
103. Quoted in Berghahn, Germany, 56. 
104. Quoted in ibid., 82. 
105. Quoted in Kaiser, "Germany," 456. 
106. Quoted in Berghahn, Germany, 97-98. 
107. Ibid., 65. 
108. Quoted in Arno J. Mayer, The Persistence of the Old Regime (New York: Pan-

theon, 1981),319. 
109. Ibid., passim. 
110. David Blackbourn and Geoff Eley, The Peculiarities of German History (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1984); Eley, Reshaping the German Right (Ann Arbor: Univer-
sity of Michigan Press, 1991), xiii-xxvi, 1-16. 

111. See chapter 4. 
112. Berghahn, Germany, 152-53, chap. 8. See also Wehler, German Empire, 97-99, 

who agrees that the Sammlung between the eHtes essentially fell apart after 1910. 

113. Konrad H. Jarausch, The Enigmatic Chancellor (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1973), chap. 4; Berghahn, Germany, chaps. 7-8; James Retallack, "The Road to Philippi: The 
Conservative Party and Bethmalm Hollweg's 'Politics of the Diagonal,' 1909-14," in Larry 
Eugene Jones and Retallack, eds., Between Reform and Resistance (Oxford: Berg, 1993). 

114. Snyder'S argument that a cartelized German elite began to internalize earlier 
strategic myths and thus initiated war out of fear of encirclement (Myths of Empire, 
chap. 3) can help deal with the dearth of evidence showing that German leaders chose 
war to solve a domestic crisis. Note, however, that this argument affirms that security, 
rather than domestic cohesion, was the primary motive for the war. The remaining de-
bate thus simply concerns the issue of whether German leadership had any rational 
reason to worry about its neighbors. Given that Germany faced a Russia of three times 
its population and forty times its land mass, one whose industrialization program 
would have continued regardless of Germany's policies, it is hard to argue that Berlin's 
fear of the rise of Russia was divorced from reality. 
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4. THE JULY CRISIS AND THE OUTBREAK OF WORLD WAR I 

1. See Wolfgang J. Mommsen, "The Debate on German War Aims," Journal of Con-
temporanJ History 1 (July 1966): 47---'74; John Moses, The Politics of Illusion (London: 
Harper and Row, 1975); John Langdon, July 1914 (New York: Berg, 1991), chaps. 4-5; 
Dwight Lee, ed., The Outbreak of the First World War, 4th ed. (Lexington, Mass: Heath, 
1975); and H. W. Koch, ed., The Origins of the First World War, 2d ed. (London: Macmil-
lan, 1984). 

2. See Jack S. Levy, "Preferences, Constraints, and Choices in July 1914," Interna-
tional Security 15 (winter 1990-91): 151-86. 

3. Austria thus did not get the outcome it most preferred, namely localized war 
against Serbia with Russian implicit acquiescence, but rather an outcome it preferred 
only to war with Russia without German support, namely world war with German 
support. 

4. Levy, "Preferences," 153-63· 
5. In actual fact, of course, German leaders thought in terms of degrees of support 

for both possibilities, from low to high, but for simplicity we can think in terms of a 
dichotomy. 

6. Most of the options revolved around variations of the "Halt in Belgrade" proposal 
suggested by the kaiser on 28 July. The core debate between Austria and Russia was over 
the degree to which Serbia, Russia's ally, would be destroyed by a negotiated settlement: 
Austria wanted a higher degree, and Russia a lesser degree. Also of significance was how 
the settlement would appear to other states, especially Russia's Balkan and French allies. 
Russia could not be seen to be giving away the farm, even if, as its proposals in the final 
days indicate, it was willing to do so. Finally, the means to a settlement was important. 
Russia preferred a European-wide conference, since this would bring to bear the weight 
of other powers. Austria wanted at most German mediation. Both, however, were some-
what amenable to direct Austro-Russian talks, perhaps mediated by Germany. 

All of this led to eight possible outcomes that were heatedly discussed in the final 
days. From Austria's to Russia's most preferred, they were: (1) Austro-Serbian local-
ized war; (2) temporary occupation of Serbia to force compliance to Austrian demands 
(DO: docs. 380,433; 29 and 30 July); (3) a Halt in Belgrade and "other places" to force 
Serbian compliance to Austrian demands (DO: doc. 323; 28 July); (4) a Halt in Belgrade 
and "other places" plus German mediation (DO: docs. 395, 396; 30 July); (5) a Halt in 
Belgrade and "other places," overseen by all the great powers (DO: doc. 460; 30 July); 
(6) Austrian military operations, but Austrian willingness to accept some modifica-
tions on its demands and to state that it is a European affair (Sazonov's "formula," 00: 
doc. 421; 30 July); (7) a negotiated peace through a four-power conference ("ti quatre") 
(DO: docs. 236, 248; 26 and 27 July); (8) an Austrian capitulation and return to status 
quo. I shall show how Berlin used these proposals so that it appeared to want peace, 
while ensuring that Austria and Ru'ssia would never reach a peaceful solution. 

7. The purely-localized-war outcome was slightly higher in ranking to this negoti-
ated peace. But since German leaders knew that it was unlikely from the beginning of 
July and next to impossible by its end, it cannot count as a serious possibility. Even so, 
statements by Bethmann discussed below indicate that general war with domestic and 
Austrian support was preferred to localized war. While the debate between Fischer 
and his critics now seems to revolve around whether Germany preferred localized war 
to continental war (with Fischer now arguing that continental war was preferred; 
Langdon, July 1914, chaps. 4-5), the real d ebate between the camps concerns whether 
Germany preferred negotiated peace to continental war. The calculated risk notion of 

0I ? 1 ? 0 8 ? 5 CAC M I 4 DI : 0I ? 9 CP? MC Q ?MM I7O?M 2 IIE 0?
, ? IIE=? I O?M =I C I C A ? C = CI . I=31-

0 ? ? I I C A I   , ,

0
I

Q
CA

0
I

?
9

CP
?

MC
Q

?M
M

/
CA

M
?M

?
P?



Notes to Pages 82-87 

the critics makes little sense unless one assumes that Berlin preferred a negotiated 
peace to continental war but risked the possibility of things getting out of hand (conti-
nental war or worse) to achieve the best option of a localized war. 

8. Imanuel Geiss, ed., july 1914 (New York: Scribner's, 1967), 70. 
9. Quoted in Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann, "Germany," in R. J. W. Evans and 

Strandmann, eds., The Coming of the First World War (Oxford: Clarendon, 1988), 115. 
Bethmann also told Hoyos that "if [general] war was to become inevitable, the present 
moment would be more favorable than a later one." Quoted in Fritz Fellner, "Die 'Mis-
sion Hoyos,''' in Wilhelm A Iff, ed., Deutschlands Sonderung von Europa, 1862-1945 
(Frankfurt: Lang, 1984), 295; see also OA, vol. 8, doc. 10076. 

10. Geiss, july 1914, doc. 4. 
11. Ibid., doc. 5. The military's pessimism was reinforced by two reports received on 

5 July from the general staff, titled "The Completion of the Russian Railway Network" 
and "The Growing Power of Russia" (Konrad H. Jarausch, The Enigmatic Chancellor 
[New Haven: Yale University Press, 1973), 468, n. 9). 

12. Kurt Riezler, Tagebiicher, Aufsi:itze, Dokumente, ed. Karl D. Erdmann (Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1972), 182-83 (except for minor changes, my translation 
here follows Wayne C. Thompson, In the Eye of the Storm [Iowa City: University of Iowa 
Press, 1980), 74-'75)' 

13. Quoted in Norman Stone, The Eastern Front, 1914-1917 (New York: Scribner's, 
1975),42. 

14. Riezler, Tagebiicher, 187. 
15. Theodor Wolff, Tagebiicher 1914-1919, ed. Bernd SOsemann (Boppard: Harald Boldt, 

1984),64. On 17 February 1915, Stumm told Wolff that in July 1914 "we were not bluffing"; 
'We were reconciled to the fact that we would have war with Russia" and if it had not 
come, "we would have had it in two years' time under worse conditions"(ibid., 166-67). 

16. Wolff, Tagebiicher, 19 July 1917, 521-22. This was no post-hoc reconstruction of 
events. Just after Bethmann's statement that he feared war was inevitable, Wolff 
replied: "J know, J spoke to you then; you told me of your fear." 

17. Quoted in Fritz Fischer, Germany's Aims in the First World War (New York: Nor-
ton, 1967), 51. 

18. Quoted in Wolfgang J. Mommsen, [mperial Germany, 1867-1918 (London: 
Arnold, 1995), 281, n. 67· 

19. Quoted in ibid. 
20. Riezler, Tagebiicher, 184. 
21. Geiss, july 1914, p. 89. 
22. Geiss, July 1914, docs. 7 and 15. 
23· Ibid., doc. 33. 
24. The Austrian prime minister, Karl von Stiirgkh, had remarked a day before that 

Vienna ran "the risk that by a policy of hesitation and weakness it could later on no 
longer be so certain of Germany's unqualified support." And Emperor Franz Joseph, as 
Berchtold records, on 9 July approved of a strong policy against Serbia, noting that he 
was "anxious that weak behavior would discredit our position vis-a-vis Germany." All 
quotations from Fritz Fischer, War of Illusions (New York: Norton, 1975),480-81. 

25. DD: doc. 19. 
26. DD: doc. 49, 14 July. 
27. DD: doc. 106; Fischer, Germany's Aims, 58. 
28. Riezler, Tagebucher, 185. The word "liberation" likely refers to Riezler's prewar 

writings, where he argued that Germany had to "liberate itself from the nightmare of 
coalitions" against it (see Moses, Politics of Illusions, 33)· 

29. Riezlei:, Tagebiicher, 186. 
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30. See John C. R. Rohl, "V. Admiral Von Muller and the Approach of War, 
1911-1914," Historical Journal 12 (1969): 673, n. 105. 

31. Fischer, War of Illusions, 483. 
32. DO: doc. 74. 
33. Quoted in Fischer, War of Illusions, 483. 
34- Riezler, Tagebiicher, 189-90. 
35. Ibid., 189-91. On other secret preparations, see Wolff, Tagebiicher, 153. 
36. See D. C. B. Lieven, Russia and the Origins of the First World War (New York: St. 

Martin's, 1983), 140-45, and Luigi Albertini, The Origins of the War of 1914,3 vols. (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 1952), 2:290-94. 

37. Geiss, July 1914, doc. 71; DO: doc. 138. 
38. DO: Appendix 4, doc. 2. 

39· DO: doc. 257; Albertini, Origins, 2:455. 
40. Quoted in Albertini, Origins, 2:460. 
41. Inadvertent war theories require this notion in order to show that German lead-

ers did not want war but could not prevent events from getting out of hand . Fischer re-
quires it because he believes that Bethmann, counting on British neutrality, panicked 
when he saw that Britain would indeed oppose Germany. 

42. They are thus often referred to as the "world-on-fire" telegrams. See Marc 
Trachtenberg, "The Meaning of Mobilization in 1914," International Security 15 (winter 
1990/91): 120-51. Trachtenberg'S position is similar to mine, in that he argues that the 
military did not usurp control, nor were preemptive motivations important (147-50). 
But Trachtenberg sees the telegrams as a genuine attempt by Bethmann to pull back 
from war, taken in response to Russian mobilization, not British warnings. When Beth-
mann failed, he did not lose control; rather, he "abdicated" it, allowing the military 
take over (142-43). Yet this leaves unexplained why Bethmann would simply give up 
when he still had time to negotiate. Trachtenberg's argument thus seems to rely ulti-
mately on Bethmann's weak personality. 

43 · DO: doc. 3· 
44. DO: doc. 72. 
45 · 25 July 1914, Wolff, Tagebiicher, 64· 
46. DO: doc. 456 (second part is drawn from Fischer's translation, War of Illusions, 

492). See also DO: docs. 242, 291, 445. 
47. DO: doc. 160. 
48. DO: doc. 194. 
49. See Riezler's entry on 23 July, recording Bethmann's view that the war will come 

through Russian mobilization. Once this occurred, "the whole nation will feel the dan-
ger and rise up": Tagebiicher, 190. 

50. DO: doc. 219. 
51. See Albertini, Origins, 2A81-82. When the French ambassador, Jules Cambon, 

reminded him of his pledge later that week, Jagow admitted that he had made it, but 
stated that "the words .. . did not constitute a firm commitment on his part." DDF, vol. 
11: doc. 380. 

52. DO: doc. 236. 
53. DO: doc. 238. 
54· DO: doc. 237· 
55· DO: docs. 258,266, and 265. 
56. See esp. Richard Ned Lebow, Between Peace and War (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1981), chap. 5. 
57. Riezler, Tagebiicher, 192 . 

58. DO: doc. 277. 
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59. Recall that Riezler had recorded that day Bethmann's belief that if Russia mobi-
lized, "the whole nation will feel the danger and rise up" (n. 49). 

60. DO: doc. 293 (kaiser's emphasis removed). 
61. The proposal, in essentially the same form, was also put forward by England on 

28 July. 
62. DO: doc. 323. 
63. DO: doc. 335. Wilhelm communicated with Vienna only through the chancellor, 

which allowed Bethmann to monitor and revise his messages. 
64. DO: doc. 229. 
65. DO: doc. 338. 
66. It had been decided upon in secret by the czar and his advisers only at around 6:00 

the night before, and Pourtales had not yet been informed, nor had it been implemented. 
67. DO: docs. 341 and 342. 
68. Lieven, RlIssia and the Origins, 145-46; Albertini, Origins, 2:552-61. 
69· DO: doc. 343· 
70. See Geiss, ed., Julikrise Lind Kreigsausbruch 1914, vol. 2 (Hannover: Verlag fiir Lit-

eratur und Zeitgeschenen, 1964), doc. 676. See also Fischer, War of Illusions, 494; Alber-
tini, Origins, 2: chap. 11. 

71. DO: doc. 357· See DO: doc. 355 for a similar telegram received at 4:34 P.M. 
72. DO: doc. 365. 
73· See DO: doc. 377 and its n. 3· 
74· DO: docs. 365A, 369, 370, and 376A. 
75. DO: doc. 380. 
76. From DO: doc. 359, sent to the czar at approximately 6:30 P.M. on 29 July; and 

doc. 335. 
77- DO: doc. 332 . 
78. DO: doc. 387. There is also no question that the chancellor was responsible for 

these two telegrams: the original documents were in his own handwriting (see DO: 
doc. 383, n. 1; DO: doc. 387, n. 1). 

79· DO: doc. 384. 
80. See DO: doc. 357. 
81. DO: doc. 384. 
82. DO: doc. 385. 
83. DO: doc. 342. Note that the passage reinforces the point that Bethmann knew that 

Russian mobilization was different, that it did not force Germany to preempt. See also 
Geiss, Julikrise, doc. 676, on Bethmann's 29 July conference with the generals, when he told 
them that he was "of the opinion that ... the mobilization of Russia did not mean war." 

84. DO: doc. 385. 
85· DO: doc. 323. 
86. At 10:15 P.M., 10:30 P.M., and 12:30 A.M. 
87· DO: doc. 388. 
88. DO: doc. 365 from Pourtales, arriving at Berlin at 8:29 P.M., 29 July. 
89. From DO: doc. 368. The missing fifth paragraph indicates that Grey believed 

that he could "secure for Austria every possible satisfaction." Because Bethmann did 
not send this to Austria, Vienna would not be encouraged to consult further with the 
English; all mediation would go through Berlin. 

90. DO: doc. 395. 
91. This interpretation may seem less plausible than the simpler explanation: that 

Bethmann truly wanted Austria to back down and agree to a deal with Russia. Yet 
while both interpretations are possible, the latter remains inconsistent with all of Beth-
mann's actions surrounding this telegram. 
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92. DO: doc. 365. 
93. DO: doc. 396. 
94.' From his diary, quoted in Rohl, "Admiral Miiller," 669. The Austrian naval at-

tache in Berlin wrote to Vienna the same day that "people here await all possible com-
plications with the utmost calm and regard the moment as very favorable for a big set-
tlement" (quoted in Fischer, War of Illusions, 487). 

95. Jarausch, Enigmatic Chancel/or, 169. 
96. DO: doc. 456. 
97. Riezler, Tagebiicher, 193· 
98. DO: doc. 407. 
99· DD: doc. 408. 
100. Geiss, Julikrise, doc. 1089. 
101. DO: doc. 420; German White Book in CDD: exhibit 23. 
102. This is not the only instance of tampering with times in the White Book to show 

Russia 's responsibility. Compare Exhibits 20 and 21 of CDD to DD: docs. 335 and 332 
respectively. 

103. DD: doc. 422 in particular indicated that Russia was preparing along both the 
Austrian and German borders. 

104. See Lieven, Russia and the Origins, chap. 5; Albertini, Origins, 3= chap. 1. 

105. Why Berlin needed to provoke Petersburg first, and Paris second, is clear. Russia 
had the slowest mobilization schedule by far; hence, Germany, as the fastest mobilizer, 
could allow it to go first. France's mobilization, although not as quick as Germany's, was 
relatively efficient, so it had to be delayed until the last minute. This would allow Ger-
many to claim that it was only responding to French mobilization, while still leaving the 
French army relatively unprepared for war. Berlin was playing a finely tuned game 
here: while trying to maximize the blame falling on Russia and France, which required 
others to mobilize first (or at least appear to have done so), Berlin had to ensure that their 
actual preparedness was low in order to increase the chance of victory. What is remark-
able is how effectively the German leaders played this game, considering that the two 
objectives-blame and adversary preparedness-were pulling in different directions. 

106. DO: docs. 433 and 465; see also 441. 
107. DO: doc. 441. 
108. Albertini, Origins, 2:673. 
109. Ibid ., 3=23-27. 
110. DD: docs. 451 and 464. 
111. DD: doc. 473. 
112. From "Neue Ookumente zu Kriegsausbruch und Kriegsverlauf," documents 

collected by B. Schulte, MilitiirgeschichtLiche Mitteilungen 25 (1979): 140. Wenninger con-
tinues: "From Vienna, still no answer to yesterday's telegram [presumably Moltke's to 
Conrad]. Again uncertainty, until we finally put this to bed." 

113. Albertini (Origins, 3=39-45) is the sole exception I could find, although he draws 
different conclusions. 

114. Bethmann's alterations are shown in the footnotes of Kautsky's original publi-
cation of the documents (DO) . 

115. DD: doc. 490. 
116. DD: doc. 491 (emphasis added). 
117· DO: doc. 491, n. 4. 
118. What if the French actually agreed to remain neutral? This would have de-

stroyed the plan to attack France as an act of self-defense, while forcing Germany to 
turn against just Russia. Its western front would then be exposed to French attack. To 
avert this possibility, Bethmann attached to the telegram instructions that if France did 
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declare its neutrality, the ambassador was to "demand the turning over of the 
fortresses of Toul and Verdun as a pledge of neutrality," which Germany would oc-
cupy until the war with Russia was over (DO: doc. 491) . This condition was so mani-
festly outrageous as to guarantee that Paris would reject neutrality and mobilize. 

119· DO: doc. 492. 
120. DO: doc. 492, n. 9. 
121 . DO: doc. 488 and its n. 6. 
122. DO: doc. 479. 
123. Albertini, Origins, 2:671-74 and ]:45-46. 
124. DO: docs. 396 and 465. 
125. Bu.chanan's paraphrase, in My Mission to Russia, vol. 1 (Boston: Little, Brown, 

1923), 209. 
126. Geiss, Julikrise, doc. lOoo(d). 
127. DO: doc. 542, n. 3. 
128. DO: doc. 542. The ultimatum's demands were also clearly designed to be unac-

ceptable to Russia (DO: doc. 490). Germany asked Russia to cancel not just general or 
partial mobilization, but all "measures." This was contrary to the 29 July promise that 
Germany would allow Russia to mobilize against Austria as long as it refrained from 
hostilities (DO: docs. 380 and 392). Moreover, given Russia's size, the demand was 
technically impossible to implement in twelve hours. Finally, the ultimatum offers no 
concessions despite Sazonov's previously conciliatory measures (DO: docs. 421 and 
460; BD: vol. 11, doc. 340). 

129. DO: doc. 542. 
130. DO: doc. 542, n . 5. 
131. DO: doc. 562. 
132. Albertini, Origins, 3:171. 
133. One might think Jagow had read only the initial section of a partially decoded 

telegram which indicated the telegram's importance, but not its contents. Yet not only 
was the telegram short, but the key information about possible English and French 
neutrality appears in the first two sentences (DO: doc. 562). 

134. DO: doc. 612. 
135. Quoted in Albertini, Origins, ]:177· 
136. Ibid., 191-<)2. 
137. Quoted in ibid., 195-<)6. 
138. Quoted in ibid., 47. 
139· Quoted in ibid., 47-48. 
140. Quoted in ibid., 48. 
141. Ibid., 48. Austrian civilian leaders were not so informed, for obvious reasons. 
142. Quoted in ibid., 48. 
143. Quoted in Roh!, "Germany," 27· 
144. DO: doc. 629. 
145. DO: doc. 662. 
146. DO: docs. 667,693, and 703. 
147· DO: doc. 734· 
148. Indeed, the British forces barely made it in time to help turn back the German tide. 
149. Quoted in Fischer, War of TIlusions, 505. 
150. Elsewhere, I discuss a factor that intensified German perceptions of long-term 

decline, namely, their negative expectations regarding the global trading environment: 
Copeland, "Economic Interdependence and War: A Theory of Trade Expectations," In-
ternational Security 20 (spring 1996): 5-41. 
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5. THE RISE OF RUSSIA AND THE OUTBREAK OF WORLD WAR II 

1. Works exposing the military's prewar cooperation with Hitler include Wilhelm 
Deist, The Wehrmacht and German Rearmament (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1981); Klaus-Jurgen Muller, The Army, Politics, and Society in Germany, 1933-45 (Man-
chester: Manchester University Press, 1987); and Michael Geyer, "The Dynamics of 
Military Revisionism in the Interwar Years," in Wilhelm Deist, ed., The German Military 
in the Age of Total War (Leamington Spa, u.K.: Berg, 1985). Even these works, however, 
end up accepting that by 1938-39 the military was unable to alter Hitler's extreme 
plans. For the generals' cooperation in Nazi genocide on the eastern front, see Orner 
Bartov, The Eastern Front, 1941-45 (London: Macmillan, 1985). 

2. The "continuity" of German policies across the wars has been noted by some 
scholars, although almost exclusively with a focus on domestic politics: see Konrad H. 
Jarausch, "From Second to Third Reich: The Problem of Continuity in German Foreign 
Policy," Contemporary European History 12 (March 1979): 68-82. Realists have identified 
Germany's central position in Europe as a common cause of both wars, but have not 
stressed the rising Russian threat (an exception is Stephen Van Evera, Causes of War 
[Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999], 97-98). 

3. On the roots of Hitler's genocidal obsession, see Ian Kershaw, The Nazi Dictator-
ship, 3d ed. (London: Arnold, 1993), chap. 5. 

4. See Geoffrey Stoakes, Hitler and the Quest for World Dominion (Leamington Spa, 
U.K.: Berg, 1986), chap. 5. 

5. This is a relaxation of the third parameter from chapter 2, whereby rising states 
that are seen as inherently hostile are more likely to provoke preventive war by the de-
clining state. 

6. Considering German war-weariness, one might argue that Nazi ideology was 
essential to mobilizing the people for one final shot at hegemony. Although plausible, 
this argument suggests only that some form of hypernationalism-perhaps one similar 
to that employed in Japan-was needed as a means to the geopolitical end. 

7. For references on the social history of Nazism, see Kershaw, Nazi Dictatorship, 
chaps. 2-4 and 7. 

8. Cf. John J. Mearsheimer, "Back to the Future," International Security 15 (summer 
1990): 25-26. 

9. See references in Kershaw, Nazi Dictatorship, chap. 6, and John Hiden and John 
Farquharson, Explaining Hitler's Germany (London: Batsford, 1983), chap. 5; particularly 
Klaus Hildebrand, The Foreign Policy of the Third Reich (Berkeley: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1973); Eberhard Jackel, Hitler's World View (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1981); Andreas Hillgruber, Hitlers Strategie (Frankfurt: Berhard, 1965); and HilI-
gruber, Germany and the Two World Wars (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981). 

10. See references in Kershaw, Nazi Dictatorship, chap. 6; Hans Mommsen, "Na-
tional Socialism: Continuity and Change," in Walter Laqueur, ed., Fascism (Har-
mondsworth: Penguin, 1979), 151-92; Martin Broszat, The Hitler State (London: Long-
man, 1981); and Tim Mason, Nazism, Fascism, and the Working Class (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995). 

11. This parallels A. J. P. Taylor'S argument that Hitler had no set plan for total war, 
but Taylor sees Hitler more as an opportunistic geopolitician (The Origins of the Second 
World War [Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1963]); for powerful critiques, see Esmonde M. 
Robertson, ed., The Origins of the Second World War (London: Macmillan, 1971). 

12. See Kershaw, Nazi Dictatorship, chap. 4. 
13· Ibid., chaps. 2-4; Hiden and Farquharson, Explaining Hitler's Germany, chap. 3. 
14. See Kershaw, Nazi Dictatorship, chap. 6. 
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Notes to Pages 122-25 

15. Moreover, Hitler did not perceive Germany's economic difficulties as constitut-
ing a threat to the party's hold on power. As he told his military in the fall of 1939, "rev-
olution from within" was essentially "impossible" (quoted in R. J. Overy, " 'Domestic 
Crisis' and War in 1939:' Past and Present 116 [August 1987l : 159)· 

16. Alan Bullock, Hitler, rev. ed. (New York: Harper and Row, 1964),806-7. 
17. Kenneth N . Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: Random House, 

1979), chap. 8; Mearsheimer, "Back to the Future." 
18. See Mearsheimer, "Back to the Future," 24-25 and 29, and Barry R. Posen, The 

Sources of Military Doctrine (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984), 193 and chap. 6. 
19. See references in chapter 1, especially Hans Morgenthau's Scientific Man versus 

Power Politics and Politics among Nations. 
20. Morgenthau, Politics among Nations . This argument for Germany's aggressive 

"revisionism" is upheld by Randall L. Schweller, Deadly Imbalances (New York: Colum-
bia University Press, 1998). 

21. See references in chapter 1. 
22. Quoted in Walter Laqueur, Russia and Germany (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transac-

tion, 1990), 25. 
23. See Michael E. Brown, Sean M. Lynn-Jones, and Steven E. Miller, eds., Debating 

the Democratic Peace (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996). 
24. Quoted in Fritz Fischer, Germany's Aims in the First World War (New York: Nor-

ton, 1967), 174-75, 634· 
25. Hans W. Gatzke, Stresemann and the Rearmament of Germany (Ba ltimore: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1954), 18. 
26. Quoted in Elmer Bendiner, A Time for Angels (New York: Knopf, 1975), 215-16. 

See Stresemann diary, 7 September 1925, in Eric Sutton, ed., Gustav Stresemann: His Di-
aries, Letters and Papers, vol. 2 (New York: Macmillan, 1937), 503-5. 

27. Quoted in Gatzke, Stresemann, 35. 
28. Stresemann diary, Sutton, Stresemann, 2:504-5. 
29. On German war preparations in the 1920S and 1930S prior to Hitler's assump-

tion of power, and the expansionist goals of Stresemann's successors, see esp. Gaines 
Post, The Civil-Military Fabric of Weimar Foreign PoliCl) (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1973), and Edward M. Bennett, German Rearmament and the West, 1932-1933 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979). 

30. See Stoakes, Hitler, chap. 5, and Woodruff D. Smith, The Ideological Origins of 
Nazi Imperialism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986). 

31. Hitler, Mein Kampf, trans. Ralph Manheinl (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1925), 
641-67 (in the block quotation, Hitler italicizes the whole text). See also Hitler's Secret 
Book (New York: Grove, 1961), 145 (written in 1928). 

32. In the late 1920S, Hitler briefly saw America as an even bigger long-term threat, 
because of its huge population and land mass (Secret Book, 103-4). The American De-
pression significantly lowered his estimate of U.S. future growth, however, causing 
him to switch his focus back to Russia. See Gerhard Weinberg, "Hitler's Image of the 
United States," in his World in the Balance (Hanover, N.H.: University Press of New En-
gland, 1981), 53-74. 

33. Henry Ashby Turner, ed., Hitler: Memoirs of a Confidant (New Haven: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1985), 173; see also 91,162,53 . This aligns with recollections of Hermann 
Rauschning, another associate of the time: Rauschning, The Voice of Destruction (New 
York: Putnam's, 1940), 130, 133. 

34. NDR: doc. 472. See Gerhard Weinberg, The Foreign Policy of Hitler 's Germany: 
Diplomatic Revolution in Europe, 1933-36 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970), 
27, and Deist, Wehrmacht, 26. 

35. Weinberg, Foreign Policy, 27· 
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Notes to Pages 125-28 

36. Quoted in Deist, Wehrmacht, 26. 
37. General Eugen Ott later acknowledged that Hitler's February 3 speech on secur-

ing Lebensraum in the east "seemed to me at the time a crucial declaration ." Other gen-
erals were alarmed, he claims, but discounted the speech as a "boundless scheme" that 
would soon be seen as unrealistic (quoted in Weinberg, Foreign Policy, 27, n. 8). There is 
no contemporary evidence that they discounted Hitler's plan. Indeed, it seems difficult 
to believe that the military could think that Hitler's declaration was crucial and alarm-
ing, and yet go on to dismiss it. 

38. Deist, Wehrmacht, 28; Muller, Army, Politics, 54-59. 
39. Wilhelm Deist, "The Rearmament of the Wehrmacht," in Deist et ai., Germany 

and the Second World War (Oxford: Clarendon, 1990), 1:414. 
40. Deist, Wehrmacht, 33. 
41. Hitler also wanted SA leader Ernst Rbhm eliminated for internal reasons. Still, 

had he thought the SA was the best tool for war, he could have built up the organiza-
tion, instead of turning to the traditional military. 

42. Quoted in Robert J. O'Neill, The German Army and the Nazi Party, 1933-39 (London: 
Cassell, 1966), 40-41. After the war, Weichs acknowledged that "Hitler had set forth his 
complete foreign policy programme and already intimated the probability of aggressive 
war." Moreover, "the only detail which did not correspond to later developments was 
the actual timing" of the war, which came earlier than the generals expected (ibid., 41). 

43· NCA, T443-49· 
44. Klaus-Jiirgen Muller, "Military and Diplomacy in France and Germany in the 

Inter-war Period," in Muller, ed., The Military in Politics and Society in France and Ger-
many in the Twentieth Century (Oxford: Berg, 1995), 116-18. 

45. In the meeting, an assistant argued that the link between industry and the mili-
tary should not be put in writing so that "the military purpose may not be traceable." 
Beck immediately promised a decision. NCA, T448-49. Word filtered down to regional 
command. Future Army Commander-in-Chief Walther von Brauchitsch, then posted 
in East Prussia, wrote Berlin in September to reiterate that a military buildup in East 
Prussia was not possible without economic recovery; "both of these together form the 
basis for a poliClJ directed toward the East": NCA, 6:280. 

46. Deist, "Rearmament," 423 . 
47. Ibid., 421-22; see also Geyer, "Dynamics of Military Revisionism," 132. 
48. Deist, "Rearmament," 422-23. 
49. See notes of meeting on 3 February 1933, NOR, doc. 472. 
50. On the buying of time as a conscious policy, see NOR, doc. 494. 
51. NCA, T450-52. This is indicated by the group's consensus that a law providing 

for "total mobilization" was necessary for "the conduct of the war and the achievement 
of victory." Fighting war, rather than deterring it, was the objective. 

52. Deist, Wehrmacht, 40-41. 
53. See Klaus-Jiirgen Muller, General Ludwig Beck: Studien und Ookumente (Boppard: 

Harald Boldt, 1980), doc. 34, and Geyer, "Dynamics of Military Revisionism," 136. 
54. Geyer, "Dynamics of Military Revisionism," 137. 
55. See Deist, "Rearmament," 433-35· 
56. Quoted in Geyer, "Dynamics of Military Revisionism," 137· 
57. Quoted in ibid., 138; Deist, Wehrmacht, 42. 
58. Ibid., 42-43. 
59. The corresponding period before World War I, 1905-13, was somewhat longer 

since Germany's economic position versus Russia was less precarious. Hitler and the 
military were more aware that Germany's economic gains from 1935 to 1939 could not 
be sustained given Stalin's massive industrialization program; thus the rush to maxi-
mize military superiority. 
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Notes to Pages 128-33 

60. See Dale C. Copeland, "Economic Interdependence and War: A Theory of Trade 
Expectations," International Security 20 (spring 1996): 5-41. 

61. NOR: doc. 185. See also Hermann Goring's briefing of the Cabinet on the "show-
down with Russia," NCA, T471-73 . 

62. Quoted in Hans-Erich Volkmann, "The National Socialist Economy in Prepara-
tion for War," in Deist et aI., Germany, 280. In the fall of 1936, Hitler began building the 
populace's support for preventive war against Russia. See Norman H . Baynes, ed ., The 
Speeches of Adolf Hitler, vol. 1 (London: Oxford University Press, 1942),673. 

63. Goebbels's diaries, quoted in Kershaw, Nazi Dictatorship, 124-25. 
64. All quotations are from Colonel Friedrich Hossbach's minutes, DGFP, series D, 

vol. 1: doc. 19. 
65. Quoted in Deist, "Rearmament," 442-44. 
66. Deist, Wehrmacht. 
67· Deist, "Rearmament," 452-53. 
68. America was expected to support Britain, but given its weak military, Hitler saw 

it mainly as a long-term threat to be dealt with after Germany conquered the continent. 
See Weinberg, World in the Balance, 53-74. 

69. NOR: doc. 508. 
70. DGFP, series D, vol. 2: doc. 221; see also doc. 235. 
71. NDR:.doc. 521. 
72 . DGFP, series D, vol. 2: doc. 235. 
73. Quoted in O'Neill, German Army, 153-57; Williamson Murray, "Net Assessment 

in Nazi Germany," in Murray and Allan R. Millett, eds., Calculations: Net Assessment 
and the Coming of World War 11 (New York: Free Press, 1992), 76. 

74· Murray, "Net Assessment," 78. 
75. Ibid., 78-79; Major-General Alfred JodI's diary, 10 August 1938, in NCA, 4:364; 

Deist, Wehrmacht, 98-99; Telford Taylor, Munich (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 
1979),698. 

76. Beck himself told Brauchitsch on 30 May that Czechoslovakia's existence was 
"intolerable" and that it must be eliminated by war if necessary. Manfred Messer-
schmidt, "Foreign Policy and Preparation for War," in Diest et aI., Germany, 658. 

77. See esp. Harold C. Deutsch, Conspiracy against Hitler in the Twilight War (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1968); Deutsch, Hitler and His Generals (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1974); and Correlli Barnett, ed., Hitler 's Gener-
als (New York: Quill, 1989). 

78. OGFP, series D, vol. 1: doc. 19. 
79. NOR, 69<>--91; Taylor, Munich, 306-7. In summer 1937 he had issued a directive 

for "the concerted preparation of the armed forces for war" that noted "an unprovoked 
offensive deployment . . . was not excluded, where the risks remained calculable." 
Quoted in Muller, Army, Politics, 26. 

80. Taylor, Munich, 316-21; Walter Garlitz, "Blomberg," in Correlli, ed., Hitler 's Gen-
erals, 135-37. Even Deutsch affirms that the generally accepted view-that Hitler was 
surprised and disappointed by the revelations-is probably the correct one (Hitler and 
His Generals, 106-7). 

81. See Taylor, Munich, 301-4, 313-30, and Matthew Cooper, The German Army, 
1933-1945 (New York: Stein and Day, 1978),59-63. 

82. Quoted in Cooper, German Army, 38. 
83. I cover it in more detail in Copeland, "Deterrence, Reassurance, and Machiavel-

lian Appeasement," paper presented to conference on Deterrence in Enduring Rival-
ries, Naval Postgraduate School, Monterrey, Calif., September 1995· 

84. John Charmley, Chamberlain and the Lost Peace (Chicago: Ivan Dee, 1989), chaps. 
11-13; Keith Middlemas, Diplomacy of Illusion (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 
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Notes to Pages 133-36 

1972), chaps. 11-13; R. A. C. Parker, Chamberlain and Appeasement (New York: St. Mar-
tin's, 1993), chaps. 7-8. 

85 · See Williamson Murray, The Change in the European Balance of Power, 1938-1939 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984),204-5' 

86. NCA, 4:365. Hitler was also intensely angry over Munich, believing that Cham-
berlain had cheated him out of his invasion. Invasion was preferred since it would give 
the military a chance to hone its efficiency, while stirring up the population for future 
tasks. See Taylor, Munich, 934-36. 

87· See Taylor, Munich, 876-97. Moreover, there were signs that Washington might 
not stay neutral if Hitler did not accept the deal (DGFP, series D, vol. 2: docs. 453, 632, 
and 651; and Taylor, Munich, 890) . 

88. NCA, T476-78 . 
89. DGFP, series D, vol. 6: doc. 149. 
90. DGFP, series D, vol. 6: doc. 52, and also doc. 205 . In January 1939 Hitler began to 

shift more resources toward the navy. See NDR, 728-29 on the "Z-Plan." 
91. DGFP, series D, vol. 6: doc. 211. 
92. See Charmley, Chamberlain and the Lost Peace, chaps. 16-17, and Middlemas, 

Diplomacy of Illusion, chap. 14· 
93. DGFP, series D, vol. 6: doc. 188. 
94. Quoted in Anthony Read and David Fischer, The Deadly Embrace (London: 

Michael Joseph, 1988), 77. On the military's concurrent recognition of the Soviet 
buildup and Hitler's resolve to destroy it, see NCA, vol. 6: pp. 887-91. 

95. On the German-Russian discussions, see DGFP, series D, vol. 6: docs. 215, 325, 
351,406,414, and 424. 

96. DGFP, series D, vol. 6: doc. 185. 
97. DGFP, series D, vol. 6: doc. 433. 
98. NDR: doc. 540. 
99· DGFP, series D, vol. T docs. 192 and 193. See also 13 June memorandum on the 

belief that British-French intervention was very likely; DGFP, series D, vol. 6: appendix 
I, doc. 11. 

100. Quoted in Alan Clark, Barbarossa (New York: Quill, 1985),25. On the widespread 
perception in August that Germany's position was one of marked but waning military 
superiority, see Albert Speer, Inside the Third Reich (New York: Macmillan, 1970), 163. See 
also General Georg Thomas's view that the economy, owing to supply problems, had 
peaked and could only decli.ne: Volkmann, "Nationalist Socialist Economy," 369. 

101. DGFP, series D, vol. T doc. 200. 
102. See Donald Cameron Watt, How War Came (New York: Pantheon, 1989), chap. 

26, esp. 489-90. 
103. DGFP, series D, vol. T doc. 271. See also Watt, How War Came, 491-92. 
104. Tokyo also told Berlin in late August that it would not enter the war. 
105. The OKW (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht or High Command of the Armed Forces) 

replaced the War Ministry in early 1938 and served as Hitler's coordinating agency. 
106. Watt, How War Came, chaps. 26-27. Watt shows that Ribbentrop and Hitler did 

not want another Munich and therefore prevented Polish diplomats from gaining access 
to German leaders. In Hitler's words: "I only fear that at the last moment some swine will 
lay a plan of negotiations before me" (quoted in Murray, Change in European Balance, 205). 

107. In multipolarity, the initiator always prefers to pick his adversaries off one by one. 
108. Indeed, through the fall he overestimated their likelihood of attacking Germany. 
109. See Copeland, "Deterrence, Reassurance, and Machiavellian Appeasement." 
110. See John J. Mearsheimer, Conventional Deterrence (Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 1983), chap. 4. 
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Notes to Pages 136-39 

111. General Franz Halder diary, KTB, vol. 1,27 September 1940. Apart from correc-
tions, my translations follow Charles Burdick and Hans-Adolf Jacobsen, eds., The 
Halder War Diary, 1939-1942 (Novato, Calif.: Presidio, 1988). 

112. NCA, T80o-814-
113· Mearsheimer, Conventional Deterrence, chap. 4· 
114· NCA, Y572/7· 
115. B. H. Hart, The German Generals Talk (New York: Morrow, 1948), 33-34. 
116. NCA, T25O-54. Thomas worried that Germany was prepared for a war in 

breadth, not depth. Its superiority was in fighting quick, decisive wars; if war dragged 
out, the superiority of the others' resources would prove decisive. Thomas's concerns 
were valid, but they were beside the point. Given Germany's inferior potential-power 
base, fighting a war in breadth was the only chance Germany had to grab the territory 
needed to overcome this inferiority. 

117. Mearsheirner, Conventional Deterrence, 99-100; Martin van Creveld, Fighting 
Power (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1982). This conclusion is supported by the Corre-
lates of War data set (table A.3, appendix), which shows Germany in 1939-40 having de-
fense expenditures and personnel greater than Britain's and France's combined. Jacek 
Kugler and William Domke's calculation of Germany's actualized military power finds a 
similar result (table A.l of the appendix); see also Schweller, Deadly Imbalances, table A-8. 

u8. Mearsheimer, Conventional Deterrence, 100. Mearsheimer downplays Ger-
many's marked qualitative superiority in the forces that mattered: tanks and airplanes. 
The Luftwaffe's performance in the west shows its overwhelmingly dominance in tac-
tical air warfare compared to the outmoded French air force. Since in blitzkrieg warfare 
air superiority is key, once Germany secured it in the initial days the battle was essen-
tially over (as the British immediately recognized). Moreover, strategic acumen must 
be factored into the military balance, and as Mearsheimer shows, German leadership 
skills were far superior: ibid., chap. 4. 

119· Cooper, German Army, 117, 131-32, 154. 
120. Remember that in multi polarity, the preponderant state is working against the 

combined rearmaments of the others. See Speer, Inside the Third Reich, 163, for the Ger-
man understanding of this equation. 

121. Halder diary, KTB, 27 September 1939. 
122. See Clark, Barbarossa, 34, on the incredible devastation Stalin wrought. 
123. Read and Fischer, Deadly Embrace, 417. Cooper agrees that the German army 

had "superior quality" to the Soviet army; it lost only because Russia's winter stopped 
the German advance (Cooper, German Army, 214-15, u7, 283-84). 

124. Quoted in Robert Cecil, Hitler's Decision to Invade Russia, 1941 (London: Davis-
Poynter, 1975), 143· 

125. Helmuth Groscurth, Tagebiicher Eines Abwehroffiziers, 1938-1940, ed. Helmut 
Krausnick and Harold C. Deutsch (Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1970), docs. 64 
and 66. 

126. Ibid., doc. 68. 
127. Ibid ., doc. 70, pt. A. 
128. Deutsch, Conspiracy, 205/. 
129. As Cooper summarizes: "The generals were keen to end the traditional 

Slavonic rivalry for the domination of Eastern Europe," and "constantly expressed 
their fears" regarding future Soviet intentions (German Army, 252). 

130. See Mearsheimer, Conventional Deterrence, 118-26. Confidence was high. As 
Hitler informed Mussolini in March, "The sense of superiority over our Western oppo-
nents animating both officers and troops is absolute and unqualified"; yet given British 
rearmament, Germany had to act now. DGFP, series D, vol. 8: doc. 663. 
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Notes to Pages 139-43 

131. Quoted in Barry A. Leach, The German Strategy against Russia, 1939-1941 (Ox-
ford: Clarendon, 1973),48; Clark, Barbarossa, 24· 

132. In mid-July, Halder noted that Hitler was puzzled by Britain's unwillingness 
to make peace. Using force against Britain was "against his grain," since Britain's de-
feat would only allow Japan and America to grab its empire. Halder diary, KTB, 13 
July 1940. 

133. Halder's hostility toward Russia mirrored that of his predecessor, Beck. See 
Leach, German Strategy, 53. 

· 134. Halder diaries, KTB, 3 July 1940, translation by Leach, German Strategy, 56. 
135· Leach, German Strategy, 50, 56. 
136. Halder diaries, KTB, 22 July 1940; Leach, German Strategy, 58-60. 
137. Walter Warlimont, Inside Hitler's Headquarters, 1939-45 (Novato, Calif.: Pre-

sidio, 1962), 112; Leach, German Strategy, 64 . 
138. Quoted in Wariimont, Inside Hitler's Headquarters, 111-12 (Warlimont was one 

of the four subordinates) . The navy was also in agreement: Leach, German Strategy, 151. 
139. Halder diary, KTB, 31 July 1940. 
140. Quoted in Leach, German Strategy, 250-52. This was not blind optimism: the plan 

assumed that the Russians, if rational, would fall back to defensive positions behind 
Russia's great rivers; Moscow had no such plans. See Cecil, Hitler's Decision, 116-17. 

141. Halder diary, KTB, 5 December 1940. War-game exercises in late 1940 had af-
firmed Russian inferiority in armored warfare, artillery, and air power. Yet the diffi-
culties were not ignored; the exercises also recognized the danger of overextension due 
to geographic distance and the problem of flank attacks: Leach, German Strategy, 105 . 

142. Halder diary, KTB, 4 November and 5 December 1940; OKW KTB, 5 Decem-
ber 1940. 

143 . DGFP, series D, vol. 11: doc. 532. 
144. See Cecil, Hitler 's Decision, chap. 11. 
145· Read and Fischer, Deadly Embrace, 498-99. 
146. DGFP, series D, vol. 11: doc. 630; OKW KTB, 253-58; Halder diary, KTB, 16 Jan-

uary 1941. 
147. Quoted in Leach, German Strategy, 132. 
148. NCA, 3:627 (quotation underlined in original). 
149· IMT, 20:577-'78. 
150. OKW KTB, 3 February 1941. 
151. IMT, 20:577-78. 
152. Halder diary, KTB, 5 May 1941. 
153· Halder diary, KTB, 7 April 1941; Leach, German Strategy, 174· 
154. Quotations from Alexander Werth's account, Russia at War, 1941-1945 (New 

York: Carroll and Graf, 1964), 122-23. Werth was a journalist in Moscow during this 
time and was given classified details on the speech after the German invasion (122) . 
Since Werth's book is fairly sympathetic to the Soviets, this revelation of Stalin's future 
intentions we can take as genuine. 

155. NCA, 6:1000. See also Halder diary, KTB, 14 June 1941, and Read and Fischer, 
Deadly Embrace, 611. 

156. Warlimont, Inside Hitler's Headquarters, 147. For additional references to Hitler's 
desire to destroy Russia before it could grow further, see NCA, 1795, 819-20; H. R. Trevor-
Roper, ed., Hitler's Secret Conversations, 1941-1944 (New York: Octagon, 1976), 150, 537-38; 
and Trevor-Roper, The Testament of Adolf Hitler (London: Cassell, 1961), 33-34, 59, 107. 

157. See Leach, German Strategy, appendix IV. 
158. Halder diary, KTB, 17 February 1941. 
159· Quoted in Leach, German Strategy, 173-74, 156. Hitler later adrrutted to his 
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Notes to Pages 143-48 

aides, "On 22 June a door opened before us, and we didn't know what was behind it 
.. . the heavy uncerta inty took me by the throat" (ibid.). 

160. This information is from the Soviet 1960 study History of the War, in Werth, Rus-
sia at War, 133-40. 

161. Some estimation mistakes were made. In particular, the military should have 
taken rumors of new Soviet heavy tanks more seriously (see Leach, German Strategy, 
172-73). Still, even here the analysis was fairly rational: the generals were indeed wor-
ried by these rumors (Clark, Barbarossa, 26), and as Hitler later noted, the reports of 
massive Russian tank production helped push him even more quickly into war 
(Trevor-Roper, Hitler's Secret Conversations, 150). 

162. In mid-June 1941, Washington and London expected Russia to last only six to 
seven weeks against a German onslaught; this remained the assumption through the 
early weeks of the conflict: Cecil, Hitler's Decision, 121. 

163. On German fears of U.s. growth, see Weinberg, World in the Balance, 53--74. 
164. See Copeland, "Deterrence, Reassurance, and Machiavellian Appeasement." 

6. BIPOLARITY, SHIFTING POWER, AND THE COLD WAR 

1. Traditionalists include Arthur Schlesinger, Herbert Feis, Adam Ulam, Philip 
Mosely, George Kennan, and Henry Kissinger. For references, see Howard Jones and 
Randall B. Woods, "Origins of the Cold War in Europe and the Near East," Diplomatic 
History 17 (spring 1993): 251-310, and Melvyn P. Leffler, "Interpretative Wars over the 
Cold War, 1945-60," in Gordon Martel, ed., American Foreign Relations Reconsidered, 
1890-1993 (London: Routledge, 1994). John Lewis Gaddis has recently moved to the 
traditionalist camp: We Now Know: Rethinking Cold War History (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1997). Traditionalists emphasizing Stalin's pursuit of power and security 
over ideological ends are Woods and Jones, The Dawning of the Cold War (Athens: Uni-
versity of Georgia Press, 1991), and Vojtech Mastny, The Cold War and Soviet Insecurity 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1996). 

2. Revisionists include Gabriel Kolko, William Appleman Williams, Thomas Mc-
Cormick, and David Horowitz. For references, see Jones and Woods, "Origins of the 
Cold War," and Leffler, "Interpretive Wars." 

3. Postrevisionists include John Lewis Gaddis (until recently), Geir Lundestad, 
Daniel Yergin, and Robert Pollard. For references see Gaddis, "The Emerging Post-
Revisionist Synthesis on the Origins of the Cold War," Diplomatic History 7 (Summer 
1983): 171""'90; Jones and Woods, "Origins of Cold War"; and Leffler, "Interpretive Wars." 

4. See Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton: 
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behavior and shifts in stability during the 1945-62 period are analyzed elsewhere: Dale 
C Copeland, "Realism and the Origins of Major War" (Ph.D. diss., University of 
Chicago, 1993), chaps. 5-7, and Copeland, "The Security Dilemma and the Missile Gap 
Controversy, 1955-61" (typescript, University of Virginia, August 1998). 

2. This approach is most evident in the standard cold war textbooks, where chap-
ters are organized around the leaders in question: for example, Seyom Brown, The Faces 
of Power (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), and John Lewis Gaddis, Strate-
gies of Containment (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982). 

3. For analysis and references see Graham T. Allison and Philip Zelikow, Essence of 
Decision, 2d ed. (New York: Longman, 1999), and David A. Welch, "The Organizational 
Process and Bureaucratic Politics Paradigm," International Security 17 (fall 1992): 112-46. 

4. See esp. Matthew Evangelista, "Internal and External Constraints on Grand 
Strategy: The Soviet Case," in Richard Rosecrance and Arthur A. Stein, ed., The Domes-
tic Bases of Grand Strategy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993); Jack Snyder, "Inter-
national Leverage on Soviet Domestic Change," World Politics 42 (October 1989): 1-30; 
James G. Richter, Khrushchev's Double Bind (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1994); Carl Linden, Khrushchev and the Soviet Leadership (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1990); and Robert M. Slusser, The Berlin Crisis of 1961 (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1973). 

5. See Brown, Faces of Power; Thomas E. Mann, ed ., A Question of Balance: The Presi-
dent, the Congress, and Foreign Policy (Washington, D.C: Brookings, 1990). Perhaps the 
most developed argument here is Snyder'S coalitional politics model, which sees shift-
ing degrees of social cartelization as critical to U.s. and Soviet behavior (Myths of Em-
pire [Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991], chap. 7). 

6. Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: Random House, 1979), 
chap. 8. See also John Lewis Gaddis, The Long Peace (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1987), and John J. Mearsheimer, "Back to the Future," International Security 15 (summer 
1990): 5-56. All three note that nuclear weapons also played an important deterrent role. 

7. The most notable example is Louis J. Halle's The Cold War as History (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1967). 

8. See Jacek Kugler and A. F. K. Organski, "The Power Transition," in Manus I. 
Midlarsky, ed., Handbook of War Studies (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989), 185-90, for a 
brief look at the cold war. I have found no sustained cold war analyses by hegemonic 
stability theorists. 

9. For a critique of neorealism's general claim that bipolarity is more stable than 
multi polarity, see Dale C Copeland, "Neorealism and the Myth of Bipolar Stability," 
Security Studies 5 (spring 1996): 29-89. 

10. Deborah Welch Larson, for example, argues that U.s. leaders were slow to move 
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Notes to Pages 177-80 

to containment because of predispositions to hold onto past beliefs: Origins of Contain-
ment (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985). Such an argument can explain only 
continuity, not change; the source of altered beliefs is external to the actor. 

11. More evidence of domestic pulling and hauling exists for noncrisis issues, such 
as internal debates over arms buildups. See esp. Michael H. Armacost, The Politics of 
Weapon Innovation (New York: Columbia University Press, 1969), and Desmond Ball, 
Politics and Force Levels (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980). One explana-
tion for this difference is that crisis-initiation decisions, given the risks, force partici-
pants to focus on national security over parochial interests, while pushing leaders to 
resist bureaucratic arguments. 

12. Thus while classical and neorealists may find chapter two's model plausible, there 
are few realists who provides case studies of the cold war crises from this perspective. 

I}. See appendix, table A.4, for the relative population balance. Washington did 
worry about Soviet technological growth and therefore took active steps to uphold its 
superiority (see Copeland, "Security Dilemma and Missile Gap"). 

14. This would change for the Soviets by the 1980s; see chapter 2. 
15. In other perceived negative oscillations for the United States over the period, 

such as 1957-60 fears of a future missile gap, more moderate policies such as increased 
arms spending did exist; crisis initiation was therefore not necessary. See Copeland, 
"Realism and the Origins of Major War," chap. 5-6, and Copeland, "Security Dilemma 
and the Missile Gap." 

16. Chapter 1, n. 40. 
17. Given space constraints, I cover the Korean War crisis elsewhere: Copeland, 

"When Containment Backfires: The Dynamic Origins of the Korean War" (typescript, 
University of Virginia, July 1998). Contrary to the traditional view that Washington's 
lack of interest gave Stalin a green light in early 1950, I argue that Stalin approved the 
North Korean attack because of growing evidence that America was becoming more in-
volved in Asia . By January-March 1950, the U.S. strategy was to remilitarize Japan 
while building up South Korea and Southeast Asia as part of a growing east Asian 
sphere. Newly declassified documents show that Stalin was reluctant to sanction North 
Korea's invasion, and did so only once U.s. policies implied a deep decline in his Asian 
position. 

18. See Michail M. Narinskii, "The Soviet Union and the Berlin Crisis," in 
Francesca Gori and Silvio Pons, eds., The Soviet Union and Europe in the Cold War, 
1943- 53 (London: St. Martin's, 1996); Marc Trachtenberg, A Constructed Peace (Prince-
ton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 78--91; Avi Shlaim, The United States and the 
Berlin Blockade, 1948-1949 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 198}); James L. 
Richardson, Crisis Diplomacy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 
192-20}; Thomas Parrish, Berlin in the Balance, 1945-1949 (Reading, Mass.: Addison-
Wesley, 1998), chap. 12; and Ann Tusa and John Tusa, The BerLin AirLift (New York: 
Atheneum, 1988), chaps. 5-7. 

19. See Scott Parrish, "The Turn to Confrontation: The Soviet Reaction to the Mar-
shall Plan, 1947," CWIHP, Working Paper no. 9, March 1994; Parrish, "The USSR and 
the Security Dilemma" (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University Press, 199}), chap. 4; and 
William C. Wohlforth, "New Evidence on Moscow's Cold War," Diplomatic History 21 

(spring 1997): 229-42. 
20. On the London Conferences, see FRUS, 1948, vol. 2. 
21. Ibid., 910. 
22. U.S. Department of State, Documents on Germany (Washington, 1985), p. 150. 
2} . FRUS, 1948, vol. 2:947,955. 
24· See ibid., 949, 950, 954, 961. 
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25· Ibid., 984-85 . 
26. Ibid., 999-1003; Narinskii, "Soviet Union," 68--69. 
27. FRUS, 1948, vol. 2:1007-13. 
28. Parish, "USSR," 382. 
29· NSA (BC), Chronology, p. 119. 
30. NSA (BC), Chronology, p. 128. 
31. Paul H. Nitze, From Hiroshima to Glasnost (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1989), 199. 
32. Quoted in NSA (BC), Chronology, pp. 129-30. 
33. See NSA (BC), Chronology, p. 135. 
34. NSA (BC), Chronology, pp. 135-36. See Nitze, From Hiroshima, 202-4 on the de-

velopment of this directive. . 
35. William Burr, "New Sources on the Berlin Crisis, 1958-1962," CWIHPB, Issue 

2:23; Richter, Khrushchev's Double Bind, 142; KR, 506--<); KR: LT, 506-7; Michael R. 
Beschloss, The Crisis Years (New York: Harper Collins, 1992), 334-35. 

36. KR: GT, 169-70. This pessimism at the highest levels is confirmed by a senior So-
viet official (see Beschloss, Crisis Years, 334-35). 

37. Quoted in Beschloss, Crisis Years, 320. 
38. Nitze, From Hiroshima, 204-5. 
39. See Department of State, Documents on Germany, pp. 542-46 and 552-59. 
40. Hope Harrison's documentary work on the Soviet view during the crisis is the 

most complete, and it strongly shapes my analysis: Harrison, "The Bargaining Power 
of Weaker Allies in Bipolarity and Crisis: The Dynamics of Soviet-East German Rela-
tions, 1953-1961" (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 1993); Harrison, "The Exercise of 
Power in Soviet-East German Relations, 1953-1961" (typescript, Russian Research Cen-
ter, Harvard University, February 1994); and Harrison, "Ulbricht and the Concrete 
'Rose': New Archival Evidence on the Dynamics of Soviet-East German Relations and 
the Berlin Crisis, 1958-1961," CWIHP, Working Paper no. 5, May 1993. 

41. Soviet fears of West German nuclearization were also important in 1961--62, as 
Trachtenberg shows: History and Strategy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 
chap. 5, and Constructed Peace, 252-55; see also David Murphy, Sergei Kondrashev, and 
George Bailey, Battle Ground Berlin (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997),359--61. 
But the bulk of the evidence (particularly Harrison's) shows that East German eco-
nomic decline was Moscow's more dominant concern in the 1961 crisis. 

42. KR: GT, 164-65. 
43. See Vladislav Zubok and Constantine Pleshakov, Inside the Kremlin's Cold War 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996), 251. 
44. Harrison, "Ulbricht," 12; see also Vladislav Zubov, "Khrushchev and the Berlin 

Crisis (1958-1962)," CWIHP, Working Papter no. 6, May 199Y 5. 
45. Quoted in Harrison, "Ulbricht," 16-21. 
46. Harrison, "Bargaining Power," 182-85. 
47. Quoted in Richter, Khrushchev's Double Bind, 140. 
48. Harrison, "Ulbricht," 28-29. 
49. Harrison's words, "Ulbricht," 28; Harrison, "Bargaining Power," 185-86. 
50. Harrison, "Ulbricht," 27-29. 
51. Honore Catudal, Kennedy and the Berlin Wall Crisis (Berlin: Berlin Verlag, 1980), 

164, 184. 
52. Norman Gelb, The Berlin Wall (London: Joseph, 1986),62-71. 
53. KR: GT, 168. 
54. See Zubok and Pleshakov, Inside the Kremlin's Cold War, 248-49. 
55. Quoted in Harrison, "Ulbricht," 36. 
56. Quoted in ibid., 38. 
57· Ibid., 38, 42 . 
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58. Quoted in Harrison, "Bargaining Power," 207-8. 
59· Harrison, "Ulbricht," 43; Murphy, Kondrashev, and Bailey, Battle Ground, 367. 
60. Quoted in Harrison, "Ulbricht," 47; Harrison, "Bargaining Power," 219-24. 
61. See Harrison, "Ulbricht," 50; Murphy, Kondrashev, and Bailey, Battle Ground, 

374-75· 
62. Quoted in Harrison, "Bargaining Power," 233-34. Khrushchev's concern rega rd-

ing West Germany was genuine. Bonn had long talked about absorbing East Germany. 
A December 1956 Soviet report stated that a stronger West Germany might convince 
Poland to eject Russian troops. In 1957, Mikoyan noted that Khrushchev correctly saw 
that if East Germany was not strengthened, "then our army will be surrounded by 
fire. " Moscow had no choice: either prop up the East German economy, or "lose the 
GDR altogether": Zubok and Pleshakov, Inside the Kremlin 's Cold War, 195---98. 

63. Quoted in Harrison, "Exercise of Power," 42. 
64. Quoted in Richter, Khrushchev's Double Bind, 141. 

65. An up-to-date analysis of domestic infighting is Richter, Khrushchev's Double 
Bind, but it offers little evidence that such struggles were at work over Berlin in 1951H'i1. 

66. Theodore C. Sorensen, Kennedy (New York: Harper, 1965), 705; Arthur M. 
Schlesinger, Robert Kennedy and His Times (New York: Ballantine, 1978), 570. On Mc-
George Bundy and Robert McNamara's agreement, see Richard Ned Lebow, Nuclea r 
Crisis Management (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), 15. 

67. For representative quotations, see Robert F. Kennedy, Thirteen Days (New York: 
Norton, 1968), 36; Schlesinger, Thousand Days (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1965), 
796---97; and Secretary of Defense McNamara's interview with Richard Neustadt, NSA 
(CC): doc. 3307, p. 342, where he argues that "we didn' t believe that it had [changed the 
military balance], but rather that if we failed to react, [everyone] would believe the po-
litical balance had changed." National Security Advisor Bundy'S and Secretary of State 
Rusk's memoirs came after the declassified documents, so they were more willing to 
give equal weighting to both objectives (respectively, Danger and Survival [New York: 
Random House, 1988], 415-17, and As I Saw It [Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990], 230). 
But in the same Neustadt interview from the early 1980s, Bundy supported McNa-
mara's emphasis on the political balance. 

68. Robert A. Divine, ed., The Cuban Missile Crisis, 2d ed. (New York: Marcus 
Wiener, 1988), 109. 

69. This emphasis on alliance credibility over immediate security is still embedded 
in most of the recent analyses. See Robert Smith Thompson, The Missiles of October 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992); Aleksandr Fursenko and Timothy Naftali, 
"One Hell of a Gamble": Khrushchev, Castro, and Kennedy, 1958-1964 (New York: W. W. 
Norton, 1997); Richard Ned Lebow and Janice Gross Stein, We All Lost the Cold War 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994); Beschloss, Crisis Years; and Dino A. Bru-
gioni, Eyeball to Eyeball: The Inside Story of the Cuban Missile Crisis (New York: Random 
House, 1991). A recent series of oral histories involving Soviet and U.s. participants 
have generally reinforced the myth: James G. Blight and David A. Welch, eds., On the 
Brink, 2d ed. (New York: Noonday, 1990); Bruce Allyn, Blight, and Welch, eds., Back to 
the Brink (Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1992); and Blight, Allyn, and 
Welch, eds., Cuba on the Brink (New York: Pantheon, 1993). A more balanced view is 
Mark J. White, The Cuban Missile Crisis (London: Macmillan, 1996). 

70. Moreover, as Allison and Zelikow have argued, Khrushchev would have been 
poised to press his demands on Berlin. This would have increased the probability of 
major war down the road. It was thus rational to confront Khrushchev at that point, 
while the United States possessed superior strategic power: Allison and Zelikow, 
Essence of Decision, 99-107. 

71. I cover Soviet reasons for putting missiles in Cuba elsewhere ("Neorealism and the 
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Myth of Bipolar Stability," 73---?6). Consistent with most accounts, I argue that the goal 
was primarily to close a perceived widening in the strategic gap, and only secondarily to 
defend Cuba. Washington had released evidence in late 1961 dispelling Khrushchev's 
boast that Russia was equal in nuclear missiles. Khrushchev needed a stop-gap measure 
to secure deterrence until second-generation ICBMs were deployed en masse. Copying 
U.s. actions in Turkey, he saw medium- and intermediate-range missiles in Cuba as the 
solution. The Presidium unanimously agreed to the plan in May 1962. A recent book on 
Russian decision-making (Fursenko and Naftali, Hell of a Gamble) supports this account, 
but sees defending Cuba as equally critical. The book, however, shows that in April 1962 
when Khrushchev conceived his plan, KGB reports indicated that the United States was 
unlikely to invade Cuba and would rely on subversion (15C)-60). Achieving parity on the 
cheap was thus the more powerful motivating force behind the missile deployment. 

72. Scott Sagan's detailed work on complex organi2ations and the Cuban crisis, The 
Limits of Safeh} (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1"993), indicates that the objective 
risks of inadvertent war through an accident were even greater than ExComm mem-
bers believed. 

73. National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) 11-8-{)2, 6 July 1962, NSA (5£): doc. 372. 
74· FRUS, 1961-63, vol. 8:342-43. 
75· Ibid., 355-78, esp. 358, 366. 
76. Washington's fear of oscillations and Soviet preventive motivations was also 

prevalent during the 1950S (see Copeland, "Security Dilemma"). 
77. The possibility that Moscow might put nuclear missiles in Cuba had been noted 

as early as February 1962, in a working draft on the forces needed to overthrow Castro, 
written under the names of McNamara and Rusk (26 February 1962, "Project Cuba," in 
NSA [CMCR, 19921, no file number). For authors propagating the myth that ExComm 
members were completely surprised in October by the existence of Cuban missiles, see 
Sorensen, Kennedy, chap. 24; Bundy, Danger, chap. 9; and Schlesinger, Thousand Days, 
chap. 30. 

7.8. CIA (CC): doc. 6. 
79. McCone's minutes, CIA (CC): doc. 8. 
80. NSA (CC): doc. 295; CIA (CC) : doc. 9· 
81. NSA (CC) : doc. 425. 
82. NSA (CC): doc. 3087, pp. 17-23. 
83. NSA (CC): doc. 2925, pp. 1, 7-<); doc. 3087, p. 40. 
84. Kennedy secretly taped many ExComm meetings. Quotations from these tapes 

for 16 and 27 October are taken largely from Bundy'S transcriptions (NSA fCC]: docs. 
622,623, and 1544), supplemented where necessary by transcriptions released recently 
by Ernest May and Philip Zelikow (KT) . The former better preserves the stops and 
starts of the actual discussions. For the other taped meetings, I rely on KT except where 
my own transcriptions capture words missing from KT. 

85. There was a brief discussion of the Kremlin's motives in the second meeting, 
which paralleled this discussion. 

86. See n. 71 on Soviet motives. Also understood was the Turkish-Cuban parallel. 
As Bundy observed, "as [Rusk) says, [this) has many comparisons between Cuba and 
[U.S. missiles in) Italy, Turkey and Japan." 

87. McNamara reintroduced the idea near the meeting's end, but even then no one 
jumped in to support it. 

88. As only Khrushchev and a few others knew, the real Soviet ICBM launcher total 
was only 20. Accordingly, the 40 launchers in Cuba, covering the same targets in less 
time and without warning, constituted a tripling of Soviet strategic missiles almost 
overnight: Allen, Blight, and Welch, Back to the Brink, 53. 
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89. As we will see, JFK's concern that the missile total would grow substantially 
was well founded. Castro told the Russians in May that he would accept as many as 
1,000 missiles if necessary: Carlos Lechuga, In the Eye of the Storm (Melbourne: Ocean, 
1995),35· 

90. Schlesinger, Robert Kennedy, 546. 
91. KT, 97--98. 
92. See Lebow, "Domestic Politics and the Cuban Missile Crisis," Diplomatic History 

14 (fall 1990): 471--92, and Thompson, Missiles, 353. 
93. See KT, 112-16. 
94. CIA (CC): doc. 57. Discussion that day on Soviet motives reinforced the view 

that Moscow sought to improve its strike capability against North America and to 
undermine the U.s. position in Europe and Latin America: CIA (CC): docs. 52, 53, 
and 57. 

95. Memoranda on the pros and cons of various alternatives offered no recommen-
dations. See "Possible Courses of Action," NSA (CMCR, 1992--93), CMC I, no file num-
ber, and "Some Possible Subsequent Courses of Action and Counter-Action," NSA 
(DOS CMCR, 1992), CMC-8702125. 

96. McCone's notes, CIA (CC): doc. 55. 
97. Quotations are from JFKL Presidential Recordings, 18 October 1962, Tapes 30.2 

and 30A.1 (my transcription), and KT. See also McCone's record, CIA (CC): doc. 60. 
98. This follows my transcription (KT has Kennedy stating that a nuclear exchange 

would be a "prime failure"). 
99. Interestingly, even at this early stage, the idea of trading off Turkish missiles to 

acrueve a peaceful resolution was discussed. 
100. McCone's meeting notes, CIA (CC): doc. 60. 
101. See KT, 173-88. There was an interesting exchange on the missiles' signifi-

cance. Army Chief of Staff Earle Wheeler stressed that the missiles greatly increased 
the Soviet ability to attack the United States. Marine Corps Commandant David 
Shoup replied that the global public might not understand this fear, since it would 
expect Moscow to have the equivalent number of ICBMs in a few years. Kennedy 
agreed that Russia would later have many ICBMs. Still, he argued, while Cuban 
missiles might not increase Russia's total future power, they do " create a danger 
right there now" (ibid.). Kennedy thus understood that the Soviets would eventu-
ally move toward parity. Yet by increasing their power so significantly and so 
quickly, they would hurt the U.S. ability to stay ahead according to the 1961 
buildup plan . This would not only hurt extended deterrence; it might create a Soviet 
perception of temporary but declining superiority that could push Moscow into 
preventive war. 

102. For the Thursday night discussion, see KT, 171-72. 
103. Meeting minutes, NSA (DR): doc. 21. By the way he spoke, he implied that the 

president shared his opinion. That JFK still leaned to military action is shown by his be-
havior the next day and by his asking his close aide Theodore Sorensen on Thursday to 
draw up ultimata to Khrushchev and Castro to justify a military strike. See NSA (CC): 
doc. 676 and "To: F.e. [Fidel Castro]," JFKL, Sorensen Papers, Box 49, "Cuba-Subjects 
Standing Committee, 9/62-10/62 and undated." There were no equivalent letters for 
the blockade option; Sorensen would not begin to work on the blockade speech until 
Saturday (see Sorensen, Kennedy, 686-93). 

104. Brugioni, Eyeball to Eyeball, 303; NSA (CC): doc. 3302. 
105. NSA (CC): doc. 696. 
106. See NSA (CC): doc. 623. 
107. NSA (DR): doc. 21. 
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108. Brugioni, Eyeball to Eyeball, 311-13. 
109. Minutes of NSC meeting, 20 October, RFK Papers, quoted in Schlesinger, 

Robert Kennedy, 550. The CIA Special Estimate that day affirmed that the missiles 
would make "an important contribution to [Soviet] total strategic capability": NSA 
(DR): doc. 24. 

110. FRUS, 1961-63, vol. 1l:126-36. That night Kennedy assured McCone that 
Moscow would have only seventy-two hours to dismantle the missiles or military ac-
tion would begin (ibid., 137-38 and 132). 

llI. NSA (DR), doc. 25. 
112. NSA (CC): doc. 736. 
113. FRUS, 1961-63, vol. 1l:164. 
114. "Cuba," 21 October 1962, NSA (CMCR, 1992), CMC I, no file number. 
115. JFKL Presidential Recordings, 22 October 1962, YOO P.M. NSC meeting. 
116. All quotations are from JFKL Presidential Recordings, 22 October 1962, ll:OO 

A.M., Tapes 32.1 and 32.2 (my transcriptions) (KT puts this meeting at 11:30). 
117. Kennedy's words are somewhat blurred at the end, so he might be saying "we 

don't want them firing on us with nuclear weapons." 
118. Theodore C. Sorensen, ed., "Let the Word Go Forth" (New York: Bantam Dou-

bleday, 1988), 272-'75. 
119. Fursenko and Naftali, Hell of a Gamble, 206-17. 
120. Quoted in ibid., 240-4I. 
121. Ibid., 241-42. 
122. The risk that this would lead to all-out nuclear war was understood. The next 

day, the Soviet Defense Ministry, fulfilling an order from the Council of Ministers, 
took "supplementary measures to support the Armed Forces at the highest state of 
military readiness," including the troops of the strategic rocket forces. See Defense 
Minister Rodion Malinovski's report to Central Committee, 24 October 1962, in 
CWIHPB, Issue 573. 

123. Telegram from Dobrynin to Moscow, 23 October 1962, CWIHPB, Issue 570-7I. 
124. See Fursenko and Naftali, Hell of a Gamble, 51-52, 155, 185. 
125. On Thursday, showing skepticism for negotiated solutions, he told the group: 

"J never have thought we'd get them out of Cuba without the application of substantial 
force": KT, 417. 

126. Kennedy, Thirteen Days, 109; see also KT, 609. The day before, the president 
noted that of the two options left-a negotiated solution and military action-"I doubt 
[the former] is going to be successful" (KT,476). 

127. Rusk recently "revealed" that on Saturday night Kennedy agreed to consider a 
plan created by Rusk (and known to no one else), now dubbed the "Cordier ploy." An-
drew Cordier, president of Columbia, was to have asked U Thant, secretary-general of 
the UN, to make a public proposal for the removal of both Turkish and Cuban missiles. 
This would have provided another option should Moscow reject the private deal (As I 
Saw It, 240-42) . This revelation implies that Kennedy would have backed away from 
invading Cuba in the crunch. More recent evidence, however, shows that Rusk's recol-
lections were incorrect. Rusk did contact Cordier, but on 24-25 October, and only about 
UN monitoring after any Turkish-Cuban missile deal, not about a pre-deal offer (see 
KT, 606, n. 3, and White, Cuban Missile Crisis, 202-3). 

128. Robert Kennedy, Thirteen Days. 
129. NSA (CC): doc. 842. 
130. This group of experts from various departments was established to study the 

future and advise the ExComm. Its crucial role after 21 October has been little dis-
cussed by ExComm members. 

131. NSA (CC): doc. 819. See also Harriman's report to Under Secretary of State 
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George Ball (NSA ([CC): doc. 816), and a report by Raymond Garthoff, the State De-
partment's Special Assistant for Soviet Bloc Political/Military Affairs to Rostow (NSA 
[CC): doc. 940). On the Berlin connection, see KT, 678-80, and Allison and Zelikow, 
Essence of Decision, 99-107. 

132. KT,216-17· 
133. "Memorandum for Mr. McGeorge Bundy," 22 October 1962, JFKL NSF, Box 

226, Folder "Nato Weapons, Cables-Turkey." 
134· NSA (CC): docs. 953 and 1080; Telegram to Hare and Finletter, 24 October 1962, 

JFKL NSF, Box 226, Folder "Nato Weapons, Cables-Turkey." 
135. The MLF idea involved mostly submarine-based divisions made up of three or 

more nationalities, and was designed to reinforce extended deterrence by giving Euro-
peans some sense of controlling the nuclear decision. 

136. "SUBJECT: Cuba," 23 October 1962, NSA (CMCR, 1992-93), CMC I, no file 
number. 

137. "Current Intelligence Memorandum," NSA (CC): doc. 905; see also KT, 348. 
138. NSA (CC): doc. 1192. 
139. NSA (CC): doc. 1164. 
140. KT, 385-88. 
141. "SUBJECT: Cuba," 25 October 1962, JFKL NSF, Box 226, Folder "NATO 

Weapons Cables-Turkey." 
142. FRU5, 1961-63, vol. 11:213-15; NSA (CC): doc. 1328. 
143. NSA (CC): docs. 1446 and 1448. 
144· NSA (CC): doc. 1446. 
145. Fursenko and Naftali, Hell of a Gamble, 249-50. Cf. Dobrynin's telegram to 

Moscow, 24 October 1962, CWIHPB, Issue 571-73. 
146. Fursenko and Naftali, Hell of a Gamble, 250, 273-75. 
147. KT, 461-64. See also FRU5, 1961-63, vol. 11:225· A Department of Defense re-

port that day noted that the missiles' "military significance is that, in a Soviet no-
warning attack on U.S. strategic forces, the Cuban missiles already there could reduce 
by about 30 per cent the number of our surviving vehicles, and by about 40 per cent the 
number of weapons that we could deliver on Soviet targets" (NSA [CC): doc. 1398). 

148. Meeting minutes, in FRU5, 1961-63, vol. 11 :221 and 229-31. See also KT, 
443-44, and CIA Deputy Director Marshall Carter's memorandum to McCone, 25 Oc-
tober 1962, CIA (CC): doc. 93. 

149. FRU5, 1961-63, vol. 11:229-31. 
150. Quotations for these meetings, unless otherwise noted, are from Bundy'S tran-

scripts (NSA [CC): doc. 1544), supplemented where necessary with KT, 492-628. 
151. Raymond L. Garthoff, Reflections On the Cuban Missile Crisis, rev. ed. (Washing-

ton, D.C.: Brookings, 1989),202-3. 
152. Quoted in Lechuga, In the Eye, 35. Since IRBMs could reach all of the U.s. ICBM 

sites, even half this total could have quickly undermined U.S. deterrence. Moreover, as 
the August report had emphasized, the greatest hazard facing the United States was 
the possibility that Soviet leaders might think they had achieved a temporary but wan-
ing period of nuclear superiority. 

153· NSA (CC): doc. 1492. 
154. Kennedy's emphasis. 
155. The fact that civil defense preparations had been actively pursued that week, 

and that Kennedy would leave such a critical meeting to inform the governors, shows 
the extent to which he believed that nuclear war might be unavoidable in the end. 

156. Since the tape recording ended at this point, the passage is taken from the min-
utes, 15R, 318. 

157. Kennedy's emphasis. 
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158. Interview with Neustadt, NSA (CC): doc. 3307. 
159. In the few other examples where domestic public opinion was mentioned, barring 

one exception, the comments again revolved around public opinion as a potential con-
straint on what had to be done (KT, 127, 133, 200, 557) . The exception is Kennedy's agree-
ment with his brother's comment on 23 October that he would have been impeached if he 
had not acted (KT, 342-43). For two reasons, this exchange should not be overempha-
sized. First, in the prior discussion, JFK is focused on the global repercussions of allowing 
Khrushchev to deploy the missiles. Hence his agreement to RFK's comment is a side point 
to the main discussion. Moreover, since this exchange comes late in the crisis, after the key 
steps had already been taken, Kennedy's agreement seems more to reflect an attempt to 
bolster previous decisions, rather than indicating that he was driven by domestic motives. 
So even if staying in power was one of the president's goals (as it surely was), the vast 
bulk of the evidence shows that security concerns were his primary obsession. 

160. Bureaucratic and organizational factors were important more in information-
gathering and in the implementation of ExComm directives than in the actual decision-
making. See Allison and Zelikow, Essence of Decision, chaps. 4 and 6. 

161. Dillon: "Unless you get a cease-fire"; Bundy: "Or a general war." 
162. Indeed, he immediately argued that Washington might minimize the escala-

tion risk by "defus[ingl the Turkish missiles before we attack Cuba." Quotations from 
Bundy's transcripts, NSA (CC) : doc. 1544 (McNamara's emphasis). 

163. KR: GT, 182. On Khrushchev's growing fears on 27-28 October, see Fursenko 
and Naftali, Hell of a Gamble, 271-87. See also the alarming letters from Castro on Satur-
day, calling for a nuclear first strike against the United Sta tes, in Blight, Allyn, and 
Welch, Cuba on the Brink, appendix. 

164. Bundy'S transcripts, NSA (CC) : doc. 1544 (Kennedy's emphasis) . 

8. MAJOR WAR FROM PERICLES TO NAPOLEON 

1. Inevitable limits on time prevent me from covering instances of major war in the 
historical Chinese and Indian systems. Initial impressions suggest that the theory does 
not work terribly well for the most infamous of these cases: the hegemonic triumphs of 
Genghis Khan and his successors in the multipolar thirteenth century. The Mongols 
certainly possessed military superiority, but greed and glory rather than security seem 
to have been their dominant motives. The theory does better in the multipolar Warring 
States period in China (403-221 B.C.). Jockeying for position went on for a century and 
a half until the Qin empire, exploiting its superior cavalry forces and internal organiza-
tion, achieved the military preponderance needed for an all-out war for hegemony. 
The Mongol and Qin victories show that bids for hegemony in multipolarity can suc-
ceed, although they apparently require the relative disunity of opponents. 

2. I have not come across periods where states met my conditions and yet did 110t 
initiate major wars. Still, such periods may exist, and more research is needed. 

3. Thucydides, The Pelopol1nesian War, trans. Rex Warner (Harmondsworth: Pen-
guin, 1954), 1.23; see also 1.88 and 1.118. 

4· Ibid. , 1.89-117. 
5. Ibid. , 1.1; 2.8-11. The Spartans understood that war would be long and costly 

(1.80-88; 2.11). 
6. See Peter J. Fliess, Thucydides and the Politics of Bipolarity (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 

University Press, 1966). 
7. See Harry Eckstein, "Case Study and Theory in Political Science," in Fred I. 
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Greenstein and Nelson W. Polsby, eds., Handbook of Political Science (Reading, Mass.: 
Addison-Wesley, 1975). 

8. Thucydides, Pe/oponnesian War, 1.101-2; 1.118; 4-41. 
9· Differences in the two sides' characters are amply shown in book 1 of Thucy-

dides. Corinth, a Spartan ally, for example, chides the Spartans that while Athenians 
take risks to build their empire, Spartans stay at home and avoid conflict (1.69-70). On 
these differences, see Peter R. Pouncey, The Necessities of War: A Study of Th ucydides , Pes-
simism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980),57-68. 

10. On the history of this debate and a decisive riposte in Thucydides' favor, see 
G. E. M. de Ste. Croix's carefully argued and detailed analysis, The Origins of the Pelo-
ponnesian War (Worcester, U.K.: Duckworth, 1972). 

11. On this, see Donald Kagan, The Outbreak of the Peloponnesian War (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1969), and Richard Ned Lebow, "Thucydides, Power Transition The-
ory, and the Causes of War," in Lebow and Barry S. Strauss, eds., Hegemonic Rivalry: 
From Thucydides to the Nuclear Age (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1991), 125-68. 

12. See Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 1.83-88; 1.118-25. 
13· Ibid., 1.72. 
14. One should not conflate Athens's clear imperial ambitions (ibid., book 1, passim) 

with a desire for major war. The Athenians certainly sought to absorb as many small 
states as possible into their tribute-paying empire. But Athens had no reason for want-
ing all-out war with Sparta if it could expand on the periphery without such a war. 
That Athens, as the rising power, did not desire major war in 431 is reiniorced by Peri-
cles' strategy of keeping Athens on the defensive and not adding to the empire during 
the war (2.65). 

15. Ibid., 1.126. 
16. See Lebow, "Thucydides, Power Transition Theory," 128. 
17. See Jacqueline de Romilly, Thucydides and Athenian Imperialism (Oxford: Basil 

Blackwell, 1963), 19-20. 
18. Russell Meiggs, The Athenian Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972), 

chaps. 6-14; John V. A. Fine, The Ancient Greeks (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1983), chaps. 9-11. 

19. The following synopsis is based on Polybius, The Rise of the Roman Empire (Har-
mondsworth: Penguin, 1979); R. M. Errington, The Dawn of Empire (Ithaca: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1972); Donald Kagan, On the Origins of War (New York: Doubleday, 
1995); Tenny Frank, Roman imperialism (New York: Cooper Square, 1972); Cyril E. 
Robinson, History of the Roman RepubLic (New York: Crowell, 1965); and T. A. Dorey 
and D. R. Dudley, Rome against Carthage (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1972). 

20. The war began solely as a struggle for control over a third party; only much later 
did it evolve into a war threatening either power's homeland. The First Punic War thus 
provides a powerful example of how the overcommitment of reputations and emo-
tions in peripheral conflicts can lead to major war. Since neither side entered the con-
flict expecting an escalation to total war, however, all theories of major war remain in-
complete in this case. 

21. On Rome's increased potential power, see Dorey and Dudley, Rome, 26-28. 
22. Scholars agree that Rome was acting defensively at this time, seeking to elimi-

nate threats to its client states (Kagan, Origins, 262-74). 
23. Moreover, Rome was woefully unprepared for war with Carthage in this period, 

to the point of neglecting to organize a third army for use in the west (ibid., 267). One 
might argue that the Romans were building up for war with Carthage by first elimi-
nating threats at their rear, but this only reinforces the point: Carthage needed to act 
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before Rome got any stronger; and the Romans' move against Illyria indicates that they 
did not want war with Carthage for some time. Carthage's hostility was not a preemp-
tive move in the face of imminent Roman attack, but a preventive move against long-
term Roman growth. 

24. Errington, Dawn of Empire, 62. 
25· Laying responsibility at Carthage's door is consistent with our most objective 

source, Polybius, Rise of the Roman Empire, 3.30. Although Polybius refers to personal 
revenge as one of Hannibal's motives, the "pressure of circumstances," including the 
losses of Sardinia and Sicily, is also crucial (3.28; 2.30; 9.22-25). Modern historians also 
blame Carthage, but many too easily accept the revenge motive, forgetting that Hanni-
bal acted on the Senate's instructions (Frank, Roman Imperialism, 122-25; Robinson, His-
tory, 105-10). 

26. Near equality is again shown by the length and ferocity of the war, and how 
close Carthage came to winning. It is also the conclusion of Livy, The War with Hanni-
bal, trans. Aubrey de Selincourt (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1965),21.1. 

27. This characterization aligns with traditional diplomatic history (see n . 28) . 
The Ottoman empire occupied a role similar to Persia's in the Greek case and Mace-
don's in the Rome-Carthage case: it was an extrasystemic actor which, because of 
geography, had a difficult time projecting power into the core system, but which oc-
casionally affected events in the core. For an argument that the system was bipolar 
between the Hapsburgs and the Ottomans, see Ted Hopf, "Polarity, the Offense-
Defense Balance, and War," American Political Science Review 85 (June 1991): 475-93. 
For a critique showing that Hopt's figures support the traditional position, see Dale 
Copeland, "Neorealism and the Myth of Bipolar Stability," Security Studies 5 (spring 
1996): 67, n. 117· 

28. These conclusions and the historical account are drawn from: R. J. Knecht, Re-
naissance Warrior and Patron: The Reign of Francis I (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1994); Knecht, Francis I (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982); 
David Jayne Hill, A History of Diplomacy in the International Development of Europe, 
vol. 2 (New York: Howard Fertig, 1967); Manuel Fernandez Alvarez, Charles V (Lon-
don: Thames and Hudson, 1975); D. B. Wyndham Lewis, Charles of Europe (New 
York: Coward-McCann, 1931); H. Koenigsberger, "The Empire of Charles V in Eu-
rope," in G. R. Elton, ed., The New Cambridge Modern History, vol. 2 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1958), 310-33; F. C. Spooner, "The Hapsburg-Valois 
Struggle," in ibid., 334-58; and Francis Hackett, Francis the First (London: William 
Heinemann, 1934). 

29. See Hackett, Francis, 222-54. 
30. This argument dovetails with what Knecht calls the standard textbook explana-

tion for the beginning of thirty-five years of warfare, namely, the French need to break 
out of an ever-tightening Hapsburg encirclement (Renaissance Warrior, 176). 

31. Spooner, "The Hapsburg-Valois Struggle," 343. 
32. See Hill, History, 323-49. 
33. Alvarez, Charles V,60. 
34. That Spain was the preponderant military power of the time, and was seen as 

such, is discussed in M. S. Anderson, The Origins of Modern European State System, 
1494-1618 (London: Longman, 1998), 211; Peter Brightwell, "The Spanish System and 
the Twelve Years' Truce," English Historical Review 89 (April 1974): 273; Brightwell, 
"The Spanish Origins of the Thirty Years' War," European Studies Review 9 (October 
1979): 410; C. V. Wedgwood, The Thirty Years War (New York: Anchor, 1961), 26-27; 
and S. H. Steinberg, The Thirty Years ' War (New York: Norton, 1966),8. 
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35. N. M. Sutherland, "The Origins of the Thirty Years War and the Structure of Eu-
ropean Politics," English Historical Review 106 Ouly 1992): 615-16; J. V. Polisensky, War 
and Society in Europe, 1618-1648 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), 58-60; 
Kenneth M. Selton, Venice, Austria, and the Turks in the Seventeenth Century (Philadel-
phia: American Philosophical Society, 1991),35. 

36. Brightwell, "Twelve Years' Truce." 
37. Those seeing the war as part of the long-standing French-Hapsburg conflict in-

clude Sutherland, "Origins," 588-59; Wedgwood, Thirty Years War, 27; Steinberg, 
Thirhj Years' War, 1-2; and Jonathan I. Israel, Conflicts of Empires (London: Hambledon, 
1997),64· 

38. David Buisseret, Henry IV (London: Routledge, 1989), 178-79; Geoffrey Parker, 
Europe in Crisis, 1598-1648 (Glasgow: Fontana, 1979), chap 4. 

39. Parker, Europe in Crisis, 119. 
40. J. P. Cooper, "General Introduction," in Cooper, ed., The New Cambridge Modern 

History, vol. 4 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), 14· By 1700, France's 
population would reach 19-20 million, while Spain's would fall to 6 million: Carl J. 
Friedrich, The Age of Baroque, 1610-1660 (New York: Harper and Row, 1952), 5· 

41. See Carlo M. Cipolla, Before the Industrial Revolution, 2d ed. (London: Methuen, 
1981), chap. 10, and pp. 249, 261; Cooper, "General Introduction," 62-65; Niels Steens-
gaard, "The Seventeenth-Century Crisis," in Geoffrey Parker and Lesley M. Smith, eds., 
The General Crisis of the Seventeenth Century (London: Routledge, 1978), 31-34; and Ivo 
Schaffer, "Did Holland's Golden Age Coincide with a Period of Crisis?" in ibid., 93-100. 

42. See J. H . Elliott, Spain and Its World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 
esp. chaps. 6, 10, and 11. 

43. Austria was already in fin ancial trouble due to the accumulated debt from the 
1593-1606 Austro-Turkish war. In fact, much of the religious conflict in Germany had a 
straightforward monetary root: many German princes did not want to pay the taxes re-
sulting from such wars and other imperial expenditures. Geoffrey Parker, ed., The 
Thirty Years' War, 2d ed. (London: Routledge, 1997), 15; Parker, Europe in Crisis, 83; 
Sheilagh Ogilvie, "Germany and the Seventeenth Century," in Parker and Lesley M. 
Smith, ed s., The General Crisis of the Seventeenth Cen tury, 2d ed. (London: Routledge, 
1997),67-69· 

44. Brightwell, "Spanish Origins"; Brightwell, "Twelve Years Truce"; Brightwell, 
"Spain, Bohemia, and Europe, 1619-21," European Studies Review 12 (October 1982): 
371--99; Brightwell, "Spain and Bohemia: The Decision to Intervene," European Studies 
Review 12 (April 1982): 117-41. 

45. The same month Spain occupied the strategic Valtelline passes through 
Switzerland. 

46. Polisensky, War, 79-82. 
47. Israel, Conflicts, chaps. 2-3· 
48. Brightwell, "Spanish Origins," 426. 
49. Quoted in Brightwell, "Twelve Years' Truce," 289. 
50. Quoted in Brightwell, "Spain, Bohemia, and Europe," 386,395. 
51. Fernand Braudel, The Wheels of Commerce (New York: Harper and Row, 1982), 

174; John Lynch, Spain under the Habsburgs, 2 vols. (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1969),274. 

52. Quoted in Elliott, Spain and Its World, 253-54. 
53. Ibid ., chap. 11. 
54. Ibid., 126; R. A. Stradling, Spain's Struggle for Europe, 1598-1668 (London: Ham-

bled on, 1994), 113· 
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55. Sweden's move was a defensive response to Olivares's plan, accepted by Aus-
tria in 1628, to build a Hapsburg fleet to challenge Dutch and Swedish control of Baltic 
trade. Parker, Thirty Years War, 94-95, 109. 

56. Stradling, Spain's Struggle, 97-115; David Parrott, "The Causes of the Franco-
Spanish War of 1635-59," in Jeremy Black, ed., The Origins of War in Early Modern Eu-
rope (Edinburgh: Donald, 1987), 92-103. 

57. Parrott, "Causes of the Franco-Spanish War," 96. 
58. Stradling, Spain's Struggle, 117 (Stradling borrows the phrase "master plan" 

from Elliott). 
59· Quoted in ibid ., 109. 
60. Ibid., 116. 
61. Parrott, "Causes of the Franco-Spanish War," 103-5; Ronald G. Asch, The Thirty 

Years War (New York: St. Martin's, 1997), 119-21. 
62. Stradling, Spain's Struggle, 118. See also Olivares's argument in 1633 that France 

was plotting to destroy Hapsburg power: J. H. Elliott, Richelieu and Olivares (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 119. 

63. J. H. Elliott, "The Decline of Spain," in Trevor Aston, ed., Crisis in Europe, 
1560-1660 (New York: Basic Books, 1965), 192. 

64. Louis's legendary desire for gloire cannot be discounted completely as a cause of 
war, but two facts suggest that it was not determinative. First, French decision-making 
was collective: Louis led, but he relied heavily on the advice of ministers; John B. Wolf, 
Louis XIV (New York: Norton, 1968), passim. Second, when Louis invaded the eastern 
Rhineland in 1688-89, he immediately implemented a brutal scorched-earth policy. 
This action indicates that he hardly initiated war to promote his historical reputation; 
geopolitical concerns were dominant. 

65 . Quoted in Andrew Lossky, Louis XIV and the French Monarchy (New Brunswick: 
Rutgers University Press, 1994), 123. 

66. Quoted in ibid., 129. 
67. Ibid., 142-48; Paul So'nnino, "Louis XIV and the Dutch War," in Ragnhild Hat-

ton, ed., Louis XIV and Europe (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1976); Wolf, 
Louis, 214-19; Peter Robert Campbell, Louis XIV (London: Longman, 1993), 63. 

68. The war was not a major war by this book's definition. Like the Crimean War 
two centuries later, it was a limited conflict to maintain the regional territorial status 
quo, rather than a war of elimination involving all of the great powers at full mobi-
lization. 

69. Wolf, Louis, 194,403-4; Campbell, Louis, 58-59; Lossky, Louis, 160. 
70. J. S. Bromley, "Introduction," in Bromley, ed., The New Cambridge Modern His-

tonj, vol. 6 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971), 26; Jean Meuvret, "The 
Condition of France, 1688-1715," in ibid ., 320; James B. Collins, The State in Early Mod-
ern France (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 122-23; Campbell, Louis, 
5-6, 64; Pierre Goubert, Louis XIV and Twenty Million Frenchmen (New York: Vintage, 
1966), 125, 148, 179-80; Lossky, Louis, 246; Geoffrey Symcox, "Louis XIV and the Out-
break of the Nine Years Wars," in Hatton, ed ., Louis XIV, 179, 184; Wolf, Louis, 427. 

71. Charles Woolsey Cole, Colbert and a Centunj of French Mercantilism, 2 vols. (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1939); rnes Murat, Colbert (Charlottesville: University 
Press of Virginia, 1984), 236-41, 271-'75; Glenn Ames, Colbert, Mercantilism, and the 
French Quest for Asian Trade (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1996), 189; 
Goubert, Louis, 31. 

72. Goubert, Louis, 180; Steensgaard, "Seventeenth-Century Crisis," 29. 
73. Symcox, "Louis XIV," 185. 
74. Statistics are problematic, but Paul Kennedy shows that, in 1689-<)0, France had 
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a significantly larger army than any other state and also the biggest navy: The Rise and 
Fall of the Great Powers (New York: Random House, 1987), 99. This would explain its 
ability to fight the system almost singlehandedly for twenty-five years. On French mil-
itary superiority, see Campbell, Louis, 57; George Clark, "The Nine Years War, 
1688-1697," in Bromley, ed., New Cambridge Modern History, 224-31; and Collins, State 
in Early Modern France, 123. 

75. Symcox, "Louis XIV," 179; see also Wolf, Louis, 427. 
76. Symcox, "Louis XIV," 183-88; John B. Wolf, The Emergence of the Great Powers, 

1685-1715 (New York: Harper and Row, 1951), 127-32. 
77. Wolf, Louis, chap. 26; Lossky, Louis, 230. 
78. Quoted in Lossky, Louis, 179. 
79· Ibid., 176-81, 220-38; Wolf, Emergence, 35. 
80. Quoted in Symcox, "Louis XIV," 187. 
81. Quoted in ibid., 194. 
82. Ibid., 196-98; Lossky, Louis, 230-31. 
83. Quoted in Wolf, Louis, 650. 
84. Quoted in ibid ., 649. 
85. See ibid., 427-44; Symcox, "Louis XIV"; Lossky, Louis, 230-31; Paul Sonnino, 

"The Origins of Louis XIV's Wars," in Black, ed., Origins, 123-25; Selton, Austria, 
389-91; and Collins, State in Early Modern Europe, 122-27. 

86. Quoted in Wolf, Emergence, 34. 
87. George Clark, "From the Nine Years War to the War of the Spanish Succession," 

in Bromley, ed., New Cambridge Modern Histon}, 396. 
88. See ibid., 384-403; Lossky, Louis, chap. 11; Son nino, "Origins of Louis XIV's 

Wars," 127-29; and Wolf, Louis, chap·. 29. On France's long-standing interest in captur-
ing Spanish and Mediterranean trade, see Goubert, Louis, 100, 185, 224-29; Charles 
Woolsey Cole, French Mercantilism, 1683-1700 (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1943),22-32 and passim; Cole, Colbert, 1:383-415; Ames, Colbert, Mercantilism, 187-89; 
and Lossky, Louis, 104, 246-52. 

89· Wolf, Louis, 231. 
90. The War of Polish Succession (1733-35) and the War of Austrian Succession 

(1740-48) were not major wars by my definition. Both were wars of position driven largely 
by French efforts to compensate for Austrian territorial gains in the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht. 

91. Walter L. Dorn, Competition for Empire, 1740-1763 (New York: Harper and Row, 
1963),300. 

92. Gordon A. Craig, The Politics of the Prussian Army, 1640-1945 (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1955), chaps. 1-3· 

93. Dennis Showalter, The Wars of Frederick the Great (London: Longman, 1996), 91. 
94. Quoted in William J. McGill, "The Roots of Policy: Kaunitz in Vienna and Ver-

sailles, 1749-1753," Journal of Modern History 43 (June 1971): 232; see also Showalter, 
Wars, 91. 

95 · On Kaunitz's "grand design," see Dorn, Competition, 296-99; McGill, "Roots of 
Policy"; and Showalter, Wars, 90-93, 116-34· 
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